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Parents and Children

No aspect of family life seems more natural, universal, and changeless than the relation-
ship between parents and children. Yet historical and crosscultural evidence reveal major 
changes in conceptions of childhood and adulthood and in the psychological relationships 
between children and parents. For example, the shift from an agrarian to an industrial 
and then a post-industrial society over the past 200 years has revolutionized parent–child 
relations and the conditions of child development.

Among the changes associated with this transformation of childhood are: the decline 
of agriculture as a way of life, the elimination of child labor, the fall in infant mortality, 
the spread of literacy and mass schooling, and a focus on childhood as a distinct and valu-
able stage of life. As a result of these changes, modern parents bear fewer children, make 
greater emotional and economic investments in them, and expect less in return than their 
agrarian counterparts. Agrarian parents were not expected to emphasize emotional bonds 
or the value of children as unique individuals. Parents and children were bound together 
by economic necessity: Children were an essential source of labor in the family economy 
and a source of support in an old age. Today, almost all children are economic liabilities. 
In addition, they now have profound emotional significance. Parents hope offspring will 
provide intimacy, even genetic immortality. Although today’s children have become eco-
nomically worthless, they have become emotionally “priceless” (Zelizer, 1985).

No matter how eagerly an emotionally priceless child is awaited, becoming a parent 
is usually experienced as one of life’s major “normal” crises. In a classic article, Alice Rossi 
(1968) was one of the first to point out that the transition to parenthood is often one of 
life’s difficult passages. Since Rossi’s article first appeared more than three decades ago, a 
large body of research literature has developed, most of which supports her view that the 
early years of parenting can be a period of stress and change as well as joy.

Parenthood itself has changed since Rossi wrote. As Philip and Carolyn Cowan 
observe, becoming a parent may be more difficult now than it used to be. The Cowans 
studied couples before and after the births of their first children. Because of the rapid and 
dramatic social changes of the past decades, young parents today are like pioneers in a new, 
uncharted territory. For example, the vast majority of today’s couples come to parenthood 
with both husband and wife in the workforce, and most have expectations of a more egali-
tarian relationship than their own parents had. But the balance in their lives and their 
relationship has to shift dramatically after the baby is born. Most couples cannot afford 
the traditional pattern of the wife staying home full time, nor is this arrangement free of 
strain for those who try it. Young families thus face more burdens than in the past, yet 
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they lack the supportive services for new parents, such as visiting nurses, paid parental 
leave, and other family policies widely available in other countries. The Cowans suggest 
some newly developed ways to assist couples through this difficult transition.

After the earliest stage of parenthood, U.S. parents still struggle to find and afford 
even mediocre child care. In their article, Dan Clawson and Naomi Gerstel describe child 
care in Europe. Most countries provide publicly supported high quality care, but these 
countries do not all follow the same model of child care. For example, some emphasize 
education while others emphasize play; some rely more on professionals while others rely 
on parents. These and other variations suggest that if and when the United States decides 
to fund child care, it will have a variety of models to choose from.

In recent years, the role of fathers in children’s lives—especially their absence—has 
become a hot-button political issue. What are the everyday realities of life with a father 
in today’s families? Of course there is enormous diversity among fathers and families—in 
income, ethnicity, education, personality, and so on. Nicholas Townsend has done an in-
depth ethnographic study of the meaning of fatherhood to men in one community. In his 
article, he reports that to these men, fatherhood is part of a “package deal.” Along with 
the emotional relationship between father and child, it includes the father’s relationship 
with the mother, his job as a major source of support for the family, as well as providing 
a home for shelter. If the father is having trouble with any aspect of this relationship, it 
is likely to affect the whole package.

Worry about working mothers is only part of the more general anxiety many Amer-
icans feel about children in today’s families. Usually we compare troubled images of chil-
dren now with rosy images of children growing up in past times. But as historian Steven 
Mintz explains, public thinking about the history of American childhood is clouded by 
a series of myths. One is the myth of a carefree childhood. We cling to a fantasy that 
once upon a time childhood and youth were years of carefree adventure; however, for 
most children in the past, growing up was anything but easy. Disease, family disruption, 
and entering into the world of work at an early age were typical aspects of family life. 
The notion of a long, secure childhood, devoted to education and free from adult-like 
responsibilities, is a very recent invention—one that only became a reality for a majority 
of children during the period of relative prosperity that followed World War II.

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, however, poverty and inequal-
ity grew. In addition, social mobility—the ability of a poor child to rise into the middle 
class— declined. Annette Lareau began her intensive study of children’s everyday lives to 
learn how inequality is passed on from one generation to the next. Her research focused 
on childrearing practices among racially diverse families from poor, working-class, 
and  middle-class families. Her major finding was that parenting styles varied more by 
class than by race. That is, while race is important in many ways, middle-class black 
and white parents behaved in similar ways toward their children. Middle-class parents 
used a parenting style Lareau calls “concerted cultivation.” Like gardeners raising prize 
plants, these parents watched carefully over their children’s development. They actively 
organized daily life to foster their children’s talents and skills, and involved themselves 
in their children’s school experiences. In contrast, working-class and poor parents used 
a style Lareau calls “natural growth.” They work hard to get through the day and keep 
their children safe, but they expect their children to find their own recreation and they 
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tend to feel alienated from and distrustful of their children’s schools. Lareau argues that 
while each style has advantages and drawbacks, middle-class children develop a sense 
of “entitlement” that helps them navigate through the educational system from grade 
school through college.

Lareau’s in-depth study of daily family life cast doubt on conventional wisdom about 
the “decline of the family.” The research of Vern L. Bengston and his colleagues does 
the same. Bengston and colleagues draw their findings from the University of Southern 
California’s long-running study of families across three generations. What they discov-
ered about Generation X—the roughly 50 million Americans born between 1965 and 
1980—will surprise many readers. The stereotype of this post–baby boom generation 
portrays them as slackers and drifters, alienated from their parents and from society. In 
contrast, Bengston found that Generation X youth showed higher levels of education, 
career success, and self-esteem than their own parents when they were the same age. 
Moreover, all three generations in the study shared similar values. The researchers con-
clude that despite the massive family and social changes since the 1960s, family bonds 
across generations remain resilient.

The negative stereotypes of Generation X reflect a more general public misunder-
standing of a startling new reality: In today’s post-industrial society a new stage of life 
has emerged after adolescence ends. Instead of settling down into jobs, marriage, and 
parenthood in their early twenties, young adults move into a lengthened period of tran-
sition that may last through their twenties and even into their thirties. This dramatic 
shift in the timetables of early adulthood is rooted in the social and economic realities 
of post-industrial society, especially rising educational standards and the decline of blue-
collar jobs. Nevertheless, early adulthood has become a distinct stage of life with its own 
psychological profile. Jeffrey J. Arnett calls this new stage of life emerging adulthood, but 
there is no agreed-upon name for it. ( Earlier in this book, in Reading 13, Michael J. 
Rosenfeld labeled it “the independent stage.”) Arnett describes it as a unsettled period 
of exploration, as young men and women try out different possibilities in work and re-
lationships. In his research Arnett finds that young adulthood is a period of instability, 
focus on the self, and being in limbo—past the limits of being an adolescent, but not yet 
fully adult.
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New Families: Modern Couples 
as New Pioneers
Philip Cowan and Carolyn Pape Cowan

Mark and Abby met when they went to work for a young, ambitious candidate who was 
campaigning in a presidential primary. Over the course of an exhilarating summer, they 
debated endlessly about values and tactics. At summer’s end they parted, returned to col-
lege, and proceeded to forge their individual academic and work careers. When they met 
again several years later at a political function, Mark was employed in the public relations 
department of a large company and Abby was about to graduate from law school. Their 
argumentative, passionate discussions about the need for political and social change grad-
ually expanded to the more personal, intimate discussions that lovers have.

They began to plan a future together. Mark moved into Abby’s apartment. Abby 
secured a job in a small law firm. Excited about their jobs and their flourishing relation-
ship, they talked about making a long-term commitment and soon decided to marry. After 
the wedding, although their future plans were based on a strong desire to have children, 
they were uncertain about when to start a family. Mark raised the issue tentatively, but felt 
he did not have enough job security to take the big step. Abby was fearful of not being 
taken seriously if she became a mother too soon after joining her law firm.

Several years passed. Mark was now eager to have children. Abby, struggling with 
competing desires to have a baby and to move ahead in her professional life, was still hesi-
tant. Their conversations about having a baby seemed to go nowhere but were dra-
matically interrupted when they suddenly discovered that their birth control method had 
failed: Abby was unmistakably pregnant. Somewhat surprised by their own reactions, 
Mark and Abby found that they were relieved to have the timing decision taken out of 
their hands. Feeling readier than they anticipated, they became increasingly excited as 
they shared the news with their parents, friends, and coworkers.

Most chapters [in the book from which this reading is taken] focus on high-risk 
families, a category in which some observers include all families that deviate from the 
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traditional two-parent, nonteenage, father-at-work-mother-at-home “norm.” The in-
creasing prevalence of these families has been cited by David Popenoe, David Blanken-
horn, and others1 as strong evidence that American families are currently in a state of 
decline. In the debate over the state of contemporary family life, the family decline theo-
rists imply that traditional families are faring well. This view ignores clear evidence of 
the pervasive stresses and vulnerabilities that are affecting most families these days—even 
those with two mature, relatively advantaged parents.

In the absence of this evidence, it appears as if children and parents in traditional 
two-parent families do not face the kinds of problems that require the attention of family 
policymakers. We will show that Abby and Mark’s life, along with those of many modern 
couples forming new families, is less ideal and more subject to distress than family ob-
servers and policymakers realize. Using data from our own and others’ studies of partners 
becoming parents, we will illustrate how the normal process of becoming a family in 
this culture, at this time sets in motion a chain of potential stressors that function as risks 
that stimulate moderate to severe distress for a substantial number of parents. Results 
of a number of recent longitudinal studies make clear that if the parents’ distress is not 
addressed, the quality of their marriages and their relationships with their children are 
more likely to be compromised. In turn, conflictful or disengaged family relationships 
during the family’s formative years foreshadow later problems for the children when they 
reach the preschool and elementary school years. This means that substantial numbers 
of new two-parent families in the United States do not fit the picture of the ideal family 
portrayed in the family decline debate.

In what follows we: (1) summarize the changing historical context that makes life 
for many modern parents more difficult than it used to be; (2) explore the premises un-
derlying the current debate about family decline; (3) describe how conditions associated 
with the transition to parenthood create risks that increase the probability of individual, 
marital, and family distress; and (4) discuss the implications of this family strain for 
American family policy. We argue that systematic information about the early years of 
family life is critical to social policy debates in two ways: first, to show how existing laws 
and regulations can be harmful to young families, and second, to provide information 
about promising interventions with the potential to strengthen family relationships dur-
ing the early childrearing years.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: CHANGING 
FAMILIES IN A CHANGING WORLD

From the historical perspective of the past two centuries, couples like Mark and Abby are 
unprecedented. They are a modern, middle-class couple attempting to create a different 
kind of family than those of their parents and grandparents. Strained economic condi-
tions and the shifting ideology about appropriate roles for mothers and fathers pose new 
challenges for these new pioneers whose journey will lead them through unfamiliar ter-
rain. With no maps to pinpoint the risks and hardships, contemporary men and women 
must forge new trails on their own.
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Based on our work with couples starting families over the past twenty years, we 
believe that the process of becoming a family is more difficult now than it used to be. 
Because of the dearth of systematic study of these issues, it is impossible to locate hard 
evidence that modern parents face more challenges than parents of the past. Nonetheless, 
a brief survey of the changing context of family life in North America suggests that the 
transition to parenthood presents different and more confusing challenges for modern 
couples creating families than it did for parents in earlier times.

Less Support = More Isolation
While 75 percent of American families lived in rural settings in 1850, 80 percent were 
living in urban or suburban environments in the year 2000. Increasingly, new families 
are created far from grandparents, kin, and friends with babies the same age, leaving 
parents without the support of those who could share their experiences of the ups and 
downs of parenthood. Most modern parents bring babies home to isolated dwellings 
where their neighbors are strangers. Many women who stay home to care for their babies 
find themselves virtually alone in the neighborhood during this major transition, a time 
when we know that inadequate social support poses a risk to their own and their babies’ 
well-being.2

More Choice = More Ambiguity
Compared with the experiences of their parents and grandparents, couples today have 
more choice about whether and when to bring children into their lives. In addition to 
the fact that about 4.5 percent of women now voluntarily remain forever childless (up 
from 2.2 percent in 1980), partners who do become parents are older and have smaller 
families—only one or two children, compared to the average of three, forty years ago. 
The reduction in family size tends to make each child seem especially precious, and the 
decision about whether and when to become parents even more momentous. Modern 
birth control methods give couples more control over the timing of a pregnancy, in 
spite of the fact that many methods fail with some regularity, as they did for Mark and 
Abby. Although the legal and moral issues surrounding abortion are hotly debated, 
modern couples have a choice about whether to become parents, even after conception 
begins.

Once the baby is born, there are more choices for modern couples. Will the 
mother return to work or school, which most were involved in before giving birth, 
and if so, how soon and for how many hours? Whereas only 18 percent of women 
with a child under six were employed outside the home in 1960, according to the 2000 
census, approximately 55 percent of women with a child under one now work at least 
part time. Will the father take an active role in daily child care, and if so, how much? 
Although having these new choices is regarded by many as a benefit of modern life, 
choosing from among alternatives with such far-reaching consequences creates confu-
sion and uncertainty for both men and women—which itself can lead to tension within 
the couple.
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New Expectations for Marriage = New 
Emotional Burdens
Mark and Abby, like many other modern couples, have different expectations for mar-
riage than their forebears. In earlier decades, couples expected marriage to be a working 
partnership in which men and women played unequal but clearly defined roles in terms 
of family and work, especially once they had children. Many modern couples are trying 
to create more egalitarian relationships in which men and women have more similar and 
often interchangeable family and work roles.

The dramatic increase of women in the labor force has challenged old definitions 
of what men and women are expected to do inside and outside the family. As women have 
taken on a major role of contributing to family income, there has been a shift in ideology 
about fathers’ greater participation in housework and child care, although the realities 
of men’s and women’s division of family labor have lagged behind. Despite the fact that 
modern fathers are a little more involved in daily family activities than their fathers 
were, studies in every industrialized country reveal that women continue to carry the 
major share of the burden of family work and care of the children, even when both part-
ners are employed full time.3 In a detailed qualitative study, Arlie Hochschild notes that 
working mothers come home to a “second shift.” She describes vividly couples’ struggle 
with contradictions between the values of egalitarianism and traditionalism, and between 
egalitarian ideology and the constraints of modern family life.

As husbands and wives struggle with these issues, they often become adversaries. At 
the same time, they expect their partners to be their major suppliers of emotional warmth 
and support.4 These demanding expectations for marriage as a haven from the stresses 
of the larger world come naturally to modern partners, but this comfort zone is difficult 
to create, given current economic and psychological realities and the absence of helpful 
models from the past. The difficulty of the task is further compounded by the fact that 
when contemporary couples feel stressed by trying to work and nurture their children, 
they feel torn by what they hear from advocates of a “simpler,” more traditional version 
of family life. In sum, we see Abby and Mark as new pioneers because they are creating 
a new version of family life in an era of greater challenges and fewer supports, increased 
and confusing choices about work and family arrangements, ambiguities about men’s and 
women’s proper roles, and demanding expectations of themselves to be both knowledge-
able and nurturing partners and parents.

POLITICAL CONTEXT: DOES FAMILY 
CHANGE MEAN FAMILY DECLINE?

A number of writers have concluded that the historical family changes we described have 
weakened the institution of the family. One of the main spokespersons for this point of 
view, David Popenoe,5 interprets the trends as documenting a “retreat from the tradi-
tional nuclear family in terms of a lifelong, sexually exclusive unit, with a separate-sphere 
division of labor between husbands and wives.” He asserts, “Nuclear units are losing 
ground to single-parent families, serial and stepfamilies, and unmarried and homosexual 
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couples.”6 The main problem in contemporary family life, he argues, is a shift in which 
familism as a cultural value has lost ground to other values such as individualism, self-
focus, and egalitarianism.7

Family decline theorists are especially critical of single-parent families whether cre-
ated by divorce or out-of-wedlock childbirth.8 They assume that two-parent families of 
the past functioned with a central concern for children that led to putting children’s needs 
first. They characterize parents who have children under other arrangements as putting 
themselves first, and they claim that children are suffering as a result.

The primary index for evaluating the family decline is the well-being of children. 
Family decline theorists repeatedly cite statistics suggesting that fewer children are being 
born, and that a higher proportion of them are living with permissive, disengaged, self-
focused parents who ignore their physical and emotional needs. Increasing numbers 
of children show signs of mental illness, behavior problems, and social deviance. The 
remedy suggested? A social movement and social policies to promote “family values” that 
emphasize nuclear families with two married, monogamous parents who want to have 
children and are willing to devote themselves to caring for them. These are the families 
we have been studying.

Based on the work of following couples starting families over the past twenty years, 
we suggest that there is a serious problem with the suggested remedy, which ignores the 
extent of distress and dysfunction in this idealized family form. We will show that in a 
surprisingly high proportion of couples, the arrival of the first child is accompanied by 
increased levels of tension, conflict, distress, and divorce, not because the parents are self-
centered but because it is inherently difficult in today’s world to juggle the economic and 
emotional needs of all family members, even for couples in relatively “low-risk” circum-
stances. The need to pay more attention to the underside of the traditional family myth is 
heightened by the fact that we can now (1) identify in advance those couples most likely 
to have problems as they make the transition to parenthood, and (2) intervene to reduce 
the prevalence and intensity of these problems. Our concern with the state of contem-
porary families leads us to suggest remedies that would involve active support to enable 
parents to provide nurturance and stability for their children, rather than exhortations 
that they change their values about family life.

REAL LIFE CONTEXT: NORMAL RISKS 
ASSOCIATED WITH BECOMING A FAMILY

To illustrate the short-term impact of becoming parents, let us take a brief look at Mark 
and Abby four days after they bring their daughter, Lizzie, home from the hospital.

It is 3 A.M. Lizzie is crying lustily. Mark had promised that he would get up and bring the 
baby to Abby when she woke, but he hasn’t stirred. After nudging him several times, Abby 
gives up and pads across the room to Lizzie’s cradle. She carries her daughter to a rocking 
chair and starts to feed her. Abby’s nipples are sore and she hasn’t yet been able to relax 
while nursing. Lizzie soon stops sucking and falls asleep. Abby broods silently, the quiet 
broken only by the rhythmic squeak of the rocker. She is angry at Mark for objecting to 
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her suggestion that her parents come to help. She fumes, thinking about his romantic 
image of the three of them as a cozy family. “Well, Lizzie and I are cozy all right, but 
where is Mr. Romantic now?” Abby is also preoccupied with worry. She is intrigued and 
drawn to Lizzie but because she hasn’t experienced the “powerful surge of love” that she 
thinks “all mothers” feel, she worries that something is wrong with her. She is also anxious 
because she told her boss that she’d be back to work shortly, but she simply doesn’t know 
how she will manage. She considers talking to her best friend, Adrienne, but Adrienne 
probably wouldn’t understand because she doesn’t have a child.

Hearing what he interprets as Abby’s angry rocking, Mark groggily prepares his de-
fense about why he failed to wake up when the baby did. Rather than engaging in conversa-
tion, recalling that Abby “barked” at him when he hadn’t remembered to stop at the market 
and pharmacy on the way home from work, he pretends to be asleep. He becomes preoc-
cupied with thoughts about the pile of work he will face at the office in the morning.

We can see how two well-meaning, thoughtful people have been caught up in 
changes and reactions that neither has anticipated or feels able to control. Based on our 
experience with many new parent couples, we imagine that, if asked, Abby and Mark 
would say that these issues arousing their resentment are minor; in fact, they feel fool-
ish about being so upset about them. Yet studies of new parents suggest that the stage is 
set for a snowball effect in which these minor discontents can grow into more troubling 
distress in the next year or two. What are the consequences of this early disenchant-
ment? Will Mark and Abby be able to prevent it from triggering more serious negative 
outcomes for them or for the baby?

To answer these questions about the millions of couples who become first-time 
parents each year, we draw on the results of our own longitudinal study of the transition 
to parenthood and those of several other investigators who also followed men and women 
from late pregnancy into the early years of life with a first child.9 The samples in these 
studies were remarkably similar: the average age of first-time expectant fathers was about 
thirty years, of expectant mothers approximately one year younger. Most investigators 
studied urban couples, but a few included rural families. Although the participants’ eco-
nomic level varied from study to study, most fell on the continuum from working class, 
through lower-middle, to upper-middle class. In 1995 we reviewed more than twenty 
longitudinal studies of this period of family life; we included two in Germany by Engfer 
and Schneewind10 and one in England by Clulow,11 and found that results in all but two 
reveal an elevated risk for the marriages of couples becoming parents.12 A more recent 
study and review comes to the same conclusion.13

We talk about this major normative transition in the life of a couple in terms of risk, 
conflict, and distress for the relationship because we find that the effects of the transition 
to parenthood create disequilibrium in each of five major domains of family life: (1) the 
parents’ sense of self; (2) parent-grandparent relationships; (3) the parent-child relation-
ships; (4) relationships with friends and work; and (5) the state of the marriage. We find 
that “fault lines” in any of these domains before the baby arrives amplify marital tensions 
during the transition to parenthood. Although it is difficult to determine precisely when 
the transition to parenthood begins and ends, our findings suggest that it encompasses 
a period of more than three years, from before conception until at least two years after 
the first child is born. Since different couples experience the transition in different ways, 
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we rely here not only on Mark and Abby but also on a number of other couples in our 
study to illustrate what happens in each domain when partners become parents.

Parents’ Sense of Self
Henry, aged 32, was doing well in his job at a large computer store. Along with Mei-Lin, 
his wife of four years, he was looking forward to the birth of his first child. Indeed, the first 
week or two found Henry lost in a euphoric haze. But as he came out of the clouds and went 
back to work, Henry began to be distracted by new worries. As his coworkers kept remind-
ing him, he’s a father now. He certainly feels like a different person, though he’s not quite 
sure what a new father is supposed to be doing. Rather hesitantly, he confessed his sense 
of confusion to Mei-Lin, who appeared visibly relieved. “I’ve been feeling so fragmented,” 
she told him. “It’s been difficult to hold on to my sense of me. I’m a wife, a daughter, a 
friend, and a teacher, but the Mother part seems to have taken over my whole being.”

Having a child forces a redistribution of the energy directed to various aspects of 
parents’ identity. We asked expectant parents to describe themselves by making a list of 
the main aspects of themselves, such as son, daughter, friend, worker, and to divide a 
circle we called The Pie into pieces representing how large each aspect of self feels. Men 
and women filled out The Pie again six and eighteen months after their babies were born. 
As partners became parents, the size of the slice labeled parent increased markedly until it 
occupied almost one-third of the identity of mothers of eighteen-month-olds. Although 
men’s parent slice also expanded, their sense of self as father occupied only one-third 
the “space” of their wives’. For both women and men, the partner or lover part of their 
identities got “squeezed” as the parent aspect of self expanded.

It is curious that in the early writing about the transition to parenthood, which 
E. E. LeMasters claimed constituted a crisis for a couple,14 none of the investigators gath-
ered or cited data on postpartum depression—diagnosed when disabling symptoms of 
depression occur within the first few months after giving birth. Accurate epidemiological 
estimates of risk for postpartum depression are difficult to come by. Claims about the in-
cidence in women range from .01 percent for serious postpartum psychosis to 50 percent 
for the “baby blues.” Results of a study by Campbell and her colleagues suggest that ap-
proximately 10 percent of new mothers develop serious clinical depressions that interfere 
with their daily functioning in the postpartum period.15 There are no epidemiological 
estimates of the incidence of postpartum depression in new fathers. In our study of 100 
couples, one new mother and one new father required medical treatment for disabling 
postpartum depression. What we know, then, is that many new parents like Henry and 
Mei-Lin experience a profound change in their view of themselves after they have a baby, 
and some feel so inadequate and critical of themselves that their predominant mood can 
be described as depressed.

Relationships with Parents and In-Laws
Sandra, one of the younger mothers in our study, talked with us about her fear of repeating 
the pattern from her mother’s life. Her mother gave birth at sixteen, and told her children 
repeatedly that she was too young to raise a family. “Here I am with a beautiful little girl, 
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and I’m worrying about whether I’m really grown up enough to raise her.” At the same 
time, Sandra’s husband, Daryl, who was beaten by his stepfather, is having flashbacks 
about how helpless he felt at those times: “I’m trying to maintain the confidence I felt 
when Sandra and I decided to start our family, but sometimes I get scared that I’m not 
going to be able to avoid being the kind of father I grew up with.”

Psychoanalytically oriented writers16 focusing on the transition to parenthood em-
phasize the potential disequilibration that is stimulated by a reawakening of intrapsychic 
conflicts from new parents’ earlier relationships. There is considerable evidence that 
having a baby stimulates men’s and women’s feelings of vulnerability and loss associated 
with their own childhoods, and that these issues play a role in their emerging sense of self 
as parents. There is also evidence that negative relationship patterns tend to be repeated 
across the generations, despite parents’ efforts to avoid them;17 so Sandra and Daryl have 
good reason to be concerned. However, studies showing that a strong, positive couple 
relationship can provide a buffer against negative parent-child interactions suggest that 
the repetition of negative cycles is not inevitable.18

We found that the birth of a first child increases the likelihood of contact between 
the generations, often with unanticipated consequences. Occasionally, renewed contact 
allows the expectant parents to put years of estrangement behind them if their parents 
are receptive to renewed contact. More often, increased contact between the generations 
stimulates old and new conflicts—within each partner, between the partners, and between 
the generations. To take one example: Abby wants her mother to come once the baby 
is born but Mark has a picture of beginning family life on their own. Tensions between 
them around this issue can escalate regardless of which decision they make. If Abby’s 
parents do visit, Mark may have difficulty establishing his place with the baby. Even if 
Abby’s parents come to help, she and Mark may find that the grandparents need look-
ing after too. It may be weeks before Mark and Abby have a private conversation. If the 
grandparents do not respond or are not invited, painful feelings between the generations 
are likely to ensue.

The Parent-Child Relationship
Few parents have had adequate experience in looking after children to feel confident 
immediately about coping with the needs of a first baby.

Tyson and Martha have been arguing, it seems, for days. Eddie, their six-month-old, has 
long crying spells every day and into the night. As soon as she hears him, Martha moves 
to pick him up. When he is home, Tyson objects, reasoning that this just spoils Eddie and 
doesn’t let him learn how to soothe himself. Martha responds that Eddie wouldn’t be cry-
ing if something weren’t wrong, but she worries that Tyson may be right; after all, she’s 
never looked after a six-month-old for more than an evening of baby-sitting. Although 
Tyson continues to voice his objections, he worries that if Martha is right, his plan may 
not be the best for his son either.

To make matters more complicated, just as couples develop strategies that seem effective, 
their baby enters a new developmental phase that calls for new reactions and routines. 
What makes these new challenges difficult to resolve is that each parent has a set of ideas 
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and expectations about how parents should respond to a child, most based on experience 
in their families of origin. Meshing both parents’ views of how to resolve basic questions 
about child rearing proves to be a more complex and emotionally draining task than most 
couples had anticipated.

Work and Friends
Dilemmas about partners’ work outside the home are particularly salient during a cou-
ple’s transition to parenthood.

Both Hector and Isabel have decided that Isabel should stay home for at least the first year 
after having the baby. One morning, as Isabel is washing out José’s diapers and hoping 
the phone will ring, she breaks into tears. Life is not as she imagined it. She misses her 
friends at work. She misses Hector, who is working harder now to provide for his family 
than he was before José was born. She misses her parents and sisters who live far away in 
Mexico. She feels strongly that she wants to be with her child full time, and that she should 
be grateful that Hector’s income makes this possible, but she feels so unhappy right now. 
This feeling adds to her realization that she has always contributed half of their family 
income, but now she has to ask Hector for household money, which leaves her feeling 
vulnerable and dependent.

Maria is highly invested in her budding career as an investment counselor, making 
more money than her husband, Emilio. One morning, as she faces the mountain of unread 
files on her desk and thinks of Lara at the child care center almost ready to take her first 
steps, Maria bursts into tears. She feels confident that she and Emilio have found excellent 
child care for Lara, and reminds herself that research has suggested that when mothers 
work outside the home, their daughters develop more competence than daughters of 
mothers who stay home. Nevertheless, she feels bereft, missing milestones that happen 
only once in a child’s life.

We have focused on the women in both families because, given current societal 
arrangements, the initial impact of the struggle to balance work and family falls more 
heavily on mothers. If the couple decides that one parent will stay home to be the primary 
caretaker of the child, it is almost always the mother who does so. As we have noted, in 
contemporary America, about 50 percent of mothers of very young children remain at 
home after having a baby and more than half return to work within the first year. Both 
alternatives have some costs and some benefits. If mothers like Isabel want to be home 
with their young children, and the family can afford this arrangement, they have the op-
portunity to participate fully in the early day-to-day life of their children. This usually 
has benefits for parents and children. Nevertheless, most mothers who stay home face 
limited opportunities to accomplish work that leads them to feel competent, and staying 
home deprives them of emotional support that coworkers and friends can provide, the 
kinds of support that play a significant role in how parents fare in the early postpartum 
years. This leaves women like Isabel at risk for feeling lonely and isolated from friends 
and family.19 By contrast, women like Maria who return to work are able to maintain a 
network of adults to work with and talk with. They may feel better about themselves and 
“on track” as far as their work is concerned, but many become preoccupied with worry 
about their children’s well-being, particularly in this age of costly but less than ideal child 
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care. Furthermore, once they get home, they enter a “second shift” in which they do the 
bulk of the housework and child care.20

We do not mean to imply that all the work-family conflicts surrounding the transi-
tion to parenthood are experienced by women. Many modern fathers feel torn about how 
to juggle work and family life, move ahead on the job, and be more involved with their 
children than their fathers were with them. Rather than receive a reduction in workload, 
men tend to work longer hours once they become fathers, mainly because they take their 
role as provider even more seriously now that they have a child.21 In talking to more than 
100 fathers in our ongoing studies, we have become convinced that the common picture 
of men as resisting the responsibilities and workload involved in family life is seriously 
in error. We have become painfully aware of the formidable obstacles that bar men from 
assuming more active roles as fathers and husbands.

First, parents, bosses, and friends often discourage men’s active involvement in the 
care of their children (“How come you’re home in the middle of the day?” “Are you re-
ally serious about your work here?” “She’s got you baby-sitting again, huh?”). Second, 
the economic realities in which men’s pay exceeds women’s, make it less viable for men 
to take family time off. Third, by virtue of the way males and females are socialized, men 
rarely get practice in looking after children and are given very little support for learning 
by trial and error with their new babies.

In the groups that we conducted for expectant and new parents, to which parents brought 
their babies after they were born, we saw and heard many versions of the following: we 
are discussing wives’ tendency to reach for the baby, on the assumption that their hus-
bands will not respond. Cindi describes an incident last week when little Samantha began 
to cry. Cindi waited. Her husband, Martin, picked up Samantha gingerly, groped for a 
bottle, and awkwardly started to feed her. Then, according to Martin, within about sixty 
seconds, Cindi suggested that Martin give Samantha’s head more support and prop the 
bottle in a different way so that the milk would flow without creating air bubbles. Martin 
quickly decided to hand the baby back to “the expert” and slipped into the next room “to 
get some work done.”

The challenge to juggle the demands of work, family, and friendship presents dif-
ferent kinds of stressors for men and women, which propels the spouses even farther into 
separate worlds. When wives stay at home, they wait eagerly for their husbands to return, 
hoping the men will go “on duty” with the child, especially on difficult days. This leaves 
tired husbands who need to unwind facing tired wives who long to talk to an adult who 
will respond intelligibly to them. When both parents work outside the family, they must 
coordinate schedules, arrange child care, and decide how to manage when their child 
is ill. Parents’ stress from these dilemmas about child care and lack of rest often spill 
over into the workday—and their work stress, in turn, gets carried back into the family 
atmosphere.22

The Marriage
It should be clearer now why we say that the normal changes associated with becom-
ing a family increase the risk that husbands and wives will experience increased marital 
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dissatisfaction and strain after they become parents. Mark and Abby, and the other cou-
ples we have described briefly, have been through changes in their sense of themselves 
and in their relationships with their parents. They have struggled with uncertainties and 
disagreements about how to provide the best care for their child. Regardless of whether 
one parent stays home full or part time or both work full days outside the home, they 
have limited time and energy to meet conflicting demands from their parents, bosses, 
friends, child, and each other, and little support from outside the family to guide them 
on this complex journey into uncharted territory. In almost every published study of the 
transition conducted over the last four decades, men’s and women’s marital satisfaction 
declined. Belsky and Rovine found that from 30 percent to 59 percent of the partici-
pants in their Pennsylvania study showed a decline between pregnancy and nine months 
postpartum, depending on which measure of the marriage they examined.23 In our study 
of California parents, 45 percent of the men and 58 percent of the women showed de-
clining satisfaction with marriage between pregnancy and eighteen months postpartum. 
The scores of approximately 15 percent of the new parents moved from below to above 
the clinical cutoff that indicates serious marital problems, whereas only 4 percent moved 
from above to below the cutoff.

Why should this optimistic time of life pose so many challenges for couples? One 
key issue for couples becoming parents has been treated as a surefire formula for humor 
in situation comedies—husband-wife battles over the “who does what?” of housework, 
child care, and decision making. Our own study shows clearly that, regardless of how 
equally family work is divided before having a baby, or of how equally husbands and wives 
expect to divide the care of the baby, the roles men and women assume tend to be gender-
linked, with wives doing more family work than they had done before becoming a parent 
and substantially more housework and baby care than their husbands do. Furthermore, 
the greater the discrepancy between women’s predicted and actual division of family tasks 
with their spouses, the more symptoms of depression they report. The more traditional 
the arrangements—that is, the less husbands are responsible for family work—the greater 
fathers’ and mothers’ postpartum dissatisfaction with their overall marriage.

Although theories of life stress generally assume that any change is stressful, we 
found no correlation between sheer amount of change in the five aspects of family life 
and parents’ difficulties adapting to parenthood. In general, parenthood was followed by 
increasing discrepancies between husbands’ and wives’ perceptions of family life and their 
descriptions of their actual family and work roles. Couples in which the partners showed 
the greatest increase in those discrepancies—more often those with increasingly tradi-
tional role arrangements—described increasing conflict as a couple and greater declines 
in marital satisfaction.

These findings suggest that whereas family decline theorists are looking at statistics 
about contemporary families through 1950 lenses, actual families are responding to the 
realities of life in the twenty-first century. Given historical shifts in men’s and women’s 
ideas about family roles and present economic realities, it is not realistic to expect them 
to simply reverse trends by adopting more traditional values and practices. Contempo-
rary families in which the parents’ arrangements are at the more traditional end of the 
spectrum are less satisfied with themselves, with their relationships as couples, and with 
their role as parents, than those at the more egalitarian end.
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DO WE KNOW WHICH FAMILIES 
WILL BE AT RISK?

The message for policymakers from research on the transition to parenthood is not only 
that it is a time of stress and change. We and others have found that there is predictability 
to couples’ patterns of change: this means that it is possible to know whether a couple is 
at risk for more serious problems before they have a baby and whether their child will 
be at risk for compromised development. This information is also essential for purposes 
of designing preventive intervention. Couples most at risk for difficulties and troubling 
outcomes in the early postpartum years are those who were in the greatest individual 
and marital distress before they became parents. Children most at risk are those whose 
parents are having the most difficulty maintaining a positive, rewarding relationship as 
a couple.

The “Baby-Maybe” Decision
Interviews with expectant parents about their process of making the decision to have a 
baby provide one source of information about continuity of adaptation in the family-
making period. By analyzing partners’ responses to the question, “How did the two of 
you come to be having a baby at this time?” we found four fairly distinct types of decision 
making in our sample of lower-middle- to upper-middle-class couples, none of whom 
had identified themselves as having serious relationship difficulties during pregnancy: 
(1) The Planners—50 percent of the couples—agreed about whether and when to have 
a baby. The other 50 percent were roughly evenly divided into three patterns: (2) The 
Acceptance of fate couples—15 percent—had unplanned conceptions but were pleased 
to learn that they were about to become parents; (3) The Ambivalent couples—another 
 15  percent—continually went back and forth about their readiness to have a baby, even 
late in pregnancy; and (4) The Yes-No couples—the remaining 15 percent—claimed not 
to be having relationship difficulties but nonetheless had strong disagreements about 
whether to complete their unplanned pregnancy.

Alice, thirty-four, became pregnant when she and Andy, twenty-seven, had been living 
together only four months. She was determined to have a child, regardless of whether 
Andy stayed in the picture. He did not feel ready to become a father, and though he dearly 
loved Alice, he was struggling to come to terms with the pregnancy. “It was the hardest 
thing I ever had to deal with,” he said. “I had this idea that I wasn’t even going to have to 
think about being a father until I was over thirty, but here it was, and I had to decide now. 
I was concerned about my soul. I didn’t want, under any circumstances, to compromise 
myself, but I knew it would be very hard on Alice if I took action that would result in her 
being a single parent. It would’ve meant that I’m the kind of person who turns his back on 
someone I care about, and that would destroy me as well as her.” And so he stayed.24

The Planners and Acceptance of fate couples experienced minimal decline in marital 
satisfaction, whereas the Ambivalent couples tended to have lower satisfaction to begin 
with and to decline even further between pregnancy and two years later. The greatest risk 
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was for couples who had serious disagreement—more than ambivalence—about having a 
first baby. In these cases, one partner gave in to the other’s wishes in order to remain in 
the relationship. The startling outcome provides a strong statement about the wisdom 
of this strategy: all of the Yes-No couples like Alice and Andy were divorced by the time their 
first child entered kindergarten, and the two Yes-No couples in which the wife was the reluc-
tant partner reported severe marital distress at every postpartum assessment. This finding 
suggests that partners’ unresolved conflict in making the decision to have a child is mir-
rored by their inability to cope with conflict to both partners’ satisfaction once they become 
parents. Couples’ styles of making this far-reaching decision seem to be a telling indicator 
of whether their overall relationship is at risk for instability, a finding that contradicts the 
folk wisdom that having a baby will mend serious marital rifts.

Additional Risk Factors for Couples
Not surprisingly, when couples reported high levels of outside-the-family life stress dur-
ing pregnancy, they are more likely to be unhappy in their marriages and stressed in their 
parenting roles during the early years of parenthood. When there are serious problems in 
the relationships between new parents and their own parents the couples are more likely 
to experience more postpartum distress.25 Belsky and colleagues showed that new parents 
who recalled strained relationships with their own parents were more likely to experience 
more marital distress in the first year of parenthood.26 In our study, parents who reported 
early childhoods clouded by their parents’ problem drinking had a more stressful time 
on every indicator of adjustment in the first two years of parenthood—more conflict, less 
effective problem solving, less effective parenting styles, and greater parenting stress.27 
Although the transmission of maladaptive patterns across generations is not inevitable, 
these data suggest that without intervention, troubled relationships in the family of origin 
constitute a risk factor for relationships in the next generation.

Although it is never possible to make perfect predictions for purposes of creating 
family policies to help reduce the risks associated with family formation, we have been 
able to identify expectant parents at risk for later individual, marital, and parenting diffi-
culties based on information they provided during pregnancy. Recall that the participants 
in the studies we are describing are the two-parent intact families portrayed as ideal in 
the family decline debate. The problems they face have little to do with their family 
values. The difficulties appear to stem from the fact that the visible fault lines in couple 
relationships leave their marriages more vulnerable to the shake-up of the transition-to-
parenthood process.

Risks for Children
We are concerned about the impact of the transition to parenthood not only because it 
increases the risk of distress in marriage but also because the parents’ early distress can 
have far-reaching consequences for their children. Longitudinal studies make it clear 
that parents’ early difficulties affect their children’s later intellectual and social adjust-
ment. For example, parents’ well-being or distress as individuals and as couples during 
pregnancy predicts the quality of their relationships with their children in the preschool 
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period.28 In turn, the quality of both parent-child relationships in the preschool years is 
related to the child’s academic and social competence during the early elementary school 
years.29 Preschoolers whose mothers and fathers had more responsive, effective parent-
ing styles had higher scores on academic achievement and fewer acting out, aggressive, 
or withdrawn behavior problems with peers in kindergarten and Grade 1.30 When we 
receive teachers’ reports, we see that overall, five-year-olds whose parents reported mak-
ing the most positive adaptations to parenthood were the ones with the most successful 
adjustments to elementary school.

Alexander and Entwisle31 suggested that in kindergarten and first grade, children 
are “launched into achievement trajectories that they follow the rest of their school years.” 
Longitudinal studies of children’s academic and social competence32 support this hypoth-
esis about the importance of students’ early adaptation to school: children who are socially 
rejected by peers in the early elementary grades are more likely to have academic problems 
or drop out of school, to develop antisocial and delinquent behaviors, and to have difficulty 
in intimate relationships with partners in late adolescence and early adulthood. Without 
support or intervention early in a family’s development, the children with early academic, 
emotional, and social problems are at greater risk for later, even more serious problems.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

What social scientists have learned about families during the transition to parent-
hood is relevant to policy discussions about how families with young children can be 
strengthened.

We return briefly to the family values debate to examine the policy implications of 
promoting traditional family arrangements, of altering workplace policies, and of provid-
ing preventive interventions to strengthen families during the early childrearing years.

The Potential Consequences of Promoting 
Traditional Family Arrangements
What are the implications of the argument that families and children would benefit by 
a return to traditional family arrangements? We are aware that existing data are not ad-
equate to provide a full test of the family values argument, but we believe that some 
systematic information on this point is better than none. At first glance, it may seem as if 
studies support the arguments of those proposing that “the family” is in decline. We have 
documented the fact that a substantial number of new two-parent families are experienc-
ing problems of adjustment—parents’ depression, troubled marriages, intergenerational 
strain, and stress in juggling the demands of work and family. Nevertheless, there is little 
in the transition to parenthood research to support the idea that parents’ distress is at-
tributable to a decline in their family-oriented values. First, the populations studied here 
are two-parent, married, nonteenage, lower-middle- to upper-middle-class families, who 
do not represent the “variants” in family form that most writers associate with declining 
quality of family life.
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Second, threaded throughout the writings on family decline is the erroneous as-
sumption that because these changes in the family have been occurring at the same time 
as increases in negative outcomes for children, the changes are the cause of the problems. 
These claims are not buttressed by systematic data establishing the direction of causal 
influence. For example, it is well accepted ( but still debated) that children’s adaptation is 
poorer in the period after their parents’ divorce.33 Nevertheless, some studies suggest that 
it is the unresolved conflict between parents prior to and after the divorce, rather than the 
divorce itself, that accounts for most of the debilitating effects on the children.34

Third, we find the attack on family egalitarianism puzzling when the fact is that, 
despite the increase in egalitarian ideology, modern couples move toward more traditional 
family role arrangements as they become parents—despite their intention to do other-
wise. Our key point here is that traditional family and work roles in families of the last 
three decades tend to be associated with more individual and marital distress for parents. 
Furthermore, we find that when fathers have little involvement in household and child 
care tasks, both parents are less responsive and less able to provide the structure neces-
sary for their children to accomplish new and challenging tasks in our project playroom. 
Finally, when we ask teachers how all of the children in their classrooms are faring at 
school, it is the children of these parents who are less academically competent and more 
socially isolated. There is, then, a body of evidence suggesting that a return to strictly 
traditional family arrangements may not have the positive consequences that the propo-
nents of “family values” claim they will.

Family and Workplace Policy
Current discussions about policies for reducing the tensions experienced by parents of 
young children tend to be polarized around two alternatives: (1) Encourage more moth-
ers to stay home and thereby reduce their stress in juggling family and work; (2) Make 
the workplace more flexible and “family friendly” for both parents through parental 
leave policies, flextime, and child care provided or subsidized by the workplace. There is 
no body of systematic empirical research that supports the conclusion that when moth-
ers work outside the home, their children or husbands suffer negative consequences.35 
In fact, our own data and others’ suggest that (1) children, especially girls, benefit from 
the model their working mothers provide as productive workers, and (2) mothers of 
young children who return to work are less depressed than mothers who stay home full 
time. Thus it is not at all clear that a policy designed to persuade contemporary mothers 
of young children to stay at home would have the desired effects, particularly given the 
potential for depression and the loss of one parent’s wages in single paycheck families. Un-
less governments are prepared, as they are in Sweden and Germany, for example, to hold 
parents’ jobs and provide paid leave to replace lost wages, a stay-at-home policy seems too 
costly for the family on both economic and psychological grounds.

We believe that the issue should not be framed in terms of policies to support 
single-worker or dual-worker families, but rather in terms of support for the well-being 
of all family members. This goal could entail financial support for families with very 
young children so that parents could choose to do full-time or substantial part-time child 
care themselves or to have support to return to work.
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What about the alternative of increasing workplace flexibility? Studies of families 
making the transition to parenthood suggest that this alternative may be especially attrac-
tive and helpful when children are young, if it is accompanied by substantial increases in 
the availability of high-quality child care to reduce the stress of locating adequate care or 
making do with less than ideal caretakers. Adults and children tend to adapt well when 
both parents work if both parents support that alternative. Therefore, policies that support 
paid family leave along with flexible work arrangements could enable families to choose 
arrangements that make most sense for their particular situation.

Preventive Services to Address Family Risk Points
According to our analysis of the risks associated with the formation of new families, many 
two-parent families are having difficulty coping on their own with the normal challenges 
of becoming a family. If a priority in our society is to strengthen new families, it seems 
reasonable to consider offering preventive programs to reduce risks and distress and en-
hance the potential for healthy and satisfying family relationships, which we know lead to 
more optimal levels of adjustment in children. What we are advocating is analogous to the 
concept of Lamaze and other forms of childbirth preparation, which are now commonly 
sought by many expectant parents. A logical context for these programs would be exist-
ing public and private health and mental health delivery systems in which services could 
be provided for families who wish assistance or are already in difficulty. We recognize 
that there is skepticism in a substantial segment of the population about psychological 
services in general, and about services provided for families by government in particular. 
Nonetheless, the fact is that many modern families are finding parenthood unexpectedly 
stressful and they typically have no access to assistance. Evidence from intervention trials 
suggests that when preventive programs help parents move their family relationships in 
more positive directions, their children have fewer academic, behavioral, and emotional 
problems in their first years of schooling.36

Parent-Focused Interventions. Elsewhere, we reviewed the literature on interven-
tions designed to improve parenting skills and parent-child relationship quality in fami-
lies at different points on the spectrum from low-risk to high-distress.37 For parents of 
children already identified as having serious problems, home visiting programs and pre-
school and early school interventions, some of which include a broader family focus, 
have demonstrated positive effects on parents’ behavior and self-esteem and on children’s 
academic and social competence, particularly when the intervention staff are health or 
mental health professionals. However, with the exception of occasional classes, books, or 
tapes for parents, there are few resources for parents who need to learn more about how 
to manage small problems before they spiral out of their control.

Couple-Focused Interventions. Our conceptual model of family transitions and re-
sults of studies of partners who become parents suggest that family-based interventions 
might go beyond enhancing parent-child relationships to strengthen the relationship 
between the parents. We have seen that the couple relationship is vulnerable in its own 
right around the decision to have a baby and increasingly after the birth of a child. We 
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know of only one pilot program that provided couples an opportunity to explore mixed 
feelings about the “Baby-Maybe” decision.38 Surely, services designed to help couples 
resolve their conflict about whether and when to become a family—especially “Yes-No” 
couples—might reduce the risks of later marital and family distress, just as genetic coun-
seling helps couples make decisions when they are facing the risk of serious genetic 
problems.

In our own work, we have been systematically evaluating two preventive interven-
tions for couples who have not been identified as being in a high-risk category. Both 
projects involved work with small groups of couples who met weekly over many months, 
in one case expectant couples, in the other, couples whose first child is about to make the 
transition to elementary school.39 In both studies, staff couples who are mental health 
professionals worked with both parents in small groups of four or five couples. Ongoing 
discussion over the months of regular meetings addressed participants’ individual, marital, 
parenting, and three-generational dilemmas and problems. In both cases we found promis-
ing results when we compared adjustment in families with and without the intervention.

By two years after the Becoming a Family project intervention, new parents had 
avoided the typical declines in role satisfaction and the increases in marital disenchant-
ment reported in almost every longitudinal study of new parents. There were no sepa-
rations or divorces in couples who participated in the intervention for the first three 
years of parenthood, whereas 15 percent of comparable couples with no intervention had 
already divorced. The positive impact of this intervention was still apparent five years 
after it had ended.

In the Schoolchildren and Their Families project intervention, professional staff 
engaged couples in group discussions of marital, parenting, and three-generational prob-
lems and dilemmas during their first child’s transition to school. Two years after the 
intervention ended, fathers and mothers showed fewer symptoms of depression and less 
conflict in front of their child, and fathers were more effective in helping their children 
with difficult tasks than comparable parents with no intervention. These positive effects 
on the parents’ lives and relationships had benefits for the children as well: children of 
parents who worked with the professionals in an ongoing couples group showed greater 
academic improvement and fewer emotional and behavior problems in the first five years 
of elementary school than children whose parents had no group intervention.40

These results suggest that preventive interventions in which clinically trained staff 
work with “low-risk” couples have the potential to buffer some of the parents’ strain, slow 
down or stop the spillover of negative and unrewarding patterns from one relationship to 
another, enhance fathers’ responsiveness to their children, and foster the children’s ability 
both to concentrate on their school work and to develop more rewarding relationships 
with their peers. The findings suggest that without intervention, there is increased risk 
of spillover from parents’ distress to the quality of the parent-child relationships. This 
means that preventive services to help parents cope more effectively with their problems 
have the potential to enhance their responsiveness to their children and to their partners, 
which, in turn, optimizes their children’s chances of making more successful adjustments 
to school. Such programs have the potential to reduce the long-term negative conse-
quences of children’s early school difficulties by setting them on more positive develop-
mental trajectories as they face the challenges of middle childhood.
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CONCLUSION

The transition to parenthood has been made by men and women for centuries. In the 
past three decades, the notion that this transition poses risks for the well-being of adults 
and, thus, potentially for their children’s development, has been greeted by some with 
surprise, disbelief, or skepticism. Our goal has been to bring recent social science findings 
about the processes involved in becoming a family to the attention of social scientists, 
family policymakers, and parents themselves. We have shown that this often-joyous time 
is normally accompanied by changes and stressors that increase risks of relationship dif-
ficulty and compromise the ability of men and women to create the kinds of families they 
dream of when they set out on their journey to parenthood. We conclude that there is 
cause for concern about the health of “the family”—even those considered advantaged 
by virtue of their material and psychological resources.

Most chapters in this book focus on policies for families in more high-risk situ-
ations. We have argued that contemporary couples and their children in two-parent 
lower- to upper-middle-class families deserve the attention of policymakers as well. We 
view these couples as new pioneers, because, despite the fact that partners have been 
having babies for millennia, contemporary parents are journeying into uncharted terrain, 
which appears to hold unexpected risks to their own and their children’s development.

Like writers describing “family decline,” we are concerned about the strength and 
hardiness of two-parent families. Unlike those who advocate that parents adopt more 
traditional family values, we recommend that policies to address family health and well-
being allow for the creation of programs and services for families in diverse family ar-
rangements, with the goal of enhancing the development and well-being of all children. 
We recognize that with economic resources already stretched very thin, this is not an aus-
picious time to recommend additional collective funding of family services. Yet research 
suggests that without intervention, there is a risk that the vulnerabilities and problems of 
the parents will spill over into the lives of their children, thus increasing the probability 
of the transmission of the kinds of intergenerational problems that erode the quality of 
family life and compromise children’s chances of optimal development. This will be very 
costly in the long run.

We left Mark and Abby, and a number of other couples, in a state of animated 
suspension. Many of them were feeling somewhat irritable and disappointed, though not 
ready to give up on their dreams of creating nurturing families. These couples provide a 
challenge—that the information they have offered through their participation in scores 
of systematic family studies in many locales will be taken seriously, and that their voices 
will play a role in helping our society decide how to allocate limited economic and social 
resources for the families that need them.
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R E A D I N G  2 0

Caring for Our Young: Child Care 
in Europe and the United States
Dan Clawson and Naomi Gerstel

When a delegation of American child care experts visited France, they were amazed by 
the full-day, free écoles maternelles that enroll almost 100 percent of French three-, four- 
and five-year-olds:

Libraries better stocked than those in many U.S. elementary schools. Three-year-olds 
serving one another radicchio salad, then using cloth napkins, knives, forks and real glasses 
of milk to wash down their bread and chicken. Young children asked whether dragons exist 
[as] a lesson in developing vocabulary and creative thinking.
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In the United States, by contrast, working parents struggle to arrange and pay for 
private care. Publicly-funded child care programs are restricted to the poor. Although 
most U.S. parents believe (or want to believe) that their children receive quality care, stan-
dardized ratings find most of the care mediocre and much of it seriously inadequate.

Looking at child care in comparative perspective offers us an opportunity—almost 
requires us—to think about our goals and hopes for children, parents, education and lev-
els of social inequality. Any child care program or funding system has social and political 
assumptions with far-reaching consequences. National systems vary in their emphasis on 
education; for three- to five-year-olds, some stress child care as preparation for school, 
while others take a more playful view of childhood. Systems vary in the extent to which 
they stress that children’s early development depends on interaction with peers or some 
version of intensive mothering. They also vary in the extent to which they support policies 
promoting center-based care as opposed to time for parents to stay at home with their 
very young children. Each of these emphases entails different national assumptions, if only 
implicit, about children and parents, education, teachers, peers and societies as a whole.

What do we want, why and what are the implications? Rethinking these questions 
is timely because with changing welfare, employment, and family patterns, more U.S. 
parents have come to believe they want and need a place for their children in child care 
centers. Even parents who are not in the labor force want their children to spend time in 
preschool. In the United States almost half of children less than one year old now spend 
a good portion of their day in some form of non-parental care. Experts increasingly em-
phasize the potential benefits of child care. A recent National Academy of Sciences report 
summarizes the views of experts: “Higher quality care is associated with outcomes that 
all parents want to see in their children.” The word in Congress these days, especially 
in discussions of welfare reform, is that child care is good—it saves money later on by 
helping kids through school (which keeps them out of jail), and it helps keep mothers on 
the job and families together. A generation ago, by contrast, Nixon vetoed a child care 
bill as a “radical piece of social legislation” designed to deliver children to “communal 
approaches to child rearing over and against the family-centered approach.” While to-
day’s vision is clearly different, most attempts to improve U.S. child care are incremental, 
efforts to get a little more money here or there, with little consideration for what kind 
of system is being created.

The U.S. and French systems offer sharp contrasts. Although many hold up the 
French system as a model for children three or older, it is only one alternative. Other 
European countries provide thought-provoking alternatives, but the U.S.-French con-
trast is a good place to begin.

FRANCE AND THE UNITED STATES: 
PRIVATE VERSUS PUBLIC CARE

Until their children start school, most U.S. parents struggle to find child care, endure 
long waiting lists, and frequently change locations. They must weave a complex, often 
unreliable patchwork in which their children move among relatives, informal settings 
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and formal center care, sometimes all in one day. Among three- to four-year-old children 
with employed mothers, more than one out of eight are in three or more child care ar-
rangements, and almost half are in two or more arrangements. A very small number of 
the wealthy hire nannies, often immigrants; more parents place their youngest children 
with relatives, especially grandmothers, or work alternate shifts so fathers can share child 
care with mothers (these alternating shifters now include almost one-third of families with 
infants and toddlers). Many pay kin to provide child care—sometimes not because they 
prefer it, but because they cannot afford other care, and it is a way to provide jobs and 
income to struggling family members. For children three and older, however, the fastest-
growing setting in the United States is child care centers—almost half of three-year-olds 
(46 percent) and almost two-thirds of four-year-olds (64 percent) now spend much of 
their time there.

In France, participation in the école maternelle system is voluntary, but a place is 
guaranteed to every child three to six years old. Almost 100 percent of parents enroll their 
three-year-olds. Even non-employed parents enroll their children, because they believe 
it is best for the children. Schools are open from 8:30 A.M. to 4:30 P.M. with an extended 
lunch break, but care is available at modest cost before and after school and during the 
lunch break.

Integrated with the school system, French child care is intended primarily as early 
education. All children, rich and poor, immigrant or not, are part of the same national 
system, with the same curriculum, staffed by teachers paid good wages by the same na-
tional ministry. No major political party or group opposes the system.

When extra assistance is offered, rather than targeting poor children (or families), 
additional resources are provided to geographic areas. Schools in some zones, mostly in 
urban areas, receive extra funding to reduce class size, give teachers extra training and a 
bonus, provide extra materials and employ special teachers. By targeting an entire area, 
poor children are not singled out (as they are in U.S. free lunch programs).

Staff in the French écoles maternelles have master’s degrees and are paid teachers’ 
wages; in 1998, U.S. preschool teachers earned an average of $8.32 an hour, and child 
care workers earned $6.61, not only considerably less than (underpaid) teachers but also 
less than parking lot attendants. As a consequence employee turnover averages 30 per-
cent a year, with predictably harmful effects on children.

What are the costs of these two very different systems? In almost every commu-
nity across the United States, a year of child care costs more than a year at a public 
university—in some cases twice as much. Subsidy systems favor the poor, but subsidies 
(unlike tax breaks) depend on the level of appropriations. Congress does not appropri-
ate enough money and, therefore, most of the children who qualify for subsidies do not 
receive them. In 1999, under federal rules 15 million children were eligible to receive 
benefits, but only 1.8 million actually received them. Middle- and working-class families 
can receive neither kind of subsidy. An Urban Institute study suggests that some parents 
place their children in care they consider unsatisfactory because other arrangements are 
just too expensive. The quality of care thus differs drastically depending on the parents’ 
income, geographic location, diligence in searching out alternatives and luck.

The French system is not cheap. According to French government figures, the cost 
for a child in Paris was about $5,500 per year in 1999. That is only slightly more than the 

Ch-07.indd   277Ch-07.indd   277 7/8/2008   12:34:08 PM7/8/2008   12:34:08 PM



278 Part III • Parents and Children

average U.S. parent paid for the care of a four-year-old in a center ($5,242 in 2000). But 
in France child care is a social responsibility, and thus free to parents, while in the United 
States parents pay the cost. Put another way, France spends about 1 percent of its Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) on government-funded early education and care programs. 
If the United States devoted the same share of its GDP to preschools, the government 
would spend about $100 billion a year. Current U.S. government spending is less than 
$20 billion a year ($15 billion federal, $4 billion state).

OTHER EUROPEAN ALTERNATIVES

When the American child care community thinks about European models, the French 
model is often what they have in mind. With its emphasis on education, the French sys-
tem has an obvious appeal to U.S. politicians, educators and child care advocates. Politi-
cians’ central concern in the United States appears to be raising children’s test scores; 
in popular and academic literature, this standard is often cited as the major indicator of 
program success. But such an educational model is by no means the only alternative. 
Indeed, the U.S. focus on the French system may itself be a telling indicator of U.S. ex-
perts’ values as well as their assessments of political realities. Many advocates insist that 
a substantial expansion of the U.S. system will be possible only if the system is presented 
as improving children’s education. These advocates are no longer willing to use the term 
“child care,” insisting on “early education” instead. The French model fits these priori-
ties: it begins quasi-school about three years earlier than in the United States. Although 
the French obviously assist employed parents and children’s center activities are said to 
be fun, the system is primarily touted and understood as educational—intended to treat 
children as pupils, to prepare them to do better in school.

The 11 European nations included in a recent Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development study (while quite different from one another) all have 
significantly better child care and paid leave than the United States. Each also differs 
significantly from France. Offering alternatives, these models challenge us to think even 
more broadly about childhood, parenting and the kind of society we value.

NON-SCHOOL MODEL: DENMARK

From birth to age six most Danish children go to child care, but most find that care in 
non-school settings. Overseen by the Ministry of Social Affairs (rather than the Ministry 
of Education), the Danish system stresses “relatively unstructured curricula” that give 
children time to “hang out.” Lead staff are pedagogues, not teachers. Although peda-
gogues have college degrees and are paid teachers’ wages, their role is “equally important 
but different” from that of the school-based teacher. “Listening to children” is one of the 
government’s five principles, and centers emphasize “looking at everything from the child’s 
perspective.”

The Danish model differs from the French system in two additional ways that 
clarify its non-school character. First, in the Danish system, pedagogues care for very 
young children (from birth to age three as well as older children ages three to six). The 
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French preschool (école maternelle) model applies only to children three and older. Before 
that, children of working parents can attend crèches. Crèche staff, however, have only high 
school educations and are paid substantially less than the (master’s degree-trained) écoles 
maternelles teachers. Second, while the écoles maternelles are available to all children, the 
Danish system ( like the French crèches) is only available to children with working parents 
because it is intended to aid working parents, not to educate children.

The Danish system is decentralized, with each individual center required to have 
a management board with a parent majority. But the system receives most of its money 
from public funding, and parents contribute only about one-fifth of total costs.

Given its non-school emphasis, age integration, and the importance it assigns to local 
autonomy, the Danish system might be appealing to U.S. parents, especially some people 
of color. To be sure, many U.S. parents—across race and class—are ambivalent about child 
care for their youngest children. Especially given the growing emphasis on testing, they 
believe that preschool might give them an edge, but they also want their children to have 
fun and play—to have, in short, what most Americans still consider a childhood. Some 
research suggests that Latina mothers are especially likely to feel that center-based care, 
with its emphasis on academic learning, does not provide the warmth and moral guidance 
they seek. They are, therefore, less likely to select center-based care than either white or 
African-American parents, relying instead on kin or family child care providers whom 
they know and trust. U.S. experts’ emphasis on the French model may speak not only to 
political realities but also to the particular class and even more clearly race preferences 
framing those realities.

MOTHERS OR PEERS

The United States, if only implicitly, operates on a mother-substitute model of child 
care. Because of a widespread assumption in the United States that all women naturally 
have maternal feelings and capacities, child care staff, who are almost all women (about 
98 percent), are not required to have special training (and do not need to be well paid). 
Even for regulated providers, 41 out of 50 states require no pre-service training beyond 
orientation. Consequently, in the United States the child-staff ratio is one of the most 
prominent measures used to assess quality and is central to most state licensing systems. 
The assumption, based on the mother-substitute model, is that emotional support can 
be given and learning can take place only with such low ratios.

Considering the high quality and ample funding of many European systems, it 
comes as a surprise that most have much higher child-staff ratios than the United States. 
In the French écoles maternelles, for example, there is one teacher and one half-time aide 
for every 25 children. In Italy, in a center with one adult for every eight children (ages one 
to three years) the early childhood workers see no need for additional adults and think 
the existing ratios are appropriate. Leading researchers Sheila Kamerman and Alfred 
Kahn report that in Denmark, “what is particularly impressive is that children are pretty 
much on their own in playing with their peers. An adult is present all the time but does 
not lead or play with the children.” In a similar vein, a cross-national study of academic 
literature found substantial focus on adult-child ratios in the United States, but very little 
literature on the topic in German-, French- or Spanish-language publications. Why not? 
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These systems have a different view of children and learning. Outside the United States 
systems often center around the peer group. In Denmark the role of staff is to work 
“alongside children, rather than [to be] experts or leaders who teach children.” Similarly, 
the first director of the early childhood services in Reggio, Italy, argues that children 
learn through conflict and that placing children in groups facilitates learning through 
“attractive,” “advantageous,” and “constructive” conflict “because among children there 
are not strong relationships of authority and dependence.” In a non-European example, 
Joseph Tobin, David Wu, and Dana Davidson argue that in Japan the aim is ratios that 
“keep teachers from being too mother-like in their interactions with students . . . Large 
class sizes and large ratios have become increasingly important strategies for promoting 
the Japanese values of groupism and selflessness.” Such practices contrast with the indi-
vidualistic focus in U.S. child care.

FAMILY LEAVES AND WORK TIME

When we ask how to care for children, especially those younger than three, one answer is 
for parents to stay home. Policy that promotes such leaves is what one would expect from 
a society such as the United States, which emphasizes a mothering model of child care. 
It is, however, European countries that provide extensive paid family leave, usually uni-
versal, with not only job protection but also substantial income replacement. In Sweden, 
for example, parents receive a full year and a half of paid parental leave (with 12 months 
at 80 percent of prior earnings) for each child. Because so many parents (mostly mothers) 
use family leave, fewer than 200 children under one year old in the entire country are in 
public care. Generous programs are common throughout Europe (although the length, 
flexibility and level of payment they provide vary).

The United States provides far less in the way of family leaves. Since its passage in 
1993, the Family and Medical Leave Act ( FMLA) has guaranteed a 12-week job-protected 
leave to workers of covered employers. Most employers (95 percent) and many workers 
(45 percent), however, are not covered. And all federally mandated leaves are unpaid.

The unpaid leaves provided by the FMLA, like the private system of child care, ac-
centuate the inequality between those who can afford them and those who can’t. Although 
the FMLA was touted as a “gender neutral” piece of legislation, men (especially white 
men) are unlikely to take leaves; it is overwhelmingly women (especially those who are 
married) who take them. As a result, such women pay a wage penalty when they interrupt 
their careers. To address such inequities, Sweden and Norway have introduced a “use it 
or lose it” policy. For each child, parents may divide up to a year of paid leave (say nine 
months for the mother, three for the father), except that the mother may not use more than 
eleven months total. One month is reserved for the father; if he does not use the leave, 
the family loses the month.

Finally, although not usually discussed as child care policy in the United States, 
policy makers in many European countries now emphasize that the number of hours 
parents work clearly shapes the ways young children are cared for and by whom. Workers 
in the United States, on average, put in 300 hours more per year than workers in France 
(and 400 more than those in Sweden).
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CONCLUSION

The child care system in the United States is a fragmentary patchwork, both at the level 
of the individual child and at the level of the overall system. Recent research suggests 
that the quality of care for young children is poor or fair in well over half of child care 
settings. This low quality of care, in concert with a model of intensive mothering, means 
that many anxious mothers privately hunt for high-quality substitutes while trying to 

2002–2003 Fee Schedule
(Prices effective until July 1, 2003)

Application Fee $50.00
(nonrefundable/annual fee)
Materials Fee $30.00 Full-time Enrollment
(nonrefundable) $20.00 Part-time Enrollment
Tuition Deposit* amount equal to one month’s tuition 
(due in two installments)
a.  Space Guarantee Fee** $150.00

(due upon acceptance to the school)
b. Balance due two months prior to starting date.
**See enrollment contract for refund conditions.

 Full-time $859.00/month

Morning Preschool (9:00 a.m.–1.00 p.m.)
 three mornings $321.00/month
 four mornings $397.00/month
 five mornings $462.00/month

Afternoon Preschool (1:00 p.m.–5.00 p.m.)
 three afternoons $285.00/month
 four afternoons $350.00/month
 five afternoons $404.00/month

Kindergarten Program (11:25 a.m.–5.00 p.m.)
 three days $339.00/month
 four days $416.00/month
 five days $486.00/month

—Extended Care ( hour before 9:00 a.m. and the hour after
5.00 p.m.) $5.25/hour
—Unscheduled Drop-in $6.25/hour

Participating Parents ( P.P.) & Board Members receive tuition
credit. P.P. credit is $25.00 per day of participation. Board
credits vary with position.

Tuition and fees for the U.S. preschool illustrated here, a 
non-profit, parent-run cooperative that costs almost $1,000 per
month.
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ensure they are not being really replaced. System administrators need to patch together a 
variety of funding streams, each with its own regulations and paperwork. Because the cur-
rent system was fashioned primarily for the affluent at one end and those being pushed 
off welfare at the other, it poorly serves most of the working class and much of the 
middle class.

Most efforts at reform are equally piecemeal, seeking a little extra money here or 
there in ways that reinforce the existing fragmentation. Although increasing numbers of 
advocates are pushing for a better system of child care in the United States, they rarely 
step back to think about the characteristics of the system as a whole. If they did, what 
lessons could be learned from Europe?

The features that are common to our peer nations in Europe would presumably be 
a part of a new U.S. system. The programs would be publicly funded and universal, avail-
able to all, either at no cost or at a modest cost with subsidies for low-income participants. 
The staff would be paid about the same as public school teachers. The core programs 
would cover at least as many hours as the school day, and “wrap-around” care would be 
available before and after this time. Participation in the programs would be voluntary, 
but the programs would be of such a high quality that a majority of children would 
enroll. Because the quality of the programs would be high, parents would feel much 
less ambivalence about their children’s participation, and the system would enjoy strong 
public support. In addition to child care centers, parents would be universally offered a 
significant period of paid parental leave. Of course, this system is expensive. But as the 
National Academy of Science Report makes clear, not caring for our children is in the 
long term, and probably even in the short term, even more expensive.

Centers in all nations emphasize education, peer group dynamics, and emotional 
support to some extent. But the balance varies. The varieties of European experience pose 
a set of issues to be considered if and when reform of the U.S. system is on the agenda:

To what degree should organized care approximate school and at what age, and to • 
what extent is the purpose of such systems primarily educational?
To what extent should we focus on adult-child interactions that sustain or substitute • 
for mother care as opposed to fostering child-child interactions and the develop-
ment of peer groups?
To what extent should policies promote parental time with children versus high-• 
quality organized care, and what are the implications for gender equity of either 
choice?

These are fundamental questions because they address issues of social equality and 
force us to rethink deep-seated images of children and parents.
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R E A D I N G  2 1

The Four Facets of Fatherhood
Nicholas Townsend

Especially in this area, it’s a lifestyle not to have children. A lot of people don’t. They’ll be 
old and gray and I’ll have my children around Christmas day. I don’t determine success in 
life as financial or monetary or anything like that. My success in life is when my kids leave 
and go out and make their own lives; they’ll come back and say, “Dad, you did the best 
job you could. Thanks.” And they’ll come back and see me. And to be a good husband to 
my wife. I consider that a successful life.—Howard

Fatherhood is one of the four elements that make up the package deal (father-
hood, marriage, employment, and home ownership). The elements are interconnected 
and mutually dependent. As a complex whole, they can be viewed from a number of dif-
ferent perspectives. An analysis of men’s lives from the perspective of employment, for 
instance, would examine how fatherhood, marriage, and housing are affected by the 
structure of work and the employment opportunities available to men. It would also 
examine how men’s employment prospects, experiences, and histories are affected by 
being (or not being) fathers, husbands, and home owners. In this book, I examine the 
elements of the package deal through the prism of fatherhood. My primary interest 
in men’s employment is in its impact on their fatherhood, and my primary interest in 
their marriages is in the connections between marriage and fatherhood. This approach 
illuminates the tensions and complications within the package deal that have implica-
tions for fatherhood.

The fathers I talked to recognized that fathering was a complex activity with no 
guarantee of success. They were all concerned with ensuring their children’s current 
well-being and future life chances. “Life chances” is used to describe the fact that the 
ability to obtain goods, living conditions, and life experiences differs between people ac-
cording to their social position ( Weber 1978). The idea of life chances is at the forefront 
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of my descriptions of men and their lives. For me it captures simultaneously (1) the real 
possibilities and limits to what they can achieve, (2) their subjective perspective that life 
unfolds by presenting opportunities, (3) the fact that life outcomes depend on both the 
existence of opportunities and the availability of the resources to take advantage of them, 
and (4) the notion that social position or class is about consumption or “lifestyle” as well 
as production or income ( Bourdieu 1984).

Most fathers saw successful parenting as doing the right thing but avoiding extremes. 
They wanted their children to be disciplined but still to have fun, to have opportunities 
but not to be forced into particular directions, to respect their parents but not to be afraid 
of them, and to make their own choices but not to make too many mistakes. Even though 
they saw no unquestioned rules or role models to follow, they were sure that the kind of 
relationship fathers have with their children was vitally important.

Knowing that the stakes were high but that there was no guarantee of success, the 
fathers repeatedly returned to the question of why some people turned out well and oth-
ers did not, and of what fathers could do to make a difference in their children’s lives. 
These discussions inevitably involved comparison with their peers who were also fathers 
and with their own experience of being fathered. Men talked a great deal about their own 
fathers and about the fathers of their friends.

Ralph drew on his memories of his friends’ childhoods to muse on the importance 
of fathers, but also on the unpredictability of growing up. He was sure that social back-
ground made a difference, but not an automatic one. Surely a boy’s father could help him 
to turn out to become a good man, he thought, but this was not guaranteed. Character 
seemed to count also, but he wondered where it came from. Ralph’s high school compan-
ions and their parents served as a reference group for him as he considered what good 
fathering was, and what he should do as a father:

When I was a kid, I remember I was a real hard worker. Always had two paper routes 
and always hustling to make a buck because I never had money. So I was determined to 
have money when I got older. I envied a lot of my friends whose parents were well off. 
They had motorcycles and they had the nicest bike. We had a ten-year reunion in high 
school and when I went to it, I saw some of these guys that had all the breaks in the world. 
They had everything given to them and now they had mediocre jobs and weren’t going 
anywhere in life. It was just unbelievable. . . . But there was another friend of ours, Tom, 
his dad was really a great dad. He had four kids and two of them turned out OK and one 
didn’t. I wonder about that often. With my kids, am I giving them too much? What can 
you do to make them better?

Part of the reason Ralph paid particular attention to his friends’ fathers was that his own 
childhood had not given him direct examples of effective parenting. His parents had 
separated when he started high school and his father had moved out of state. Ralph did 
not want to live with either his father, who had married a woman who was “an alcoholic,” 
or with his mother, who “drank too much,” so he had lived with friends in an apartment 
of their own for the last two years of high school. Years later, a high school counselor who 
had helped him at the time told Ralph, “I thought you’d either be dead or doing time by 
now.” Remembering his own high school years, Ralph said,
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That was tough, but it made me tougher down the road because I was having to worry 
about bills and rent, everything. I was that much more prepared when I got into my early 
twenties than other guys in their early twenties. . . . 

Ralph was proud of himself for having worked hard and risen to a responsible position, 
for being married to a popular girl from his high school, and for having two children for 
whom he could provide a good life. Ralph’s account was typical of those I heard from 
other men in the way it paired hardships and benefits, transforming, in retrospect, ob-
stacles and disappointments into challenges and opportunities. The men’s transformation 
and reinterpretation of their own life-story complicated their task of deciding on what 
was important for children. Since indulgence might make children lazy, and hardship 
could build character, it was never clear that doing the right thing by children was not 
simultaneously depriving them of important lessons.

Under these conditions, the men from Meadowview construct their accounts of their 
own fatherhood within the context of culture expectations and in comparison with, imita-
tion of, or reaction against their own fathers. Judging their fathers and themselves by the 
standards of their culture, they took one or more of three positions: “He did well, and I do 
as he did”; “He did not do well, so I do differently”; “He did badly, but I don’t know how to 
do differently.” In every case there was a striving to meet a culturally approved and person-
ally acceptable level of parenting. In their accounts, men talked about fathering, about what 
they did for their children, what they wanted to do for their children, what they wanted 
their children to be, and what they feared for them, and thus illuminated what fatherhood 
meant to them. As they talked about the similarities and differences between their own 
and their children’s childhoods and about the things they did or wished to do differently or 
the same as their own fathers, they drew a picture of fatherhood as multifaceted.

Fatherhood, as one element of the package deal, is itself composed of four facets: 
emotional closeness, provision, protection, and endowment. Of these four, men said the 
most important thing they did for their children was to provide for them. This identifi-
cation of fatherhood and providing is crucial, reflecting the central place of employment 
in men’s sense of self-worth and helping to explain many of the apparent anomalies in 
men’s accounts. But there are other things, not directly material, that fathers want: to be 
emotionally close with their children; to protect their children from threats, fears, and 
dangers; and to endow their children with opportunities and attributes that contribute to 
their life chances. As I describe what I was told about each of these facets of fatherhood, it 
will be clear that they merge and overlap, that no one of them can be achieved in isolation, 
and that protection and endowment depend on being a good provider. It will also become 
apparent that being close to one’s children and being a good provider are in tension and 
that fathers have to do cultural work to make the case that they are doing both.

EMOTIONAL CLOSENESS

. . . Emotional closeness—intimacy or the lack of it—was the dominant emotional theme 
in my conversations with fathers. That their concern is widespread is indicated by the 
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amount of attention that advice books directed at fathers devote to connecting to their 
children. In a typical example, James Levine and Todd Pittinsky appeal to men’s memo-
ries of the absence of expressions of affection:

To understand how much a hug, and expressions of affection in general, can mean to your 
kids, think back to how much it meant (or would have meant) to you when you were a 
child. A study of 300 male executives and mid-level managers found that “when managers 
were asked what one thing they would like to change in their relationships with their own 
fathers, the majority indicated they wished their fathers would have expressed emotions 
and feelings.” (1998: 173)

Some of the men from Meadowview spoke with deep feeling about the love they had 
known from their own fathers; others talked about the distance they had felt from them. 
Many of them spoke about their own difficulty expressing emotion and about the joyful 
and transforming effect of children, who brought love into their lives and opened the 
way to their expressions of affection. The men of Meadowview High were well aware of 
the multiple positive contributions fatherhood made to their own well-being and sense 
of themselves, as well as the contributions they could make to their children’s happiness 
and success. Phil Marwick, who had married for the first time at thirty and had two young 
sons, expressed the optimistic sense in which becoming a father allows a man to make 
a fresh start emotionally, to overcome the experience of his own childhood, and to be a 
warm and loving presence in his children’s lives:

Of all my friends growing up, I don’t know anybody who really had a good friendship with 
their father or mother. I’m trying to think. I must have seen it because it appealed to me. 
I do remember that kids that had a household that’s open and a lot of communication really 
appealed to me a lot. Love wasn’t real big in my house, so I wanted to be around a lot of 
love. And I had so much love to give because I never gave it growing up. And it’s funny, I had 
such a hard time growing up telling anybody that I loved them, I just could never do that. 
And even to this day, with my wife, it’s difficult for me to show feelings towards her. . . . 

Phil clearly expressed the anguish of distance and the joy of closeness but his comments 
were also significant for what he left unsaid. It is noteworthy that Phil attributed his 
delayed marriage, and the issues in his relationship with his wife, to his own upbring-
ing. Explaining one’s adult situation in terms of one’s childhood experience is a common 
practice in the contemporary United States, but there are other possible explanations 
for Phil’s predicament. We might, for instance, consider male privilege that allows self-
absorption, the pressures on masculinity that militate against emotional expression, and 
defects of characters such as selfishness or lack of empathy. . . . 

Levine and Pittinsky stress the importance for fathers to reconnect with their chil-
dren when they return from work. Their advice assumes that the children are already at 
home when fathers arrive. This assumption is explicit in their example of Michael John-
son, a man who has 

an extremely clever way of cutting “to the chase” and connecting with his son. Before he 
comes home, he calls to ask his wife what their five-year-old son, Will, is up to. When 
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Johnson comes home, he’s able to be specific: “I’ll say, ‘I hear you were running around 
with an eye patch playing pirate today.’ It lets him know I have been thinking about him.” 
(1998: 175)

This example is paradigmatic of what I call women’s mediating position between fathers 
and children. . . . 

The consistency with which men expressed their shared vision of what makes a 
good father—warmth, involvement, doing things with his children, playing with them, 
teaching them good values, taking pleasure in them—was accompanied by a very vari-
able sense of their own success at realizing that vision. Emotional closeness was a crucial 
facet of their vision of good fathering, but it was not the only one. These fathers wanted 
to experience emotional closeness to their children for its own sake, but they also saw 
emotional closeness instrumentally, as something that would make it more possible for 
them to protect their children from harm and to endow them with opportunities and 
character.

PROTECTION

I don’t like to think I’m overprotective and I don’t want to be. They’ve got to go out and 
do their own thing. But I want to keep them out of harm’s way as much as possible. I don’t 
know. It’s tough.—Paul

. . . Most men I talked to expressed the fear about the dangers of the world. Most of them 
also said it was important to live in a safe neighborhood and to protect their children, 
distancing them from dangers and bad influences.

The men who had themselves been children in Meadowview remembered playing 
in the fields and orchards that have since been paved and built over. The landscape of 
their childhood was not only physically different, it was also a different social landscape. 
They remembered playing, alone and with groups of their peers, far from home and 
without adult supervision. They told me how they rode their bikes over the neighbor-
hood and the town and played baseball and other games in the public parks. None of 
this was part of their children’s experience. In informal conversations many adults from 
a range of backgrounds have said that their own childhoods were less supervised than 
are their children’s. Bicycle helmets, car seats, playgrounds that charge by the hour, 
careful checking of Halloween candy, suspicion of adults who interact with children, and 
keeping children indoors or under the eye of adults are some of the many ways in which 
childhood has become increasingly circumscribed. This change has made the work of 
parenting more labor intensive at the same time that public provisioning for families and 
children has been systematically dismantled. Public space for children has been replaced 
by privatized extra-curricular activities; children’s sociability is organized by adults. It 
is not only privileged children who are supervised and protected from what is seen as a 
dangerous world. Parents living in inner-city neighborhoods also feel forced to restrict 
their children’s freedom in order to protect them, though they find themselves without 
the resources to provide the alternatives they would like. . . . 
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Every father I spoke to was concerned about his children’s exposure to potentially 
harmful outside influences. Losing interest in school, using drugs, being violent or the 
victim of violence, and, for daughters, being the object of sexual attention (even in this 
era of AIDS no man volunteered concerns about his own sons’ sexual activity) were seen 
as influences from the larger society, from other people, and from “the media.”. . . 

Protecting children, as a facet of fatherhood, was very closely linked to emotional 
closeness. Protecting children meant, to the fathers I talked to, not only physical pro-
tection but also being able to talk to them about the dangers they faced and about the 
consequences of their actions. In teaching values these men were filling their children 
with good influences and inoculating them against bad. At this point the protective facet 
of fatherhood merges into the facet that I call endowment. While protection is directed 
against harm from the outside, endowment aims to give children encouragement and op-
portunities and the inner qualities of character necessary to take advantage of opportu-
nities. As they talked about the opportunities they could give their children, the fathers 
I talked to again reflected on the shortcomings of their own fathers, and on the changed 
circumstances their children faced.

ENDOWING CHILDREN WITH 
OPPORTUNITIES AND CHARACTER

They never pushed me to do anything except leave. My mother pushed me to leave the 
house. That was it. “Don’t cause any problems and be a good boy.” And that was the extent 
of it. “Get good grades.” But they never once sat down and helped me with my homework. 
I don’t say that out of exaggeration; they never once did. They were too busy doing what 
they had to do. Maybe in the fifties that’s the way things were. I don’t know.—Paul

In both protecting and encouraging their children, fathers need to strike a balance. On 
the one hand they did not want anything bad to happen to their children, but on the other 
they did not want to be overprotective and deprive their children of the opportunities to 
learn from their mistakes. Several men claimed that they were better people for the hard-
ship or adversity of their childhoods. Indeed, it is hard to know how they could claim 
otherwise, for the alternative seemed to be to admit that they were damaged, as very few 
did. Similarly, they said they wanted to support their children in doing what they wanted 
to do, but they did not want to force them in any particular direction.

Sometimes even the most self-assured men did not persuade me that they had 
managed to maintain this balance. Mark Baxter, for instance, expressed the strain be-
tween competing values that makes child rearing a process of negotiation, alteration, 
and concealment of contradiction. His explicit position was unambiguous: “I don’t want 
to push them into anything. I feel they’ll do whatever they want to do. I can guide them 
in certain areas, but whatever they decide is fine with me.” But Mark’s general attitude 
that his children should make their own decisions, follow their own aptitudes and prefer-
ences, was in tension with his aspirations for his children. He was able to reconcile the 
contradiction through this use of “guidance.”

Ch-07.indd   288Ch-07.indd   288 7/8/2008   12:34:10 PM7/8/2008   12:34:10 PM



Chapter 7 • Parenthood 289

Just how firm his guidance could be came out in our discussion of his son’s academic 
performance. Then in the eighth grade, his son was in a program for the gifted and tal-
ented. Mark said he had to keep him “geared in” to school, and that in Mark’s judgment, 
if he got below a B grade he was not trying. Mark helped his son to achieve by reviewing 
and correcting his homework, setting times for study, and setting high standards. The 
strain that this put on his son became clear to me as Mark described what happened 
when his son got a D on a math test and became so distraught that his teacher sent him 
to the school counselor. There it came out that his son was terrified of Mark’s reaction: 
“My dad’s going to kill me.” As it turned out, Mark’s son received a D because he had 
inadvertently skipped one question, so each of his answers was recorded on the answer 
sheet against the previous question. Mark denied that his son’s distress was evidence that 
he was “pushing” his son, but interpreted the entire incident as confirmation that the 
“parameters” of the parent-child relationship were intact.

In all aspects of his parental relationship, Mark, like so many of the men I talked 
to, said he was steering a course to avoid what he perceived as outmoded, rigid, and au-
thoritarian fathering, while not abdicating his parental responsibilities. The difficulties 
of the distinction came out particularly when Mark was considering whether he wanted 
his children to look up to him: “Looking up to me is not important. If they respect me, 
that is important.”. . . 

The difference between “looking up to” and “respecting” one’s father is slight at 
best, and not easily defined. Mark explained that he did not want fear or obedience just 
because he was the father, and would always try to explain his actions to his children: 
“I want them to know I gave it some sort of logical thought before I yell.” Mark, in fact, 
wanted his children to obey and respect him because they recognized his greater expe-
rience and because they thought he was right, not simply because he was their father. 
The distinction was blurred because it did not occur to Mark that his essential values 
and orientation could be incorrect. Since he saw himself as both his children’s father 
and as correct on the issues, the practical consequences of the distinction were minimal. 
Whether they obeyed him because he was their father or because they recognized that 
he was telling them the right thing to do, Mark expected his children to do what they 
were told. . . . 

Education was the one area in which there was a very clear and definite and univer-
sal change in both attitudes and practices between the men I talked to and their fathers. 
The men from Meadowview High School all agreed that their children’s success and 
happiness as adults depended on their education, and they were involved in making sure 
that their children were successful in school and had opportunities for higher educa-
tion. Some of the men’s parents had expected them to go on to college, but for many 
finishing high school had been the summit of their aspirations. Their higher goals for 
their own children reflected changes in the distribution of wages. Adjusted for inflation, 
the average entry wage for college graduates was 2 percent lower in 1997 than it was in 
1979. For high school graduates, the entry wage had dropped by 24 percent. A declining 
real minimum wage, more workers earning the minimum wage or little more, declining 
union membership, and the shift from manufacturing to service jobs have all contributed 
to these changes. The growing differential between wages for college and high school 
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graduates underlay the realization of the fathers I talked to that going to college was 
more important for their children’s financial well-being than it had been for their own. 
In 1979, about 18 percent of young people obtained four year degrees, by 1999 the figure 
had grown to 27 percent ( Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt 2001).

The job market in 1972 had been such that many high school graduates had been 
able to find jobs and earn promotions without any additional credentials. . . . 

THE FACETS OF FATHERHOOD IN THE 
CONTEXT OF THE PACKAGE DEAL

All the men I talked to denied that establishing one’s virility or masculinity was any rea-
son for having children—at least in their own cases. Frank made the typical exception of 
himself from the general rule when he said, “I think everybody has a big ego trip with 
having children. I don’t think that was really the case with me.” These men did, however, 
explicitly value having children as an affirmation of who they were, of their purpose in 
life, and as representations of what they found truly important. Frank elaborated on his 
personal sense of accomplishment on becoming a father:

I think the first time Carol got pregnant, with our first child, I felt a sense of accomplish-
ment. But as far as changing my manhood, I didn’t really feel any change. I just felt that 
positive feeling that we could have kids. Everybody has that question: “Can I have kids? 
Will I have kids?” Just made me feel a lot better. Didn’t feel like I had any more power or 
anything, but I felt a lot better knowing that I did have children.

Becoming a father was a moral transformation in that it shifted men’s priorities and sense 
of responsibility. Within their script, marriage marked the end of a period of fun and 
responsibility only for oneself, and having children marked the shift from couple time 
to family time. The responsibility for children found its focus in working to provide for 
them, but was also expressed through the other facets of fatherhood. . . . 

In particular, the continuing cultural primacy of providing for children means that 
men’s time and energy are devoted to, and consumed by, their paid work. In important 
ways employment and fatherhood are mutually reinforcing, for having children provides 
a motivation for dedication to employment, and supporting a family is crucial to success-
ful fatherhood. But there is tension within the system. The tension between dedication 
to employment and the desire for emotional closeness to children is addressed, if not re-
solved, by the cultural work men and women perform within the confines of the package 
deal. . . . The men I talked to recognized that their employment took them away from 
intimate relationship with their children, but they defined their work as an expression of 
their paternal love. They also used their earnings, in conjunction with their marriages, to 
ensure that their children had a mother who was at home, or was at least represented as 
being at home. In many cases the trade-off was explicit: Men told me that they worked 
longer hours so that their wives could be home with the children. These men’s employ-
ment did nothing to contribute to their own, direct, emotional relationship with their 
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children, but it did make sure that the culturally appropriate person, their mother, was 
there for them.

Figure 21.1 illustrates how each element of the package deal is linked to all oth-
ers. The elements are mutually reinforcing, but this is a not system that returns to a 
stable equilibrium. Men’s employment, for instance, enables them to achieve appropriate 
housing, but also removes them physically from home and makes them more depen-
dent on their wives to mediate their relationships with their children. The dark arrows 
emphasize that every other element motivates and reinforces the importance of em-
ployment, thus concentrating men’s energies on the one element that does not contrib-
ute directly to emotional closeness to their children. Within the system, reducing the 
commitment to work in favor of any other element increases the tensions. Changing 
the experience of fatherhood involves transforming a cultural system, not just altering 
emphasis within it.

Fatherhood

Home ownership

EmploymentMarriage

provides materially
and expresses love

motivates

maintains

pays for

motivates

provides physical
setting for joint

project

provides care
and example

justifies and
completes

protects and
symbolizes love

and intimacy

income maximizes
maternal presence

maternal presence
justifies work
commitment

requires a site
for family life

FIGURE 21.1 The Interconnections and Tensions among the Elements of the Package Deal
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