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ABSTRACT 

 

 My dissertation examines couples’ transition to first-time parenthood, and how 

this experience varies by social class. More specifically, the design of this project is a 

qualitative comparison of two data collection points, which examines how couples of two 

different social class groups divide and manage housework before the birth of their first 

child, and how they manage the same housework (as well as the additional work of 

childrearing) six to nine months post-birth. With these concerns in mind, the primary 

question driving this research project is: do marriages become more gendered after the 

birth of a couple's first child, and if so, how does this experience differ by social class? 

The specific aims of the research are to identify if and how marriages become gendered 

after the birth of a couple’s first child. This study also seeks to identify and understand 

the disjuncture between what participants say versus what they do with regard to the 

completing of housework and parenting approaches.  

 Research findings demonstrate how some couples’ marriages became more or less 

gendered, and how some marriages remained more gender-neutral, largely depended on 

the intersection of their gender repertoires and their social class position. Specifically, 

every household’s configuration of their access to social resources, availability of social 

support, their occupational (in)flexibility, and the pre-existing, gendered dynamics 

between husbands and wives directly and indirectly influenced their transitions to 

parenthood. Many middle and upper-middle class participants had the material and social 

resources which interacted with their gender repertoires and assisted them in achieving 

their desired post-birth outcomes. For most of these households, their new lives as  
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parents involved a more gender-neutral distribution of housework and childrearing, and 

nearly all middle and upper-middle class mothers returned to paid employment after 

maternity leave. For most lower-middle class participants, however, the limitations in 

their educational attainment levels, annual household incomes, and social networks 

interacted with their gender repertoires in ways that posed constraints to their transition to 

parenthood, and their ability to achieve their desired post-birth, work-family balance. 

Financial restrictions and the unaffordability of childcare affected some lower-middle-

class mothers’ abilities to return to paid employment, despite their initial intention of 

doing so. For some lower-middle class fathers, their occupational inflexibility constrained 

their abilities to spend more time with their families. The variation in gender repertoires 

between lower-middle, middle, and upper-middle class participants, resulted in 

differentials in how couples were able to respond to the changes and challenges of 

becoming parents. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 Becoming a parent for the first time is a fundamentally life-altering event. For 

new moms and dads, life never fully returns to the way it was before the birth of a baby. 

This process of the transition to parenthood has been characterized as a period of 

disequilibrium, as men and women experience new roles, circumstances, and demands 

(Levy-Shiff 1999). First-time parenthood carries implications for changes in gender-role 

attitudes, identity salience, and division of labor for both the mother and father in 

heterosexual couples, all of which can challenge their existing familial dynamic (Lang et. 

al 2006). In this dissertation, I have watched the transition to parenthood in real time, 

while it occurred before and after couples’ births in a longitudinal, qualitative context. 

Outcomes of this event vary greatly across households, as some couples make this 

transition smoothly, whereas others find it more complicated. I am interested in 

understanding this variation, and what factors contribute to such outcomes.  

 The transition to parenthood is not only a transformative experience, it is also a 

highly gendered event. Culture determines gender roles and what is understood as 

masculine and feminine, which in turn, informs how notions of caretaking, breadwinning, 

and homemaking are socially assigned to first-time moms and dads. Women are placed in 

a different parenting role than men, as their greater biological participation in 

childbearing (pregnancy, giving birth, and breast feeding) combines with broader cultural 

and social expectations for motherhood. Although men have a smaller biological role, 
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they are still similarly marked with cultural and social expectations for fatherhood, for 

example, serving as a provider. The difficulties associated with the transition to 

parenthood are related to this gendered nature of the event. For most expectant couples, 

the eventual arrival of a baby necessitates a pre-birth assessment of how caregiving and 

income-earning will be split. For women who are inclined to seek an egalitarian 

partnership and wish to continue to pursue their careers, there can be tensions over these 

broader gender expectations both within the marriage, as well as outside of it.  For 

example, according to a recent nationwide Pew Research survey, among mothers with 

children under age 18, those who report they would prefer to work full time has increased 

from 20 percent in 2007 to 32 percent in 2012 (Parker and Wang 2013). Yet at the same 

time, the public remains conflicted over what is ideal for children. Among all adults, only 

16 percent say the best situation for a young child is to have a mother who works full 

time, whereas nearly half of adults (42 percent) say that mothers working part time is 

ideal, and one-third say that it is best for mothers with young children to not work outside 

of the home at all (Parker and Wang 2013).  

 While gender expectations can make the transition to parenthood difficult, aspects 

of couples’ social class also likely matter. Social class is an inescapable reality of 

Western society, and it conceivably affects immeasurable aspects of social life in the 

modern world. Rubin (1976) points out that although families do exhibit broad 

similarities in forms, and face similar, if not universal issues concerning the balancing of 

work and parenting, leisure time and interpersonal relationships, it is how families attend 

to such issues that is rooted in the differences in social class position. First-time parents’ 

access to material resources, such as educational attainment, income, and social network 



3 
 

support, as well as the occupational flexibility of their jobs – all of which are likely 

associated with their socioeconomic position – likely affect how smooth or complicated 

their transition to parenthood is. Differences in educational attainment often determine 

the differences between being employed in a job with little room for advancement, or a 

career that offers upward mobility (Breen and Jonson 2005). In addition to being highly 

correlated with income, variation in occupational status also typically involves varying 

degrees of occupational flexibility or autonomy (Hout, 1984). These components of 

couples’ socioeconomic status interact and directly (as well as indirectly) influence 

couples’ experiences of becoming first-time parents.  

Intersectionality 

 We can see that gender, as well as social class matter to the transition to 

parenthood, and I am interested in how these variables interact to affect the experiences 

of first-time mothers and fathers. Intersectionality theory is a useful way to understand 

how gender and social class intercede to affect such experiences. It is concerned with the 

intersections in peoples’ lives in terms of the different positions they hold in relation to 

gender, race, class, and other social categories. The term intersectionality theory was first 

conceived by Crenshaw (1989), and proposes that we should think of each element or 

characteristic of a person as inseparably linked with all of the other elements or 

characteristics of that person, so that we are able to fully understand someone's identity 

(DeFrancisco and Palczewski 2014). From an intersectional framework, race and gender 

form a “mutually constituted system of relationships” composed of singular positions of 

inequality that are experienced at the same time (Baca-Zinn and Thorton-Dill 1996; 

Collins 1999; Crenshaw 1991; Glenn 1999). By only looking at differences between men 
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and women, Blacks and Whites, lower-middle class or middle-class people, we overlook 

the important variations within each group. The topic of marital satisfaction is a helpful 

example here. Black men may have levels of marital satisfaction unlike those of other 

men (or all women) due to their unique experiences of disadvantage and exclusion in the 

workplace and other social institutions (Broman 1988, 1993; Collins 1991, 1998; Weber 

1998). In the case of middle-class white women, their continual increasing presence in 

the labor force combined with their changing attitudes about the division of domestic 

labor may affect their levels of marital satisfaction (Greenstein 1996; Hochschild 1989; 

Perry-Jenkins and Folk 1994). However, those same changes in the labor force may 

affect white men in fundamentally different ways, as they have become increasingly 

vulnerable to the transformations of the economy within recent decades, and have 

experienced significant changes in their roles within the domestic sphere (Bernard 1981; 

Weber 1998). Therefore, intersectionality allows us to visualize how individuals’ 

particular gender, racial, and socioeconomic locations can influence people’s attitudes 

and behaviors within households. 

My Research Question 

 Although the term was initially used to describe how race and gender could 

intersect as forms of oppression, intersectionality has expanded to capture a number of 

additional social variables, such as sexual orientation, nationality, disability, social class, 

and others (DeFrancisco and Palczewski 2014; Somerville 2012). Intersectionality theory 

is relevant to my dissertation as it explores how the various elements of one’s social class 

position – as identified in their material resources, and their educational and occupational 

backgrounds – intersect and compete with their gender ideologies to affect their 
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experiences of the transition to first-time parenthood. Since not all couples experience the 

transition in the same ways, examining the intersections in couples’ lives in terms of 

these variables reveals a clearer understanding as to how couples arrive at their post-birth 

circumstances. With these concerns in mind, the primary question driving this research 

project is: do marriages become more gendered after the birth of a couple's first child, and 

if so, how does this experience differ by social class? 

 Intersectionality is pervasive throughout the data, and the chapters will highlight 

not only how multiple factors such as household income, social network support, and  

occupational flexibility interact to create class disadvantages in some couples’ 

realizations of family goals, but also how the interaction of  the same factors produce 

more desirable outcomes for those of a higher social class position. Lower-middle class 

couples tended to report a gender-specific distribution of household labor, wherein the 

bulk of the daily, time-consuming and labor-intensive tasks were disproportionately 

performed by the women. Among middle and upper-middle class households, couples 

were more likely to report a more gender-neutral distribution of housework, or in some 

cases, had the financial resources to offset or outsource such housework entirely to 

domestic cleaning services. Some lower-middle class mothers’ intentions to return to paid 

employment after maternity leave were disrupted by child-care costs being too high 

relative to their household income contribution levels. For these women who contributed 

23 percent or less to their total household incomes, the added costs of childcare were 

greater than what their individual income contributions to their households were. Middle 

and upper middle class women who contributed larger percentages to larger total 

household incomes, however, were more likely to return to paid employment as intended.  
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 The occupational flexibility that was associated with many middle and upper-

middle class jobs afforded those men and women the ability to define and pursue their 

optimal post-birth, work-family balance. Some middle and upper middle class 

participants’ employers offered greater job autonomy and flexibility, which enabled 

many women to balance mothering with their careers.  In lower-middle class households, 

however, no couples reported occupational flexibility, and some lower-middle class 

fathers reported that the inflexibility with their workplaces often obstructed their 

intentions to be with their families. In these ways, participants’ experiences of their 

transition to parenthood reveal how gender and social class compete, or mutually 

influence each other in complicated ways. The greater financial resources and 

occupational flexibility of middle and upper middle class couples afforded them the 

ability to realize gender-equality, and to sustain their intended work-family balance 

across their transition to parenthood. Despite some lower-middle class couples’ desire for 

an egalitarian approach toward work and childrearing, their lack of financial resources, 

social network support, and occupational flexibility interacted with their gender 

ideologies in a prohibitive way, and they fell back on more traditional work-family 

dynamics.  

 In this dissertation I will argue that couples’ gender repertoire interacts and 

competes with their material resources, and job flexibility, which all impact the ways in 

which first-time mothers and fathers navigate the transition to parenthood. My research 

will not just underscore the dominance of class—but also the interesting interactions of 

class, masculinity, gender flexibility, and inequality in pro-family workplace policies. 

These findings are the result of my qualitative, longitudinal research design in which I 
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interviewed first-time pregnant couples of two different social class groups, and then re-

interviewed the same couples six to eight months after the birth of their baby. 

Participants’ discussions regarding their experiences of becoming parents reveal that 

these primary variables were largely instrumental for all participant households. 

Specifically, my working concept of couples’ gender repertoire refers to the broader 

expectations that husbands and wives have for their spouses regarding caregiving and 

breadwinning, as well as their parenting ideals and intentions. For many middle and 

upper middle class couples, their gender repertoires interacted with their material 

resources, as well as their occupational flexibility in ways that worked for their 

households in realizing their ideal post-birth outcomes. Among lower-middle class 

couples, however, their lack of material resources, or their occupational inflexibility were 

not compatible with their gender ideologies, and those couples were not able to realize 

their ideal post-birth outcomes. Thus, the interaction of gender repertoire and social class 

reveal that the ways in which couples handle the transition to parenthood, and how 

gendered their post-birth households become, are largely socioeconomic-determined 

processes. Although I only examine white couples to focus the study of intersectionality 

on gender and class, future work should bring race differences back in. 

 It is useful to go back in time and think through the history of the Western family 

system, the evolution of gendered labor, and the tensions and contradictions related to the 

issues of gender inequality in the modern context. 

Literature Review 

 The origin of the contemporary Western family system is often traced to the 

emergence of the industrial period, when new social forces began to drive typical mothers 



8 
 

and fathers into separate domestic and economic spheres. As the role of the father shifted 

from the "agricultural patriarch to the industrial breadwinner"(Smith 2009:14), the role of 

the mother became further tied to childrearing and domestic work. It was during this time 

that the delineation between private family life and the public domain of industry became 

more sharply defined. Instead of contributing directly to family income, the role of the 

mother became that of maximizing the family's well-being through the management of 

the housekeeping, and the coordination of domestic activity to meet the demands of the 

various non-domestic organizations that bore upon the family. Just as the older family 

system served the needs of an agrarian economy, it has been frequently stated that the 

modern family serves the needs of an industrial economy (Furstenburg 1966; Ogburn 

1955; Parsons 1955). Although social labels attached to labor have historically been 

masculinized and feminized throughout human societies, the encoding of the gender-

specific division of labor that is particular to contemporary American culture can be 

understood as originating during this period. Thus, the industrial revolution might be 

viewed as the point in which the cultural templates for gender-specific labor roles which 

penetrate the workplace and domestic sphere were proverbially forged from the fires of 

industry. 

 Yet the trend did not affect whites and non-whites equally, as large numbers of 

black mothers began paid work immediately following their emancipation from slavery. 

In 1870, 40 percent of black married women reported working outside the home. In 

contrast, 98 percent of white married women self-identified as housewives (Landry 

2000:45). In 1911, 51 percent of black wives in New York City were employed compared 

to 30 percent of German and 5 percent of Irish wives (Landry 2000:49). Landry reports 
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that ever since emancipation, black mothers have been significantly more likely to work 

than white women of the same income level, and argues that "black middle-class wives 

pioneered an egalitarian ideology of the family that contrasted sharply with the cult of 

domesticity so prominent among whites" (2000:5). 

 While the "housewife" role was clearly the dominant representation of the 

majority of married women during most of the first half of the century where only some 

10 percent of married women were officially employed, by 1951, over 20 percent of all 

wives were employed in one form or another (Allan 1985). As the 1950s unfolded, the 

prosperity of the post-war economy drew more women into the labor force and the 

foundation for the conventional understanding of women's "place" in modern society 

became subject to interrogation. As for men, their presence in the labor force was also 

affected by broader changes in the economy, yet in a seemingly inverse way. 

 Although metropolitan labor markets with large, healthy manufacturing 

employment bases provided broad employment opportunities for men during the 1950s 

and 1960s, manufacturing employment had been on decline as a percentage of total 

employment starting as early as the 1920's (Wilkie 1991; Blank 1998; Lee and Mather 

2008). It was during this time where automation began to expand and employment in 

manufacturing was slowly ceasing to be the largest and fastest-growing sector in the 

economy (Block 1990). Thus, as society began the shift from the industrial to the 

postindustrial era, opportunities for women in service-industry related jobs increased, 

while male dominated manufacturing jobs decreased. Not only were women responding 

economically to these wider structural changes, but socially and politically as well. 
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 During the 1960s and early 1970s, Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1964) 

offered critical intellectual momentum for the second wave of the feminist movement as 

it attacked the full-time homemaker role for women - a cultural response best captured in 

the National Organization for Women's statement of purpose written by Friedan in 1966 

as it states: 

"We reject the current assumptions that a man must carry the sole burden 

of supporting himself, his wife, and family, and that a woman is 

automatically entitled to lifelong support by a man upon her marriage. We 

believe that a true partnership between the sexes demands a different 

concept of marriage, an equitable sharing of the responsibilities of home 

and children and of the economic burdens of their support". 

 

Friedan's The Second Stage (1981) focused on family life and was premised on the 

notion that women have conquered social and legal barriers. Friedan is considered to 

have steered the feminist movement to focus on equality in employment, business, 

childcare, and other ways in which men and women could balance family and work more 

equitably. 

 In addition to the increase in women's presence in labor markets and the cultural 

uprising of feminism's second wave, the sexual revolution is also understood as another 

particularly relevant component to these wider social and cultural changes (Heale 2001). 

Some theorists have argued that institutions such as marriage and sexuality in general 

have undergone considerable transformation due to the broader sexual revolution of the 

West. According to Giddens (1992) and Therborn (2004), this sexual revolution can be 

understood as a result of the modernizing forces of industrialization and urbanization, and 

they underscore the critical role that women have played in the process. Manifestations of 

modernity such as increased cohabitation, fertility control, and premarital sex are all 
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considered to have been instrumental in the wider transformation of sexuality in the West 

during the twentieth century.    

 Today, data show that in the first decade of the twentieth century, in 7 percent of 

American Homes, women are serving as the sole economic breadwinner and a third of 

wives earn more than their husbands (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007). Women's 

average weekly pay has increased 26 percent since 1980 as men's pay has only increased 

by 1 percent during that same period (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007). Yet do these 

findings provide conclusive evidence for an emergent "true partnership between the 

sexes" as envisaged by Friedan in 1966? Is Western society now engaged in a 

restructuring of gender-specific labor roles? Some researchers believe that this is the case 

and their scholarship will be examined more closely in the following section. 

 If a lay-observer were to base his or her perceptions of twenty first century 

domestic arrangements regarding the distribution of household labor and childrearing 

strictly on popular media images, then s/he may be led to question the relevancy of 

Hochschild's findings of over twenty years ago.  From images of stay-at-home fathers, to 

more recent television programs that portray male characters as primary care-givers and 

equal sharers of household work, media representations of fathers and husbands of the 

last several decades of the twentieth century have often characterized men as emotionally 

accessible and equal partners in all things domestic (Coltrane 1997).  

 This trend emerges in print media as well. It has become common in advice 

literature during and after the 1980s to address “parents” rather than “mothers”, as the 

new fathers are often presented as being just as capable as mothers with regard to 

childrearing (Sunderland 2006) and that society has moved toward this social ideal of 
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"father as co-parent" (Craig 2006). Today, advertisements regarding toddler-oriented 

products often include images of fathers playfully engaging with their children, buckling 

them into their car-seats, feeding/bathing them - images that are (re)produced from a 

wider cultural discourse (Kaufmann 1999).  

 Such media-representations suggest that this new cultural type (characterized by 

domestic egalitarianism and co-parenting) is increasingly more common within the 

Western landscape than ever before. As early as 1985, Rotundo argued that since 1970, a 

new style of fatherhood in the U.S. had emerged, as captured in his concept 

"androgynous fatherhood". The androgynous fatherhood model frames the father as "an 

active participant in the details of day-to-day child care. He involves himself in a more 

expressive and intimate way with his children, and he plays a larger part in the 

socialization process" (Rotundo: 17). Evidence that supports this theory is found in 

Hansen's (2005) examination of four social networks of care in a California community 

which found several fathers, uncles, and grandfathers in her sample who were involved in 

the daily tasks of child care. Interestingly, Hansen reports on initially dismissing these 

findings as anomalous, yet continued to find this trend reemerge in her observations of 

other care-giving systems which continued to point towards the men's essential position 

in a larger social network of care.  

 This increase in men's participation is also demonstrated quantitatively in 

Sullivan's (2000) time-use study of men's involvement in domestic work, in which 

findings indicate an increase in men's participation in household labor over the period of 

1975 to 1997. According to Sullivan, domestic gender inequality has decreased 

considerably over time, supporting this argument with three major findings: 1) a 
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reduction in the inequality of the performance of tasks associated with femininity, 2) a 

proportional increase in the time spent on domestic tasks among low-income men and 

thus a general collapse of difference among men across socioeconomic status, 3) an 

increase in egalitarian couples (defined as a relationship in which women contribute less 

than 60% of the overall time spent on domestic work). Bianchi's time-use study (2006) 

also found that in couples where both are employed full-time, there is considerable 

gender equality in total workloads with fathers averaging 67 hours per week compared 

with 68 hours per week for mothers. Similarly, Jeremy Adam-Smith's The Daddy Shift 

(2009) argues that in the wake of social and economic changes, a wider cultural shift in 

fatherhood and the American family is underway - particularly with the rise in stay-at-

home fathers.  

 Smith's (2009) examination of reverse-traditional families - in which mothers 

serve as primary breadwinners and fathers as childcare providers - offers qualitative data 

which result from in-depth interviews that explore the changing attitudes and behaviors 

of twenty-first century couples as well as statistical data such as the increase in the 

Census Bureau's count of 64,000 stay-at-home fathers in 1995, to 159,000 in 2007 

(Smith: xi) Smith argues that these changes in the culture of fatherhood can be considered 

the result of the first generation of men to date a cohort of women who were "born into 

feminist consciousness and who expect to have careers, financial self-sufficiency, 

reproductive freedom - and a man who is willing to share (not help with) domestic labor" 

(Smith: xvi). Thus, like Giddens and Therborn, Smith ultimately implicates the critical 

role that women have played in the wider transformations of the twentieth century which 

continue to socially and culturally resonate in the twenty-first century.   
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 The narratives of Smith's male subjects reveal not only an allegiance to domestic 

egalitarianism and emotional accessibility to their partners and children, but that 

commonly, they themselves came from homes where fathers were not as involved 

domestically or as emotionally available to their wives and children. Interestingly, this 

finding can also be identified in the narratives of Hochschild's "sharers", twenty years 

earlier in The Second Shift where male respondents reported of having mothers that were 

homemakers and/or worked while tending to the home without help from their husbands. 

 Yet despite this evidence of the gradual increase in men's domestic labor 

participation and their assuming of the primary care-giver role in childrearing, other 

research suggests that women still complete a significantly higher share of their family’s 

total housework (Baxter 2005; Judkins and Presser 2008; Bittman et al. 2003) and 

childrearing labor (Craig 2006) than do men. Judkins and Presser's examination of 12 

married couples who made a commitment to environmentalism in their everyday 

household behavior, focused on the respondents' efforts to behave in more 

environmentally conscious ways in their daily lives. Such lifestyles that seek to reduce 

consumption of resources and aim to be "eco-friendly" often require more effort and time 

in household work. The study found that although both the men and women espoused 

egalitarian values and intentions to share equally in domestic labor, the women 

performed more of the eco-friendly domestic tasks. Women also spent greater amounts of 

time and more quality care giving time with their children (see also Badinter 2012). 

 A similar disjuncture is identified in Bittman's (2003) time-use study of the 

effects of how spouses’ contributions to family income shape how housework is divided. 

Bittman's research seeks to ascertain whether earnings affect who does how much 
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household work and to identify where other gender constraints override this pattern. 

Findings show that income - despite whether a wife makes more than her husband - has 

no effect on men’s unpaid work hours in Australia and very limited effects in the U.S. 

Contrary to Bittman's bargaining theory-based predictions, the women in the study could 

use bargaining to reduce their own housework but not to increase men’s. Bittman finds 

that although both American and Australian opinion polls show a clear egalitarian trend 

in attitudes toward the gender division of labor, behavior is much less egalitarian, and has 

changed much less than attitudes. However, bargaining and exchange theory accounts 

have moved considerably beyond the approach Bittman takes - blending values with what 

is being exchanged. For example, Hirsch (2003) offers a critique of bargaining theory and 

relies on a modified notion of exchanges of trust and affect as well. Even when men and 

women both work full-time and provide equal income, there is ascription by sex that 

leads women to do more housework than men (Noonan 2001). Perhaps more striking, 

these trends are not specific to heterosexual partnerships, but have been identified in 

lesbian and gay couples as well. 

 Carrington’s (1999) examination of lesbian and gay family life reflect this trend 

regarding the disconnect between self-reported egalitarianism and the divisions of 

domestic labor. Carrington found both differentiation and inequality in the domestic lives 

of his participants - despite their self-reporting of their allegiance to egalitarianism. 

Partners in many of the lesbian and gay families in Carrington's study work together to 

camouflage the real divisions of domestic labor and to prevent threats to the gender 

identities of their partners, particularly for women who do little domestic work and for 

men who do a significant amount. What Carrington’s work demonstrates is that the 
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division of domestic labor is not so bound to differences in biological sex, but more based 

upon differences in gender roles. In this way, an underlying hierarchical system that 

informs gendered labor reveals that such arrangements are not necessarily heterospecific, 

but based upon the maintenance of power dynamics.  

Importance of Masculinity 

 There has been a proliferation of literature regarding masculinity over the last two 

decades, and some consensus can be identified among scholars across several key points. 

The first accepted point is that there is a plurality of masculinities as their meanings differ 

across and within settings (Connell 2000; Lesko, 2000; O'Donnell and Sharp 2000; Pease 

2000). Additionally, masculinities are not to be understood as essences that individuals 

possess, but instead take place at the intersection of social relations where dynamics of 

power and difference are at play. In this way, masculinities can be seen as simultaneously 

existing at the level of agency and structure. Regarding this idea, Connell discusses how 

societal definitions of masculinity can be identified in the lives of individuals, but also 

exist beyond the individual as they are defined by culture and sustained by institutions 

(2000:11). A third point is that masculine/feminine identities are often interchangeable 

with masculine/feminine desires and patterns of conduct, which is particularly relevant 

when studying men who engage in feminine-identified work such as childrearing and 

housework (Doucet 2007:35).   

 According to Connell, masculinity "is simultaneously a place in gender relations, 

the practices through which men and women engage that place in gender, and the effects 

of these practices in bodily experience, personality and culture" (1995:71). Similarly, 

Bourdieu argues that masculine domination is so anchored in our social practices and our 
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unconscious that we hardly perceive it (2001). Therefore, as masculinity is a pervasive 

staple to social life, a man's idea of what it means to be a man will often affect his 

behavior (Carroll 2003). For some, if he isn't fulfilling his role as provider, he will feel a 

failure and leave the family (Edin and Kefalas 2007; 2004; DeParle  2004). For others, if 

he is asked to do domestic tasks, he is being emasculated (Hochschild, 1989; Bittman, 

2003). Yet for others, perhaps a new view of masculinity says a man's job is to take care 

of his children in any way the children need including giving baths, comforting, and 

feeding (Smith, 2009; Finn and Henwood 2009).  

Social Class and Parenting Style 

 Some scholarship argues that social class demonstrates strong explanatory power 

with regard to variation in these paternal behaviors. According to Lareau, "social class 

dynamics are woven into the texture and rhythm of children's and parents' daily lives" 

(2003:236). Lareau identifies the often invisible but equally powerful ways in which 

parents' social class influences children's life experiences and potential for upward social 

mobility. Lareau argues that key elements of family life cohere to form a cultural logic of 

child-rearing where the differences among families' child-rearing practices seem to 

cluster together in meaningful patterns. Lareau claims that in this particular historical 

moment, it is the middle and upper class that tend to deploy a cultural logic of child-

rearing that emphasizes the concerted cultivation of children, which places an emphasis 

on children's involvement with organized activities and interaction with adult-authority 

figures.  Conversely, it is the lower-middle class and poor parents that tend to deploy a 

cultural logic of child-rearing that places an emphasis on natural growth, a childrearing 

approach that allows for more extended leisure time for kids and less direct interaction 
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with adults. Despite the significant economic strains that often characterize the lives of 

the lower-middle class and poor, it is the children of these families who tend to have 

more "childlike" lives as they experience autonomy from adults and have control over 

their extended leisure time. Yet it is the children of middle and upper class families who 

experience more "face-time" with adults which prepares them to navigate more 

successfully through institutional settings. Lareau's work establishes a remarkable link 

between class and parental behavior.  

 Previous scholarship has made important claims regarding class-related values 

and practices in relation to parenting. The pioneering work of Carolyne Steedman (1986) 

indicated how parenting practices and the experience of childhood were both structured 

by, and reproduced, differences in social class status. It has been observed repeatedly that 

parents from higher socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to want their children to 

be self-directed, whereas parents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds tend to value 

conformity in their children (Pearlin and Kohn 1966; Wright and Wright 1976; Kohn, 

1979; Alwin 1984; Luster et al. 1989; Hogan et al. 2000; Lareau 2003). Similarly, Tardif 

et al. (2000) found that mothers with lower levels of education expected that their 

children would be potty-trained and to be able to greet adults politely earlier than mothers 

with higher educational attainment. Other research also indicates class specific 

differences in parents’ values. For example, when asked how they would prefer their 

toddler-age child to behave if hypothetically left with a stranger in a waiting room of a 

doctor’s office, responses from mothers from a lower socioeconomic background 

included quiet behavior, respectful, and obedient, as behaviors that were more important 
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compared to the responses of mothers from a higher socioeconomic background 

(Harwood 1992; Harwood et al. 1995). 

 Other scholarship, however, also demonstrates the correlation between class and 

parenting styles, but with seemingly conflicting results. Shows and Gerstel (2009) 

examine the link between class and paternal behavior by comparing the way two 

groups—professional men (physicians) and lower-middle-class men (emergency medical 

technicians, or EMTs)—practice fatherhood. First, the authors demonstrate that these two 

groups practice different types of masculinity as they engage in different kinds of 

fatherhood. Physicians emphasize “public fatherhood,” which involves attendance at 

public events but little involvement in the daily care of their children. In contrast, EMTs 

are not only involved in their children’s public events but also emphasize “private 

fatherhood,” which entails involvement in their daily care such as bathing, feeding, etc. 

Second, the authors suggest that these differing types of involvement can be explained by 

the contrasting employment conditions of each group as well the gender order of their 

families, especially the divergent labor market positions of spouses and the division of 

parenting. Shows and Gerstel conclude by arguing that these lower-middle class fathers 

are “undoing gender” while professional fathers reproduce the conventional gender order. 

 Similarly, Bulunda's (2004) examination of the relationship between gender 

ideology and parental involvement with children found that while egalitarian fathers 

display greater involvement with children than do traditional fathers, maternal gender 

ideology was not predicative of paternal involvement in childcare. Essentially, egalitarian 

mothers are unable to negotiate for more paternal involvement, while a father’s gender 

framework is a much more powerful determinant of involvement in childcare activities. 
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This appears to suggest that masculine gender ideology is a powerful explanation for 

male domestic behavior. 

 These studies underscore the complex intersection of gender ideologies and 

paternal behavior while, at the same time, highlight how economic circumstances and 

organizational structure enter into the making of masculinity (Connell 1995). In addition, 

Morgan's notion of (see Kimmel 2005) how class has both simultaneously contributed to 

a unified sense of masculinity, as well as to more diffused, perhaps more conflictual, 

models of masculinities is evident in the above research - particularly with Shows and 

Gerstel's findings. More broadly, these studies also reveal a continued disjuncture 

between the culture and conduct of fatherhood, as evidence indicates that the culture of 

fatherhood has become more progressive whereas the conduct of fatherhood - for some -

has not coincided with this ideal. We can see that in some data, the parenting style of the 

middle-upper class demonstrates more of an alliance with this new cultural form, whereas 

other data seem to point out that professional fathers reproduce the conventional gender 

order while lower-middle class fathers engage in progressive parenting behaviors. 

Although there have always been class differences in parenting (Alwin 1990), it is 

noteworthy that the idea of a "new" class-specific cultural pattern in parenting is not 

exclusive to men and fathering, but is relevant to women's decisions regarding mothering 

and their associated career choices as well. 

Gender Repertoire 

 Gender influences the way housework is divided between spouses in class-

specific ways, resulting in egalitarian to traditional distributions of domestic labor. 

Education, as a component of social class, provides exposure to egalitarian ideas and 
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counters acceptance of gender myths and stereotypes (Cassidy and Warren 1996; Davis 

and Robinson 1991; Rhodebeck 1996). Trend and panel studies have demonstrated that 

increased education is associated with increased gender egalitarianism (Bolzendahl and 

Myers 2004; Brewster and Padavic 2000; Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004; Ciabattari 2001; 

Corrigall and Konrad 2007; Cunningham 2005; Fan and Marini 2000; Moore and 

Vanneman 2003; Tallichet and Willits 1986). Bryant (2003) reported that both women 

and men become less traditional after four years of college, and the college experiences 

that contribute to this change are comparable for women and men. Other scholarship has 

indicated that men with more education, generally do more housework (Bergen 1991; 

Haddad 1994; Orbuch and Eyster 1997; Pittman and Blanchard 1996; Presser 1994; 

South and Spitze 1994; Waite and Goldscheider 1992). Thus, previous research has 

demonstrated that ideas regarding gender strongly influence parenting intentions, as well 

as the ways in which housework is distributed between couples. Still, to build a more 

expanded framework for understanding how couples’ socioeconomic position influences 

their transition to parenthood, it is also important to consider the role of culture and its 

influence on the experiences of first-time parenthood.  

 Structuralist scholarship argues that culture can be read like a text, as it is unified 

and shared among people (Mannheim 1956; Turner 1983; Alexander 1988). However, 

other research claims that this conceptualization of culture does not necessarily hold, 

such as Swidler’s (1986) notion of culture as a repertoire, or tool kit. From this 

perspective, culture is understood as a utility that people draw upon depending upon the 

job they need to get done. People have contradictory meanings within their cultural tool 

kits, which cannot reliably predict action. Regarding the issue of poverty, for example, 
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Swidler argues that poor people do not have different values that set them apart from the 

rest of society, but instead have access to a different repertoire to draw upon to construct 

their strategies of action (Small et. al 2010). Van Hook and Bean (2009) deployed this 

approach to explain the welfare behaviors of Mexican immigrants. Among this 

population, Van Hook and Bean revealed the significance of pro-work repertoires, as 

opposed to welfare-dependence repertoires. 

 The expanse or limitation of one’s gender repertoire allows for greater or lesser 

strategies of action to deploy when faced with certain challenges. For example, two men 

from different social class backgrounds – “New Father A”, and “New Father B” - may 

approach their post-birth duties as a new father in different ways. New Father A, coming 

from a social background of having minimal or no college education, may articulate his 

vision of the role of a new father in language that emphasizes authority, and perhaps the 

responsibilities of breadwinning and supporting his family. We might find that many, if 

not all of the men in New Father A’s life while growing up, emphasized or demonstrated 

these types of values regarding masculinity and fatherhood. Therefore, New Father A’s 

repertoire of “who a father is” and “what a father does” is bound to a gendered set of 

expectations for behavior for this particular social role, as demonstrated by men of a 

similar social class background. New Father B, however - with greater educational 

attainment and perhaps greater exposure to non-traditional gender expectations of men 

and women - may not articulate his vision of the role of a new father in exclusively 

authoritative or breadwinning terms. Instead, New Father B may also discuss his new role 

with language that emphasizes additional values such as nurturing, providing support for 

the mother, and communication between partners. New Father B’s repertoire may be 
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considered more expansive than New Father A’s repertoire, and New Father B may have 

more “tools” to rely on when deciding what strategy of action to deploy when facing the 

challenges of first-time parenthood. 

 In this dissertation, I will be deploying the concept of gender repertoire – a tool 

kit from which participants draw upon to address the gendered challenges of first-time 

parenthood. This concept of gender repertoire also captures the notion that men learn 

multiple masculinities – expressions of their gender perhaps learned in college, which 

highlights the importance of why education attainment may matter to the transition to 

parenthood. Small et. al (2010) point out that repertoires may differ not only in the 

content of their elements, but in the number and scope of their elements. In this way, 

some individuals may be able to exercise greater agency due to their access to a wider 

array of repertoires of action. In the context of the transition to parenthood, examples of 

such strategies of action can range from how couples negotiate their division of 

housework and the ways in which they manage marital conflicts, to how to change a 

diaper or prepare a bottle. The ways in which couples approach the various dimensions of 

their domestic lives in the areas of caretaking, breadwinning, and homemaking, are 

handled differently across households of first-time parents because their varying social 

class backgrounds inform their varying degrees of agency. 

Social Class Variables of Interest 

 As stated earlier, this dissertation is concerned with how social class is related to 

couples’ experiences of becoming first-time parents. As evidenced throughout much of 

the literature, the full range and interconnectivity of other socioeconomic variables have 

not received enough attention. Yet I will argue that social class matters for the transition 
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to parenthood, as couples’ gender ideologies interact and compete with their access to 

resources, as well as and their occupational (in)flexibility, which affect households in 

different ways. 

Resources 

 A key component of social class that impacts the transition to parenthood is a 

couple’s access to resources, and how it interacts with their gender repertoire. Such 

resources include their educational attainment, their incomes, and the extent of their 

support networks. Not only do couples’ resources affect their transition to parenthood, 

but the process of acquiring such resources through the pursuit of educational and career 

goals can directly determine if and how couples plan their pregnancies, as more income 

can offer more control and timing of childbearing. The presence or absence of such 

resources also play a direct role in post-birth outcomes, especially for determining 

whether a first-time mother will return to paid employment. For example, some 

scholarship has found that women with lower levels of education have lower rates of 

returning to paid employment after giving birth (Boushey 2005; Bonner 2014). This is 

primarily because lower-skilled jobs pay less, provide fewer less financial incentives to 

return to paid employment, and offer fewer financial resources to subsidize childcare. 

However, women with higher levels of education tend to return to paid employment, as 

such jobs are more likely to offer paid leave as part of their individual employment 

package (Joesch 1997). Han et al. (2008) reveal that women with more than a Bachelor’s 

degree are likely to have access to maternity leave and savings to draw upon, which 

allows them to remain home in the first few months after the birth before returning to 

paid employment. 
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 Couples’ resources also influence their abilities to outsource some or all of their 

domestic labor, as well as their use of childcare. The utilization of such services can often 

contribute to a smoother transition to parenthood for some households compared to 

others. However, which households pay for such services is often socioeconomically 

determined. Previous scholarship has demonstrated that households with more highly 

educated wives are more likely to make use of housekeeping services, in comparison to 

households with wives of lower education levels. Additionally, using paid domestic help 

is more likely to occur when households earn more, are more highly educated, and view 

outsourcing housework as an appropriate way to deal with household demands (Tijdens 

et al. 2003; de Ruijter et al. 2005; Baxter et al. 2009).  In regards to childcare, first-time 

mothers can encounter numerous challenges in seeking out childcare services when it is 

time to return to paid employment (Leach 2009). Child care access can vary by family 

income, parents’ work schedules, and affordability. For households of lower-incomes, 

gaps between the demand for child care and the availability of such services render 

harsher consequences. In certain geographic areas, 52% of low-income families reported 

that the lack of child care caused them to lose a job (Fredriksen-Goldsen and Scharlach, 

2001). 

 Yet the interaction of couples’ ideologies, with their material resources does not 

fully explain the influence of social class on the transition to parenthood. The external 

structural force of couples’ occupations is also of critical importance. 

Occupational (In)Flexibility 

 Occupational flexibility is another component  of a couple’s’ social class status 

that influences their transition to parenthood, as a new mother or father’s level of job 
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autonomy, scheduling flexibility, or other pro-family work place policies have direct 

impacts on their experience of becoming first-time parents. Where couples’ ideologies 

and access to resources can be viewed as internal social factors of a household, 

occupational (in)flexibility and job autonomy underscore the importance of external, 

structural factors that affect the transition to parenthood in class-specific ways. Presser 

(2003) argues that what is unique to the economies of the twenty-first century, is that 

temporal changes in labor market demands at the macro level, significantly affect the 

time individuals spend in paid employment outside the home, and subsequently, the 

temporal nature and functioning of families at the micro-level. Hence, Presser contends 

that all households – whether married, unmarried, childless, or with children – will 

experience further movement toward a 24-hour economy, with a rise in the demands 

placed upon workers to diversify their work hours. This broader development 

underscores the importance of, and need for, flexibility in the workplace. Yet which types 

of jobs, and which employees reap the benefits of such occupational flexibility, and 

which employees are constrained by the lack of such policies is a matter of social class. 

 Flexible work arrangements are generally defined as work options that permit 

flexibility in terms of where work is completed and/or when work is completed – often 

referred to as flextime or scheduling flexibility (Rau and Hyland 2002). The difference of 

the presence of flexibility in work arrangements can be linked to the difference between 

lower-wage and higher-wage jobs. Employees in lower-wage jobs often tend to work 

non-standardized shifts, have little control over their work schedules, and have limited 

access to pro-family workplace policies or benefits (Bond and Galinsky 2006; Golden 

2005; Heymann 2000; Lambert and Waxman, 2005; Lambert and Henly 2012). However, 
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individuals employed in higher-wage jobs with greater occupational prestige often have 

predictable, consistent, and secure work hours with increased flexibility and more access 

to pro-family workplace policies and benefits. (Ammons and Kelly 2008.) Such pro-

family workplace policies and benefits are positively associated with mothers’ 

employment continuity (Hofferth 1996; Joesch, 1997) and potentially, fathers’ family 

involvement (Haas 1993; Hype et al. 1996; Pleck 1993). However, in Clawson and 

Gerstel’s Unequal Time: Gender, Class, and Family in Employment Schedules (2014), 

the authors point out how advantaged male and female employees (as observed among 

doctors and nurses) use their class privilege to uphold gender expectations regarding 

work and family. The authors state that these employees have a series of choices about 

work hours, and use those choices in gendered ways as male employees tend to prioritize 

their careers, and female employees tend to balance families and careers. However, class 

disadvantage pushes women and men to weaken gender expectations. Clawson and 

Gerstel argue that among disadvantaged groups (as observed among female nursing 

assistants and male EMTs) face greater constraints and have more difficulty in meeting 

gendered expectations. In this way, the authors argue that disadvantaged groups “undo 

gender” even if they are reluctant to do so.  These findings suggest that lower 

socioeconomic status may force couples to alter their gendered expectations not because 

of choice or ideological reasons, but because of structural constraints. This dissertation 

will further this discussion, and will demonstrate how occupational structures affect 

couples in the post-birth context. 

 

 



28 
 

Chapter Summaries 

 The following data chapters of this dissertation will explore how couples’ 

transition to first time parenthood was affected by the three primary socioeconomic 

factors discussed above: ideology, access to resources, and occupational flexibility. My 

findings corroborate some of the pre-existing research, but also uniquely allows us to 

watch the transition to parenthood in a sense of real time, with the participants’ 

explanations of how this process looked for them.  

 Beginning with Chapter 3, Ideals, Intentions, and Incomes: Class-Specific 

Anticipations of Parenthood among First-Time Expectant Couples, I explore the 

centrality of class context for predicting a range of domestic arrangements in the pre-birth 

context.  Among the variables that matter here are the degree of equality of income 

contributions between the couple, the gendered nature of sharing domestic tasks, and the 

nature of couples’ ideals and aspirations for childrearing. The chapter demonstrates that 

lower-middle class households are much more likely to allocate housework in gender 

specific ways, whereas middle/upper-middle class households tend to divide the same 

tasks in gender-neutral ways. Additionally, we see remarkably different degrees of 

equality of income contribution by spouses, such that no lower-middle class women 

contributed half of the household income, whereas a majority of middle class women 

contributed fifty percent or more. We find a significant amount of clustering of parenting 

intentions and ideals by social class groups, as well the average age they confront their 

new responsibilities.    

 Chapter 4, The Effects of Participants’ Occupational (In)Flexibility on Their 

Post-Birth Households explores participants’ testimonies from their follow-up interviews 
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regarding how their work lives and work places affected their transition to first-time 

parenthood. This chapter uncovers an occupational-specificity of participants’ perceived 

sense of workplace flexibility or inflexibility. That is, the primary differences between 

the households that reported the benefits of their workplace flexibility compared to the 

households who reported inflexible employers or workplaces, can be located in the type 

of work participants were employed in – which I categorized as either white collar, or 

blue collar occupations. Lower-middle class participants were predominantly employed 

in blue-collar occupations, whereas middle/upper-middle class participants were mostly 

employed in white-collar occupations. The difference between a participant being 

employed in a blue-collar occupation versus a white-collar occupation, strongly 

influenced whether or not they felt that they had achieved a desirable work-family 

balance by the follow-up interview, as no participant employed in a blue-collar job 

reported scheduling or workplace flexibility. Such inflexibility, combined with fewer 

monetary resources to provide for their families reveals a double-jeopardy for lower-

middle class households. It is a further injustice built upon their lower incomes and 

inabilities to afford childcare or to outsource some of their housework. However 

middle/upper-middle class participants were more likely able to afford childcare and 

outsource some or all of their housework. Despite their deep aspirations to provide for 

their families and to adequately nurture their children, lower-middle class participants 

were more likely to report challenges of striking an optimal work-family balance. Such 

challenges reported by these first-time parents underscore an inherent disadvantage 

among lower-middle class participants associated with their inflexible occupations. 
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 In Chapter 5, Intentions vs. Outcomes: How Caretaking Preferences and Social 

Resources Influence First-Time Mothers’ Post-Maternity Leave Employment Statuses, I 

examine the post-maternity leave outcomes of the women in the sample, and whether 

their employment statuses at the time of the follow-up interview were the result of 

choices aligned with their parenting ideals, or a result of circumstances which obstructed 

them from realizing their caretaking preferences. This chapter contrasts the testimonies of 

two of the female participants who decided to return to work, the testimony of a 

participant who purposefully “opted-out” of the workforce to be a stay at home mother by 

choice, as well as the three participants who unexpectedly engaged in full-time maternal 

care. Here, I find that whether the mothers in the sample succeeded in realizing their 

aspirations for infant care with either exclusive mothering, or blending their work worlds 

with mothering, depended upon the social resources available to their households, and the 

occupational structure of their workplaces. Those factors operated in ways which in some 

households better enabled some first-time moms to pursue their desired post-maternity 

leave outcomes. In other households, however, those same factors inhibited some 

participants in their pursuit of returning to paid employment.  A detailed consideration of 

a range of couples’ post-birth transitions in this chapter will illustrate the complex 

interactions between pre-birth preferences, and social resources on post-birth caretaking 

arrangements. 

 In Chapter 6, Sleep, Sex, and Housework: Points of Contention Among First-Time 

Parents, I explore some of the issues and challenges that the study participants 

experienced in their marriages after the arrival of their baby. These issues ranged from 

nighttime coparenting, sex and intimacy issues, and the division of housework. What this 



31 
 

chapter reveals, is that all couples, to varying degrees, reported having experienced 

challenges with the arrival of their babies. Some couples reported at the follow up 

interview that they were able to deploy strategies to more effectively address their joint-

sleep loss, and to manage their new workload of baby and household chores. However, 

some other couples discussed how such challenges were still an ongoing point of 

contention at the time of their follow up interview, and did not appear to have developed 

adaptive strategies to manage the changes to their sleep loss, or their new workload 

involving their baby and housework. 

 It is in this chapter where I deploy Gerson’s theoretical notion of gender 

flexibility (2010). As opposed to fixed, rigid behavioral strategies and categories 

delineating separate spheres for women and men, Gerson asserts that gender flexibility 

involves more equal sharing between husbands and wives and less static boundaries with 

regard to gender roles. Gender flexibility between husbands and wives promotes a more 

fluid distribution and organization of emotional, social, and economic care. Gerson 

theoretically argues and empirically demonstrates that when couples exhibit gender 

flexibility in search of more effective and satisfying ways to increase household income 

and provide care, they tend to be better poised to overcome unexpected difficulties and 

create more harmonious households. Conversely, the inability to create more flexible 

strategies for breadwinning and caretaking leaves some families unable to sustain an 

economically or emotionally secure home. Where Hochschild's gender ideology 

framework conceives of families as either "traditional", "egalitarian", or "transitional" 

(1989:15), Gerson's gender flexibility focuses on how well couples meet the challenges 

of meeting emotional and economic support, as opposed to what type their families 
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resemble. As Hochschild's framework captures the domestic arrangements between men 

and women as a snap shot in time, Gerson's gender flexibility conceives family life as a 

film, which underscores the importance of pathways and the dynamics between couples 

over time and their responses to life's changes. In this way, gender flexibility goes 

beyond the more limited traditional/egalitarian/transitional taxonomy, and is better suited 

to capture how couples navigate first time parenthood. Although there is limited data 

regarding the sex and intimacy aspects of participants’ reported points of contention, I do 

offer a noteworthy finding in this chapter in that there is a notable presence of gender 

flexibility among some of the middle/upper-middle class fathers in their responses 

regarding their perspectives on the changes in sex and intimacy in their marriages post-

birth. 

 Gerson’s The Unfinished Revolution (2010) is a generational follow up 

examining what the sons and daughters of Hochschild’s participant families in The 

Second Shift (1989) want the gender roles to be like in their own families. Gerson asked 

her study participants what type of family they would prefer if, for whatever reason, they 

were unable to sustain an equal partnership. Gerson reports that women’s “fall back” 

positions are self-reliance, whereas men tend to prefer a neo-traditional relationship if 

they are not able to achieve an equitable partnership, which involves the notion of the 

woman deprioritizing her career to focus on homemaking and childrearing. This 

dissertation, in turn, is a follow up to Gerson’s work showing not just what this 

generation wants their future families to be like, but how those families actually turn out. 

Gerson finds that although a majority of young men and women ideally aspire to an 

egalitarian balance within committed relationships, the social and economic realities of 



33 
 

today are rooted within conventional, and now antiquated differences between 

childrearing and breadwinning. When they are confronted with barriers to achieving an 

ideal work-life balance and egalitarian relationships, Gerson finds that men and women 

develop gender conflicting back-up strategies. In a way, Gerson sets the stage for my own 

work, as this dissertation focusses on relatively the same cohort of men and women now 

facing the most gendered event in their lives – the transition to first-time parenthood. My 

longitudinal approach looks at what they aspired to as couples prior to parenting, and 

what the process of becoming parents looked like for them and why. Participants’ 

testimonies will demonstrate that their experiences of becoming parents for the first time 

were largely affected by the interaction of their gender ideologies and their social class 

backgrounds. Specifically, couples’ responses will reveal how intersectionality is deep at 

work, as their gender ideologies, social resources, and occupational traits mutually 

influence each other in complicated ways across the transition to parenthood.    
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODS 

 

Introduction 

 My interest in studying couples’ transitions to parenthood necessitated the 

gathering of data from the same research subjects repeatedly over a period of time – from 

pre-birth, to post-birth. I chose to use a qualitative, longitudinal research design, as the 

benefits of such a design distinguish themselves from other qualitative approaches by the 

way in which time is incorporated into the research process. This allows change to be a 

key focus for analysis, as the individual narratives of study participants’ experiences of 

becoming parents capture critical moments and processes involved in change. In this 

way, longitudinal qualitative research designs are better suited to answer qualitative 

questions regarding the lived experience of change, or sometimes stability, across time. 

Findings can determine the processes by which the experience is created, and reveals the 

causes and outcomes of change. In this way, the longitudinal design enables me to see the 

transition to parenthood unfold as it happens, and provides both a before and after 

vantage point of the process. Unlike other studies, I do not need to rely on what 

participants say they will do once they become parents, or on retrospective accounts of 

what people say they were thinking of doing before they became parents. Instead, my 

research design allows for me to watch the transition in real time.  

Study Participants 

 The participants in this dissertation research project were heterosexual, first-time 

pregnant couples from a major east coast city, and several of its surrounding counties. All 
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couples, except for two, were married at the first interview, and both unmarried couples 

were married by the time of the follow-up interview. I initially made contact with 

potential study participants through friends, family members, and other associates, as 

well as multiple waves of recruitment via the social media website, Facebook. Once I 

received the contact information of a first-time pregnant couple, I made contact with 

either the wife or husband through email or a private Facebook message which informed 

the potential participant about the study, and what their involvement in it would entail. 

All participants received the same email. My first recruitment campaign initially yielded 

the contact information of four couples, all of which consented to participate in the study. 

From there, I deployed a snowball sample approach to establish additional participant 

contacts through existing participants. The snowball approach yielded approximately four 

other pregnant couples who were friends or family members of other study participants. 

One participant, was a student of mine at a local University, and the majority of 

participant contacts were made over the course of nearly two years of recirculating my 

advertisement of the study through Facebook. Study participants were informed that the 

study involved a total of two interviews: one pre-birth interview, referred to as Time 1, 

and a post-birth, follow up interview referred to as Time 2. All participants were offered 

compensation for their participation in the study, which was $50, and would be paid at 

the Time 2 interview. 

 I was able to recruit thirty-two couples to participate in the Time 1 interview, and 

28 of those couples (fifty-six individual participants) participated in the Time 2, follow-

up interview. I only included couples in the final dataset who completed both interviews, 

and I divided the sample into two social class groups. Nine couples (eighteen individual 
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participants) I classified as “lower-middle class”, and nineteen couples (thirty- eight 

individual participants) I classified as “middle or upper-middle class”. I based these 

classifications of couples on the education levels between partners. I considered a couple 

lower-middle class if only one or neither partner had a bachelor’s degree.  I considered 

middle or upper-middle class as such if both partners had a college degree. The median 

age of the middle or upper-middle class women was 32, and of the lower-middle class 

women, 29. The median age of the middle or upper-middle class men was 34, and of the 

lower-middle class men, 29. Among the nine lower-middle class participant households, 

the median annual household income was $70,000. Among the nineteen middle or upper-

middle class participant households, the median annual household income was $105,000.  

 To assure participants of confidentiality, I informed all couples that all field notes, 

interview transcripts, and other data collected at both interviews would be handled only 

by myself, secured,  and that their names would be changed in the final dissertation and 

any resulting publications.   

Research Design 

 This study is a qualitative comparison of two data collection points (Time 1-pre-

birth, and Time 2-post-birth, 6-9 months) based on a combination of in-depth interviews 

and questionnaires. In order to guard against attrition during the course of the study, I 

scheduled a check-in phone call with all participants which occurred between Time 1 and 

Time 2. My target population was white couples from a diverse socio-economic 

background. I limited the sample to white couples from diverse socio-economic 

backgrounds in order to not confuse the effects of class and race on the distribution of 

domestic labor. I interviewed all couples once during their approximate 38-40 week 
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pregnancy which was considered the Time 1 interview. At this initial meeting, I asked 

participants to tell me their “backstory” in which they discussed how they met, how long 

they had been together, and the timing of their pregnancies. At the Time 1 interview, 

couples also provided me with information about their educational backgrounds, and their 

work lives. I asked all participants to rate how stressful they felt their job was on a scale 

of one to ten. I used this question as a way to open up a discussion on any negative 

aspects they found with their occupations. I also asked couples how they had come to 

their specific arrangement of how housework was divided, which I categorized as either 

gender-specific, or gender-neutral. I made notes based on my observations of how they 

discussed their division of housework and to see if it was a point of contention between 

partners. The interview schedule was subdivided into a series of ten thematic areas of 

inquiry, which ranged from the couples' history of relationship and family background, to 

the examination of their current division of domestic labor (for full Time 1 interview 

schedule, see Appendix A). Additionally, I asked participants about their perceptions of 

parenthood and ideal parenting style, as well as how they planned to divide the labor 

required to raise a child and maintain the household. 

 All interviews lasted between an hour and fifteen minutes, to an hour and a half. 

Some participants offered more detailed and in-depth responses to some of the thematic 

areas of inquiry compared to other areas, and often, I had to redirect participants back to 

the interview from tangential side stories. There were a few rare occasions where couples 

appeared agitated at each other during the interview process, and seemed to treat the 

interview more like a marriage counseling session. I was mindful of not disturbing the 
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environment of my study subjects through the process of interviewing them, but at times, 

tensions between some partners seemed unavoidable.  

 In tandem with these interview-based questions, I also administered a series of 

questionnaires. Time 1 Questionnaire A (see Appendix C) focused on participants' 

household chore list. I presented each participant with a list of thirty household chores 

and was asked to mark off which chores were relevant to their particular household, and 

who typically was responsible for them - either "male", “male mostly” "female", “female 

mostly”, or "share". Couples filled out questionnaire A individually, and without the 

input or feedback from their partner. Questionnaire A also provided space to fill in 

additional chores not immediately listed but relevant to the participants' individual 

circumstances. Once participants both finished completing questionnaire A, their 

responses were not shared, and instead, I presented the couple with Time 1 Questionnaire 

B (see Appendix D), which they filled out together.    

 Time 1 Questionnaire B is the same chore list from Time 1 Questionnaire A, but 

instead, the chores are not presented in the same order, and the questionnaire asks 

participants to fill in the name of the person in the household who completed the chore 

last. When participants filled out Time 1 Questionnaire B together, their discussions of 

who completed the chore last served as an observation point for me to note the dynamics 

between the couple as they recalled who last completed the set of chores listed. I later 

used participants’ individual responses from Time 1 Questionnaire A to compare to 

couple's’ responses to the same chore list of Time 1 Questionnaire B after the interview 

was over. 



39 
 

 In addition to my assessment of the arrangements between men and women 

regarding the division of labor and their plans for dividing up parenting work, my 

interview schedule also explored how men and women conceptualized notions such as 

breadwinning, caretaking, and parenthood. I asked participants to discuss their own 

parents’ involvement during their childhood, and if they planned to rear their children 

similarly or differently from the ways in which their parents raised them. 

Mid-Point Check-in 

 After the Time 1 interview, and before the Time 2 follow-up, I contacted 

participants by phone for a mid-point check-in interview. The purpose of this contact 

point, in addition to reminding the participants that the Time 2 follow-up interview would 

be occurring in the next several months, was also to minimize the attrition rate of the 

project. To counter this potential threat, the mid-point check-in served to remind the 

research subjects of their participation in the study and to remind them that I would be 

attempting to contact them in the near future to schedule the Time 2 interview. It was also 

during the check-in when I reminded participants that they would be compensated $50 

for their participation in the study at the follow-up interview. 

Time 2 Follow-Up Interview 

 The Time 2 follow up interview occurred between six and nine months after the 

birth of the participants’ baby (for full Time 2 interview schedule, see Appendix B). Once 

again, the interview was accompanied by the completion of questionnaires.  In addition to 

the same list of chores from the Time 1 Questionnaire A, I administered a modified 

version of the questionnaire – Time 2 Questionnaire A - that also included ten additional 

baby-centered chores that ranged from feeding and bathing the baby, to changing diapers 
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and attending to the baby during the night (see Appendix E). Similar to the Time 1 

interview, participants filled out the Time 2 Questionnaire A individually, and without 

the input or feedback from their spouse. Additional space was also provided to identify 

any chores not immediately listed but were relevant to the participants' individual 

circumstances. Once participants were both finished completing Time 2 Questionnaire A, 

their responses were not shared, and instead, they were `presented with Time 2 

Questionnaire B (see Appendix F), which they filled out together.  Time 2 Questionnaire 

B is the same chore list from Time 2 Questionnaire A, but instead, the chores were not 

presented in the same order, and also included the ten baby-oriented chores scrambled 

throughout the list. Participants filled out Time 2 Questionnaire B together, and listed the 

person who completed the chore last. In addition, their discussions and negotiations of 

who completed the chore last served as an observation point for me, to note the dynamics 

between the couple, and if such tasks were points of conflict between them. 

 Couples were again interviewed at the Time 2 interview concerning the same 

thematic areas of inquiry from the Time 1 interview. In addition to assessment of their 

post-birth division of labor, I also explored participants’ views on their new lives as 

parents. I asked them about their experiences of the birth, to their thoughts on the most 

unexpected changes to their lives post-birth. I took note as to how their home 

environments looked compared to our Time 1 interview meeting. We discussed their 

post-birth work lives, and what factors affected the outcomes of their pre-birth intentions 

compared to their post-birth circumstances. We also discussed in some cases, the points 

of contention between partners, and some participants were more willing to divulge 

details and semi-personal aspects of their marriages than others. Most participants, at the 
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Time 2 interview, seemed more comfortable with my presence, which seemed largely in 

part due to their familiarity with having already met me at the Time 1 interview. 

 This dissertation is primarily based on the interview data that I collected at Time 1 

and Time 2 across the twenty-eight participating couples. The questionnaires provided 

me with enough data points that allowed for me to get a general sense of an appropriate 

gender-specific or gender-neutral categorization regarding a household’s distribution of 

housework and childcare responsibilities, and also as a way to observe the dynamics of 

how couples responded to such questionnaires together. However, it is participants’ 

responses across both the Time 1 and Time 2 interviews that I used as the primary data 

source for this dissertation.     

Analytic Memos 

 At both data collection points, I also wrote analytic memos. Shortly after meeting 

with and interviewing participants, administering questionnaires, and observing dynamics 

between husbands and wives, I wrote-up detailed analytic memos that offer a rich 

description of the data collection process itself. Such memos offered descriptive details of 

the household environment of the participants, observations regarding the ways in which 

the couples negotiated filling out questionnaire B, the extent to which a participant may 

have guarded him or herself during the interview process, as well as their affect in 

general. The use of analytic memos also aided me in making conceptual leaps from raw 

data to the abstractions that explain particular phenomena in the context in which I 

observed it. 

 I transcribed the interviews and coded the transcriptions for emergent themes and 

descriptive quotes. Initially, I attempted to use AtlasTi data coding software, with mild 
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degrees of success. Having spent a considerable amount of time sifting through the 

interview transcripts, I found that reading the interviews multiple times allowed for me to 

identify broader, emergent thematic categories within the data, without the use of the 

coding software. I identified themes and quotations across interview transcripts, and 

through this process, I began to write smaller vignettes regarding couples’ transition to 

parenthood stories. I used these smaller writings to begin to identify the variables that 

build the foundation of my broader argument of the dissertation, which claims that social 

class affects the transition to parenthood - particularly participants’ gender repertoires, 

access to resources, and their occupational traits.    

Limitations of Methodological Approach 

 Prior to entering the field, I did not approach any encounter with the study 

participants before acknowledging and accepting the limitations of qualitative research.  

 Qualitative data is often criticized as biased, small scale, anecdotal, or lacking 

rigor (Murphy et al. 1998). The nature of self-reporting also has validity issues, as 

participants may wish to present themselves in a socially desirable way. This social 

desirability bias can be problematic regarding self-report methods, considering that 

individuals often respond in ways to portray themselves in a positive manner. Although 

no one spouse’s responses during any interview contradicted the other’s to the point that 

may have “appeared” that the couple were not being truthful, all participant responses in 

this dissertation must be accepted prima facie – a reality of the limitation of data 

collected through self-report measures. 

 Another shortcoming of my qualitative approach is that my sample is not 

representative of the broader, U.S. population. The social class backgrounds of the study 
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participants do not include couples living in poverty, and although one couple in the 

study may be considered from the upper 5% of the U.S. population (household incomes 

starting at $215,000) there were no participants included from the wealthier, “one-

percent” of the social stratosphere (household incomes starting at $440,000). The final 

sample is somewhat lopsided, as more participants were from middle class backgrounds, 

and less than half of the participants were from lower-middle class households. This is in 

part due to the lack of a more systematic and random selection process of potential 

couples, as well as the broader homogeneity of the social networks in which the study 

participants emerged from. By design, there is no significant ethnic variation among the 

couples either, and English was the first-language of all study participants. The sample 

also does not include any interracial, or same-sex couples, which limits the sample to a 

fairly homogenous set of participants. Therefore, since my study consists of only twenty-

eight couples, who are all white, and were not chosen at random, it is not possible to 

apply my findings to the broader public from which the sample was selected. This lack of 

generalizability limits how representative my findings are of the larger population and 

places restrictions on my conclusions. Nonetheless, the in-depth and longitudinal 

examination of the transition to parenthood among this sample provides valuable 

information about the process of becoming a parent across two class groups. 

Acknowledgement of My Own Subjectivity 

 Beyond the issues of social desirability bias and the limits of representativeness, 

another limitation (and, to some degree, asset) of my methodological approach is myself, 

the researcher. My own presence as the researcher in the process of data gathering was 

unavoidable, and perhaps affected or influenced the responses of the participants. 
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Therefore, it is necessary to discuss my own choices, experiences, and actions during the 

research process. As a white male, I bring my own cultural and political biases to every 

encounter, and although as a sociologist I must always try to check such “baggage” at the 

door, it is highly possible that my own subjectivity influenced my pursuit of objectivity. 

 When I began to plan this dissertation research project, my daughter was four-

years-old. By the time data collection began at the Time 1 interviews, my wife had given 

birth to our son only several weeks earlier. In this way, my personal experiences of being 

and becoming a parent during the process of conducting this research, undoubtedly 

informed my encounters with study participants. I can identify with the stories, marital 

dynamics, distribution of housework, and parenting ideals of some of the study 

participants, in comparison to others – which may have created a greater sense of 

sociocultural familiarity with some of the couples under study. Understandably, it is 

impossible to suspend my own value system to remain “objectively neutral” when 

exploring the lives of other couples becoming parents for the first time. Between the 

space of familiar and unfamiliar, this is the inevitable paradox that occurs when humans 

study other humans in a qualitative, observational context. As my own personal sense of 

gender, race, class, and ethnicity shape my inquiries, my interpretations of the findings in 

this study are but merely one interpretation of a particular encounter, at a particular 

moment in time.  

 Yet despite the limitations mentioned above, there are great strengths of this 

research design, which allowed me to not only observe the study participants in their own 

environments, but to also garner very rich data from people who were thoughtful about 

their situation in their interviews. My analyses does not stem from a snap-shot in time of 
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the lives of the participants, but instead results from a longer-term examination of their 

experiences based on a systematically planned set of research observations over time, 

followed by a systematic analysis of these observations. In the following chapters I 

attempt to back up my interpretations and conclusions with evidence that readers can 

scrutinize in order to assess the validity of my conclusions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



46 
 

CHAPTER 3 

IDEALS, INTENTIONS, AND INCOMES: CLASS-SPECIFIC ANTICIPATIONS OF 

PARENTHOOD AMONG FIRST-TIME EXPECTANT COUPLES 

 

Introduction 

 For most first-time expectant parents, becoming a mother or father is a 

transformative life event. Although the birth of the baby signals the starting point of 

parenthood, the process of becoming a first-time mom or dad arguably begins as soon as 

the parent-to-be becomes aware of the future birth. In this way, the transition to 

parenthood bears an anticipatory element, which can involve not only an appraisal of 

household finances, or an evaluation of career or educational goals, but also an 

assessment of a couple’s ideal caretaking. Such an assessment of caretaking ideals may 

include a framework for thinking about the type of parent an expectant mother or father 

would like to be, as well as what values are important to transmit from parent to child. 

Such frameworks for thinking about these ideals, values, and intentions, are referred to as 

repertoires, which also limit or complement the available range of actionable strategies 

individuals can deploy in a given social context. The anticipation of parenthood 

constitutes a cultural repertoire, and is strongly shaped by factors such as social class and 

familial background. 

 This chapter explores the centraling of class context for predicting a range of 

domestic arrangements in the pre-birth context.  Among the variables that matter here are 

the degree of equality of income contributions between the couple, the gendered nature of 

sharing domestic tasks, and the nature of couples ideals and aspirations for childrearing. 

We find a significant amount of clustering of these dimensions of domestic life by the 
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class environments, especially educational levels.  Class also correlates notably with 

overall accessible income as well as the average age of couples as they confront their new 

responsibilities. The participant testimonies in this chapter will also reflect previous 

scholars’ findings, such as Kohn (1963) and Lareau (2003) regarding class-specific 

parenting ideals and approaches. Kohn argues that working-class parenting values 

emphasize external standards, such as good behavior, a strong respect for authority, and 

little tolerance for disobedience. This is opposed to middle-class parents whom, Kohn 

argues, emphasize internal standards, autonomy, inquisitiveness, and a greater tolerance 

for non-conformity. Similarly, Lareau claims that it is the middle and upper class that 

tend to deploy a cultural logic of child-rearing that emphasizes the concerted cultivation 

of children, which places an emphasis on children's involvement with organized activities 

and interaction with adult-authority figures.  Conversely, Lareau argues that it is the 

working class and poor parents that tend to deploy a cultural logic of child-rearing that 

places an emphasis on natural growth - a childrearing approach that allows for more 

extended leisure time for kids and less direct interaction with adults. Here, Kohn and 

Lareau help us understand the class-specific differences in participants’ parenting 

repertoires (see table 3-1). Specifically, couples’ responses indicate how those with less 

college education express their parenting intentions framed in language that emphasizes 

the importance of characteristics such as discipline, self-reliance, and tough love. 

Couples’ responses among those with more college education expressed their parenting 

intentions framed in language that emphasizes the importance of characteristics such as 

parental involvement, showing affection, and being present in their children’s lives. 
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 The twenty eight participant households were bifurcated as either “lower-middle 

class” or “middle/upper-middle class”. Nineteen couples wherein each spouse reported to 

have a bachelor’s degree or higher, were classified as “middle/upper-middle class” 

households. Nine couples wherein each spouse reported to have less than a bachelor’s 

degree were classified as “lower-middle class” households. Couples’ distribution of 

household labor was also categorized as either gender-specific, or gender-neutral, based 

upon their responses to the T1QA questionnaire. The median age of the middle/upper-

middle class women was 32, and of the lower-middle class women, 29. The median age 

of the middle/upper-middle class men was 34, and of the lower-middle class men, 29. I 

have selected three families from the lower-middle class households, one “mixed-class” 

couple, and three families from the middle/upper-middle class households  as good 

examples of common patterns found among the sample (see table 3.1), and who are also 

featured frequently in the other chapters.  

 A detailed consideration of a range of couples’ pre-birth parenting repertoires can 

illustrate the congealing of social class variables with ideal caretaking and housework 

distribution. First, we will begin with Heather Cummings (22), and Donnie Chandler (25) 

– a lower-middle class couple who were also the youngest participants in the study.  

Heather Cummings and Donnie Chandler 

 First-time expectant mother, Heather Cummings, was 7 months pregnant with 

twin boys at the time of our first interview. Heather had a baby face that made her look 

more like a teenager, with olive skin, longer brown hair, and she often spoke facing 

downward at her hands, rarely making eye contact. Heather cohabitated with her 

boyfriend, Donnie Chandler, who was also the biological father of the yet-to-be-born 
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twins. Donnie was a third-generation crane operator, and a local union member. He had a 

muscular build, a pale complexion, and short blonde hair which was covered by a ball 

cap that he wore backwards. Heather and Donnie met four years ago at a party of mutual 

friends. Shortly after, Heather moved into Donnie’s house – a split-level, single family 

home in a post-World War II era suburban neighborhood. Regarding his educational 

background, Donnie disclosed that he had graduated high school and completed a four-

year trade apprenticeship. Heather also had a high school diploma, and had taken a few 

college courses but had not been enrolled for a few years. Heather works as a part-time 

horseback-riding instructor and her income contributes to approximately 10% of their 

annual household income of $65,000. 

 Upon meeting Heather and Donnie at their residence on a mid-summer evening, I 

noticed that their house appeared to be minimally furnished, and undergoing various 

interior and exterior renovation projects, which Donnie later told me he worked on during 

his off hours from his daytime job. When discussing his job further, Donnie stated that 

working as a crane operator can be demanding, and he suggested that Heather was not 

fully aware of the extent to which Donnie felt how labor-intensive his job is. “It’s all 

mental. It’s mental. It just like, beats on you all day. I come home and she’s like ‘you just 

sit down all day and play with levers’. I’m like, ‘you don’t understand, it’s like mentally 

physical’”. 

 Heather mentioned that this was to be her last month at work, but planned to 

resume working after the babies were born. Working as a private horseback riding 

instructor allowed Heather flexibility with planning her lessons, yet Donnie’s work 

schedule largely determined Heather’s planning, as his job sites and work-day start and 
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end times can varied from day to day. Although Donnie’s salary contributed to the 

majority of their household income, Heather did not wish for their arrangement to be as 

traditional in nature:  

I don’t want to be completely dependent on him, I want to have my own 

money to be able to help him…even if he didn’t necessarily want me to do 

that, it would make me feel better like, I don’t want to feel like I’m living 

here for free, like I want to contribute…and I think that means it’s more 

fair too because everyone thinks it sounds like oh you’re living there for 

free and all you have to do is clean the house and do the laundry… 

 

Donnie, however, stated that he does not feel as though he and Heather need to bring in 

the same amount of income, as that is “not important”. Instead, Donnie reported that her 

preferred to seek an explicitly traditional household arrangement, with a gender-specific 

distribution of housework with Heather: 

Like, I told her, like, I’ll go to work, I’ll make the money, like, I’ll take 

care of paying for the house and stuff like that…I’ll take care of all the 

bills if you can just go buy groceries or something, you know? Like doing 

this whole renovation thing like…is stressing me out, and I told her I was 

like, I need you to help me with these things, can you like at least take care 

of the laundry for me so I can get this stuff done… 

 

When we discussed how they allocated the housework around their home, Donnie and 

Heather’s household chore questionnaire indicated a gender-specific arrangement to the 

way in which their chores divided between them. Heather reported that she usually 

performed such tasks as grocery shopping, cooking, cleaning/folding the laundry, 

vacuuming, and making the bed, whereas Donnie reported that he usually performed such 

tasks as paying the bills, mowing the lawn, raking leaves, changing flat tires, and fixing 

plumbing or electrical issues. When we discussed these arrangements, Heather and 
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Donnie did not appear to disagree in any way about who completed which task around 

the house, and they stated that the household chores were not a point of contention 

between them.  

 When we discussed their plans for childcare and other assistance with the twins, 

Heather mentioned that she and Donnie anticipated having a support network that would 

assist them once the babies arrived, citing that Donnie’s mother, Carol, is not employed, 

and that Heather’s father, Jim, is in retirement. Additionally, Heather plans on joining a 

local “Mothers with Multiples” support group to supplement her network of assistance. 

Heather and Donnie discussed how the household arrangements will change once the 

babies are born, which Donnie disclosed. 

I know me, personally, when the babies first come, I’m probably gonna 

take a week off to help her out as much as I can…I don’t know, she’s 

gonna be breast feeding two kids and taking care of them all day so my 

game plan is to like, give her a little break no matter what time I get home, 

even if I get home late get her a little break so she can have her freedom 

and do what she has to do…that’s my game plan. But at the same time, 

I’m gonna need to be getting sleep… 

 

Heather and Donnie both planned that Heather would be the one to wake up with the 

babies at night, as they agreed that Donnie would need his sleep for early work start 

times. They mentioned that this plan has been established and in place for several 

months, and Heather underscored the importance that Donnie “keep working and make 

the money”.  

 When we discussed their future parenting plans, and what type of mom and dad 

they hoped to be, Donnie cited his own childhood, and how he would like to instill in his 



52 
 

sons the values of discipline and self-reliance that were emphasized by Donnie’s father, 

Donald Sr.  

…the biggest thing that I would like to put in them is that like, when I was 

growin’ up, my Dad was like our disciplinarian, and I was the oldest of 

four. He was always like, if you wanted a bike, and you were ten years 

old, like, you found a way to get a bike. Like, you would get a job. Like, 

me and my brothers, we all had jobs by the time we were ten, mowing 

neighbors’ lawns and stuff like that. But it was a way to make your own 

money and now I’m 25, my other brother’s 24, my other brother’s like, 22, 

and uh...all real hard workers and stuff like that, and always just out there 

and tryin’ to make money. You know, doin’ it ourselves not depending on 

someone else to do it for us… 

 

 When he mentioned what he wished to avoid in his future fathering approach, 

however, Donnie pointed out that he saw himself emulating his father in ways that he 

would rather avert.  

Ok, so like, my dad always yelled. That was his thing. And now I see 

myself…I yell at her and I don’t even realize I’m doin’ it till she says 

‘stop yellin’ at me’ and then I’m like…’oh, I’m my dad. Great, now I’m 

acting like him’…like I always said I didn’t want to do that and then it just 

like, happens… 

 

 Heather mentioned that discipline is something that she prefers Donnie to 

emphasize in his fathering approach, stating that she would like Donnie to be “stricter 

than my dad was, because I think it’s important to have a strong father figure whether in a 

girl’s or guy’s life”. When discussing her mother, Heather spoke of a similar relationship 

dynamic. “My Mom is still my best friend and sometimes it’s great, I mean now it’s 

great…that we’re older…it probably shouldn’t have always been like that, probably 

could have avoided a lot of trouble from it not being like that if my Mom were to have 

been more adamant about stuff”. 
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 Donnie mentioned that he and Heather intended to marry after the birth of the 

twins, and for the foreseeable future, he planned to continue to renovate the house in 

preparation for the babies’ arrival. 

 Another lower-middle class couple who intended to marry after the birth of their 

baby, and who also shared similar parenting ideals as well as a gender-specific division 

of housework, was Rob Trainor and Tanya Kolstad.  

Tanya Kolstad and Rob Trainor 

 Tanya Kolstad (29), was part- Asian, petite, fast-speaking, and had thick black 

hair which she had tossed in a casual bun. Tanya worked as a manager for her family’s 

leasing business. Rob (25), a heating and air conditioning contractor of medium build, 

had shorter brown hair, an unshaved faced, and spoke in a loud voice. Tanya and Rob 

met a year and a half earlier through a mutual friend at the Steel Mill where Tanya 

worked. Both Tanya and Rob had an associate’s degree, and their annual incomes were 

$40,000 and $60,000 respectively.  

 When I first met Tanya and Rob for our initial interview, their Toll-Brothers style 

home sat on several acres of land with rows of fences which separated grazing fields for 

horses. Tanya later disclosed in the interview that her family “helped out with the 

purchase of the house.” Two years prior, Tanya’s father, Frank, passed away, and 

Tanya’s mother, Linda, financially assisted Rob and Tanya in the purchase of the 

property. Linda also moved in with them and had her own mother-in-law suite on the 

second floor of their home. 



54 
 

 Tanya, Rob, and I sat in a large family room with a high ceiling, furnished with 

oversized chairs and couches. As Tanya told the entire back story of how she and Rob 

met, Rob seemed disconnected, and was wary of my presence. I sensed that Rob was hard 

to read at first, and his involvement in the interview started out feeling awkward. Tanya 

was very friendly, agreeable, and made me feel welcomed.   

 Eventually, Rob opened up, and was comfortable discussing his work running a 

small heating and air-conditioning company – an occupation which he described as 

“stressful”.  

I’m everything. I’m the salesman, I’m the payroll guy, I’m the service 

technician, I’m the inventory person, you know, I’m everything. So I’m 

out in the field, doing the paperwork, selling the next job, ordering parts 

for the next job, but still doing the job that I just sold, so I’m everything. It 

doesn’t stop – it’s around the clock. There was a point where it got so 

stressful that I downsized. I was making three times as much money last 

year as I made this year, but it was much more stressful. You know? A lot 

more stressful… 

 

 Tanya’s family’s business leased machinery to clean the byproducts associated 

with producing and finishing steel. Tanya took over managing the business when her 

father passed away two years earlier. She described her job as stressful, but she also 

stated that she would not want to leave it for another line of work because of the 

flexibility it afforded her. “When you’re running your own business, it’s quite valuable, 

and the freedom. In the nature of this business, there are periods of freedom, and even if I 

were in another [profession]…like, a restaurant, it wouldn’t be as flexible.”  

 Rob and Tanya reported a gender-specific arrangement to the way in which their 

chores divided between them, when we discussed how they allocated the housework 
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around their home.  Tanya’s and Rob’s household chore questionnaires indicated that 

Tanya’s primary household responsibilities were grocery shopping, cooking, washing the 

dishes, cleaning, laundry, and ironing. Rob’s primary household responsibilities were 

mowing the lawn, raking the leaves, gardening, fixing electrical and plumbing issues, 

washing the cars, and taking out the garbage.  

 Not only are these tasks gender specific, but the tasks Tanya is responsible for are 

all daily labor intensive, whereas Rob’s tasks are sporadic - an arrangement much 

heralded in the literature as central to women’s inequality in domestic divisions that 

appear “separate but equal”.  

 Tanya stated that she anticipated the division of labor in their house would remain 

the same once the baby arrived. “I would say that my role is going to be the typical house 

mother, whereas [Rob] is gonna be working more, and I’ll be at home with the baby.” 

Rob agreed with Tanya, and added, “I’m gonna have to work a lot, which is gonna cut 

back on quality time, between [Tanya] and I”. Tanya agreed with Rob, and also 

anticipated that the arrival of the baby would change the amount of one-on-one time for 

her and Rob, but Rob assured Tanya that “we’ll still have our weekends and our 

hobbies”. 

 When she spoke of her maternity leave plans, Tanya stated that she would be 

altering her work arrangements so that she could take care of the baby full-time, but 

would also be able to oversee the business from home. “My plan is to work from home 

because I can do a lot of my work from home. So I would say that we’ll definitely be 

shifting into the ‘[Rob] work, me stay at home’ [arrangement]. I’ll be doing work from 

home, but I’ll be here.” However, the inequality of time in Tanya and Rob’s arrangement 



56 
 

means that it can be potentially difficult for Tanya to balance outside work, in addition to 

her current responsibilities.  

 Tanya also pointed out the parallel of her and Rob’s domestic arrangement, with 

her parents’ household model during her own childhood.  

Funny, I feel like I’m actually going full circle. My mother did a lot of the 

financial stuff from home while [my father] worked and she raised me and 

my brother. So I can already see that coming around to us. I thought that 

balance was good. Because to me, it was a big team effort, you know, they 

didn’t squabble all the time like ‘I’m at work all the time and you’re just a 

stay at home mother’. That wasn’t them. In their minds it was teamwork. 

One would make sure things were taken care of at work, financially with 

the job, and the other was taking care of the children. 

 

Although Tanya wanted to emulate the “teamwork” dynamic of her parents’ household 

with Rob when the baby arrived, she mentioned that her parenting approach would be 

different.  

I had a mother who was very, very controlling. Likes things her way. 

Likes things like this. So I hope that I am more open with my child…let 

them be their own person. I was never a child that felt like I could tell my 

feelings and my thoughts to my parents, so I want to be a parent where I’m 

a parent figure and everything, but also have a child that’s not afraid to tell 

me things. 

 

 When I asked Rob how he intended to raise his son similarly or differently than 

the way he was raised, his response was undeniably hostile toward his parents. 

“Completely opposite. I want my son to have everything I didn’t have, and a good work 

ethic and all that. I had nothing growing up. I had parents that didn’t care about me. They 

dumped me off with other family members ‘blah blah blah’. I want to do the complete 

opposite.” Rob added that instilling a strong sense of work ethic through his parenting 
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will be “extremely important”, because “this generation’s work force is down the drain”. 

Rob characterized his intended parenting approach as “tough love”, and added that he 

plans for his son to be a “Daddy’s boy”, yet also clarified “but down the road, Daddy’s 

also not gonna tolerate shit, as in the saying ‘tough love’, but it’s for a better end result, I 

think.” 

 After I asked Rob to elaborate on his statement regarding wanting to do the 

opposite of how his parents raised him, he responded “Oh my parents? My parents are 

only together for taxes. They’re not in love. Christ, they never have been. They don’t 

even sleep together. They purposefully work different shifts so that one’s home and the 

other one is sleeping. So that’s what I was saying, the complete opposite of my parents”.  

 Rob and Tanya’s household had a similar socioeconomic background to the 

household of Heather and Donnie. Both couples had comparable educational attainment 

levels, and both couples reported of having a gender-specific distribution of housework in 

their homes. Donnie and Rob were from lower-middle class families, and they were each 

employed in blue-collar occupations. When each couple discussed what values they 

found important to transmit to their children, they had similar responses. Donnie and 

heather, and Rob and Tanya each expressed the importance of self-reliance, discipline, 

and having a strong work ethic. Similar remarks were made by Shannon and A.J. Mills - 

another lower-middle class couple with a gender-specific distribution of housework. 

 The next couple to be profiled, Shannon and A.J. Mills, were another lower-

middle class couple with a gender-specific distribution of household labor, and reported 

similar parenting ideals and aspirations as those of the other lower-middle class 

households. 
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Shannon and A.J. Mills 

 Shannon Mills (32) had crimped, shoulder-length brown hair, and pale, freckled 

skin. When Shannon was seventeen, she dropped out of high school, but she eventually 

completed a GED several years later. Shannon worked a series of part-time and full-time 

jobs throughout her twenties. At the time of our first interview, she made approximately 

$10,000 annually at her part-time job where she worked as a personal aide for a special 

needs child. Shannon’s husband, A.J. (30), was stocky, with greasy black hair, oily skin, 

and wore oversized tinted glasses that rested just above his pencil thin mustache. A.J. 

graduated high school and mentioned that he had taken a few college courses several 

years previously but did not have a degree. After being discharged from the Air Force 

due to a medical condition, A.J. began a job as a floor manager of an electronics 

warehouse where he made $35,000 annually. Shannon and A.J. met at a local bar and 

married two years later. The Mills lived in a two bedroom apartment within a large 

complex, where their monthly rent was $750.  

 Their living room, where we sat for our first interview, had multiple animal print 

blankets on top of a bright red sofa, which sat across from a slightly tattered, leopard 

print arm chair. On the wall, there was a framed picture of Kurt Cobain smoking a 

cigarette, which was hanging next to a collage of Shannon and A.J.’s wedding photos. On 

the floor there laid a framed picture of Jim Morrison, propped up by a video game 

console and a stack of video games.  

 Shannon said that she loved her job, where she had been employed for the last 

year. When A.J. discussed his job satisfaction, however, he described his job at the 
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warehouse as “incredibly stressful”, and he mentioned that he had considered leaving it to 

pursue a vocational apprenticeship.  

My brother who works for the local carpenters union said that he could 

help me get an apprenticeship and I could make significantly more money 

than what I make now at the warehouse. The test is in April, and if a 

company wants to sign me on, then I start going to school for it and work 

for that company in September. You go to school on like, Mondays, and 

work the rest of the week. That’s what I’m planning for at the moment. 

Hopefully everything works out that way. 

 

 Regarding the distribution of labor in their home, Shannon and A.J. both reported 

that Shannon did the majority of the housework, since A.J. is largely responsible for 

providing the household income. “He makes all the money, and I do all the stuff around 

here.” A.J. sat quietly on the couch while Shannon spoke. She pointed out that “I don’t let 

him do anything”. A.J. shrugged his shoulders and later expressed that because of his 

family background, he always had seen himself as “the provider”, and pointed out that “I 

guess that gender role, or whatever you want to call it, that domestic role, got pretty 

implanted on me.” In response to A.J.’s remarks, Shannon added “that happened to me 

too, because that’s why I feel like I should be the one cleaning and cooking, and doing all 

that kinda stuff.”  

 When I asked if Shannon and A.J. had discussed how they planned to distribute 

the new workload that would come with the arrival of the baby, Shannon stated “I sorta 

figured I would just take it all on, pretty much.” She planned to return to her job, and 

planned to bring the baby along while she cared for her special-needs client as well. A.J. 

added that he was planning on taking a week off from work when the baby was born, but 

when he returned, he would be “working as much as possible”. At the time of our 
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interview, A.J. was working 50-60 hours a week, but planned to increase his hours to 70-

80 hours a week to fulfill the expected demand for labor that he anticipated would 

correspond with the release of an upcoming smartphone to the public.  

 Like the other two lower-middle class couples profiled thus far, Shannon assumes 

all of the housework, where A.J.’s primary responsibility of wage-earning lays outside of 

the home. This inequality of time in Shannon and A.J.’s arrangement means that it may 

be hard for Tanya to balance outside work, in addition to her current responsibilities, 

which is the majority of their domestic tasks.  

 A.J. later mentioned that he “wants a kid to be able to stand up for himself”, when 

I asked how he planned to raise his child. “I’ve been thinking about how do I want to 

prepare my kid for the hard things he’s gonna face, so that way he’s not, a wimp, I guess 

in one sense, but also, I want him to be tough enough to survive in this world, because 

it’s a hard place to live in.” Although he felt that his current relationship with his parents 

was positive, A.J. spoke regretfully about his childhood, and disclosed that his parents 

“had zero to no influence in my life, as far as schooling and social stuff. I did well in 

school, but I could have been Valedictorian and had gotten a full ride somewhere. They 

never checked up on me, or went to parent-teacher conferences or stuff like that. That’s 

what I’m planning on doing different.” Shannon agreed with A.J. and felt similarly 

toward her mother’s lack of involvement in her schooling when she was younger. “Not 

that she didn’t try, or put emphasis on school, but, I was rebellious, and she worked full 

time, so she couldn’t be there all the time to make sure I was doing what I had to do”. 

Shannon also emphasized her desire to create a particular type of childhood for her baby. 

“I want my son to have fun while he can, while he’s a kid. You know, I want him to be a 
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kid, basically. Do fun things…I want to be able to give our son everything that, maybe, 

we didn’t have.” 

 In anticipation of first-time parenthood, A.J. felt unprepared because of his 

inexperience with babies. “My thing is, I’ve had zero experience with children. I never 

had a younger sibling, I’m the youngest.” In response to A.J.’s remarks, Shannon added 

“I guess like having a newborn, it’s definitely scary, but I mean, I’ve taken care of babies 

all my life, but it’s different when it’s yours, and you’re responsible.” 

 Similar to Heather and Donnie, Rob and Tanya, and the other six lower-middle 

class couples in the sample, Shannon and A.J. Mills reported to have a gender-specific 

distribution of housework in their home. A.J.’s comments about not wanting his son to be 

“a wimp”, and wanting him to be “tough enough to survive in this world”, are reflective 

of the self-reliance ideal that reoccurs among the parenting repertoires of the other lower-

middle class participants.  Similar to the other lower-middle class households in the 

sample, these three couples’ socioeconomic backgrounds reflected a coalescence of 

educational levels, distribution of household labor, as well as parenting ideals and 

aspirations (see table 2.1). Yet in another household of a middle/upper-middle class 

background, Christina and Alan Asch’s remarks at their first interview reflected 

responses unlike those of the Chandler-Cummings, Trainor-Kolstad, and Mills families, 

and were more aligned with other middle/upper-middle class couples.  

Christina and Alan Asch 

 Alan Asch (36) worked as a marketing manager for a major pharmaceutical 

company. Alan’s wife, Christina (33), also worked in the healthcare industry as a sales 
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director for another major pharmaceutical manufacturer. Christina was tall, and had long, 

wavy blonde hair, blue eyes, and a disarming smile. Alan was also tall, charming, and 

had short curly brown hair. The Asch’s were an attractive couple, and although they 

dressed casually for our meeting, their clothes looked freshly pressed, and expensive.  

Alan and Christina met thirteen years ago while in college, married five years later, and 

at the time of our first interview, were 7 months into the pregnancy of their first child. 

Both Christina and Alan had an M.B.A, and they contributed equally to their annual 

household income of $300,000.  The Asch’s bought their house - a four bedroom 

townhome in a trendy, upscale urban neighborhood – for $404,000 the same year they 

were married.   

 When I met Alan and Christina at their residence for our first interview, I noticed 

that the first floor of their home was staged with assorted antique throw rugs covering the 

hardwood floors, several large tropical plants, and multiple framed artworks - including a 

painted portrait of Alan and Christina hanging on their living room wall. When we first 

sat down, we began with small talk discussing the rare breed of their exotic-looking cat, 

while it laid outstretched across a decorative pillow on the seat of a nearby armchair. 

 As we settled into the interview, we proceeded by discussing Alan and Christina’s 

work lives. Both Alan and Christina reported to be very satisfied with their jobs, and 

neither were actively seeking new work, nor considering leaving their present employers. 

Alan had been working for his company for nearly 10 years, which he mentioned had 

been rewarding, and he enjoyed the people he worked with as “they have given me room 

to grow”. While Christina talked about her own career, she stated  
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I’ve been with my company for 12 years and I love it. Where I work, it’s 

genetics, so it’s new. It’s in the beginning stages so it’s fun. It’s new to the 

doctors that we’re presenting to…it’s cutting edge technology…mapping 

the human genome. I work a lot with oncology patients and on the 

oncology side so…it’s kinda cool. 

 

 Alan and Christina reported of an equal splitting of responsibilities, and of a 

“whoever gets to it first” mentality toward their housework. Christina added that their 

arrangement “is not old-fashioned at all…we pretty much share everything.” To illustrate 

her point, Christina pointed out that doing laundry is a task in their house that is not 

assigned exclusively to either Christina or Alan, but instead “depends on our work 

schedules”. With regard to cooking, Alan mentioned that “we both really enjoy cooking”, 

but Christina tends to do more of it as she stated that “cooking is kind of a hobby of 

mine”.  When she commented on how the Asch’s came to this arrangement of 

housework, Christina cited the length of time the couple has been together. 

We sort of just fell into it. We’ve been together since we were kids. I was 

in college. We lived together. It’s just never been an issue…it’s always 

been easy. We’ve never argued about it. Now, if his laundry sits in front of 

his dresser long enough, I will say ‘will you please put it away’, but 

nothing ever out of the ordinary. He’s pretty good with that stuff. 

 

Alan commented that “we both like to be tidy and organized…we both like things 

generally clean”, and added that they outsource most of the deeper cleaning of their home 

– such as the washing of the floors and vacuuming - to a professional cleaning service 

approximately every two weeks. 

 Regarding the timing of their pregnancy, Alan reflected on their intentions for 

waiting to get pregnant for several years after they were married by stating that “the 
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timing was really good for us…we got to do a lot of things in between”. He added that 

their plans for post-graduate education and travelling have contributed to their shared 

sense of preparedness for parenthood. 

After graduate school, we took a look at where we were and thought we’d 

try to fit in one more trip. So, a year and a half passed by and we got some 

really good travelling in, and we still felt really good with where we were, 

where we were with work, where we were with age, and a lot of our 

friends who were having children said we did it right, that we gave 

ourselves time while we were married to have our selfish time, travelling, 

doing what we wanted to do. I feel like going into it, we’re really ready. 

 

Christina agreed with Alan, and added that she does not feel afraid when thinking of the 

upcoming birth, and she’s “never felt more calm” in her anticipation of parenthood.  

 I’ve watched too many of my friends try to be perfect and be supermoms, 

and then all of the sudden they wake up and their kid is three years old and 

they didn’t enjoy in the process, so I’m gonna try to go into it and, you 

know, evolve, let things happen and just kinda roll with it, which is 

usually not my personality but I feel like in this situation, it’s not a career 

job, it’s not a soccer game, it’s not a race that I’m running. It’s a little 

person that you need to enjoy and I’m not gonna turn it into a competition 

with…myself or my friends or anything. 

 

 The Asch’s had made daycare arrangements with a woman in their neighborhood 

who runs a small, in-home childcare service for when Christina returned to work after 

maternity leave. The Asch’s have met with her several times and Christina stated that she 

came highly recommended from their neighbors. Alan added that since his siblings are 

spread around the country, and that Alan’s parents are in the local area, he anticipates that 

his parents will be highly involved in helping out with the baby as they do not get to see 

their other grandchildren on a regular basis.  
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 When discussing the plan of his future fathering approach, Alan reflected fondly 

on his own childhood and stated that he would like to emulate the communication skills 

that his parents had with Alan and his three other siblings. Alan mentioned that he is “not 

afraid of showing emotion and affection or that kind of thing” because both of his parents 

“were always good that way”. Alan also stated that he would like to emulate how his 

parents were able to provide a particular lifestyle for their family, as his father’s salary 

through his career as a physician allowed them to travel the world, and “provided lots of 

culture and lots of interesting stuff”.  

 Similarly, Christina’s account of her childhood also included “wonderful 

memories” of parents who were “very hands on, very involved”, and of a father who later 

“came to every soccer game when I was in college.” Christina pointed out, however, that 

“even though they were amazing parents”, no one in her family “talks about anything 

openly”, which Christina attributed to her family’s “old Irish way”. Christina later 

disclosed that she would like her children to feel that they can “come to us about anything 

because I don’t feel like I could ever go to my mom…I figured it out on my own, I just 

kind of always worked it out myself.”  

 Christina and Alan Asch’s egalitarian household dynamic was evident in their 

self-described “tag team” approach toward their housework. This dynamic was also 

expressed in their shared educational attainment levels, which corresponded with their 

equal annual incomes of $150,000. Unlike Heather and Donnie, or Rob and Tanya, the 

distribution of housework in Christina and Alan’s home was gender-neutral, and at the 

time of our first interview, they intended for their arrangement to remain the same once 

their baby arrived. The Asch’s sharing approach toward income-earning and their 
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remaining division of labor (that is not outsourced) may be beneficial for Christina to 

pursue a desirable work-family balance as the foundation for an egalitarian distribution of 

income-earning and housework had long been established in their marriage. Similar to 

the Asch’s, first-time expecting parents Colleen and Jeremy Sutton also exhibited a non-

traditional, gender-neutral household dynamic.  

Colleen and Jeremy Sutton 

 Colleen Sutton was 36 years old, and worked as an environmental planner for a 

sizable engineering firm. She had straight, shoulder-length brown hair, a pale 

complexion, and an affable personality. Colleen’s husband, Jeremy, a journalist for a 

local newspaper, was also 36, and had short brown hair with a trimmed reddish beard, 

broad shoulders, and spoke in a soft, deliberate manner. Colleen and Jeremy met 8 years 

previously through mutual friends at a beer festival, were married five years later, and 

were expecting the birth of their first baby in three months. Colleen had an M.A. in 

community and regional planning, and Jeremy had a B.A. in journalism. Colleen and 

Jeremy’s combined annual household income was $100,000 – as their individual yearly 

salaries were approximately $70,000 and $30,000 respectively. The Sutton’s lived in a 

two bedroom row home in an ethnically diverse, lower-middle class neighborhood, which 

Colleen bought for $158,000 two months before meeting Jeremy.  

 Colleen described her occupation as “very stressful”, yet she was not actively 

seeking new work, nor considering leaving her present employer. Jeremy also reported 

that he enjoyed his job and the ability to work from home, but he did disclose that he is 

“casually looking” for a new employer, and he had applied for open positions with other 
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companies in the last few months in the attempt to seek better compensation. Jeremy 

cited his dissatisfaction over his entry-level salary with being a “late starter”. 

I went to school for the first time after 10 years of trying a bunch of 

different things ranging from food service to construction to office 

administration. All kinds of odd jobs. Nothing really stuck. I always liked 

to write and decided I would go to school part time at community college 

to see if I can find something that I liked and decided to go with 

journalism because I was always really opinionated…  

 

 When we discussed how the household labor is divided in the Sutton home, 

Colleen and Jeremy reported that they hired a cleaning service for a portion of the deeper 

cleaning of their house, and that they pursued an equitable arrangement with the 

remaining chores. The Sutton’s household chore questionnaires indicated a gender-

neutral division of labor, and that they shared the majority of their housework. Both of 

their responses identified such tasks like cooking, grocery shopping, cleaning, washing 

dishes, and laundry, as chores that Jeremy and Colleen were equally responsible for. The 

tasks Colleen was exclusively responsible for were paying the bills, and doing the annual 

taxes, whereas the tasks that Jeremy was responsible for were pet care, and taking out the 

garbage. Colleen also commented on how their division of labor was communicated and 

how she and Jeremy sought to assign housework between each other. 

You know I think of it’s a matter of…we just respect each other enough to 

where it’s like, wow, he’s really been pulling the load here or she’s been 

pulling the load…and if I’m doing too much and he’s not, I’ll let him 

know. We pretty much try to keep it equal, but we do need to have that 

conversation, like, I do find it easier if we have defined jobs. Like, here’s 

your defined job, here’s my defined job… 

 



68 
 

Since the time she had become pregnant, Colleen reported that Jeremy had become “a lot 

more involved in cooking” when she would need to “come home and pass out” after 

work. Over the month period leading up to our first interview, Colleen’s pregnancy made 

her feel like she “hit the wall, and it hit me hard, and out of nowhere. But [Jeremy] has 

been really good about picking it up and not judging me and being supportive and 

allowing me this brief moment (laughs)”. 

 When I asked Jeremy how he intended to raise his child similarly or differently 

than the way he was raised, he emphasized the importance of communication, something 

that he felt that his father’s and step-father’s “tough love” approach lacked. “I think their 

generation didn’t go deep into conversations about life as I intend to with my child. The 

way that their fathers were and the other men in their lives were, they were more of the 

strong silent types, and I’m gonna do things a little bit differently in that respect. You 

know, be more cerebral and be present.” Coleen added that “I really want our son to have 

respect for life, women, and obviously for the environment and for animals. But just, that 

to me, having a respectful child is the most important thing, or trait, or ideal I would like 

to instill in him.” Similar to Jeremy’s remarks, Colleen also emphasized the importance 

of communication, a feature to her relationship with her parents which she felt was not 

present during her own childhood.  “I also want to communicate with the child which is 

something that I didn’t do with my parents at all. I mean, we just, I was too busy hiding 

everything from them you know, and rebelling…it’s an important component I want out 

of the relationship with the child.” 

 Colleen planned to take 3 months off of work for maternity leave, and intended to 

return to work once her leave was over. When Colleen returned to work, the Sutton’s 
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plan was to place their baby in childcare, and Jeremy would also take on a significant 

portion of the day-to-day routine with the baby. Jeremy recognized that although he is 

dissatisfied with his salary at his current job, the type of work that he does and its 

disconnection from a consistent work place will allow for a more adjustable schedule in 

relation to his new responsibilities of parenthood. 

 I think initially my flexibility is going to possibly require a little bit more 

of the running around, and the getting the kid to day care, but I’m 

comfortable with that. That’s one of the sticking points to why I am so 

comfortable with my job, because I know that going into this, it’s going to 

afford me that flexibility. 

 

 

 Colleen mentioned that she was not worried about the labor involved in the birth 

of the baby, as much as she was anxious about balancing her work life and daily 

commute to her job once she returned to work. However, Colleen did state that 

 My biggest fear about having a baby is just like, managing our schedules, 

because I work an hour away, and that has me totally freaked out. But like 

Jeremy said, he works from home, he has flexible hours, he can 

compensate for that, so that definitely disways my fear of it. 

 

 

 Colleen and Jeremy Sutton’s household was more similar in its socioeconomic 

background to the household of Christina and Alan Asch. Between the Sutton and Asch 

households, there were three post-graduate degrees among the four participants. Similar 

to the 13 of the other 17 middle/upper-middle class couples, the Asch and Sutton 

households both reported to have a gender-neutral distribution of housework, which they 

each intended to sustain after the birth of their babies. Another middle/upper-middle class 

couple, Emily and mike Poste, were one of the other 13 households who reported a 
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gender-neutral distribution of housework, and also commented on their parenting ideals 

with language similar to that of the other middle/upper-middle-class families. 

Emily and Mike Poste 

 Mike Poste (33). Was a pensive high school music teacher who had short, curly 

black hair, a round face, and a slight beer belly from a side hobby as a home brewer. 

Mike had a master’s degree in musical education, and in addition to his full-time job, he 

also worked two other part-time jobs as a private music instructor. Mike’s wife, Emily, 

was 31, and had curly red hair, freckled pale skin, and a perky, energetic personality. 

Emily had a bachelor’s degree in special education, and worked part time as an aide at a 

residential facility for developmentally challenged adults. Mike and Emily met nine years 

earlier through mutual friends, and were married three years later. Mike’s contribution to 

their annual household income was about $80,000, and Emily contributed about $15,000. 

The Poste’s lived with their dog, cat, and two turtles, in a smaller, turn-of-the-century 

row home which was purchased 6 years previously at $210,000.  

 Mike stated that he did not find any one of his jobs stressful, but “the combination 

of them can feel overwhelming at times.” Mike was satisfied with his career, and was not 

actively seeking a new occupation. “I like what I do. I can’t really think of anything else 

I’d like to do so...unless it was like, being a rock star and making a million dollars 

(laughs). But no, yeah, I like what I do”. Emily reported that she had worked in a more 

stressful work environment at her previous job that was a facility for troubled youth, 

where she was regularly involved in having to restrain the residents, which often resulted 

in Emily getting injured.  



71 
 

I couldn’t take working there, because of the stress. Unfortunately, I 

couldn’t find another teaching job within the area, and we knew we 

wanted to start a family, and at that time, my current job became available, 

so I took that”. Emily had been working for her current employer for about 

a year.  

 

 

 When we discussed the distribution of housework in their home, Mike and Emily 

reported to have a gender-neutral share of responsibilities. Emily commented that she and 

Mike “always split things equally. Since the time we were dating, to the time we started 

living together. We do our own laundry and fold our own clothes, and put them away 

ourselves.” Emily mentioned that Mike has helped her out with her laundry more 

frequently, as that task had become increasingly difficult with her pregnancy. “Lately 

though [pointed to her belly], Mike’s been carrying my laundry basket up the steps for 

me, and brings my laundry down stairs. He’s been carrying more things lately”. Emily 

also pointed out that they share the responsibility of making dinner every night, which is 

based upon who comes home from work first. “Whoever works the latest, the other 

person cooks. So, Monday and Tuesday, Mike taught lessons, so I cooked. Whoever gets 

home first, cooks.” Mike and Emily’s household chore questionnaires indicated that they 

did not have a gender-specific distribution of their housework, as Mark would often do 

such tasks as grocery shopping, and clean the kitchen floors, and Emily would do 

yardwork, take care of the pets, and wash the car. The Poste’s also reported that they 

often completed tasks together, such as loading and emptying the dishwasher, and tidying 

up the house.  

 The Poste’s planned that Mike’s Mom, Connie, would assist Mike and Emily with 

childcare so that Emily could return to work part-time after her maternity leave. Emily 

mentioned that Connie’s free childcare would allow Emily to “work two days, and be at 
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home for three days”. The Poste’s also calculated that Mike’s availability in the summer 

months when the school year was over, would be a time in which Emily could shift to a 

full-time work schedule, while Mike would care for the baby. 

 In anticipation of first-time parenthood, Mike stated that it was important to him 

to be involved in his child’s life as much as possible. “I always felt closer to my mother, 

growing up, emotionally. My relationship with my father wasn’t bad, but a lot of the 

times, when things got tough, I would go to her more so than my father”. Mike revealed 

that he did not have much of an “emotional language” with his dad, and that his mother 

“dealt with the nuts and bolts of it”, as his father was “the breadwinner”. Mike stated that 

“If I had to change something, I would like to be more involved in that aspect of my 

child’s life, and know that my kid can come to me and talk to me.” Mike reinforced that 

he felt that he had a good childhood, but that “in every family, there are imperfections”.  

 Emily commented on her own childhood, and shared that she had many memories 

of her parents fighting, and of having an abusive father, which resulted in a contentious 

divorce. Emily has had multiple step siblings and half siblings due to her parents’ 

multiple marriages. At the time of our first interview, Emily reported to not have a 

substantial relationship with her father and step-mother, and felt that she did not want to 

raise her child in any way similar to her father. “I will not lay hands on my child to 

discipline them…I want the baby to know that he is loved, and was meant to happen”. 

Emily disclosed that she always had a healthy relationship with her mother, and felt very 

close to Mike’s parents, who she anticipated would be significantly involved in helping 

out Mike and Emily when the baby arrived.  
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 The Poste’s middle/upper-middle class backgrounds were comparable to those of 

the Asch and Sutton households, and unlike the lower-middle class couples, Mike and 

Emily reported of having a gender-neutral distribution of housework. Like the other 

middle/upper-middle class participants, Mike Poste’s discussion of his parenting 

intentions was similar to Alan Asch and Jeremy Sutton’s remarks, when Mike expressed 

his desire to be more communicative in his role as a father, and “involved” in his child’s 

life (see table 2-1). Emily’s stance on discipline was antithetical to the “tough love” 

approach, and vowed to not use physical punishment when she disclosed “I will not lay 

hands on my child to discipline them…”, which Emily herself experienced growing up.  

 The final couple to be profiled in this chapter, Gloria and Dave Kowalkski, were a 

unique couple in that they were anomalous in some ways in comparison to the other 

participant households across the study. Although Gloria and Dave qualified as “lower-

middle class” due to their educational backgrounds, Gloria and Dave were unlike the 

other lower-middle class couples as they were both 40 years old at the Time 1 interview, 

which was older than the mean ages of 29 for the lower-middle class expectant mothers 

and fathers, and 31 and 35 for middle/upper-middle class expectant mothers and fathers 

respectively. The Kowalski’s annual household income of $120,000 was also the highest 

among the other lower-middle class families, and ranked closer to the annual household 

incomes of the middle/upper-middle class couples. However, like the other lower-middle 

class households, Gloria and Dave reported of a gender-specific distribution of 

housework, and did share in the same parenting ideals and aspirations of many of their 

lower-middle class counterparts.  
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Gloria and Dave Kowalski: A Mixed-Class Household 

 Gloria Kowalski, an elementary school teacher for the previous 17 years - was 40 

years old and was married to her third husband, Dave. Dave Kowalski - a truck driver for 

the previous 16 years - was also 40 years old, and has also been previously married. The 

couple met each other on Facebook and engaged in a long-distance, phone and text 

message-based relationship before getting married 16 months ago. Gloria had a master’s 

degree in special education, and Dave had three years of college credits from a state 

university, but did not graduate. Gloria and Dave’s combined annual household income 

was $120,000 – as their yearly salaries were approximately $50,000, and $70,000 

respectively. The Kowalski’s lived in in a 3 bedroom, ranch-style house which sits off of 

a major highway in a rural area of their state. 

 When arriving at the Kowalski residence, the first thing I noticed was the large 

tractor-trailer cab sitting in their driveway. Dave’s pick-up truck, which was parked next 

to the tractor trailer cab, also caught my eye, as it was plastered with multiple politically-

themed bumper stickers with messages that ranged from “Armed Infidel”, to “American 

Pride”, and “Don’t Tread on Me”. Dave later disclosed that he identifies strongly with the 

Libertarian party, and stated that he feels as though he “can’t get government out of my 

life”.  Additionally, Gloria pointed out that their walk-in pantry closet connected to their 

kitchen is heavily stocked with canned goods and cooking equipment, as Dave is 

“preparing”. The Kowalski’s did not elaborate on what Dave was preparing for, however.  

 Gloria reported that she enjoyed working as an educator for the previous 

seventeen years, and found her career rewarding. However, after her maternity leave is 

over, Gloria mentioned that she did not intend to return to work, and instead, planned to 
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stay at home full time with the baby. Dave said that he did enjoy his job as a truck driver, 

yet he clarified that “sometimes it gets a little long in the tooth, as most gigs go”. 

Typically, the work week began on Sunday for Dave, and ended on Friday evening. Dave 

mentioned that he tried to get home on week nights when he could, but on most nights he 

usually slept in his tractor trailer cab, typically after driving up to 10 hours a day. In 

anticipation of the baby’s arrival, Dave was seeking to change his work schedule to 

“something that can get me home every night”. Gloria added that Dave’s work schedule 

had been a point of contention between them, and that she had been pressuring him to 

have his work hours changed. Dave later mentioned that pursuing a more desirable 

schedule may pose a challenge, as Dave has a work-related automotive accident on his 

safety record, and he is still waiting the mandatory year and a half time period to have the 

accident removed from his work file.  

 Since Dave’s work schedule kept him out of the house for the majority of the 

week, a substantial portion of the housework was assumed by Gloria. When we discussed 

their division of household responsibilities, Gloria stated “I buy all the groceries and take 

care of all of the stuff with the dogs. He pays the mortgage”. Gloria reported that she is 

also responsible for the majority of the cooking and cleaning, and Dave mentioned that 

he typically performs any task related to the outside of the home, such as landscaping and 

other yard work, which he attends to on the weekends. Gloria and Dave cited their own 

parents’ marriages and the housework arrangements in their respective childhood homes 

as the reasoning behind their intentions to pursue a more traditional, or as Gloria stated, 

“old school” distribution of household labor.  
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June Cleaver…that’s what I grew up with. My mom was June Cleaver. 

You’d walk into the kitchen before dinner, and my Mom would be making 

dinner and my Dad has his arm around her and giving her a kiss, not like a 

General Hospital kiss, but like a kiss. And we’d all go ‘eeew!’ But they 

still do that. So they were really a great set of role models for marriage. 

 

Gloria also added that her mother and father’s involvement in her activities while 

growing up was gender-specific. “My dad was my soccer coach, my mom was our girl-

scout leader. My dad did Indian Guides with my brother, and my mom took me to ballet 

lessons and jazz and tap. So I did all the girly things with my mom, but my dad did the 

sports with me.” Dave commented that his father too, was active with him in the Boy 

Scouts, and that the division of labor in his childhood home between his parents was very 

similar to that of Gloria’s upbringing. 

 Similar to their parents’ housework arrangements and each of their near-50 year 

marriages, Gloria and Dave intend to embark on parenting from the same “old school” 

approach. Gloria stated that she is “trying to be as much like my parents as possible”, and 

added that she and Dave want to “raise [our children] in a strict-fashion, or old fashioned 

way”. It was at this point in the interview that Gloria and Dave expressed their opposition 

to their elementary school-aged niece and nephew’s constant use of hand held devices, 

and Gloria vowed that “our kid’s gonna play board games and play out in the dirt and 

ride bikes like we did”. Additionally, Dave was adamant that he and Gloria will not 

subject other people to their children’s misbehavior in public spaces. 

 I see it all the time…you go to a restaurant and you try to have a nice 

time, and if you want to bring your kid to a restaurant, I don’t have a 

problem with it, but keep your kid a little in control.  
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Dave also expressed their intention to not “bubble wrap” their child, which Gloria 

explained meant “our kid’s gonna play board games and play out in the dirt and ride 

bikes like we did”. Gloria cited her and Dave’s ages as a reason for their attitudes toward 

parenting and said “because we are old, we have that firmer sense of discipline, morals, 

ethics, and ideals”.  

 Like many of the lower-middle class couples in the study, the Kowalski’s 

insistence on not “bubble-wrapping” their child was similar to the parenting repertoires of 

Donnie Chandler’s, Rob Trainor’s, and A.J. Mills’ focus on resiliency, and self-reliance. 

Additionally, the Kowalski’s referred to the importance of discipline, and their intention 

to raise their child in a “strict fashion”, particularly in public spaces, where Dave stressed 

the importance of keeping children “in control”. Although the Kowalski’s ages and 

annual household income were closer to those of the middle and upper-middle class 

households, the Kowalskis were unlike all of the other participants in the study, as they 

were the only couple at the Time 1 interview who had mapped out and planned to adopt a 

very specific post-birth preference of a traditional work and family balance. In this 

manner, the case of Gloria and Dave was anomalous by virtue of their shared social class 

variables with both lower-middle class, and middle and upper-middle class participants, 

which is why they are the only couple in the study that I categorized as “mixed-class”. 

Gloria and Dave’s mixed-class status can be located in their educational backgrounds, 

where despite Gloria’s stronger educational attainment level, she accepts conditions that 

are distinct from class gender peers. Thus, in certain ways, Dave’s educational 

background trumps Gloria’s in terms of aligning them with less educated couples. 
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 Similar to Kohn and Lareau’s research, the testimonies of the participants in this 

chapter establish a remarkable link between class, and parental behavior, which further 

underscores that social class matters to the transition to first-time parenthood. These 

findings support Kohn and Lareau’s arguments regarding social class, and parenting, as it 

is the lower-middle class couples with less education in this study who emphasize similar 

parenting values identified in Kohn’s work, such as obedience, and respect for authority. 

Additionally, the parenting ideals of the middle and upper-middle class couples with 

greater educational attainment express the values of self-direction, and being involved in 

their children’s lives. All of the above participants’ responses from their first interviews 

demonstrate how their education levels correlated with their pre-birth parenting ideals 

and aspirations, and also reinforce Lareau’s argument that key elements of family life 

cohere to form a cultural logic of child-rearing where the differences among families' 

child-rearing practices seem to cluster together in meaningful patterns. How they 

envisioned their forthcoming roles as first-time parents, was often informed by the ways 

in which they themselves were raised, either because of, or despite their own mother’s 

and father’s parenting approach. In this way, couples’ social class was operative well 

before the actual birth of their child, amid the anticipation of parenthood during 

pregnancy. We can also see that the division of domestic labor in the four lower-middle 

class households profiled in this chapter were exclusively gender-specific, which was 

also reflective of the division of labor across the other five lower-middle class households 

in the sample. The division of labor among the three middle and upper-middle class 

households profiled above was gender-neutral, which was indicative of 10 of the other 19 

middle and upper-middle class participant households’ division of labor.  
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CHAPTER 4 

INTENTIONS VS. OUTCOMES: HOW CARETAKING PREFERENCES AND 

SOCIAL RESOURCES INFLUENCE FIRST-TIME MOTHERS’ POST-MATERNITY 

LEAVE EMPLOYMENT STATUSES 

 

Introduction 

 After the birth of a baby, how parents divide the responsibility for the caretaking 

of the newborn is a fundamental issue that all first-time mothers and fathers must address. 

How couples base their decision regarding this matter includes a scope of factors, such as 

pre-birth repertoires regarding ideal caretaking, occupational constraints (as Chapter 3 

explores) family support networks, financial resources, or the economic gulf between 

earning potential and the costs of daycare. Such factors interact to create a range of 

caretaking outcomes, such as whether the female participants engaged in full-time 

mothering exclusively, returned to work full time with childcare support, or a 

combination of part-time paid employment and caretaking.  

 This chapter examines the post-maternity leave outcomes of the women in the 

sample, and whether their employment statuses at the time of the follow-up interview 

were the result of choices aligned with their parenting ideals, or a result of circumstances 

which obstructed them from realizing their caretaking preferences. The testimonies of the 

several female participants featured in this chapter with low levels of education reinforce 

the findings of scholars such as Boushey (2005) and Bonner (2014) who find that women 

with lower levels of education have lower rates of returning to paid employment after 

giving birth. Additionally, featured study participants’ responses with higher levels of 

education support the scholarship of Joesch (1997) and Han et al. (2008) which finds that 
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women with higher levels of education tend to return to paid employment, and that 

women with more than a Bachelor’s degree are likely to have access to maternity leave 

and savings to draw upon. These quantitative studies establish a class difference between 

first-time mothers, yet this dissertation will give the texture of what is really happening 

behind such a correlation. That is, lower educational attainment levels, lower incomes, 

and lower percentage of total household income makes it particularly hard for lower class 

women to maintain post-maternity leave employment. Here, I argue that whether the 

mothers in the sample succeeded in realizing their aspirations for infant care with either 

exclusive mothering, or blending their work worlds with mothering, depended upon the 

social resources available to their households, and the occupational structure of their 

workplaces. Those factors operated in ways which in some households better enabled 

some first-time moms to pursue their desired post-maternity leave outcomes. In other 

households, however, those same factors inhibited some participants in their pursuit of 

returning to paid employment.  A detailed consideration of a range of couples’ post-birth 

transitions can illustrate the complex interactions between pre-birth preferences, and 

social resources on post-birth caretaking arrangements.  

 We will begin with two cases wherein the mothers returned to paid employment 

after their maternity leave, and an examination of the interaction of factors that afforded 

them the ability to realize their pre-birth preferences.  

“I’m Very Career Driven”: First-Time Moms Who Planned to Return to Work, and Why 

 In one middle/upper-middle class family, Colleen and Jeremy Sutton had an 

agreement regarding their preferred parenting approach that they negotiated early on in 

their relationship – an ideology that strongly influenced their outcomes regarding their 
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transition to parenthood. The Sutton’s combination of a low male to female income ratio, 

and Jeremy’s high occupational flexibility combined with their parenting ideology, 

interacted in ways which allowed them to realize their pre-birth preferences after the birth 

of their son, Lucius.   

 At the initial interview, Colleen (36) disclosed that before she met Jeremy (36), 

she always had a very particular vision for what she thought was the optimal dynamic she 

wanted to create with her future husband. Colleen mentioned that when they first met, she 

revealed her vision to Jeremy. 

 It’s my ideal. I told him from the time we met, that I wanted a Mr. Mom. I 

want a Mr. Mom, but I still want someone there to hold my hair back 

when I’m sick. I still want to be nurtured and loved and coddled and 

babied myself, but...right now, I’d love it if Jeremy could stay home with 

the child and I can go back to work…I also grew up with a single mom, 

[Jeremy] did too, so I’ve always had a strong woman influence. 

 

As Colleen spoke of her expectations for Jeremy as a husband and father, she pointed out 

that she did not believe in a family model where the husband is the sole income provider. 

“In my mind, it’s never been ‘the man is the bread winner’. I’ve never subscribed to 

that.” Jeremy nodded in agreement with his wife, and discussed his and Colleen’s plan 

for a “natural approach” with raising their baby. “One philosophy we have is taking more 

of the natural approach to things and we want to make our own baby food in a perfect 

world, and breast feeding, organic sheets”…. 

 Colleen stressed the importance of her work she felt as an environmental planner, 

and explained that she planned to return to her job after twelve weeks of maternity leave 

because she felt devoted to the engineering firm she worked for. “I’m very career-driven, 

I have been since day one…I’m in it for the long haul”. She underscored the job-security 
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she had with her employer, and added “from a stability standpoint, I am completely 

stable. I have incredible job security. I get paid pretty damn well, and I like what I do. I 

like my coworkers.” Colleen expressed confidence in her job performance, and she felt 

that her employers have recognized her abilities as well.  

…not that I’m on any fast track to anything but, you know, my company 

sort of puts annual reviews in place so that we can stay focused and on 

track so I’m kind of interested in how…like, this year’s the year I’m 

project managing, I’m finding my groove, like definitely, people are 

starting to realize like ‘shit, she can handle a $400,000 contract let’s see if 

she can handle more’. 

 

In contrast to Colleen’s job satisfaction, Jeremy reported that he did not feel as fulfilled 

with his job working as a journalist for a local newspaper. “I wouldn’t leave it for 

something completely different, but I would take another job in the field. I’d take a PR 

gig, or another writing gig. Maybe advertising or creative writing…I’ve applied for other 

positions with other companies in the last few months.” Although he was not fully 

satisfied at his job, and disclosed that his salary “would not sustain us both well at all”, 

Jeremy pointed out the importance of the level of independence that his type of work 

afforded him. “If it wasn’t for that job-autonomy, I’d probably have much less job 

satisfaction”. Colleen mentioned that although she felt anxious about balancing her work 

life and daily commute to her job when she returned to work, she did clarify that 

Jeremy’s job-autonomy helped in alleviating her anxiety about it. “Because I work [an 

hour away], that had me totally freaked out. But like I said, Jeremy works from home. He 

has flexible hours. He can compensate for that, so that definitely [reduces] my fear of it.” 

Jeremy acknowledged that he anticipated doing “more of the running around, and getting 

the kid to daycare, but I’m comfortable with that.” Again, he cited his job-autonomy as 

contributing to his sense of calmness in anticipation of his and Colleen’s post-birth lives.  
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I know that going into this, it’s going to afford me that flexibility. I don’t 

have to, like [Colleen] has to, be in at you know, at a specific hour…it’s 

almost like being self-employed, I get to make my own hours, and I can 

work around that…and as we acclimate to that and move beyond it, we’ll 

be kicking butt. 

 

Three months after our first interview, Colleen gave birth to their son, Lucius. When 

Lucius was seven months old, I met with the Suttons for our follow-up interview.  

 As we gathered around their dining room table once again, Colleen and Jeremy 

looked sleep-deprived, yawned frequently, and spoke in low voices while Lucius took his 

afternoon nap upstairs. Their home appeared disheveled, and cluttered with toys and 

other baby-related accessories.  

 Colleen reported that after Lucius was born, she took eleven weeks of maternity 

leave. When she spoke of her return to work, Colleen described her feelings of dropping 

off Lucius at daycare for the first time as unpleasant, but clarified that she felt prepared 

for that inevitable moment.  

It was rough. I actually took him in a week early for a couple half days. I 

just went to the mall for two hours you know, and I cried in the car, but I 

had 12 weeks to think about it, and I also really like work. I’m a very 

work-motivated person. Like, I don’t think I could ever be a, I actually 

know I could never be a stay at home mom. It’s just not in my skill set 

(laughs). That said, I would love more time with my child and I would 

love a different kind of work schedule. I’m trying to find that perfect work 

schedule. 

 

 

Colleen elaborated on her work life and the demands of her job and stated “my work 

balance is not always like 50/50. Sometimes it’s like, I have to push work like 90% and 

home like, 10%...it’s like this sliding scale.” Unlike the inflexibility in Colleen’s work 

schedule, Jeremy commented that the arrangement of his work hours allowed for him to 
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subsume a significant portion of the daily routine-tasks that involved Lucius, and to 

spend more time with him.  

 Jeremy described his role in their new household dynamic as “supportive” of 

Colleen, and recognized that she had more of a dominant position in the decision-making 

and planning for Lucius. “I feel like I play a support role often to Colleen, and I didn’t hit 

the books like she did, so a lot of the time I’m listening and learning, whether it’s 

something she’s planning or reading up on, like, with [nursing] for example. I sort of 

hover. I’m there to help, but she sort of runs the show in some respects.” When I asked 

Colleen about how she would characterize herself as a new mom, she stated  

I think ‘a mother’ isn’t a really good answer, so I think ‘provider’, only 

because I feed [Lucius] and nurture him that way and yeah…I would say 

‘provider’ but not in the like, I don’t know, I… (yawn) it doesn’t really 

sum it up but it’s the person that came to mind. 

 

In the case of Colleen and Jeremy Sutton, their transition to parenthood and Colleen’s 

decision to return to work after her maternity leave, were greatly affected by their shared 

parenting ideology, which was also aided by Jeremy’s work flexibility, and subsidized by 

Colleen’s income.   

 Colleen’s decision to return to her career as an environmental planner had been 

made years before she became pregnant, as she reported that she was “career-driven since 

day one”. Colleen also stated that prior to meeting Jeremy, she had always had a 

preference for a future husband that would embrace a reverse traditional household 

dynamic. Jeremy’s willingness to take on a significant portion of the day-to-day care for 

Lucius - was indicative of his gender flexibility, and he was amenable to the expectations 

of his role, as well as Colleen’s role as “the breadwinner”. The job-autonomy that Jeremy 
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was afforded through his occupation as a journalist gave him significant flexibility in his 

work schedule. Such flexibility in scheduling his work hours allowed him to subsume a 

significant amount of the work involved in taking care of Lucius, which also afforded 

Colleen the ability to focus more intensely on her own career.  – a career that commanded 

an annual salary of $80,000. Colleen’s income constituted 70% of their household 

income, and was a resource that not only granted them the ability to afford childcare, but 

also to outsource a majority of the deeper cleaning of their home to a professional 

service. This combination of Colleen’s income, and Jeremy’s occupational flexibility, 

interacted in ways which allowed them to realize their pre-birth preferences. 

 A similar interaction of maternal income, parenting ideology, and job flexibility 

can be identified in another middle and upper-middle class family within the sample – the 

case of Christina and Alan Asch. As she had initially planned, Christina returned to her 

career working as a sales director for a major pharmaceutical manufacturer after her 

maternity leave.   

 Regarding the length of time that she planned to take for maternity leave, 

Christina mentioned at the first interview that she intended to “do the typical three 

months”, but that she and Alan were planning to place their baby in a local daycare once 

Christina’s maternity leave was over. Christina explained the reasoning behind her 

decision, and stated “I really enjoy working, and I really enjoy my career”.  She added 

“I’ve invested a lot in my education, and it just makes me happy. So, I feel like I’ll 

always need that side of things”. Alan pointed out that he and Christina contributed 

equally to their annual household income of $300,000, and commented on Christina’s 

maternity leave in relation to the lifestyle they’ve become accustomed to. “[Christina] 
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enjoys working. We also know that when you’re having a baby, it’s not all about the job 

and that stuff anymore, but the life that we want to provide takes money”. Alan also 

discussed the positive relationship he had with his employer, as well as the flexibility 

with his work schedule that he and Christina anticipated to be helpful once they settled 

into their new routine as first-time parents. “[My employer] is all about work family life 

balance and she’s met Christina and really cares about me and us, so I think she’ll be 

pretty flexible”. 

 When I met with the Asch’s for their follow-up interview nearly a year later, their 

son, Hunter, was 8 months old, and had been in childcare full time for the previous five 

months. Christina had returned to work, and the Asch’s family-work balance was the 

arrangement they had preferred and planned for since our initial interview – a gender-

neutral distribution of parenting, housework, and income contribution. Both Alan and 

Christina enjoyed a high degree of job autonomy, and Alan’s prediction of his work place 

flexibility had been correct, as he mentioned that his employer and fellow-colleagues 

expressed an understanding of Alan’s new parenting responsibilities.   

   Regarding her post-maternity leave return to paid employment, Christina 

commented that “I feel like I’m pushing myself a little harder for those promotions or to 

continue to climb the ladder” and that she feels that she is now “more efficient and 

effective in the hours that I’m there.” The Asch’s reported that Alan is in the process of 

receiving a promotion at his company, which also involves a fairly significant pay raise. 

Additionally, Christina has also had a successful year with her company which has 

contributed to an increase in their annual household income by approximately 10% since 

our first interview, which equated to an additional $30,000. Christina’s salary, combined 
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with Alan’s income, was more than adequate to afford local and convenient daycare, as 

well as a bi-weekly professional cleaning service.  

 The above cases of two middle/upper-middle class families illustrate related 

factors on their ability to realize a former aspiration of returning to paid employment, 

namely the woman’s income, and occupational flexibility. In one case, the combination 

of a low male to female income ratio, and the male’s high occupational flexibility, 

interacted in ways which allowed them to realize their pre-birth preferences. The high 

female income also afforded the household full-time childcare. In the other case, the 

maternal income was 50% of a considerably high total household income, and both male 

and female were afforded high degrees of job flexibility. Their total household budget for 

childcare and a professional cleaning service was more than adequate. Here, the 

interaction between maternal income, parenting preference, and job flexibility afforded 

both households the ability to realize their preferred parenting approach. These two cases 

were not unlike the other middle/upper-middle class households in the sample where the 

female intended to return to paid employment. Table 4-1 summarizes the sample data in 

terms of factors that interact to influence a couple’s ability to realize their pre-birth 

parenting goals. The cases discussed in this chapter are displayed in bold. 

 Next, we will explore the case of Gloria Kowalski, one of the mothers in the 

sample who was engaged in full-time maternal care at the time of their follow-up 

interview. Stay at home mom by choice is a term I created which characterizes Gloria’s 

decision as a first-time mother to not return to work, and remained at home full time after 

the birth of her daughter, Anna.  
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“We Had a Deal from the Beginning…We Had an Agreement”: A Stay-at-Home Mom 

by Choice and her Reasons for Not Returning to Full-Time Employment 

 

 At one first interview, expectant mother, Gloria Kowalski, discussed her 

intentions of staying home full time, and to not return to her previous employment 

arrangements once her baby arrived. When I met with Gloria at the follow up interview, 

she had enacted her plan, by having left her previous full-time job, and was at home full 

time with her daughter. Gloria and her husband Dave disclosed at their first interview that 

they had envisioned a specific arrangement of housework and parenting duties for their 

household long before they were married. Gloria explained that she and Dave “had a deal 

from the beginning…an agreement” while they were involved in their long-distance 

relationship, prior to moving in together. When I asked Gloria to elaborate on their 

agreement, she disclosed that:  

Dave will do all of the outside stuff – like the manly chauvinistic things. 

So I have not shoveled a spec of snow or mowed the lawn once, or raked a 

leaf. I hate that stuff because I don’t like nature, so I do all the indoor 

stuff. 

 

The Kowalski’s preconceived vision of marriage and parenthood reflected the type of 

parenting dynamics that their own parents exhibited when they were growing up. Gloria 

pointed out that her and Dave’s parents are still married - each nearly fifty years - and 

that they consider the longevity of their parents’ marriages as markers of success. By 

reason of seeking to emulate their respective childhood household dynamics, the 

Kowalski’s were determined to pursue a more traditional, or what Gloria referred to as an 

”old-fashioned”, and “old school” approach to their household and parenting 

responsibilities. Gloria elaborated on what she meant by this comment as it related to her 

age, as well as her own upbringing. 
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It’s hard for me to watch my friends put their babies in daycare…I feel 

like, that we both had to go through a lot, mostly me, physically, in order 

to get pregnant. And so for us to finally have a baby at 40 , to wait all this 

time and for it to finally happen, to give my baby after 6 months or 

whatever it would be to someone else to raise…I don’t think so. I guess 

that’s my old school thing too, like, my mom never put us in day care. I 

was never in daycare. None of us. All three of us. She took off work while 

we were young…I’m trying to be as much like my parents as possible. 

 

Dave nodded in agreement with Gloria, and in response to her comments, he added 

“yeah, it’s our old school attitude”. Dave also mentioned that he shares similar sentiments 

towards his childhood, and said that when he becomes a father, he does not plan to avoid 

anything that his parents did in the way that they raised him. Throughout the entire first-

interview, Dave appeared to be aligned with everything Gloria said. Seven months after 

our first interview, Gloria gave birth to her daughter, Anna. When Anna was eight 

months old, I met with Dave and Gloria for our follow up interview.  

 Once the Kowalski’s began to discuss their new roles as first-time parents, it 

became evident that Gloria and Dave’s vision of their parenting and work lives that they 

discussed at our first interview, had been realized. At the time of their follow-up 

interview, Dave was the sole-income provider for the household, and Gloria had left her 

full-time job as a teacher to stay home with Anna. 

 When we discussed the post-birth division of labor around their house, Gloria 

reminded me of the long-standing “agreement” that she and Dave disclosed at their first 

interview, as well as the indoor/outdoor dual-nature of the way in which they allocated 

the responsibilities around their house. Gloria pointed out that because of her and Dave’s 

indoor/outdoor schema of their housework distribution, “Dave has not cooked a meal in 

over three years, except for grilling, which takes place outside”. After Anna was born, 
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Gloria continued to do all of the indoor cooking, all of the grocery shopping, paid the 

bills, and made all of Anna’s food. She also commented “I know it is typical for the mom 

to do more, so it doesn’t bother me. [Dave] does as much as he can”. Gloria did not 

express resentment toward Dave regarding the fact that she did most of the housework. 

However, she did express that her new role as a full time, stay at home mom did involve 

a bit of getting used to, but she was ultimately satisfied with her decision.  

Staying home made me a little crazy sometimes, after having taught for 

twenty years, and now all of a sudden, I’m not working. But I mean, I am 

working. This is the hardest job I’ve ever had, and it’s totally worth it. 

  

Both Gloria and Dave cited their life experiences, extensive travelling, and living 

childless through their 20’s and 30’s as their reasons for feeling mentally and emotionally 

prepared for parenthood. However, they also stated that the physical demands of their 

new roles as parents was exhausting them. Despite their initial plan to have more than 

one child, Dave pointed out that his and Gloria’s physical exhaustion is one of the 

reasons why the Kowalski’s decided not to have any more children. 

There’s many factors. There’s the fact that I’m 41. It took us 15 months to 

get pregnant with her, and it cost $10,000. Luckily, my insurance covered 

all that. Fortunately, for us, there is a $10,000 limit for fertility coverage 

and that’s exactly what we spent. We didn’t do IVF, (inaudible) but the 

thought of having [Anna] and another one, or having one like [Anna] and 

having a toddler running around is exhausting to us. 

 

Gloria clarified that she may have felt differently about having another child if her 

pregnancy wasn’t “so hard” on her physically, which she associated with her age, as well 

as the fact that she worked while pregnant. “If I hadn’t worked, I don’t think the 
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pregnancy would have been so hard…they were doing ultrasounds every week because of 

my age”. 

 Gloria and Dave’s choice to adhere to a traditional approach in their household 

may also be explained by the fact that they cited the longevity of each of their parents’ 

near-50 year marriages as markers of success. Gloria stated that her parents “were really 

a great set of role models for marriage”, and because of their own previous divorces, 

Gloria and Dave chose to revert to a traditional arrangement to ensure the success of their 

current marriage. 

 In the case of the Gloria and Dave Kowalski, it is clear that their transition to 

parenthood was greatly affected by their pre-existing parenting outlook, which was 

informed by a shared-maternalist ideology for a traditional household model. Gloria and 

Dave’s pursuit of this arrangement was influenced not only by a desire to replicate their 

parents’ traditional family model, but also by nostalgia for their “free-range” childhoods. 

However, the realization of this full time mothering outcome follows two decades of full-

time employment for Gloria. Considering this one case in the scale of a life cycle, Gloria  

evolved from full time work over much of her adult life and then shifted to her full-time 

mothering, an unusual combination. Gloria and Dave’s transition to parenthood also 

demonstrates how their pre-birth maternalist  “agreement” trumped the significance of a 

relatively high maternal salary (something missing in the above cases), so much so that 

they were willing to reduce the household income by nearly fifty percent, when Gloria 

waived her $50,000 annual salary to stay at home full time with Anna. Dave identified 

with his role of being the sole income provider for his family, however, the occupational 
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structure of his career as a truck driver posed challenges to their transition to parenthood 

– as explored in Chapter 3.  

 In comparison to the broader sample, the above case is somewhat anomalous. 

This particular first-time mother was the only female in the study whose parenting 

ideology trumped her lucrative career. In order for her to realize her pre-birth preference 

for exclusive mothering, it was necessary for the female to leave full-time paid 

employment. Yet her shift to exclusive mothering occurred after being employed in full 

time work for most of her adult life. With the female’s shift to full-time parenting, 

childcare was not an expense for the household, and the male’s income subsidized their 

realization of their pre-birth preference.  

 Yet for some participants who indicated a desire for a particular balance of work 

and parenting at our initial interview, several of those participants found themselves in a 

configuration of work and home life that they did not intend once I followed up with 

them at the second interview. Despite their explicit plans to pursue a blended 

arrangement of work and parenting responsibilities that best suited their household, some 

couples reported that they were not able to enact their initial course of action. These 

participants reported that they experienced constraints due to obstacles which stemmed 

from the inflexibility of a participant’s work schedule or workplace environment, 

financial strains, or unexpected changes that occurred in participants’ support networks. 

For these reasons, some of the mothers in the study unintentionally arrived at the role of 

the full time, stay at home mom by the follow up interview, due to the economic reality 

of the costs of returning to the labor force. 
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 Today, in combination with the physical labor associated with caring for an 

infant, the transition to parenthood also necessitates the subsequent costs of childcare for 

couples in dual-income households. Some of the mothers in the study who expressed an 

intention at the first interview to return to work after their maternity leave, reported that 

they had not returned to work at the second interview, citing a cost-benefit rationale 

regarding the cost of childcare, versus the benefit of going back to work.  As weekly 

childcare expenses for working mothers with children below the age of 15 have increased 

70 percent between 1985 and 2011, for some first time moms, the cost of putting their 

baby in daycare for one year was difficult to rationalize in proportion to her annual 

salary. In some households, the professional capacity of a first-time mom at the time of 

maternity leave did not realistically command an income that could cover the new costs 

of childcare, and make a return to paid employment seem financially worth it. In the case 

of Shannon and A.J. Mills, the lower-middle class couple introduced in Chapter 2 who 

aspired to remain a dual-income household after the birth of their son, Liam, found this 

aspiration unrealizable due to this type of financial scenario. 

“Financially it Didn’t Make Sense”: Stay at Home Moms by Circumstance 

and The Cost of Childcare vs. Returning to Paid Employment 

 

 Shannon Mills (32), while pregnant with her son Liam, made eight dollars an hour 

working part-time as an aide for a family with a special-needs child. After Liam was 

born, Shannon stayed home with the baby while her husband, A.J (30), continued to work 

his full time job as a manager of an electronics warehouse, where he was paid 

approximately $35,000 annually. When Liam reached 6 months, Shannon planned to take 

a full time position that she was offered working in the medical billing department of an 

insurance company. A.J. explained that after Shannon and A.J. calculated Shannon’s 
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projected salary in comparison to the cost of full time childcare for Liam, the Mills were 

faced with a difficult decision. 

When you look at the numbers, and everything like that, just for daycare, 

she would have to have a job that pays her $13 or $14 an hour – just to 

cover the daycare. Which means that, if you made $16 or $17 an hour 

which is what [the medical billing job] paid, which is a good rate you 

know, and that ends up paying about $34,000 a year – that’s good. 

Unfortunately, what she’d really be working for would be like $3 or $4 an 

hour, and when you break it down like that, did you really want to work 

for $3 or $4 an hour to be away from your kid? It doesn’t make sense, as 

much as we want to save up for certain things… 

 

Even though the added salary would have nearly doubled the Mills’ annual household 

income in addition to the health benefits that the job offered, Shannon explained that 

“Ultimately, I chose to stay home with [Liam]”. Shannon later revealed that her decision 

was “not an easy one”, and although the Mills could have both earned $35,000, Shannon 

and A.J. agreed that the benefit of Shannon taking the job would not be worth the costs of 

childcare for Liam. Shannon felt that the money she would have earned was not worth the 

amount of time she would be away from Liam.   

 A.J.’s workplace structure was also not conducive to enacting Shannon’s and 

A.J.’s initial intention for Shannon to return to paid employment. A.J.’s job as a 

warehouse manager did not afford him any scheduling flexibility that may have 

facilitated in making a return to work for Shannon more feasible for their household.  

 Similar to the case of the Mills family, Emily and Mike Poste also reported at 

their follow-up interview that their plan for Emily to return to her job - as well as their 

corresponding childcare arrangements that would have enabled Emily to go back to work 

- had been unexpectedly altered. 
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 When I first interviewed the couple, Emily (31) stated that she intended to return 

to her part time job (where she made approximately $10,000 annually) once her son, 

Mason, turned 6 months. Emily’s husband Mike (33), who worked as a high school 

music teacher, had arranged for his mother, Connie, to babysit Mason 2-3 days a week 

when Emily returned to work. As Emily’s salary could not cover the costs of daycare, 

Connie’s role in their arrangement was central for Emily and Mike to realize their work-

caretaking balance.   

 At our follow-up interview, Emily reported that their plans with Connie changed 

after the birth of Mason. Connie became unable to commit to the arrangement she had 

initially established with Emily and Mike, as Mike’s Grandmother - Connie’s elderly 

mother - became in need of in-home care due to her failing health, and the only available 

family member who could provide such assistance was Connie. When Connie became 

unavailable to babysit Mason, Emily did not return to work, and instead decided to stay at 

home full time with Mason. When she discussed her reasoning, Emily stated that 

“financially it didn’t make sense. All of my salary would have gone to daycare, so why 

would we pay to have someone else watch Mason when I can just stay home and not 

make money?” Despite Emily’s and Mike’s plan for Emily to return to paid employment, 

a disruption in the availability of free childcare (a resource they would not have been able 

to purchase in the market) changed the Poste’s desired post-maternity leave preference. 

By the time of the follow-up interview, Emily was a full-time stay at home mom by 

circumstance, a situation that was the result of the sudden unavailability of a key social 

resource, combined with a household income that could not afford to pay for Mason to go 

to daycare so that Emily could go back to a low-paying job. 
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 The above two cases illustrate related constraints on the ability to realize a former 

aspiration of blending dual work with maternal care, namely the ratio of the woman’s 

possible income to the costs of paid child care being inadequate. In one case, however 

this limitation was realistically anticipated with a planned alternative of kinship support 

filling in the gap. However, once this support became unavailable, their pre-birth 

preference became unrealizable.  In the other case, the reality of the gap between the 

maternal wage and the cost of childcare was not fully anticipated, nor were kinship 

support alternatives available.   

 In another household, Heather Cummings (22) and Donnie Chandler (25), also 

planned for Heather to return to her part time job as a private horseback riding instructor 

once their twin boys reached 6 months, and like the Postes, had also made arrangements 

for free childcare through family members. At the follow-up interview, however, Heather 

reported that she had not returned to her job as she had initially planned. In Heather’s 

case, the main obstacle preventing her from returning to her job was not because of an 

unexpected change in her childcare support network, but the unpredictability of her 

husband’s daily work schedule. Working as a crane operator, the start and end times of 

Donnie’s work days often varied, as well as his job sites, which prevented Heather from 

creating a consistent work schedule of her own. Since Donnie’s salary was the primary 

source of income for their household, his work schedule took priority. The case of the 

Chandler household also underscores the influence that a spouse’s occupational structure 

can exhibit over post-maternity employment intentions, in addition to the lower possible 

salary of the woman. 
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 In all three households, the explanations these first-time mothers offered for not 

returning to regular employment - despite their initial plan to do so - were not based on 

maternalist ideological reasons. Rather, their decisions were made in a direct response to 

the financial actualities of their lives – that they could not afford to go back to work. 

When factoring in taxes, transportation costs, and the peripheral expenses of clothes and 

meals, the cost of returning to the labor force entailed more than just affordable childcare. 

For these households, the mothers’ earning potential, in relation to the new costs of 

daycare, made it appear to the participants that a return to the work force was not worth 

it. It made more sense for these women to stay home, due to the imbalance of what they 

made in comparison to their spouses.  

 These three cases demonstrate the significance of a households’ access to social 

resources – whether in the form of income, or social support networks - on the mothers’ 

options regarding a post-maternity return to paid employment. It is women’s low wages 

that matter here, as it is not just lower-middle class low wages, but specifically, the 

intersectionality of low women’s wages and male occupational inflexibility that are more 

central to lower-middle class couples not realizing their pre-birth aspirations.  

Post-Maternity Employment Status and the Gendered Effects of Social Class 

 The cases profiled in this chapter demonstrate that within these households, first-

time mothers’ post-maternity-leave employment status was affected by the interaction of 

a scope of factors, such as pre-birth ideology regarding ideal caretaking, occupational 

constraints, social and material resources, or the gap between female earning potential 

and the costs of daycare. Whether these participants chose to become a full-time stay at 

home mom, or chose to return to work after their maternity leave was over, or planned to 
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return to work after their maternity leave was over but were not able to do so, these 

outcomes were a result of a combination of the above mentioned factors. 

 In some cases, the compatibility between a couple’s pre-existing parenting 

ideology, the female’s higher salary, and the occupational structure of a participant’s 

workplace enabled a couple to enact their preferred post-maternity leave outcome. This 

was evident in the Sutton household, where the amount of job autonomy Jeremy was 

afforded through his occupation as a journalist, was conducive to achieving Colleen’s 

ideal of a reverse-traditional arrangement, and so that she could continue to pursue her 

own career ambitions. Similarly, in the case of the Asch household, where Alan’s 

employer “cared about Christina”, and was “all about the work-family balance”, Alan’s 

workplace flexibility was compatible with the Asch’s pre-existing egalitarian 

arrangement, which included Christina as a career-oriented, equal income-provider. In 

both the Sutton and Asch households, their incomes afforded them not only local and 

desirable childcare, but also the ability to outsource a portion of their weekly housework 

to a professional cleaning service. The added resource of the cleaning service was 

beneficial in reducing the weekly workload of all participants in these households.  

 The Sutton and Asch cases are reflective of the other middle/upper-middle class 

female participants who were able to realize their pre-birth preference to return to paid 

employment after maternity leave. Like their middle/upper-middle class counterparts, 

they had at least a four year college degree, and contributed to 30-50% of their annual 

household income of at least $80,000 (see table 4-1) The Sutton and Asch households 

were also like these other households who were more likely to report the availability of 

social and kinship network support.  
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 Yet in other cases, the discord between maternal income, and the lack of 

autonomy or scheduling flexibility prevented some first-time moms from returning to 

paid employment, despite their initial intention of doing so. This was evident in the case 

of the Mills household, where Shannon and A.J. felt that they could not justify the benefit 

of Shannon’s return to paid employment in relation to the cost of annual childcare for 

Liam. A return to paid employment for Shannon was also affected by A.J.’s shift-work as 

a warehouse manager, which lacked job-autonomy, and did not afford him any additional 

flexibility in his schedule after the birth of Liam. Similarly, in the Poste household, when 

Mike and Emily could no longer rely on the free childcare from Mike’s mother Connie, 

they felt that Emily’s income would not sufficiently cover the costs of daycare. Similar to 

A.J. Mills’ employment situation, Mike Poste’s occupation as a middle-school teacher 

involved a rigid daily schedule with no flexibility, and was not conducive for Mike to 

take on any additional childcare responsibilities which could have facilitated a return to 

paid employment for Emily. In the case of the Chandler household, the unpredictability 

of Donnie’s work-schedule and daily job-sites as a crane operator prevented Heather 

from returning to her job as a private horseback riding instructor. Donnie’s salary was 

also the primary source of income for their household, and his work schedule took 

priority over establishing a realistic work schedule for Heather.  

 In contrast to the other lower-middle class mothers who returned to paid 

employment, the cases of the stay at home moms by circumstance demonstrate how the 

interaction of parenting ideology, maternal salary, and occupational flexibility inhibited 

their abilities to realize their pre-birth preferences. In two of the three cases, the 

households did not have social or kinship network support. In all three cases, the female’s 
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contribution to the total household income was 22% or below, as compared to the other 

lower-middle class mothers who returned to paid employment and contributed 33-50% to 

an annual household income of at least $65,000 (see table 4-1). 

 The cases of Shannon Mills, Emily Poste, and Heather Chandler, illuminate the 

significance of their earning-potential before they left their jobs for maternity leave. Their 

annual salaries before the eventual added costs of daycare – salaries which were $10,000, 

$15,000, and $6,500 respectively - did not warrant a financially realistic return to paid 

employment once they factored in childcare costs. However, the annual salaries of 

Colleen Sutton and Christian Asch – which were, $80,000 and $150,000 respectively - 

afforded their households the financial abilities to subsume the eventual added costs of 

daycare, as well as professional housekeeping services. These findings suggest that the 

higher the annual salary is of a first-time mom at the time of her maternity leave, she 

would be more likely to return to paid employment because the household could afford 

the costs of childcare. Indeed-  However, in the case of Gloria Kowalski, who made 

$50,000 annually as a school-teacher and decided to become a stay at home mom, her 

post-maternity employment status was anomalous to the idea that first-time moms with 

higher paying careers are more likely to go back to work, although she had already 

worked for over two decades. 

 Gloria and Dave Kowalski’s case also underscores the significance of a couple’s 

pre-existing parenting ideology and how it can operate in decision-making within 

households regarding post-maternity employment. Despite the fact that Gloria’s income 

was $50,000 a year, her desire to pursue a traditional, gender-specific distribution of 

housework and parenting, trumped the significance of her income and her desire to return 
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to paid employment. This demonstrates the significance of the interaction of maternal 

income and parenting ideology, as it was more important to Gloria to live out a particular 

pre-conceived arrangement as first-time parents that she and Dave had envisioned for 

themselves. Although Gloria’s income was nearly twice as much as  Shannon’s, Emily’s, 

and Heathers combined annual salaries, Gloria identified more strongly with her pre-

existing ideal to be a stay at home mom, and pursue a traditional family model with 

Dave, rather than return to her career as a teacher. Although Gloria and Dave could have 

afforded the costs of daycare, Gloria had never planned to return to work after Anna was 

born.  

 Table 4-1 reveals that 6 out of 9 lower-middle mothers (66.6 percent) were able to 

realize their pre-birth preferences, whereas 18 out of 19 middle and upper-middle-class 

mothers (94.7 percent) were able to realize their pre-birth preferences. The primary 

differences across participant households regarding why some women were able to 

realize their pre-birth preferences and why some were unable to, lay within the 

differences in their percentages of total income contribution, and availability of social 

support networks. In all four cases across the sample where pre-birth preferences were 

unrealized, women were earning the lowest relative wages in their social class group 

compared to husbands. In these same households, three of the four women did not have 

the availability of external social support networks. These findings highlight the way 

gender interacts with class resources to build in disadvantage, as male occupational 

inflexibility combines with low relative wages for women. Thus, we can see that gender 

acts in different ways across classes.  
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 Here, evoking Gerson’s concept of gendered fallback positions, we can see that 

Heather and Donnie, by the time of the Time 2 interview, were not able to achieve 

Heather’s ideal partnership, and had shifted to a more neo-traditional family dynamic, as 

Heather had deprioritized her career, and had become a full-time mother and homemaker. 

In the cases of Shannon and A.J. Mills, as well as Emily and Mike Poste, these couples 

also shifted to a fallback position that was not what they had initially envisioned at the 

Time 1 interview, and instead, Emily and Shannon were also full-time, stay at home 

mothers by the time of the Time 2, follow-up interview. 

 Whether the first-time moms profiled in this chapter became stay at home moms 

by choice or by circumstance, or were able to return to work, their post-maternity leave 

employment statuses were affected by their pre-existing parenting ideals, the social 

resources available to their households, and the occupational structure of their 

workplaces. Those factors operated in ways which in some cases better enabled some 

first-time moms to pursue their desired post-maternity leave outcomes – whether they 

chose to return to work or stay home. In other households, however, those same factors 

inhibited some participants in their pursuit of returning to paid employment. Once again, 

these women’s responses regarding how they arrived at their post-maternity leave 

employment statuses further underscore the importance of social class, and how 

educational attainment, percentage of total household income, social support networks, 

and occupational flexibility strongly influence couples’ experiences of first-time 

parenthood. Lower educational attainment levels, lower incomes, and lower percentage 

of total household income make it particularly difficult for lower class women to return to 

paid employment after their maternity leave.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE EFFECTS OF PARTICIPANTS’ OCCUPATIONAL (IN)FLEXIBILITY ON 

THEIR POST-BIRTH HOUSEHOLDS 

 

Introduction 

 Managing first-time parenthood and employment is often likened to a balancing 

act, as there is a great deal of juggling involved in parents’ attempts to take care of both. 

Depending on the type of job individuals have, different occupational environments have 

different policies regarding the flexibility they offer first-time mothers and fathers to 

renegotiate work hours, to take time off from work, or to stay at home to care for a sick 

child. Employees in lower-wage jobs often tend to work non-standardized shifts, have 

little control over their work schedules, and have limited access to pro-family workplace 

policies or benefits (Bond and Galinsky 2006; Golden, 2005; Heymann, 2000; Lambert 

and Waxman 2005). However, individuals employed in higher-wage jobs with greater 

occupational prestige often have predictable, consistent, and secure work hours with 

increased flexibility and more access to pro-family workplace policies and benefits. 

(Ammons and Kelly 2008.) Such social class differences in occupational flexibility come 

to bear on first-time parents’ abilities to successfully manage the balancing act of work 

and family responsibilities and to realizing their parenting goals.  

 The following chapter explores participants’ testimonies from their follow-up 

interviews regarding how their work lives and work places affected their transition to 

first-time parenthood. At the point of the Time 2 interview, all couples had been in their 

new roles as parents for at least six months, as the ages of all of their babies were 

approximately six to nine months old. None of the female participants were still on a 
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maternity leave from work at the second interview, and for all of the participants who 

returned to paid employment after the birth of their baby, those individuals had been back 

to work for several months by the time of our second meeting.  

 One of the primary concepts of this chapter, occupational (in)flexibility, focuses 

on  participants’ post-birth work places, which captures the varying degrees of how 

flexible or inflexible employers were with participants’ work schedules after their child 

was born. This concept also captures the varying degrees of how supportive or 

unsupportive participants’ workplaces were in regards to their needs as first-time nursing 

mothers, or the degree to which participant’s’ workplaces demonstrated a pro-family 

work environment more broadly. Table 5-1 summarizes the sample data in terms of male 

and female occupational type, as well as the flexibility or inflexibility associated with 

their occupation. The cases discussed in this chapter are displayed in bold. 

 I derived this concept from couples’ responses to one of the questions of my Time 

2 interview schedule which asked: “How has the birth of your child affected your work 

life?” In some cases, I phrased the question in the following way: “So you’re now back at 

work. Tell me about how that’s going, in relation to being a first time mom/dad.” Couples 

offered a range of responses. Some participants commented on their post-birth work lives 

unfavorably, remarking in some cases that they felt as though the demands of their jobs 

kept them from being actively present in their household as a new parent. Other 

participants mentioned that their work schedules were not flexible in relation to their new 

parenting responsibilities or daycare schedules. For some mothers who were still breast-

feeding when they returned to their respective places of employment, their return to their 
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work environments involved a lack of compatibility with, or support of their needs as 

first-time nursing mothers. 

 Other participants, however, commented favorably on their post-birth work lives, 

and discussed how their employers offered varying degrees of scheduling flexibility, as 

well as a pro-family sense of support throughout their work environments in general. In 

some of these cases, participants were afforded the ability to establish their own work 

hours, or renegotiate their work day start-times in relation to their new household and 

family responsibilities. These participants were more likely to report at the follow-up 

interview that they were achieving a desirable family-work balance for their household. 

 There is a disagreement in the literature over the relationship between class and 

gender expectations, with some researchers finding that lower class conditions force 

gender flexibility among couples, whereas other investigators find that upper class 

autonomy enables flexibility. For example, Shows and Gerstel (2014), posit that class 

disadvantage pushes women and men to weaken gender expectations.  Shows and Gerstel 

argue that advantaged male and female employees use their class privilege to uphold 

gender expectations, as men tend to prioritize their careers, and women balance their 

families and careers. The authors also argue that disadvantaged groups face greater 

occupational constraints, and have more difficulty in meeting gendered expectations. 

However, Ammons and Kelly (2008), argue that   individuals employed in higher-wage 

jobs with greater occupational prestige often have predictable, consistent, and secure 

work hours with increased flexibility and more access to pro-family workplace policies 

and benefits. My data supports the findings of Ammons and Kelly, and reveal that 

participants from lower-middle class backgrounds with low educational attainment, 
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adhered closer to gendered divisions of labor, caretaking, and breadwinning, whereas 

participants from middle and upper-middle class households with higher levels of 

education, tended to adhere to a more gender-neutral division of labor, caretaking, and 

breadwinning.  

  My data are also inconsistent with Clawson and Gerstel, who find that advantaged 

male and female employees (as observed among doctors and nurses) use their class 

privilege to uphold gender expectations regarding work and family. The authors state that 

these employees have a series of choices about work hours, and use those choices in 

gendered ways as male employees tend to prioritize their careers, and female employees 

tend to balance families and careers. However, class disadvantage pushes women and 

men to weaken gender expectations. Clawson and Gerstel argue that among 

disadvantaged groups (as observed among female nursing assistants and male EMTs) 

face greater constraints and have more difficulty in meeting gendered expectations. Yet 

my findings show that couples with less education (and therefore, less occupational 

flexibility and greater disadvantages) upheld traditional gender expectations more often 

than the middle and upper-middle class couples, who conversely, frequently used their 

occupational flexibility (advantage) to pursue gender-neutral family and work dynamics. 

 What the following testimonies will reveal, is the occupational-specificity of 

participants’ perceived sense of workplace flexibility or inflexibility. That is, the primary 

differences between the households that reported the benefits of their workplace 

flexibility compared to the households who reported inflexible employers or workplaces, 

can be located in the type of work participants were employed in – which I categorized as 

either white collar, or blue collar occupations. Lower-middle class participants were 
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predominantly employed in blue-collar occupations, whereas middle/upper-middle class 

participants were mostly employed in white-collar occupations. The difference between a 

participant being employed in a blue-collar occupation versus a white-collar occupation, 

strongly influenced whether or not they felt that they had achieved a desirable work-

family balance by the follow-up interview, as no participant employed in a blue-collar job 

reported scheduling or workplace flexibility. 

 First, we will return to the case of Shannon and A.J. Mills – a lower-middle class 

household where A.J. (30) worked as a manager for an electronics warehouse, and 

Shannon (32) worked as a personal aide before the birth of their baby.   

“I Feel Like I Miss a Lot”: The Struggle of Work and Family Balance in the Mills 

Household 

 

 When I followed up with Shannon and A.J. Mills thirteen months after our first 

interview, their son, Liam, was eight months old. The Mills’ two bedroom apartment 

looked relatively the same as it did at our first interview, with the multiple animal print 

blankets on top of their bright red sofa, which sat across from their slightly tattered, 

leopard print arm chair. Yet this time, their living room appeared disheveled, with 

assorted baby seating apparatuses and toys scattered throughout. Liam took a nap in the 

nursery while the Mills and I reconvened at their dining room table. 

 Shannon was no longer employed at her job as a personal aide, and shifted to her 

role as a full-time, stay at home mother (which will be further explored in Chapter 4). 

A.J. reported that he did not pursue the apprenticeship program through the carpenters 

union that he discussed at our first meeting. Instead, he was offered a promotion at the 

electronics warehouse that he continued to manage during Shannon’s pregnancy - a 
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workplace that he had previously described as “incredibly stressful”. A.J. explained that 

the new management position required longer workdays, and although the promotion 

included health benefits and a raise in A.J.’s annual salary of approximately ten thousand 

dollars, he felt disappointed. A.J. expressed frustration about how the increase in his 

hours spent at work had prevented him from being at home with Liam.  

I have been putting in a tremendous amount of hours since he’s been born, 

with a little bit of a lull there for about a month, but then I went right back 

to that, so I feel like I miss a lot. And I miss him.  

 

 

A.J. then paused for a moment, and when I asked him to elaborate on his previous 

comment, he took a long, deep breath and held it with pursed lips for a moment before he 

responded. 

Yeah, I uh…I don’t know. I feel like I miss out on stuff.  I feel like, 

because, I don’t spend as much time with him as I could. I mean, I get 

home and a lot of the times he needs to be in bed by then. So if I’m getting 

home at ten o’clock, then he can’t stay up for an extended period. When I 

do take him, he’s sleeping for a majority of that time…he’s learning to 

walk now and he’s cruising and I’m terrified that he’s gonna fall on things. 

Like, I get the weekends for a couple hours to see him go through all of 

this, and there’s never any time to get used to anything because I only see 

it through these windows. 

 

It was at this point that Shannon quickly pointed out to A.J. “Yeah, but he clearly loves 

you.” A.J. sullenly responded “Well, yeah, I’m not saying that he doesn’t, but he clearly 

favors you over me. I don’t know, I’m just saying.”  

 A.J. later added that the short periods that he was at home with Shannon and Liam 

did not include much “unwinding time”, and he said that his day-to-day routine felt like 
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“one continuous stretch”. A.J. said that his intense work schedule in combination with the 

sleep loss between him and Shannon has led to tension between the two of them.  

I think the issue is that nine months of sleep deprivation will make 

people’s tempers shorter, and when your tempers are shorter, you’re more 

likely to say things…when you don’t think, you say things you don’t 

mean, and it’s just a vicious cycle that brings out all sorts of things… 

 

A.J. clarified, however, that even though the increased responsibilities and longer work 

hours prevented a more desirable work-family balance, he was compelled to remain 

working at the warehouse, because his employers were willing to pay him an additional 

$7500 of annual tuition reimbursement for A.J. to pursue a bachelor’s degree at a local 

university. A.J. and Shannon felt that the tuition reimbursement program was worth 

pursuing, and for their foreseeable future, the hegemony of A.J.’s job would likely 

continue to demonstrate the same effects on the Mills’ experiences of first-time 

parenthood.   

“Day to Day, He Doesn’t Know What Time He’s Leaving and He Doesn’t Know What 

Time He’s Coming Home”: Work Scheduling Inconsistency and Its Effects on the 

Kowalski Household 

 

 Next, we will return to the case of Gloria and Dave Kowalski – a mixed-class 

class couple who each at age 40, were the oldest first-time parents in the study, and had 

intentionally planned for a traditional, gender-specific household dynamic.  

 Seven months after our first interview, Gloria Kowalski gave birth to her 

daughter, Anna Grace. When Anna was eight months old, I met with the Kowalski’s for 

our follow up interview. Gloria and Dave reported similar challenges and frustrations 



112 
 

mentioned above, associated with Dave’s demanding and inconsistent work schedule as a 

regional truck driver. 

 At our follow-up interview, Dave explained that he had altered his work hours so 

that he could be home every night, and he had also arranged to have the weekends off. 

This change in Dave’s work schedule coincided with his initial plan that he stated at the 

first interview, when he said that he intended to alter his work hours to “something that 

will get me home every night”. Yet despite Dave’s new work schedule, Gloria reported 

that “day to day, he doesn’t know what time he’s leaving and he doesn’t know what time 

he’s coming home’’, which had led to numerous arguments between Dave and Gloria 

regarding Dave’s job. 

It was very frustrating for me this week. This kind of came to a head 

again. It fluctuates. Sometimes Dave gets up at 4 in the morning and 

leaves to go to work and I’m used to that. I don’t expect him to be here in 

the morning, and my job is Anna. Then there’s real fun days where Dave 

takes a load and he’s back by 10:30, rarely. Then there’s times where he 

gets home between 1pm and 3pm, which is rare but not as rare as the 

early. But lately, for the last month, they’ve been working him to death 

and he’s not getting paid what he should and he’s working way more 

hours. He leaves the house at 4 in the morning and he doesn’t get home 

until close to 7pm. So, it makes it a long day for me. 

 

 When we discussed the biggest challenges of first-time parenthood, Dave 

disclosed that “It’s really different, you know it’s straining sometimes.” I asked Dave to 

elaborate, and he stated: 

Well, either [Anna] fussing in the middle of the night and you know, I get 

up early – like I get up at 2 o’clock in the morning sometimes to go to 

work. So it’s trying, to balance sleep and helping Gloria, and keeping her 

safe. 
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 Although the Kowalski’s had planned for Gloria to leave her full-time teaching 

position to stay at home full-time with Anna, Dave’s new work schedule was still not 

consistent enough to allow him to be a regular support role in their routine. Gloria 

elaborated on their situation and added: 

 …it’s gotten worse and worse over the last few weeks, and it does cause 

tension between us because I’m texting him going ‘where are you?’ Like, 

especially on a really hard day and [Anna] like, hasn’t napped or whatever 

because she wants to see someone else beside me too. She’s sick of 

looking at me. 

 

Despite the Kowalski’s intentional pursuit of their self-described “old-school” parenting 

approach and household arrangement that they discussed at their first interview, they 

found that Dave’s work schedule removed him almost entirely from being present in the 

home. The irregular nature of Dave’s day to day workload did not allow him much time 

to establish a consistent support role for Gloria. 

 The two cases of A.J. Mills and Dave Kowalski were reflective of the other 

lower-middle class males in the study who reported occupational inflexibility at both the 

Time 1 and Time 2 interviews (see Table 5-1). The reasons offered for such inflexibility 

among the other lower-middle class males were similar, who also cited inconsistent or 

unpredictable work hours, scheduling inflexibility, and the inability to perform their jobs 

from home.  

“Sorry, I’m Working During the Holidays”: The Struggle of Work and Family Balance in 

the Curly Household 

 

 In a middle/upper-middle class household, Jon Curley (34) expressed similar 

sentiments like those of A.J. Mills and Dave Kowalski about the demanding work hours 
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and labor intensive job as a floor manager at Wal-Mart, in relation to his ability to be at 

home and share in the experience of being a new parent with his wife, Lora (30) – a high 

school math teacher.  

 Both Lora and John Curley had black hair, round faces, and were heavy-set. John 

had a thick black beard, which appeared unkempt and he had a bear-like quality about 

him.   

 After I first met with Lora and Jon, Lora gave birth to their son, Max, four months 

later. A year after my first interview with the Curley’s, I followed up with them for our 

second interview. 

 At our follow-up interview, Lora explained that she had returned to her 

occupation as a high school math teacher at a local charter school when her maternity 

leave was over, and she and Jon placed Max in full-time daycare. Lora said that she was 

very satisfied in her occupation as an educator where her workplace environment was 

family oriented, and conducive to her needs as a nursing mom. However, Jon did not 

share the same feelings toward his place of employment. Similar to the testimony of A.J. 

Mills, Jon expressed how the demands of long hours placed on him by his employer 

interfered with his intentions to be more present in his role as a new dad. Jon’s shifts at 

Wal-Mart often started at six o’clock in the morning, and Jon pointed out that on those 

days, “I’m gettin’ up at like, four in the morning”.  Jon further revealed his dissatisfaction 

with his job and explained that as an employee of Wal-Mart, it is mandatory that all floor 

managers are expected to work longer shifts during the holiday shopping season.  
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Work has sometimes felt like it’s taken away from being able to see stuff 

and do stuff with [Max] because working at Wal-Mart, you have to work 

like, all during the holidays and you have to work crazy hours and all I 

want to do is be home with the baby and Lora. 

 

Jon commented that since the demanding work hours prevented him from being with his 

family, he was looking to find a new job. When I asked what type of occupation he 

would prefer, he replied: 

Something that doesn’t work crazy hours. Something that doesn’t work on 

the weekends. Something like, where if he is in baseball or hockey or 

whatever, I can actually go and watch him play or go and do something at 

his school or something. You know? I don’t want to have to say like, 

‘sorry, I’m working’ during the holidays. That’s why I don’t want to work 

retail. 

 

 Lora and Jon Curley were a unique example of a middle/upper-middle class 

household in which one spouse was employed in a white-collar profession, and the other 

spouse in a blue-collar profession. Their follow-up interview revealed a noticeable split 

between their individual attitudes toward their jobs, as Jon’s occupational inflexibility 

was at variance with the family-oriented work environment of Lora’s place of 

employment. Similar to A.J. Mills, and Dave Kowalski, the demands of Jon’s occupation 

working for Wal-Mart demonstrated an incompatibility with his intentions of wanting to 

be more present at home.  

“They Need for Me to be There More, but I Need to be Able to Leave”: Demands of the 

Workplace in the Napier Household 

 

 Yet not all participants who reported experiencing inflexibility in their post-birth 

workplaces were exclusively employed in blue-collar, lower-middle class occupations. 
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Less than one month after first meeting with Jennifer and Kevin Napier – a middle class 

family in which Kevin (30) worked as a financial officer, and his wife Jennifer (30) 

worked as a middle school guidance counselor -  Jennifer gave birth to their daughter, 

Ivy. When Ivy was eight months old, I followed-up with the Napier family for our second 

interview. 

 Kevin reported that his job working as a financial officer on a military base 

through the Department of Defense, was not always compatible with the new day-to-day 

household schedule between him and his wife, Jennifer. Although Jennifer characterized 

herself as “pretty lucky” when she described her job working as a middle school guidance 

counselor, Kevin felt differently about his own workplace. “My time is just, not as 

flexible I should say”. When I asked Kevin to elaborate, he explained that his work life 

before having a child was more compatible with the day-to-day demands placed on him 

at work, and since having become a father, such workplace demands had not adjusted 

accordingly.  

Pre-kid, I could probably stay late, you know, and it wasn’t stressful 

leading up to the end of the day. Whereas now, it’s like, ‘I gotta get out of 

the office…[to go pick up Ivy]’. Unfortunately, simultaneously my boss 

has younger people relying on me more often so it’s like, it creates kind of 

a…uh...they need for me to be there more, but I need to be able to leave. 

 

Kevin clarified that becoming a father did not affect his ability to do his job, but that “it’s 

just more stressful getting the job done the same way I used to be able to”. Because of 

Ivy’s daycare schedule, and the way Kevin and Jennifer’s individual work schedules 

were arranged, Kevin pointed-out that he felt as though his and Jennifer’s involvement in 

raising Ivy only felt like a shared partnership in theory - not in practice. “We don’t get to 
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share in the experience together so we get different things out of it.” Kevin further 

explained that since Ivy’s daycare was located on the military base that he worked at, that 

five out of seven days he woke up early to take Ivy to and from daycare at the hours of 

6:30am and 4pm. Jennifer only saw Ivy for a short period in the evening before Ivy’s 

bedtime, and on the weekends.   

 Next, we will take a look at the case of Janet and Carl Fischer, a middle class 

couple that exhibited a reverse-traditional arrangement in their home. 

“I Work for an Extremely Sexist Company”: The Challenges of Nursing Mothers’ Return 

to Work 

 

 Janet Fischer (28) worked as an accountant for a national storage chain and was 

the sole income provider for her household. Carl, Janet’s husband (35), was a full-time 

college student at both the Time 1 and Time 2 interviews. Janet had long, straight sandy 

blonde hair, which she wore pulled back tightly in a white plastic headband. She was 

taller, had high cheekbones, and spoke with a slight southern-accent. Carl was stocky, 

with curly blonde hair, and a thin goatee.  

 After my first meeting with Janet and Carl Fischer, Janet gave birth to their son, 

Noah, 5 months later. When Noah was 6 months old, I met with the Fischer’s for their 

follow-up interview. For our second meeting, I arrived at the Fischer’s residence where 

we met in their front room, while Noah slept on Janet’s lap as she slowly rocked back and 

forth in a creaky rocking chair.   

 Janet spoke quietly, and when we reached the point in the interview when I asked 

about her return to her job after her maternity leave, the pleasant look on her face shifted 

to an expression of anger. “It’s actually been really hard. I didn’t think it would be as 
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hard.” Janet received a total of twelve weeks of maternity leave, of which six of those 

weeks she was paid as part of her short term disability leave. The other six weeks were 

unpaid. Janet explained that prior to her maternity leave, the projects she was working on 

were assignments in which she was the project leader, and had seniority over several 

administrators who worked for her as support staff. When Janet returned from her 

maternity leave, she found out that those projects were cancelled by her employer. 

“Projects that I was working on that were important for me getting my bonus at the end 

of the year were nixed completely”. Janet further explained: 

I work for an extremely sexist company, and it’s not just me feeling that 

way. Every woman who works there has been like, ‘this is the most sexist 

company I’ve ever worked for. You’ll never get promoted as a woman 

here.’ So, going on maternity leave and being a project lead, then to come 

back and to feel like now I’m more of an administrator…it feels like I’ve 

come back to work and life went on, and without [me], and I’ve been 

playing catch up… 

 

Janet also reported that her job environment was not conducive for a nursing mother. She 

and another colleague who was also a first-time nursing mom, found that the company 

was not sensitive to the appropriate conditions needed for their respective daily pumping 

routines. 

At first, they wanted to throw us in the shower room in the locker room, 

and we said absolutely not. You know, the law says you can’t be in a 

bathroom [to use a breast pump] and I’m not preparing my child’s food in 

a moldy disgusting shower. So they found a storage closet for us to use 

because right now, there’s two women pregnant and three women just had 

babies all within two weeks of each other. Two of the three of us are 

breast feeding so we share this storage closet where we pump. 
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Another first-time nursing mom, Noelle Peterson (32), also made similar remarks about 

her place of employment not being a conducive environment for a nursing mother. 

 When Noelle Peterson – a middle/upper-middle class first-time mother who 

worked at a local community college as a technical assistant in the online learning 

department – returned to her job after maternity leave, she described her employer’s 

response to her breast-pumping needs as “less than supportive”. Noelle further explained: 

 They’re pretty awful, I mean, legally they’re supposed to give us a place 

to pump, and they do, except for the place that they wanted me to pump 

was our prayer and reflection room which has no chairs, no tables. So I 

would basically have to sit on the floor with my pump. 

 

She added that when she approached the human resource department at her job, their 

response was “oh well, just use the prayer room”. Noelle was eventually able to secure an 

alternate location to pump, which was a video-conferencing room that was rarely used. 

However, Noelle reported that in general, her employers and colleagues were not very 

understanding of what Noelle’s needs for breastfeeding involved.  

 Although the households profiled thus far in this chapter have reflected the 

various forms of inflexibility that these participants experienced post-birth, there were 

some participants who reported that their respective places of employment were family-

friendly, and offered more autonomy or scheduling flexibility after the arrival of their 

baby. 

“My Hours are Very Flexible”: Post-Maternity Leave Job Autonomy in the Sutton 

Household 

 When I returned to the Sutton household ten months after our first interview – a 

middle/upper-middle class couple where Colleen (36) worked as an environmental 
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consultant, and Jeremy (36) worked as a journalist – their son, Lucius, was six months 

old.  

 After her maternity leave was over, Colleen and Jeremy intended to have Jeremy 

assume a significant portion of the childcare for their son, Lucius, when Colleen returned 

to work. Colleen discussed these intentions at their first interview as part of their post-

maternity leave plans. At the follow-up interview, Jeremy explained that the job-

autonomy associated with his occupation working for a local newspaper afforded him the 

scheduling flexibility that he anticipated at the first interview.  

My hours are very flexible, So I just kind of shifted things around so that I 

can take [Lucius] in the morning and take care of the pets and get to work 

at like ten, ten thirty in the morning. Then I usually try to get home at 

around six, sometimes 7 if there’s meetings or whatever. But my 

production days on Fridays are usually like ten to twelve hour days, so, 

I’m making up my hours…I used to just push through completely on 

Fridays to get it done, and now on Fridays I’ll say ‘I’m gonna stop so I can 

hang out with Lucius and finish up on Saturday’... 

 

Colleen also reported that because her daily commute to work was an hour each way, the 

engineering firm she worked for was willing to allow her to work from home two days a 

week. “I’m actually starting to work from home two days a week [but] I think I’m gonna 

push it a little to like three days a week”. In addition to the flexibility with her weekly 

schedule, Colleen also explained that her employers would allow her to “leave work a 

little early so I can have some time with [Lucius] before he passes out”. Colleen’s 

explanation for her employer’s flexibility was that her workplace was supportive of her 

as a first-time mom, in addition to her role as their employee, because “they kind of see it 

as family first”.  
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 In the case of Colleen and Jeremy Sutton, the ability to work from home aided the 

Suttons to fulfill a particular vision they had staked out at the first interview. Their job 

flexibility allowed them to realize the non-traditional, “Mr. Mom” type of arrangement 

that they had long envisioned for their household – one where Colleen would continue to 

focus on her career. The “family first” attitude of Colleen’s workplace afforded her 

additional flexibility in her efforts to balance her work and family life.    

“[I]f One of Us Needed to Work from Home, We Can…”: The Advantages of Job 

Autonomy and Workplace Flexibility in the Asch Household 

 

 Christina and Alan Asch also reported that their respective work environments 

were supportive of their new responsibilities as parents.    

 Eleven months after I first interviewed Christina (33) and Alan (36) – a 

middle/upper-middle class couple who both worked in the pharmaceutical industry - I 

followed up with them at their home for our second interview. At our second meeting, 

their son, Hunter, was seven months old.  

 After I returned to the Asch home for our follow-up interview, I noticed that their 

living room and first floor appeared very much the same as it did at our initial interview – 

immaculate, and professionally staged in a way as if the home was being prepared for a 

photo shoot. It was not until I spotted a lone pacifier on an end table that there was any 

visible indication that an infant was present in the house. 

 When I asked the Asch’s about their work lives in relation to being first-time 

parents, their affect was positive, and they both looked at each other in agreement when 

the other commented on their post-birth work life. Alan’s prediction of his work place 

flexibility that he discussed at the first interview had been correct, as he mentioned that 
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his employer and fellow-colleagues expressed an understanding of the new demands 

placed on Alan and Christina.   

Work is as important if not more important now because I want to do even 

better and be more successful to provide for [Hunter] to the fullest, but I 

guess before where it would be easier to stay later, there’s a reason to 

come home now. But even with the people at work, there’s an 

understanding that when Christina is out traveling and I’m solo Dad, I’ll 

say ‘so I’m heading out’ and they’re like, ‘it’s cool, go do your thing’.   

 

Christina agreed with Alan’s remarks and added that the nature of their jobs also 

provided an added sense of peace-of-mind regarding unforeseen scheduling conflicts.  

That’s the nice thing, both of us have the flexibility where if one of us 

needed to work from home, we can, which is great, and I think that 

alleviates some of the anxiety also. Like, if the baby’s ever sick, I can stay 

home and it’s not like I’m missing out or having to freak out about taking 

vacation time or do I have any sick days left. 

 

 Christina further explained that the flexibility she and Alan were afforded with their 

work schedules was due to the nature of their occupations, and the type of day-to-day 

business they were involved in. 

 Our industry is really flexible in that sense. We’re dealing with vendors, 

with physicians all over the country, so if I’m not there, I can take the call 

from the car, from wherever…and I’ve done a little bit better at work, and 

I don’t feel as stressed out. It’s been great. 

 

 

 The testimonies from the Sutton and Asch follow-up interviews reveal their 

advantages of occupational flexibility, where such advantages were inherent in the type 

of jobs they were employed in. Their cases were reflective of the ten other middle/upper-

middle class participant households who also reported that their places of employment 

afforded them occupational flexibility (see Table 5-1). In addition to the flexibility 
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associated with their type of work, for some participants, their employers were willing to 

negotiate new schedules, and these participants reported how their workplaces made 

attempts to facilitate an easier transition for them back to paid employment. This was the 

case in another middle/upper-middle class household, when Annette Keen returned to her 

job after the birth of her daughter. 

“They Compromised with Me”: Annette Keen’s Workplace Flexibility and 

Accommodations 

 

 Annette Keene (31) had asymmetrical hair that was colored with choppy 

highlights. She wore thick, oversized horn-rimmed glasses, and had extensive tattoos on 

both of her arms exposed by a sleeveless t-shirt. Annette had a bachelor’s degree in 

design, and worked as a project manager for a fashion design company in a large, 

metropolitan area – the same city in which she lived with her husband, Evan. Evan (31) 

was tall, lean, and had slightly dirty-looking brown hair. He also wore a sleeveless t-shirt 

which exposed multiple tattoos on both of his arms. Evan was a former bicycle 

messenger while he attended graduate school and received a master’s degree in 

information systems at a nearby university. Evan worked in the I.T. department of a 

medical insurance company. 

 Two months after my first meeting with the Keene’s, Annette gave birth to their 

daughter, Lucy. When Lucy was 8 months old, I returned to the Keene residence – an 

early twentieth century row home in a recently gentrified area of their city.  

 Annette reported that once she returned to her job, she was able to renegotiate her 

work hours with her employer so that she would be able to spend more time with Lucy 

during the mornings.  
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They compromised with me. I was supposed to work eight to five. Those 

were my hours, with an hour lunch break, and I negotiated to work nine to 

five and sort of gave up my lunch break so I could have a little more time, 

especially considering my commute is 45 minutes most days…but I was 

relatively new to my job prior to um, the birth.  

 

This slight change in her daily work start-time allowed Annette to participate in the 

morning routine with Lucy and Evan, before Evan took Lucy to daycare.  

 Annette was also a nursing mother when she returned to work. However, unlike 

Janet Fischer’s or Noelle Peterson’s testimony regarding their employers’ lack of 

understanding of their pumping routines, Annette’s work environment was 

accommodating to her needs.   

I have to pump three times a day at work…but I close my office door. I 

mean, I have my own office. If I didn’t have that office, it would probably 

change my job a lot because I’d have to take breaks away from my work 

and you know I can just close my door and have privacy and get my job 

done. I mean, it’s hard, because it’s like, sometimes I’m like, ‘oh crap, I 

need that paper and it’s all the way over there’ (laughs). I mean, I don’t 

have to take a half hour break which is great. 

 

 

 Annette’s testimony underscores not only the flexibility of her employer as 

evidenced in her renegotiated work schedule, but also the advantage of job-autonomy. 

Unlike Janet Fischer or Noelle Peterson, Annette’s work environment was structured in a 

way that offered her the convenience of having her own office, which Annette found 

indispensable in regard to her need of privacy to adhere to her frequent pumping 

schedule. Not only did her workplace flexibility assist her in her pursuit of being a 

nursing mother, but she also reported that she felt that she could still “get my job done”. 

“It’s Better for a Work-Life Balance”: Cara Ratke and Her Workplace Relocation 
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 Cara Ratke, another first-time mother who returned to her job working for a 

national shipping company, also reported that her employer was accommodating to her 

new parenting responsibilities during her return to work.  

 Cara (30) and Doug Ratke (38), were a middle/upper-middle class family. Cara 

was a talkative, administrative assistant for a national shipping company, who had a 

round face framed by a short brown bob with bangs, and spoke with a high-pitched, yet 

commanding voice. Cara’s husband, Doug (38) had a smaller than average-sized body 

frame, short, light brown hair, a boyish face, and wore thin, wire-rimmed glasses. Doug 

worked for a consultant agency that specialized in laboratory construction. Cara and 

Doug’s son, Jacob, was born three months after our initial meeting. When Jacob was 

eight months old, I followed up with the Ratke family for our second interview. 

 When I met with the Ratke’s at Time 2, it was shortly after Christmas, and their 

living room where we sat appeared cluttered with gift boxes, baby toys, and assorted 

Christmas-themed knick-knacks. Jacob was teething, so he had something in his mouth 

most of the time while he played on the floor as I conversed with Cara and Doug. 

 When Cara returned to work from her maternity leave three months after giving 

birth to Jacob, Cara explained that her employer was willing to relocate her office to a 

closer location near her and Doug’s home. 

There had to be a little bit of an adjustment. Location wise, I had an office 

in [49 miles away from home], which is quite a hike from here, which was 

about ninety eight miles round trip every day. So fortunately, after I 

returned to work, it was maybe, three weeks before I was relocated to 

[office located 12 miles away], so that round trip is like, twenty-four miles 

total, and it’s like night and day. It’s better for a work-life balance I would 

say. Not as much time on the road as much. I can take Jacob to his 
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doctor’s appointments, and daycare is right across the street from where I 

work. 

 

 The case of Cara Ratke exemplifies the benefit of working for a large company 

that has an expansive infrastructure with numerous locations, when such a company is 

willing to accommodate the shifting needs of an employee who is also a first-time parent. 

Cara’s employer’s accommodations afforded her the flexibility of a shorter, and more 

desirable daily commute, which resulted in the Ratke’s achieving what Cara explained as 

a better “work-life balance”. 

An Inherent Disadvantage of Occupational Inflexibility Associated with Blue-Collar Jobs 

 What Cara Ratke’s testimony underscores, as well as what many of the comments 

of the other participants who were employed in white-collar professions acknowledge, is 

a noticeable advantage that the middle/and upper-middle class participants had over their 

lower-middle class counterparts in regards to occupational flexibility. Their remarks 

indicate how in some cases, their employers were willing to renegotiate a more desirable 

work schedule, the ability to work from home, or a shorter daily commute in relation to 

the participants’ new circumstances as first-time parents. Some of these participants also 

commented on how their coworkers and work environments were respectively supportive 

of, and conducive to their daycare pick-up and drop-off times, as well as their new 

responsibilities as new moms and dads. In some of these cases, participants’ occupational 

flexibility was also a function of the varying degree of job autonomy they had through 

their respective places of employment, which also assisted these families in achieving 

their desired post-birth, work-family balance.  
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 Conversely, A.J. Mills and Dave Kowalski, like all of the lower-middle class 

males in the sample, were employed in blue-collar professions, and reported occupational 

inflexibility. The type of work they were employed in often required them to be removed 

from their household for long periods of time.  Additionally, the type of work associated 

with their jobs needed to be performed on sight, with no ability to work part-time from 

home, or renegotiate scheduling. Such work schedule constraints and the inability to 

perform their jobs from home, resulted in some of these participants to report having 

experienced a sense of “missing out” on participating in co-parenting, holidays, and other 

family milestones. For these households, such occupational inflexibility demonstrated an 

incompatibility with balancing work and family-life intentions.  

 Summarizing the available information from the overall sample represented in 

Table 5-1 in terms of job inflexibility in the post-birth context, we see that 100 percent of 

the male lower-middle class jobs, about half of the lower-middle class female jobs, and 

about one-fifth of the male and female middle-class jobs were inflexible. The greatest 

burden on the lower-middle class households come particularly from the inflexibility of 

male-blue collar type jobs. 

    Yet throughout this chapter, these participants’ comments also revealed 

that occupational flexibility and inflexibility did not parallel a stark, dichotomous split 

between white-collar and blue-collar jobs exclusively. Some of those participants 

employed in white-collar jobs also reported having experienced occupational 

inflexibility, particularly for those participants who returned to work who were also first-

time nursing mothers.  
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 In the cases of Janet Fischer and Noelle Peterson, although both were employed in 

white-collar professions, they reported that their employers were not as understanding of 

their needs as first-time nursing moms. They also reported that their work environments 

lacked the material support needed for them to maintain their daily pumping schedules 

while at work. Janet and Noelle’s cases reveal that although middle-class jobs were more 

flexible in some ways – where men and women are involved as well as women – those 

jobs were not always as flexible in ways that only impacted women. 

 Nonetheless, these participants’ testimonies reveal that lower-middle class 

participants were more likely to report experiencing inflexibility with regard to their work 

schedules, or places of employment. Such inflexibility, combined with fewer monetary 

resources to provide for their families reveals a double-jeopardy for lower-middle class 

households. It is a further injustice built upon their lower incomes and inabilities to afford 

childcare or to outsource some of their housework, whereas middle and upper-middle 

class participants were more likely able to do so. Despite their deep aspirations to provide 

for their families and to adequately nurture their children, lower-middle class participants 

were more likely to report challenges of striking an optimal work-family balance. Such 

challenges reported by these first-time parents underscore an inherent disadvantage 

among lower-middle class participants associated with their inflexible occupations, which 

also further reinforces how social class is largely influential to the transition to 

parenthood. The fewer monetary resources available to lower-middle class families 

reveals the significance of the educational attainment levels of households, which are 

often strongly correlated with annual household incomes.  Additionally, these couples’ 

testimonies demonstrate how those middle and upper-middle class couples with greater 
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occupational flexibility or job autonomy used such advantages to maintain a gender-

neutral distribution of housework, and displayed more of an egalitarian balance of 

caretaking and breadwinning compared to lower-middle class couples.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

SLEEP, SEX, AND HOUSEWORK: POINTS OF CONTENTION AMONG FIRST-

TIME PARENTS 

  

Introduction 

 Before the arrival of their first baby, a couple’s ability to resolve conflicts is not 

typically put to the test. After the birth, couples are often confronted with issues they may 

not have faced before, and resolving such issues can pose challenges. Becoming a first-

time parent often puts strains on a relationship, whether in the form of a spouse’s 

resentment over a perceived lack of support, sleep-deprivation, or changes in intimacy. 

Yet it is how families attend to such issues that is rooted in the differences in social class 

position, as socioeconomic variation across households affects the subjective and 

objective experiences of lower-middle class and middle-class families. For example, 

social class background can reflect differences in gender repertoires, such as how couples 

arrive at their arrangement of how housework is divided, or who is primarily responsible 

for breadwinning or caregiving in a household. Depending on a couples’ financial 

resources, they may exercise the option of outsourcing their housework altogether, which 

is one adaptive strategy some households can afford to do, where others may not. Lack of 

occupational flexibility can also be a point of contention among first-time parents, as 

such inflexibility may prevent some spouses from being present in their households to 

provide support for the primary caregiver. Thus, couples’ gender repertoires, resources, 

and occupational flexibility can contribute to how couples are able to respond to and 

resolve conflicts in their post-birth households. 
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 The findings from this chapter are not consistent with the findings of Sullivan 

(2000) who argues that domestic gender inequality has decreased over time among men 

across socioeconomic status. Rather, my study participants show variation in inequality 

of domestic labor across social class groups. A more gender-neutral distribution of 

housework is more likely among middle and upper-middle class couples, who have 

higher levels of education, yet participants from lower-middle class households, with less 

education, tend to report a more gender-specific distribution of housework. My findings 

are more consistent with Bianchi (2006) in that the couples where both are employed full-

time, there is considerable gender equality in total domestic workloads. However, these 

couples are able to afford equality largely due to their ability to outsource their domestic 

labor to a third party. 

 At both the Time 1 and Time 2 interviews, I administered questionnaires to 

spouses which assessed how the distribution of housework in their homes was divided. At 

the Time 2 interview, baby-related chores were also included in the assessment. There are 

clear distinctions between lower-middle class couples, and middle/upper-middle class 

couples regarding how they distributed housework (see table 6-1). All lower-middle class 

couples at the Time 1 interview reported to have a gender-specific distribution of 

housework, where female participants performed historically feminine tasks such as 

cooking, cleaning, doing laundry, and grocery shopping.  Lower-middle class males 

reported that the tasks they were responsible for in their households were historically 

masculine tasks, such as mowing the lawn, taking out the trash, electrical and plumbing 

repairs, and paying bills. This gender-specific distribution of labor among lower-middle 

class couples is also underscored by gender-inequality – an imbalance in the dynamic of 
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their housework which cannot be overlooked. Their self-reports of who does which tasks 

in their homes reveals that the males’ responsibilities tend not to be as labor demanding, 

and usually are not performed on a daily basis. Even though the amount of tasks between 

spouses may appear to be shared at first glance, at closer examination, the volume of time 

and labor-intensiveness involved in women’s housework compared to men’s is far from 

equal.  Although some middle and upper-middle class couples also reported a gender-

specific distribution of housework at the Time 1 interview, most middle/upper-middle 

class participants reported a gender-neutral division of domestic labor. In these 

households, males were more likely to report sharing in historically feminine tasks, and 

female participants were more likely to report sharing in historically masculine tasks. 

Among middle/upper-middle-class couples, however, three couples who reported a 

gender-neutral distribution of housework at Time 1, reported to have shifted to a gender-

specific division of labor at Time 2. At the Time 2 interview, lower-middle class couples’ 

division of labor did not change, and in addition to the added baby-related chores, the 

allocation of housework in these homes remained gender-specific. Although some middle 

and upper-middle class families reported to have shifted from a gender-neutral division of 

labor at Time 1, to a gender-specific division at Time 2, most middle and upper-middle 

class households remained gender-neutral in their distribution of housework across both 

interviews. Yet whether participants remained gender-specific, gender-neutral, or 

changed their division of labor during the process of becoming parents, a closer look at 

couples’ gender repertoires, resources, and occupational (in)flexibility offers a clearer 

picture as to how they navigated the process, and how they handled other post-birth 

conflicts related to nighttime coparenting, or sex and intimacy issues.  
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 Due to the sensitive nature of the topic regarding what couples fought about 

during their transition to parenthood, not all participants offered in-depth responses when 

I asked them to elaborate about potential sources of confrontation in their post-birth 

marriages, which resulted in considerable missing data for this chapter. However, some 

participants were less guarded, and did offer more candid, in-depth responses, which 

reveal visible social class distinctions between the couples who reported to have 

developed adaptive strategies to resolve conflicts, and the couples whose issues were still 

ongoing at the time of the follow-up interview. Lower-middle class households with a 

gender-specific distribution of labor were more likely to report that their post-birth 

marital conflicts were ongoing, or unresolved at the Time 2 interview. Middle/upper-

middle class households were more likely at the Time 2 interview to report conflict 

resolution regarding such issues, and were also, more likely to report a gender-neutral 

distribution of labor between spouses. Among the middle/upper-middle class male 

participants, a noticeable difference in gender flexibility is evident compared to lower-

middle class male participants. Middle/upper-middle class male participants’ testimonies 

reveal a conscientiousness to take on more housework or childcare responsibilities, and 

seemed to express an understanding in the changes in the frequency of sex and intimacy 

in their marriages. Nonetheless, the following participants’ discussions will reveal a 

socioeconomic specificity regarding how they managed their post-birth conflicts, 

beginning with nighttime coparenting issues. 

 At the Time 1 interview, a majority of participants commented on their 

anticipation of the sleep loss that is commonly experienced by first-time parents. As 

expected, many couples reported that the most anticipated - and sometimes unanticipated 
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- challenge in their household by the Time 2 interview, was their lack of sleep. Although 

their babies eventually settled into more reliable and longer sleep patterns, participants 

overwhelmingly responded that the greatest disruption to their lives was their sleep 

schedules upon the arrival of their babies. For some couples, the issue was short-term, but 

was still a primary source of confrontation between spouses. However, the extent to 

which participants’ sleep loss caused confrontation within households varied greatly 

across cases, as some couples reported enacting a particular strategy to better contend 

with their joint lack of sleep, whereas with other couples, their sleep loss was more of a 

divisive issue between spouses. The differences in couples’ testimonies regarding how 

they managed their sleep loss correlate with the broader social class differences across 

participant households. Similar to the gender-inequality within lower-middle class 

couples’ distribution of household labor, lower-middle class women were more than 

likely to also assume the nighttime childcare duties. 

 Coparenting, or “the ways parents work together in their roles as parents” 

(Feinberg 2003:96), takes place when parental figures have shared or overlapping duties 

for the caring of particular children, and consists of the support and coordination - and in 

some cases, the lack of it - that individuals demonstrate when raising children. 

Additionally, Feinberg (2003) clarifies that the concept of coparenting does not imply 

that parenting duties are or should be equal in responsibility or authority, but rather, the 

degree of equality in a coparenting arrangement in each household by the participants, 

who are impacted by the broader social and cultural forces of their lives. Socioeconomic 

factors such as parent educational attainment level, income, and occupational status have 

been identified to be strong predictors of coparenting quality. For example, parents with 
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more education tend to have more success at coparenting (VanEgeren 2003). Likewise, 

fathers with higher occupational status and income also tend to be more involved 

coparents (VanEgeren 2003; Lindey et. al, 2005). In this chapter, the differences in 

nighttime coparenting approaches were reflective of the broader socioeconomic variation 

across households, as middle/upper-middle class participants reported more success at 

resolving post-birth issues, and the fathers in these households also demonstrated greater 

gender flexibility as it related to conflict resolution. 

“It Was Very Strenuous on Our Relationship and I felt Like He Didn’t Help Me 

Enough”: Variations in Nighttime Coparenttning 

 

 When I pulled up into Heather and Donnie Chandler’s driveway for the follow-up 

interview, I could see that their front door was open, exposing the view of their living 

room through the exterior glass door. Their 8-month-old twins played just inside in the 

foyer, while Heather sat outside on the front step smoking a cigarette. 

 Once Heather – a former horseback riding instructor who shifted to a full-time, 

stay at home mom - ushered me into the house and sat down at the dining table, Heather’s 

husband, Donnie, 25, sat quietly across their dining table from his wife during the follow 

up interview, with his arms crossed, exposing dried white paint caked across his tanned, 

muscular forearms. Donnie still worked as a crane operator when I met with the 

Chandlers at Time 2. Heather wore workout clothes, while Donnie appeared to be 

wearing a stained and tattered outfit that was worn presumably during some type of 

physical labor. After an apologetic yawn, Heather commented that Donnie was not an 

active participant in helping Heather with the twins when they sporadically woke up 

crying or needed a bottle. “He won’t get up with them in the middle of the night”. Here, 
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Donnie’s face reddened under the flat brim of his ball cap. He agreed that he often slept 

through the babies crying, and Heather stated that the night time arrangements have 

become a contentious issue between them. 

It’s the middle of the night like, when it’s supposed to be his turn or when 

he’s just home for once and he can actually do it, and he doesn’t do it, and 

I’m like ‘you’re gonna  freakin’ let me sleep and you’re gonna get up with 

them’, and he’s like, he just ignores me and I have to rip the covers off and 

he’s just literally just sleeping through it…I’d be like punching him saying 

‘get up with the babies! It’s your turn! 

 

Donnie took what seemed to be a longer than usual time to comment, but eventually 

responded to Heather’s remarks by stating “she’s like, they could roll over and make a 

noise in their crib and she’s like (Donnie snapped his fingers) is up like that, so….” 

Heather and Donnie’s attempts at establishing extra sleep time for Heather on Saturday 

and Sunday mornings were inconsistent and ultimately unsuccessful, as more demands 

were often placed on Donnie by his employers to pick up additional shifts on the 

weekends due to the limited availability of other crane operators at his job as a crane 

operator on the weekends. By the time of the follow-up interview, the sleep issue 

between Heather and Donnie was still ongoing, and remained largely unresolved. In the 

case of the Chandlers, it was evident that the lack of occupational flexibility with 

Donnie’s job, as well as Donnie’s unwillingness to assist Heather with the twins were the 

primary sources of their post-birth marital conflicts.  

 Another first-time mother commented on the same issue similarly, citing that her 

husband’s early workday start time was his rationale for not assisting with their baby 

during the middle of the night. Tanya Trainor – a lower-middle class mother who worked 

part-time as a manager for her family’s business  remarked that the nighttime work with 
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their son, Aiden, felt one-sided between her and her husband, Rob. At the Time 2 

interview, Rob was still self-employed as a heating and air conditioning contractor. While 

Tanya spoke, Rob listened as he sat sideways on an oversized chair with his legs hanging 

over the arm rest, and rolled his eyes dismissively while he bit his finger nails.  

The process of becoming parents was so difficult for us when Aiden was 

born. It wasn't until about 6 months in did I really feel that Rob stepped up 

fully to the plate. He really complained about not getting enough sleep, 

and wasn't helpful in getting up in the night even to use a bottle because he 

had to be up early for work. It was very strenuous on our relationship and I 

felt like he didn’t help me enough. And I felt that his excuse was “well I 

have to go to work though” (Tanya used an unflattering tone in her voice 

to impersonate Rob here). 

 

Rob, added “yeah, that was hell...when Aiden’s crying and you try to wake me up…and 

then I look at the clock and realize that people have been waiting for me for 45 minutes 

because I overslept and I don’t have the time to deal with the baby.” Tanya later 

disclosed in the interview that for the first few months, she and Aiden were relegated to 

sleep in their guest bedroom so that Rob could “get his sleep for work.”  

 In another household, Alissa White - a 25 year old stay at home mom and part-

time photographer – offered similar remarks when she commented on her husband, 

Jimmy, 26, stating that he “took a while to get in synch” in helping with their daughter 

Maggie, during the late night and early morning hours. “The one issue we did have and 

occasionally still deal with is getting up in the middle of the night…I was the one who 

had to get up with [Maggie].” Like Donnie Chandler and Rob Trainor, Jimmy cited his 

work schedule when he explained that the nighttime issue between him and Alissa was a 

matter of “making sure we’re in sync there on my working days, and my non-working 

days”. Alissa added that “that took us a little while to figure out”. 
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Not all couples discussed their sleep loss in adversarial terms, however. In some 

households, participants were able to adopt a coparenting approach characterized by 

distinct attempts at striking a balance of nighttime duties and sleep for both spouses. For 

example, in the Curro household, Nina, 31, and Mark, 32 - a middle/upper-middle class 

family - were able to establish a consistent sleeping arrangement where they would split a 

typical night in half when they would attend to their son, Luke. Nina stated that since she 

is a night person, she attended to Luke if he woke up during the hours of 11pm and 4am, 

while Mark would sleep. It was during that time where Nina – working as an accountant 

for her family’s restaurant – would focus on her bookkeeping-related work as well. Mark 

would wake up early to go cycling, at around 3:15am, and would then attend to the baby 

from the hours of 4am to 9am, while Nina slept. Shortly after Nina woke, Mark would 

leave for his job where he works as a financial analyst. 

 One father, Kevin Napier - a 30 year old financial officer for the Department of 

Defense - remarked that a source of tension between him and his wife, Jennifer - a 30 

year old middle school guidance counselor - stemmed from “not knowing when we were 

going to wake up, and if we were going to be up all night. That took a while to get used 

to.” Kevin added that although “it caused a lot of stress and problems for a little 

while…we tried the Ferber method  one day for [baby Ivy] , and it’s been great ever 

since. I think we’ve kind of gotten back to normal because of it”. Jennifer and Kevin both 

agreed that although difficult at first, establishing a joint strategy “worked for us”. 

 Angela and Jason Bucci also reported that they were able to work together in 

order to enact a nighttime routine that consisted of alternating waking up with their 

daughter, Hailey, every other night. Jason Bucci – a 30 year old, third grade elementary 
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school teacher of average build, with short black hair, and an olive complexion – stated 

that he and his wife, Angela, took a “tonight’s your night, tonight’s my night” approach 

when dealing with their daughter’s frequent wake-up times. Angela Bucci, at 27 years 

old, had straight brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, and wore thick, dark framed 

glasses, which were slightly oversized for her face. Angela works as a case manager for 

at risk children, while also pursuing a Master’s degree in special education. She 

responded to Jason’s comment by adding “yeah, it was just a matter of, ‘tonight’s your 

night, or tonight’s my night, so just go with it’ kinda attitude”.  Both Angela and Jason 

also remarked that alternating the nighttime routine with Hailey between the two of them 

“seems to be working for us”. 

 Across these six cases, it is evident that in the Chandler, Trainor, and White 

households, their nighttime coparenting approaches were more of a divisive issue 

between spouses, and they often discussed their nighttime duties and their resulting sleep 

loss in antagonistic, or adversarial terms. For these couples, their nighttime issues were 

points of contention that also remained unresolved by the time of our follow-up 

interview. An additional similarity across these couple is that the distribution of 

housework in the Chandler, Trainor, and White households also remained gender-specific 

across both Time 1 and Time 2. The Chandler and Trainor families are reflective of all 

lower-middle class participant households, as all of these couples remained gender-

specific in the allocation of housework across both data collection points, and were also 

less likely to report of adaptive strategies to resolve conflicts. The fact that the 

distributions of labor across their households were inequitable at Time 1, and also at 

Time 2 reveals that these points of contention are also gendered-points of contentions. 
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That is, the persistence of lower-middle class females’ inequitable burdens across both 

interviews presents the added effect of inequality as expressed in their unresolved 

nighttime coparenting conflicts.  However, in the Curro, Napier, and Bucci households, 

the couples discussed dealing with their nighttime duties and their resulting sleep loss as 

a joint strategy, or a concerted effort between spouses, which they agreed “worked” for 

their particular household. Similarly, the distribution of housework was gender-neutral by 

the Time 2 interview in these households. In the Curro and Napier families, their gender 

neutral distribution of housework was a shift away from a gender-specific arrangement 

reported at the Time 1 interview, indicating greater gender flexibility in response to the 

changes in household responsibilities across their transitions to parenthood.  These 

families are reflective of the majority of the middle/upper-middle class participant 

households who reported a gender-neutral division of labor at the Time 2 interview. 

  The variation in these couples’ reports regarding their nighttime coparenting 

dynamics paralleled the broader socioeconomic variation across participant households. 

The educational attainment levels, incomes, and occupational statuses of the participants 

who were able to deploy effective, and more gender flexible strategies that worked for 

both spouses in a particular household, were noticeably higher than those of the 

participants who reported of having more adversarial, or unsuccessful coparenting 

approaches. For example, the approximate annual household incomes for the Chandler, 

Trainor, and White households, ranged from $50,000 - $70,000, whereas the annual 

household incomes in the Curro, Napier, and Bucci households ranged from $85,000 - 

$150,000. Regarding the variation in educational attainment levels, the participants who 

reported of having more success at nighttime coparenting all had completed a B.A. or 
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B.S. degree, and in the cases of the Napier and Bucci households – one of the spouses 

was working on a master’s degree at the time of follow-up interview. Of the families who 

discussed having more divisive nighttime coparenting experiences, the highest 

educational attainment level was in the White household, as Jimmy White reported 

having a bachelor’s degree. Of the Chandler and Trainor families, Heather and Donnie 

Chandler each had a high school diploma, and Tanya and Rob Trainor each reported to 

have an associate’s degree. 

 Moreover, in the Chandler, Trainor, and White families, those couples also had 

more of a traditional arrangement with regard to the configuration of job and housework 

at the first interview, and continued the same traditional configuration of job, housework, 

and new parenting duties by the follow-up interview . Heather Chandler, Tanya Trainor, 

and Alissa White were all full time stay at home mothers at the second interview, and 

their husbands’ jobs were the primary source of income in their households. In these 

families, the husband’s early work day start times and more rigid weekly work schedules 

were their primary reasons for the couple’s inability to enact a more effective nighttime 

arrangement when they discussed their struggles dealing with sleep loss. Of the couples 

who reported having established a consistent nighttime coparenting routine by the time of 

the follow up interview, gender flexibility was more identifiable among those spouses - 

particularly among the fathers - as there were less static boundaries with regard to gender 

roles and coparenting duties among those couples. Yet in the cases of Donnie Chandler, 

Rob Trainor, and Jimmy White, their discussions regarding their sleep loss revealed that 

their work day start times and schedules trumped their nighttime coparenting duties. 

Their testimonies point out how the influence of a seemingly external, macro-level social 
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force such as the workplace structure, presents direct - and indirect - effects on the 

internal, micro-level decision-making  of couples during the transition to parenthood. 

“There’s Not a lot of One-On-One Time For Us…”: Sex and Intimacy in Post-Birth 

Marriage 

 

 In addition to the sleep loss that came with their nighttime coparenting challenges, 

some couples also reported how the relational, and sexual aspects of their marriages were 

affected post-birth. One question that I asked all participants at the follow-up interview 

was posed in the following way: "Some couples have reported that the challenges of first-

time parenthood can pose strains on making time for sexual intimacy, 'date night', etc. - 

have you experienced any of this?" 

 Going into the follow-up interviews, I expected that not all couples would be as 

open to the idea of disclosing the details of such sensitive matters. Many participants 

appeared guarded when they replied to the above question, and did not usually expand on 

their answers beyond a generic sounding response about being “too tired” for intimacy, or 

“not having enough time” for date nights since the birth of their baby . However, some 

couples did offer responses that were quite candid and particularized in their accounts of 

their post-birth sex lives, and those participants emerged as a subgroup of couples who 

were ostensibly more willing to divulge their recollections of such experiences at the 

follow-up interview.  

 The themes that surfaced from the interviews with the couples who spoke more 

openly about sex and intimacy in relation to becoming first time parents, ranged from 

expressing dissatisfaction about the infrequency of intimacy and feelings of sexual 

disinterest, to body image-related issues and the lack of sexual responsiveness or physical 



144 
 

discomfort involved in intercourse post-birth. The following participant testimonies will 

also reveal the gender-specificity of these themes, and the extent to which couples 

managed the changes to the intimate and sexual aspects of their marriages after the arrival 

of their baby.  

 Emily Poste - a 31 year old stay-at-home mother with long, curly red hair, 

freckled pale skin, and a perky, energetic personality – reported that after having her son, 

Mason, she experienced not feeling comfortable with the changes that took place with her 

body.  

Well, not feeling comfortable with myself, like the physical body changes. 

Like, I don’t feel sexy, I don’t like how I don’t look 100%, and I know it 

takes time to get back and people tell you these things…I don’t know, 

everyone’s different. Like, when you look at the skinny people, especially 

the skinny people who’ve had babies and go back to like, skinny right 

away, that’s difficult. 

 

 In addition to the physical body changes, Emily also discussed having 

experienced a shift in her own sexual responsiveness during intercourse with her 

husband, Mike, when she stated “things that we would do before we had Mason, it 

wouldn’t be the same now…like, I was having a hard time climaxing recently. So 

different things like that. Like, ‘I don’t know why this isn’t working’…’you did this 

before and you came and now it’s not’…so those changes.”  

 Emily’s husband, Mike, agreed with Emily that the changes in their sex life have 

caused challenges. However, Mike clarified that the tension between Emily and him has 

not resulted in “a full blown argument, but It’s been tough…we don’t go to bed upset at 

each other, we love each other…it’s just that sometimes, I’d think it’s the right time and 
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it’s not.” Emily added “Yeah, Mike will want to have sex and try to get frisky with me 

and I’m like, covered in baby puke and I haven’t had a shower and I’m not in the mood. 

I’ll tell him, ‘you can rub my back but it’s not going any further than that’.” In response 

to Emily’s remarks, Mike offered his broader perspective on their circumstances when he 

stated: 

I try not to take it personally. You know, it’s hard. You think ‘I must not 

be attractive to my wife’, or ‘I’m not pleasing to her’…there’s nothing 

physical now like there has been. But we know there’s a really strong 

emotional attachment and there’s always been that, and I think it’s been 

made stronger since we’ve had Mason, but…it took some getting used to, 

you know, I think that hopefully at a certain point, it might get back on 

track more, where there’ll be times where we can have the whole night 

together, things like that, get a baby sitter for the evening you know, the 

grandparents – we’re starting to factor them in and Mason can stay over 

there . 

 

 Although the reality of their new sex life took time to get used to, Mike’s attitude 

toward that change implied that he had become largely understanding of it, and the 

change had not become a divisive issue between Mike and Emily.   

 Similar to the Postes, Evan and Annette Keene also discussed having experienced 

challenges related to their sex life after the birth of their daughter, Lucy. Annette - a 31 

year old project manager for a fashion design company, who had asymmetrical hair that 

was colored with choppy highlights, and extensive tattoos on her arms - reported that 

giving birth to Lucy and the subsequent breastfeeding of her baby contributed to a change 

in her sexual receptivity. 

Yeah, like for a while I didn’t even want to have sex or anything, and then 

if we did, it was like, it hurt so bad and I was not expecting that. I was 

like, ‘this is terrible, like I don’t ever want you to touch me again for a 
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while’. Like, I don’t know. Breast feeding kind of kills your sex drive. It’s 

just not the same, you’re like, ‘where’s the lube?’ It’s just like, gross. 

 

 Annette’s husband, Evan, a former bicycle messenger and computer programmer 

was also 31, and had longer, slightly dirty-looking brown hair, as well as extensive 

tattoos on both of his arms exposed by a sleeveless t-shirt. Annette added that despite 

having felt uncomfortable with the changes to her body after the birth of Lucy, Evan 

remained supportive and understanding of the adjustments to their physical relationship. 

I think he’s really understating though. I don’t feel a lot of pressure from 

Evan, you know like, ‘When are you gonna have sex with me?’ It’s not 

something that he like, harps on me about. It’s come up, but mostly from 

my side, like, ‘I want to, but I don’t want to, is that ok with you?’ But he’s 

not like ‘When are we gonna have sex?’, or demanding blowjobs or 

something like that. Yeah, and like, over time, you know I felt like 

‘ugghh’ toward my body, and just recently I was like ok, I’m starting 

to...uh…look like I used to again, and I mean everything is kinda different 

but I’m not embarrassed to be naked anymore. Not like before when I was 

like, ‘don’t look at me’ and I was all soft, and doughy and weird.  I’d say 

‘I’m doughy and disgusting’ and Evan would say, ‘but you’re real, you’re 

so real’…and I thought that was sweet… 

 

 Evan explained to Annette that he was understanding of the changes to their 

sexual relationship because he believed that such changes were not permanent, and in a 

matter-of-fact tone, he explained “there’s a lot of hormonal things that go away when you 

stop breast feeding…like, the physical stuff at least, from reading stuff, so it is 

hormonal.” Evan spoke as though the changes to their physical intimacy was not of much 

concern for him, and seemed to be content with the idea that their current situation would 

not be a lasting one. Yet not all male participants expressed feeling understanding of the 

drop in the sexual attention they received from their spouses. In the case of A.J. and 

Shannon Mills, our follow-up interview involved an awkward moment when we 
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eventually reached the question regarding their post-birth sex life, and I uncovered a 

lingering tension between the two of them. 

 A.J. Mills, a stocky, 30 year old warehouse manager had greasy black hair, oily 

skin, and oversized tinted glasses that rested just above his pencil thin mustache. In a 

somber affect, A.J. discussed that “intimacy hasn’t been happening” since the birth of 

their son, Liam. While staring down blankly at her reflection in their glass dining room 

table top, Shannon Mills - a 32 year old stay at home mother with crimped, shoulder-

length brown hair, and pale, freckled skin - quietly agreed with her husband A.J. when 

she added “No, it hasn’t”. A.J. elaborated on his initial comment with a defeated-

sounding tone in his voice as he disclosed that he and Shannon’s absence of sexual 

intimacy has been “a source of frustration, which leads to confrontation”. A.J. paused for 

a moment, looked at Shannon, and let out a disappointed-sounding sigh before he added 

“I can’t help to feel like, my job is done, or something. Like, I ‘donated’, and now I’m 

cut out.” After A.J. made this comment, a longer pause ensued, wherein during the 

awkward silence, Shannon appeared physically uncomfortable and unwilling to break her 

stare with the dining room table top. A.J. revealed that he felt left out of the dynamic 

between Shannon and the baby, and as Shannon continued to avoid eye contact with A.J., 

he addressed her directly.  

I feel like, and I don’t know if it’s just you being his mom thing, or, what 

it is but, you are his everything. Maybe that’s just because you’re his 

mom, because of the closeness that you get from [nursing] him.  

 

 

A.J. later added that he felt as though his relationship with Shannon has been sacrificed 

as a result of “making someone else a priority, I guess…he is our world now, and we 
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forget about each other”. Shannon still focused on the table top, and as her lips curled 

inward, she slowly shook her head from side to side, and offered “the baby, he’s always 

with us”.  After an extended moment of silence, it became evident that Shannon was not 

going to elaborate any further on A.J.’s statements, and we moved on to another topic of 

the interview schedule. 

 In another follow-up interview, Tanya Trainor commented similarly to Annette 

Keene’s remarks regarding the discomfort she experienced during sex after the birth of 

her baby. Tanya mentioned that “I think one of the biggest changes for me physically 

with my body was that [intercourse] was painful”. Tanya’s husband Rob, noted a change 

in the frequency of intimacy after their son Liam was born, when he stated “we’ve always 

been kinda steady, except for right after she had the baby and we didn’t get to do 

anything for months”. 

 In the Ratke household, a similar theme emerged during my follow-up interview 

with Cara and Doug. When I asked the Ratke’s if first-time parenthood has posed 

challenges for finding time for intimacy, or for Doug and Cara to have a date night, Doug 

appeared eager to lean in and respond to my question emphatically.  

I was just saying last night how we need to have a date night soon. We can 

have [Cara’s mom] or my parents babysit. We talked about going to the 

movies about three weeks ago, but that hasn’t happened. There’s not a lot 

of one-on-one time for us, even to get to go to dinner, you know, just the 

two of us. 

 

Cara listened intently as Doug spoke, and slowly nodded her head up and down in a 

sympathetic manner with her eyes slightly squinted.  In response to his comments, Cara 

explained how she did not consider allocating time for intimacy in the same way as 



149 
 

Doug, and instead, viewed her new parenting responsibilities as taking precedence over 

time for just the two of them.  

 I guess it’s good that Doug has to bring that up, or in a way, remind me 

about it, because it’s not a priority to me. That probably sounds bad, but 

it’s not been as big of a deal for me to be missing out on, like, couple time, 

or the time for the two of us. I’m more focused on keeping on top of the 

everyday stuff, and all of the baby priorities and not as much the date 

nights or whatever. But I realize that it is important, so I agree that we 

need to, make time, schedule it for the two of us. 

 

Cara was very direct in her remarks, and she did not seem as though the conversation was 

uncomfortable or embarrassing, but instead, appeared to be self-assured in her statements. 

Although A.J. Mills and Doug Ratke both spoke of similar issues regarding the decline in 

intimacy with their spouses, Cara and Doug Ratke seemed to recognize Doug’s concerns 

as something that they felt needed to be consciously addressed. Nonetheless, in the case 

of A.J. and Shannon Mills, A.J.’s concerns seemed to be more of a divisive issue between 

him and Shannon, and they did not appear to be equally comfortable in discussing the 

matter. 

 In the Sutton household, however, the mood of the interview was much lighter 

when we reached the question regarding their experiences of sex and intimacy in relation 

to their transition to parenthood. Colleen Sutton - a 36 year old, first-time mother who 

also worked full time as an environmental planner for a sizable engineering firm - had 

straight, shoulder-length brown hair, a pale complexion, and an affable personality. 

Colleen’s husband, Jeremy, a journalist for a local newspaper, was also 36, and had short 

brown hair with a trimmed reddish beard, a muscular build, and spoke in a soft, deliberate 

manner. The Suttons interacted with each other in a playful banter, and looked directly at 
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one another as they discussed how the changes to the physical and intimate aspects of 

their relationship have not been a source of conflict.  

Interviewer: What about the time for the two of you? So, sometimes the 

arrival of a baby can pose strains or challenges for couples when trying to 

find time for intimacy, date night, that sort of thing. Have you experienced 

any of this?  

Colleen: [Time for Intimacy] What is that? Yeah, we haven’t had a lot of 

time for each other. I mean, that’s probably a significant change from 

before.  

Jeremy: Yeah. 

Colleen: We don’t take the time that we used to, to go out on a date or 

whatever…and from a female’s perspective, I get touched a lot so I don’t 

want to be touched… 

Jeremy: By whom? 

Colleen: That son of yours!…(laughs)…Yeah I just think hormonally you 

know…I’m just in a different phase. 

Jeremy: Yeah, but we’ve talked about it… 

Colleen: Yeah, we’ve talked about it… 

Interviewer: So Jeremy, how does that make you feel? Has this been a 

point of contention in any way? 

Jeremy: There’s an understanding. It hasn’t boiled over… 

Colleen: Yeah, we’ve communicated about it… 

Jeremy: What has maybe dropped off in the physical sense…there’s been 

a concerted effort of just, more letting the family fill the bit of the void 

that has been created there, and taking other opportunities to be intimate in 

other ways to the best of our abilities… 

 

 Similar to Mike Poste and Evan Keene, Jeremy Sutton articulated an empathetic 

sensibility toward the changes in the sexual aspects of the relationship with his wife. In 

stark contrast to A.J. and Shannon Mills, Jeremy and Colleen Sutton jointly addressed, 

and negotiated through the issues of Colleen having felt being in a “different phase”, and 

“not wanting to be touched”. Colleen and Jeremy’s ability to communicate with each 

other allowed the Suttons to avoid a broader, prolonged marital conflict – the type of 

conflict that was clearly present during the follow-up interview at the Mills household.  
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 Across this subgroup of couples who spoke more candidly about their experiences 

of sex and intimacy after becoming first-time parents, the gender-specificity of the 

emergent themes from their interviews is evident. At the follow-up interviews, no female 

participants expressed dissatisfaction about the decline or infrequency of intimacy, 

whereas several male participants conveyed this notion. Conversely, no male participants 

expressed feelings of sexual disinterest or deprioritization of sex after becoming a first-

time parent, whereas several female participants disclosed these sentiments.  Some 

female participants revealed having dealt with negative feelings toward the changes to 

their bodies after giving birth, or a lack of sexual responsiveness during intercourse. 

 To varying degrees, the husbands of the female participants who spoke of 

experiencing adverse reactions toward their post-birth bodies and libidos, expressed a 

sympathetic understanding of the infrequency of intimacy, and seemed to recognize the 

temporal nature of the downturn in their sex lives. Their testimonies reflected a subtle, 

yet noticeable gender flexibility in their comprehension and expectations of those aspects 

of their marriages after becoming first-time parents. In other cases, however, some male 

participant’s’ responses conveyed a static tension surrounding the issue of sex or 

intimacy post-birth, and what appeared to be a lack of an open-dialogue between spouses. 

In those cases, couple’s’ follow-up interviews suggested that the changes which took 

place in making exclusive time for each other, remained an ongoing point of contention. 

Although the data concerning these particular, sensitive matters is sparse, the male 

participants who did demonstrate greater gender flexibility were from middle and upper-

middle class households. Here, these male participants’ testimonies point toward a 

necessary class-specific clarification of Hochschild’s “faster changing women with 
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slower changing men” assertion (1989:11), as it is the middle and upper middle class men 

who appear more in step with such changes, whereas it is the lower-middle class men 

who seem to be more discordant.  

 What remains elusive, however, is that due to the lack of more unguarded, deeper 

responses to this sensitive interview question, it is unclear as to which other male 

participants in the study would have disclosed sentiments similar to those of A.J. Mills’ 

remarks of feeling as though his relationship with his wife had been sacrificed after the 

arrival of their baby. Likewise, it also remains unclear as to which female participants 

would have responded in the same way as Emily Poste, and her comments regarding the 

changes to her body post-birth - or Cara Ratke’s remarks on how intimacy was not a 

priority after the arrival of their son. Undoubtedly, an open dialogue between spouses 

regarding these issues seemed more apparent in some households compared to others.   

“It’s Really Different, You Know, it’s Straining Sometimes”: Post-Birth Housework and 

Parenting Duties 

 

 One of the primary aims of this study, was to examine how couples’ transitions to 

parenthood may affect the distribution of household labor between spouses. What the 

data reveal, is that for some couples, the distribution of housework, and their delegating 

of the new baby-related tasks between them was not reported as a significant source of 

contention at their follow-up interview. Yet for some other couples, their follow-up 

interviews revealed something different. In addition to the changes in couples’ sleep 

schedules and the drop in time for intimacy, another factor that some participants 

identified that they felt accounted for increased conflict in their households, was a 
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dissatisfaction in the arrangement of parenting duties and housework after their baby had 

arrived.  

 For some couples, the follow-up interview uncovered a striking contrast between 

what expecting parents initially stated at their first interview regarding their plans for 

dealing with post-birth responsibilities, versus how couples actually enacted such plans. 

The deviation from some participants’ professed goals and attitudes at their first 

interview, in comparison to their actual behaviors discussed at the follow-up interview, 

varied greater in some households than in others. Moreover, this distinction was a source 

of unresolved conflict within the households where the contrast between their attitudes 

and goals of the first interview, and their behaviors reported at the follow-up interview, 

was greater.  

 In the case of the Chandler family, my follow up interview with Heather and 

Donnie revealed that at nine months after the birth of their twin sons, their arrangement 

of housework and parenting duties was an ongoing point of contention. During the 

administering of the T2QB questionnaire, the mood of the room became mildly tense 

between Heather and Donnie as Heather repeatedly answered a disgruntled-sounding 

“me” to nearly every question regarding who completed what chore around the house 

last. Donnie later offered a reason for Heather’s tone. Donnie disclosed that although his 

initial “game plan”, at the first interview was to “give [Heather] a little break no matter 

what time I get home…to get her a little break so she can have her freedom and do that 

she has to”, he did not enact such a plan. Instead, Donnie stated that in addition to the 

demands of his 60 hour weekly work schedule working as a crane operator, he also had 

the added work load of his ongoing renovation projects to their home, which consumed a 
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large portion of the time he would have otherwise had to offer Heather in assistance with 

the twins. 

I’ve been so busy with work and the house that… I kinda left a lot of it to 

her. I mean I do my share…but probably not as much as I should…but it’s 

generally because if I’m not at work I’m doing something at the house 

here…the last thing I want to do is give two babies a bath as soon as I 

walk in the door. I would just love to sit on the couch and kick my feet up 

and, you can’t…so…but...and we get into arguments about that because 

I’m like, you know, I worked all day and I came home and I’ve been 

working on the house for three hours after work …I’m exhausted and 

she’s like ‘I’ve been here with two babies all day’... 

 

 

 Donnie later acknowledged that his insistence on working on their house was a 

major point of contention between Heather and him, as the numerous renovation projects 

largely took him away from his initial plan of helping Heather when he came home from 

his daytime job. Heather elaborated on the issue by adding that “Donnie needs some 

redirection sometimes, and for me to put being a mother into perspective for him. This 

usually only takes me leaving him alone with the boys for longer than two hours”. When 

Heather has left Donnie with the twins in the past, he has struggled with watching them, 

because he was not use to what was involved in the process the way Heather was.   

 In a similar case, when asked about her husband’s involvement with the baby-

related chores and other household tasks, Tanya Trainor reported that Rob spent his time, 

“working on other projects instead of helping me with the baby more.” Rob explained 

that his unavailability was largely connected to his daytime schedule, when he worked as 

a heating and air-conditioning contractor, as well as his nighttime involvement in a hobby 

in which he raced honing pigeons. 
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So if I work twelve hours, and then I come home, I have to go out there 

and feed the pigeons, give them fresh water, clean their watering bowl, 

you have to band the babies, you have to track down who’s the parent. 

There’s a lot of time that that requires. And [Tanya’s] been at home with 

the kid all day, and I’ve been at work for twelve hours, I don’t really want 

to come home and mess with the pigeons for an hour or two, but I have to, 

because if not, they’ll all go to shit. They’ll all die and it’ll be a disaster. 

So, [Tanya], like, says hurry up and get home then I finally get home and I 

have to go out there for two hours and it upsets her, there’s just not enough 

day. 

 

 Tanya also cited their work-schedules as a major causal factor to Rob and Tanya’s 

prolonged dynamic of tension around the house during their transition to parenthood - a 

process which Tanya described as “really rough for me for those initial months.” Tanya 

further explained that “because Rob works lots of hours and I am more of a stay at home 

mom, even though I work from home, I feel that he used that as an excuse to not help as 

much with daily tasks, feeding, baths, watching the baby so I could do things as a baby 

free person.” 

 In Tanya and Rob’s case, however, there was one other factor to their household 

dynamic that was unlike other participant households in the study. Tanya’s mother, 

Linda, moved in with Tanya and Rob a few months before the birth of Aiden – an 

arrangement which Tanya described as “so helpful”. Yet Tanya also disclosed that she 

felt that Rob used Linda as “a crutch”, and because Linda is “old school Korean”, Linda 

often “made [Rob] feel that coming home from work was relax time for him, and he 

didn’t need to help with the baby”. Tanya pointed out that her mother’s presence in the 

home, although helpful, had also contributed to Rob’s avoidance of assisting Tanya with 

Aiden.   
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 One first-time mother explained that a source of confrontation between her and 

her husband was their new arrangement of housework and childcare. Kristen Cavallo, 

was 33 years old, and had straight, jet black hair, a round, olive complexion, and laughed 

at her own responses often during our interviews. Kristen’s husband, Brian, was 31 years 

old with a thin, smaller than average-sized frame, curly black hair, a pointed-face, and 

worked for the office of a local political organization. Brian could have been described as 

appearing slightly neurotic, and used his hands frequently when he spoke in a high 

pitched voice. 

 Once their daughter Olivia was born, Kristen returned to a small, part-time 

schedule at her once full-time job, where she worked as a victim’s counselor for a local 

non-profit organization. Kristen’s schedule change was a plan that was in place when I 

first interviewed the Cavallos a year earlier, and their plan was based on Brian and 

Kristen’s understanding that Kristen would assume the majority of the household work. 

At the follow-up interview, Kristen stated that “the biggest thing we fight about now is 

chores”. Brian added “Yeah, chores and money. Because there’s always packages here”. 

The “packages” Brian referred to were the online purchases that Kristen made during the 

day, and were often baby-related items that Brian felt were needless. Brian explained 

“So, I’d come home and ask [Kristen] ‘what did you do today?’ and she’ll be like, ‘oh I 

ordered this, and I ordered that’, and I’m like, ‘ordering stuff and spending money is not 

an accomplishment, it’s a reward’. And there’s so many baby products that are 

unnecessary.” This was a major point of contention for Brian, as Kristen’s income was 

about $15,000 less than what she was making before she switched to her part-time 

schedule. Brian later explained that saving enough money was a source of personal 
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anxiety in his new role as the primary income provider for their household, and instead of 

Kristen accomplishing more household tasks, Brian saw her online spending as frivolous, 

which was a contentious issue for them, and also appeared to be an ongoing, unresolved 

point of contention.  

 In another household, the issue of work in their post-birth domestic arrangement 

was also a source of confrontation between Gloria Kowalski, and her husband, Dave. In 

the case of the Kowalski’s, it was Dave’s erratic work schedule as a truck driver that kept 

him out of their home and unable to regularly assist Gloria with their daughter, Anna. At 

our initial interview, Dave Kowalski mentioned that he was actively seeking to change 

his work schedule to “something that can get me home every night”. Gloria added that 

Dave’s work schedule had been a point of contention between them, and that she had 

been pressuring him to have his work hours changed in anticipation of their baby 

arriving. Dave later mentioned at our first interview that seeking a more desirable 

schedule could pose a future challenge, as Dave had a work-related automotive accident 

on his safety record, and he was still waiting the mandatory year and a half time period to 

have the accident removed from his work file. 

 At our follow-up interview, Dave explained that he had altered his work hours so 

that he could be home every night, and he had also arranged to have the weekends off. 

Yet despite Dave’s new work schedule, Gloria reported that “day to day, he doesn’t know 

what time he’s leaving and he doesn’t know what time he’s coming home’’, which had 

led to numerous arguments regarding Dave’s job.  

 



158 
 

It was very frustrating for me this week. This kind of came to a head 

again. It fluctuates. Sometimes Dave gets up at 4 in the morning and 

leaves to go to work and I’m used to that. I don’t expect him to be here in 

the morning, and my job is Anna. Then there’s real fun days where Dave 

takes a load and he’s back by 10:30, rarely. Then there’s times where he 

gets home between 1pm and 3pm, which is rare but not as rare as the 

early. But lately, for the last month, they’ve been working him to death 

and he’s not getting paid what he should and he’s working way more 

hours. He leaves the house at 4 in the morning and he doesn’t get home 

until close to 7pm. So, it makes it a long day for me. 

 

When discussing the biggest challenges of first-time parenthood, Dave disclosed that 

“It’s really different, you know it’s straining sometimes.” I asked Dave to elaborate, and 

he stated “Well, either [Anna is] fussing in the middle of the night and you know, I get up 

early – like, I get up at 2 o’clock in the morning sometimes to go to work. So it’s trying, 

to balance sleep and helping Gloria, and keeping her safe.” 

 Although the Kowalski’s had planned for Gloria to leave her full-time teaching 

position to stay at home full-time with Anna, Dave’s new work schedule was still not 

consistent enough to allow him to be a regular support role in their routine. Gloria 

elaborated on their situation and added “it’s gotten worse and worse over the last few 

weeks, and it does cause tension between us because I’m texting him going ‘where are 

you?’ Like, especially on a really hard day and [Anna] like, hasn’t napped or whatever 

because she wants to see someone else beside me too. She’s sick of looking at me.” 

Despite the Kowalski’s intentional pursuit of their self-described “old-school” parenting 

approach and household arrangement that they discussed at their first interview, they 

found that Dave’s work schedule removed him almost entirely from being present in the 

home. The irregular nature of Dave’s day to day workload did not allow him much time 

to establish a consistent support role for Gloria.  
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“I Don’t Think We’ve Ever Really Argued or Fought, or Anything”: Christina and Alan 

Asch 

 

 In comparison to the first-time parents who reported of experiencing contentious 

dynamics surrounding the issues of parenting and housework, Christina and Alan Asch’s 

post-birth testimonies stood out in stark contrast. At their follow-up interview, Christina 

and Alan reported that their transition to parenthood did not involve an increase in 

confrontations, nor did they claim to experience any of the contentious issues that were 

commonly reported by many other study participants. Instead, Christina and Alan 

explained that they were able to largely avoid confrontation, and reported of having 

success at balancing their work lives, housework, and their new parenting 

responsibilities.  

 When I arrived at the Asch home for our follow-up interview, I noticed that their 

living room and first floor appeared very much the same as it did at our initial interview – 

immaculate, and professionally staged in a way as if the home was being prepared for a 

photo shoot. It was not until I spotted a lone pacifier on an end table that there was any 

visible indication that an infant was present in the house. 

 Alan and Christina stated at their follow-up interview that their arrangement of 

housework has not changed since our first interview. Although the Asch’s still employed 

a cleaning service after the birth of Hunter, Christina remarked on the remainder of their 

shared household and parenting responsibilities by stating that “we kinda tag-team on 

everything…I’ve never felt overwhelmed or like that I’m doing everything.” Christina 

reported that they approached their new responsibilities with their “whoever gets to it 
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first” mentality that they have always employed toward their house work - an approach 

which she explained “just comes easy and natural for us, and I don’t think we’ve ever 

really argued or fought, or anything”. Christina elaborated on the inter-personal dynamics 

between her and Alan during their transition to parenthood and added: 

Alan's great, and I know that through the experiences of some of my 

girlfriends, that he is so much more involved than some of the 

other…some of our close friends. It's just been a great balance. I think we 

give each other a break when we need it. He's the best. 

 

 

When I asked Christina why she felt as though they were able to avoid the issues that her 

girlfriends had experienced during their transition to parenthood, she responded 

“honestly, we both just have so much energy. We’re in shape and we’re healthy.”  

 With regard to their childcare arrangements, the Asch’s reported that the plans 

they had made with the woman in their neighborhood who runs the small daycare service 

had worked out well, and also mentioned that their babysitter is very flexible with Alan 

and Christina’s shifting work hours and business trips. Additionally, Christina’s mother 

“loves to take [Hunter] overnight”, and Alan’s parents have also made themselves 

regularly available for babysitting. 

 Based on my two interviews with Alan and Christina, it is clear that their 

transition to parenthood was benefitted by their pre-existing household arrangements and 

gender flexibility. The Asch’s “tag-team” approach, and their “whoever gets to it first” 

mentality about their shared household responsibilities, were useful for Alan and 

Christina to avoid some of the confrontations reported by other study participants. 

Christina mentioned that the dynamic between them as housemates had “always been 

easy” since Christina and Alan had lived together through college and their post-graduate 
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studies. Unlike the Asch family, the pre-existing household arrangements in the Chandler 

and Trainor households both leaned toward a traditional, gender-specific distribution of 

housework at both data collection points. In addition to the majority of the housework, 

both Heather and Tanya subsumed the additional baby-related responsibilities in their 

respective households - arrangements which they reported to be the source of numerous 

arguments within their post-birth marriages. Unlike the Chandlers and the Trainors, 

Christina and Alan’s household arrangements and marital dynamics that preceded the 

birth of their baby were strategically advantageous for them during their transition to 

parenthood. Thus, having spent many years of living within a dynamic of shared 

household responsibilities and gender flexibility, the Asch’s process of becoming first-

time parents incorporated the same approach, with the same set of expectations that they 

had long-established for each other . 

 The Asch’s household income and their social support networks also affected 

their transition to parenthood favorably. Christina and Alan each reported to earn 

approximately $150,000 annually, where their combined household income of $300,000 

afforded them the option to continue to outsource the deeper cleaning of their home on a 

bi-weekly schedule. The Asch’s household income also afforded them the convenience of 

flexible childcare for Hunter within their own neighborhood. In addition to their 

convenient and local daytime childcare provider, Christina and Alan also had the added 

support network of both of their sets of parents who were actively involved in taking 

Hunter for overnight visits on a regular basis.  

 In comparison to the other participants profiled in this chapter, it is clear that 

Christina and Alan Asch’s pre-existing marital dynamics, annual salaries, and their 
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support network for childcare were beneficial for their household during their transition 

to parenthood. Some couples struggled with confrontations surrounding the arrangements 

of housework, parenting duties, or sleep, yet the Asch’s successfully side-stepped such 

drawbacks of first-time parenthood. Where Christina and Alan’s years of sharing a living 

space and household responsibilities increased their chances of success, some of the other 

couples whose household responsibilities were arranged in a more historically gender-

specific distribution, reported of increased conflict. A key factor here is Christina and 

Alan’s financial resources, as the Asch’s household income afforded them the luxuries of 

convenience that other participants did not have access to, such as the regular house-

cleaning service, and a flexible childcare provider. The Aschs were also privileged with 

the added support from their parents. 

 These couple’s’ testimonies revealed that their social class backgrounds affected 

their transition to first-time parenthood. Lower-middle class households with a gender-

specific distribution of labor were more likely to report that their post-birth marital 

conflicts were ongoing, or unresolved at the Time 2 interview. Middle/upper-middle class 

households were more likely at the Time 2 interview to report conflict resolution 

regarding such issues, and were also, more likely to report a gender-neutral distribution 

of labor between spouses. Once again, this finding reveals the significance of educational 

levels among study participants. Couples with higher levels of education, compared to the 

participants from lower-middle class households, with less education, were more likely to 

report equality in their housework dynamics. Additionally, those couples with higher 

education levels tended to be employed in white collar jobs, and were more likely to 

report the benefits of occupational flexibility once their babies arrived, compared to 
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couples with lower levels of education, who were more likely to report occupational 

inflexibility with their workplaces or employers. Here, an inconsistency with Clawson 

and Gerstel is identifiable once more, as participants in this study with higher levels of 

education tended to “undo gender”, compared to the participants in their study with lower 

levels of education who demonstrated greater gender-neutrality. 

 Although the issues that couples fought about were similar across all groups, the 

ways in which they responded to such challenges reveals how their gender repertoires, 

resources, and occupational (in)flexibility either restrained, or assisted their abilities to 

resolve conflicts. There are visible social class distinctions between the couples who 

reported to have developed adaptive strategies to resolve conflicts, and the couples whose 

issues were still ongoing at the time of the follow-up interview. Among the middle/upper-

middle class male participants, a noticeable difference in gender flexibility is evident 

compared to lower-middle class male participants. Middle/upper-middle class male 

participants’ testimonies reveal a willingness to take on more housework or childcare 

responsibilities, and seemed to express an understanding in the changes in the frequency 

of sex and intimacy in their marriages. Some middle/upper-middle class participants had 

the financial resources to outsource their housework to a regular cleaning service and to 

afford childcare, which were a source of conflict among other households. The presence 

or lack of occupational flexibility associated with participants’ workplaces demonstrates 

how the external structural force of some people’s workplaces can have a direct impact 

on how they manage their personal lives. Their testimonies point out how the influence of 

a seemingly external, macro-level social force such as people’s workplaces present direct 

- and indirect - effects on the internal workings of households during the transition to 



164 
 

parenthood. Neo-industrial theory posits that workplaces encompass not only the 

corresponding employment practices, but also consists of the less formal rules regarding 

how relationships “should be structured” (Fligstein 2001:18). For example, Mennino 

(2005) refers to the unwritten rule in a workplace wherein workers keep their family and 

work lives distinctly separate, which is reflective of a family-unfriendly norm of detached 

work and family domains. Conversely, more supportive workplace cultures tend to allow 

for time during regular work hours to attend to family responsibilities, which are 

reflective of a family-friendly workplace environment. Thus, this type of occupational 

(in)flexibility among first-time parents, in combination with their pre-existing gender 

repertoires and the availability of resources, all affect the ways in which couples navigate 

the territory of post-birth marriage – which is often riddled with an increased potential for 

marital conflict. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Transition to Parenthood: A Matter of Social Class 

 

 On a cold, dark winter evening, I drove home from my very last follow-up 

interview with the very last couple in the study. It was around six o’clock, and the sun 

had long set. The temperature hovered just above freezing, and it was pitch-black outside. 

I savored the moment as I recognized that a significant portion of the study had come to 

pass, and I was about to begin the next stage of the project. 

  As I drove home, a flush of gratitude came over me when I thought of all of the 

participants’ willingness to allow a puerile-looking graduate student to enter their homes, 

and to interview them about personal, and even intimate, aspects of their lives. In that 

moment, I also couldn’t help but reflect on my own transition to first-time parenthood 

which took place several years earlier, and to consider what my responses would have 

been if my wife and I were to have participated in a study such as this. How did our 

experiences of becoming parents compare to the experiences of the other couples? The 

truth is, our transition to parenthood was similar to the accounts of some of the study 

participants, but in comparison to some of the other couples, our experience was quite 

different. My wife and I can identify with the testimonies of many of the couples who 

remarked on their sleep deprivation, and the array of other challenges associated with the 

arrival of a baby. There are also strong parallels between some of the participants’ stories 

regarding their upbringings, and my own childhood experiences. However, the process of 

becoming parents for my wife and myself did not align with all of the study participants’ 
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accounts of theirs. Some of the expecting-fathers’ comments regarding their parenting 

ideals and how they planned to father their child contrasted from what I would have said 

if asked the same questions. In some households, the distribution of domestic labor 

between husbands and wives was very different than the arrangement in my own home. 

In other cases, I could only remotely identify with the participants’ discussions regarding 

their upbringing stories, their familiar dynamics, or their work lives. What accounts for 

such variation between all of these households, including my own? The differences lay in 

the complexities of social class. 

 The overall results of this study confirm that both gender repertoires and social 

class matter across the transition to parenthood, as they often compete with, and mutually 

influence each other in complicated ways. My analyses of all the study participants’ pre 

and post-birth interviews reveal that these couples’ transition to parenthood - like my 

own - was mostly a socioeconomic-determined experience. The variation across their 

responses can best be understood as a function of the differences in the individual social 

spaces they occupied within the broader societal structure. That is, the extent of these 

first-time parents’ abilities to act independently and make their own choices in response 

to the options available to them, was reflective of the interaction of their gendered 

repertoires, with the material realities of their social class position.  Intersectionality is 

useful in identifying how these variables interact by showing how income matters at 

different gender thresholds. Relatively equal income contributions of both male and 

female participants are associated with more of a sustained gender-neutral distribution of 

housework, male gender flexibility, and women’s realizations of their pre-birth 

preferences for post-maternity leave employment. Lower female income contribution is 
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associated with a sustained gender-specific distribution of housework, lower male gender 

flexibility, and for some women, the inability to realize pre-birth preferences for a post-

maternity leave return to paid employment. In this way, the intersection of middle and 

upper-middle class couples’ gender repertoire and their social class position operated in 

beneficial ways, whereas with lower-middle class couples, the intersection of resources 

and gender did not operate in advantageous ways. In this way, the study participants’ 

testimonies underscore the enduring relevance of the interplay between the macro-level 

social structure, and the micro-level agency of individual social actors. The broader 

structural conditions which influenced or limited the choices and opportunities available 

to the study participants strongly affected their agency as first-time parents.  

 I do find it to be worth noting the limited range of social class backgrounds of the 

study participants, and I would also add that the results of this study might even be more 

striking with the inclusion of low-income, working-class, as well as wealthy couples. 

There is a clear and recognizable gradient between the lower-middle class and middle 

and upper-middle class participants in the current study, but a greater expansion of social 

class categories would indeed further articulate this identifiable variation. 

(Un)Restricted Agency 

 The differences in participants’ family backgrounds, educational attainment 

levels, occupations, and annual household incomes, in relation to their gender ideologies, 

significantly influenced the degree of agency they were able to exercise in response to the 

changes and challenges they faced with the arrival of their baby. For example, whether 

the first-time moms profiled in Chapter 4 became stay at home moms by choice or by 

circumstance, or were able to return to work, their post-maternity leave employment 



169 
 

statuses were affected by the constraints or allowances associated with their educational 

attainment levels, and their annual salaries. The cases of Shannon Mills, Emily Poste, and 

Heather Chandler highlight the relevance of their earning-potential before they left their 

jobs for maternity leave (all three of whom did not earn more than 22 percent of their 

annual household incomes). Their annual salaries before the eventual added costs of 

childcare did not ease the way for a financially realistic return to paid employment once 

they factored in the costs of daycare services. These participants’ financial constraints 

resulted in their restricted agency, and they unexpectedly became stay at home moms 

despite their initial intentions to return to paid employment. In Gerson’s terms, these 

women at the Time 1 interview are not yet in their fallback position. They believe that 

there is not a gender-mismatch with their partners, and that their ideal work-family 

balance is achievable. By the Time 2, follow-up interview, Heather, Shannon, and Emily 

were not able to achieve their desired work-family balance, and shifted to a more neo-

traditional family arrangement. However, in the cases of two other first-time moms, those 

of Christina Asch and Colleen Sutton - both with post-graduate degrees, and employed in 

occupations that paid them $80,000 and $150,000 respectively – these participants were 

able to afford to subsume the eventual added costs of daycare, and they each returned to 

paid employment as initially planned. Christina and Colleen experienced an absence of 

structural constraints due to a seemingly unrestricted agency which was afforded by their 

higher educational attainment levels, which in turn, garnered higher annual salaries that 

helped them achieve their household’s desired post-birth work family balance. 

 My analyses of the effects of participants’ occupational (in)flexibility in Chapter 

5 highlights the significance of the leverage and limitations of couples’ agency in their 
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post-birth work lives, and the subsequent effects on their households. Middle- and upper-

middle-class participants with white collar occupations who reported the flexibility that 

was afforded to them by their employers - which came in the forms of modified work 

hours, job relocation, or the ability to work from home - experienced fewer restrictions in 

the process of instituting their intended post-birth, work-family balance. However, lower-

middle class participants employed in blue-collar occupations, with no job autonomy, 

reported various job-related constraints on their abilities to establish their intended work-

family balance. Here, the contrast between class groups, especially given the association 

between class and whether one holds a white-collar or blue-collar job is most evident, as 

those participants with blue-collar jobs experienced greater restrictions on their agency to 

pursue more desirable arrangements. Such a contrast further illuminates the advantage of 

the flexibility in one’s job that was more often afforded to middle- and upper-middle 

class first-time parents employed in white-collar occupations, in comparison to their 

lower-middle class, blue-collar counterparts.  

 Not only did the participants’ socioeconomic statuses affect the extent of their 

agency in their post-birth lives, but their social class backgrounds began to inform their 

transition to parenthood well before the birth of their baby. As evidenced in Chapter 3, 

couples’ remarks from their Time 1 interviews reveal a socioeconomic-specificity to the 

ways in which they discussed their parenting ideals and goals. These class-specific 

frameworks for thinking about and discussing one’s own social actions the concept of 

cultural repertoires.  
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Importance of Gender Repertoires and Socioeconomic-Informed Agency 

 Gender repertoires refer to people’s mental schema of a social context’s expected 

form of behavior, which include expectations regarding what type of parent one wishes to 

become. Repertoires also limit or complement the available range of actionable strategies 

individuals can deploy, and are particular to a given situation (Hannerz 1969; Swidler 

1986). The study participants’ anticipation of parenthood constitutes a cultural repertoire 

strongly shaped by factors such as their social class and familial backgrounds, as couples’ 

testimonies from Chapter 3 concerning how they planned to raise their child were often 

aligned with other couples’ responses from households of similar social class positions.  

When participants from lower-middle class households discussed the ideals that informed 

their parenting intentions, their repertoire often centered on notions of “discipline”, “self-

reliance”, “working-hard”, and “tough love”. The repertoire of the middle and upper-

middle class participants differed, as their responses focused on ideas concerning 

emotional communication, as well as images of being “present” and “involved” in their 

child’s life. Middle and upper-middle class participants’ responses were unlike those of 

the lower-middle class participants, whose repertoires were more likely to focus on the 

inherent authority in their forthcoming role as a parent. These findings parallel previous 

scholarship that demonstrates how parents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds tend 

to value conformity in their children (Pearlin and Kohn 1966; Wright and Wright 1976; 

Kohn 1979; Alwin 1984; Luster et al. 1989; Hogan et al. 2000; Lareau 2003). In this way, 

it is apparent that couples’ frameworks of thinking concerning their parenting intentions – 

repertoires that were largely bound to their socioeconomic status – were informing their 

parenting agency in the pre-birth context, long before the arrival of their baby. The 
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gender repertoires of the middle and upper-middle class couples were more expansive 

than those of the lower-middle class couples, which arguably gave them an advantage or 

more diverse strategies of action to deploy from their “tool kits” during the transition of 

parenthood.  

 Similarly, my analysis in Chapter 6 demonstrates that once participants 

transitioned to parenthood, a parallel between the way they deployed strategies to manage 

the changes in their households, and their social class backgrounds can be identified. The 

repertoire of the middle/upper-middle class households concerning the ways in which 

they handled their new parenting responsibilities and housework focused on words such 

as “sharing”, “teamwork”, and “balance”. The repertoire of the lower-middle class 

participants appeared to involve a greater amount of adversarial language, and often 

spoke of such conflicts at their Time 2 interview as on-going and unresolved.  

Social Class and Relationship Dynamics 

 A small sample of couples within the study also commented on how they dealt 

with the changes within the sexual and intimate aspects of their marriages after their baby 

was born. Although the data gathered at the Time 2 interview for this specific topic is 

very limited, the few cases that did offer more in-depth responses in this area reveal a 

socioeconomic-specificity to the ways in which they framed the issue, and spoke of how 

they responded to such changes. To varying degrees, the husbands of the female 

participants who spoke of experiencing adverse reactions toward their post-birth bodies 

and libidos, expressed a sympathetic understanding of the infrequency of intimacy, and 

seemed to recognize the temporal nature of the downturn in their sex lives. Their 

repertoires reflected a subtle, yet noticeable gender flexibility (Gerson 2010) in their 
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comprehension and expectations of those aspects of their marriages after becoming first-

time parents. In addition to their shared sense of gender flexibility, these husbands shared 

other socioeconomic similarities in that they were employed in white-collar occupations, 

and their households had at least one person with a post-graduate degree. Conversely, the 

one participant who was most loquacious in his disappointment in the changes between 

his and his wife’s sex life, was from a lower-middle class background, with a lower 

educational attainment level. The ways that couples handled the changes in housework 

and parenting responsibilities, as well as the changes to the sexual aspects of their 

marriages demonstrates a unique connection between couples’ socioeconomic status, and 

the inner-workings of their relationships.  

 I do find it necessary to acknowledge the possibility that the gender repertoires of 

the male participants can possibly work in ways that mask their true intentions. That is, 

the financial resources available to the middle and upper-middle men may have allowed 

them to “buy-out” of the need to be gender flexible and were able to hire a cleaning 

service. Similarly, lower-middle class men’s lack of job flexibility may have been useful 

to side-step domestic work and other responsibilities. Nevertheless, there are clear 

differences in expressions of masculinity between these social class groups. 

 These testimonies of participants’ interpersonal dynamics, discussions of 

conflicts, and their conflict resolution strategies point out how social class is associated 

with relationships, particularly in a moment of dramatic life change such as the transition 

to parenthood. The study participants’ interviews indicate that the ways in which couples 

responded to the various challenges of new parenthood was reflective of the cultural 

repertoires available to them. That is, participants’ understanding of their own 
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circumstances was bound to the limits and advantages of the language and mental 

frameworks they had available to them to articulate and navigate such experiences. In this 

way, the agency that couples expressed in the ways in which they communicated and 

reacted to each other during their transition to parenthood, as well as how they 

approached the post-birth realities of being new parents, was largely connected to the 

repertoires that corresponded with their social class backgrounds. For many middle and 

upper-middle class households, the ways in which they deployed strategies to deal with 

the tensions and changes to their lives, better assisted them in achieving conflict 

resolution within their relationships.  

Not all Transitions to Parenthood are Created Equal: The Inherent Social Inequalities of 

Becoming a First-Time Parent 

 

 Across all study participants’ interviews - from the structural effects of their 

workplaces, to the mirco-interactions and decision-making between couples - their 

testimonies indicate that their transitions to parenthood involved advantages for some 

households, and constraints for others. First-time parents from middle and upper-middle 

class households were more likely to report taking advantage of the pro-family benefits 

of their workplaces, as many middle and upper-class participants were granted flexible 

work schedules by their employers. Such flexibility allowed for greater freedoms for 

these new parents, which often resulted in a more family-friendly work and home life 

balance. However, no lower-middle class households reported access to any type of work 

flexibility, and conversely, were more likely to report the inflexibility of their schedules 

and workplaces. This inflexibility not only limited their agency to sculpt a more desirable 

work and family balance, but it also demonstrated a negative psychological effect on 

some fathers who reported having felt that they were missing out on the experiences of 
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first-time parenthood due to the demands and limitations of their jobs. No middle or 

upper-middle class participants reported the constraints of unaffordable childcare. 

However, 75% of the women who became stay at home mothers by circumstance were 

from lower-middle class households, and they reported that their reasoning for staying 

home was largely due to the unaffordability of childcare. These findings reflect the 

argument of Clawson and Gerstel, in that the lower socioeconomic status of these 

participants may force couples to alter their gendered expectations not because of choice 

or ideological reasons, but because of structural constraints. These findings are not 

entirely aligned with Clawson and Gerstel’s argument, however, as the middle and upper-

middle-class couples used their occupational flexibility to enact greater gender flexibility 

as new parents, not the upholding of a more traditional work and family balance. 

 The interpersonal dynamics of middle/upper-middle class couples were benefitted 

by cultural repertoires of effective conflict resolution and co-parenting strategies. Among 

lower-middle class couples, however, it was more likely for them to report unresolved 

conflicts and ongoing issues surrounding housework and co-parenting responsibilities 

when I followed up with them at their Time 2 interviews. Since cultural repertoires limit 

or complement the available range of strategies couples can deploy, lower-middle class 

couples’ ongoing confrontations at Time 2 were a sign of the limitations in their 

repertoires, which resulted in their restricted agency to resolve issues between each other.  

 These findings clearly point out how the interaction of couples’ gender repertoire 

and their socioeconomic status can entrap people in a certain position within the social 

stratosphere, which can make it difficult to achieve gender equality. This is especially 

evident for lower-middle class people, and such inequalities also lead to the transmissions 
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of differential advantages to children. A restructured workplace is therefore necessary to 

promote better family-friendly workplace policies, particularly among blue-collar 

occupations, as such changes would allow for an expansion in agency for lower-middle 

class parents. 

The Need for Pro-Family Benefits and Institutional Gender Flexibility 

 A family-friendly employer or workplace environment is one whose policies 

allow for employees to more easily balance work and family obligations through the 

implementation of pro-family benefits. Paternity leave is a pro-family benefit often 

underutilized by most American fathers, but has proven to make corporate culture 

friendlier toward women when paternity leave is incentivized. Some successful paternity 

leave policies, such as those in Germany, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, make it 

mandatory for fathers to take several weeks’ leave (Haas and Rostgaard 2011). If men do 

not take advantage of paternity leave, their families are not eligible for the full amount of 

leave available. In Australia, men can claim statutory leave, and in 2015, one of 

Australia’s largest banks introduced a pro-family benefit of 12 weeks paid leave for 

fathers or co-parents that can be utilized any time in the first year of their child’s life 

(Kuhnt and Steinbach 2015) Such policies offer fathers an equal opportunity to parent, 

and offer mothers an equal opportunity to support their families. 

 On-site child care that is convenient and secure, is perhaps one of the single most 

practical pro-family benefits an employer can offer. As the affordability of childcare was 

the primary reason among the stay at home mothers by circumstance for not returning to 

paid-employment, such a policy - or even employer-subsidized childcare - would have 

been a vital element for the Chandler, Mills, and Poste households. However, on-site day 
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care is hardly the most common of pro-family benefits. It is a policy almost entirely 

relegated to large companies or institutions, due to its costs, as well as the staff and 

infrastructure needed to sustain it. There are, however, other policies that can be adopted 

by smaller businesses which can assist employees to balance work and family. Some of 

these pro-family benefits include the policies that many of the middle and upper-middle 

class participants reported, such as flexible work hours and the ability to work from 

home. Yet one policy that was not mentioned, is the pro-family benefit that allows for a 

temporary or permanent switch to part-time employment. In this type of situation, a full-

time employee might be allowed to change to a part-time position and still continue in the 

same job assignment. A new mother or father, for instance, may desire to switch to part-

time for the first year of their baby’s life, in order to bond and spend time with the child, 

and to acclimate to the new demands of parenthood.  A policy such as this would have 

been beneficial for lower-middle class fathers like A.J. Mills and Jon Curley, who 

commented specifically about their demanding work schedules, and their inabilities to 

spend much time with their families after they became fathers.  

 Another workplace policy that would prepare first-time parents for greater pro-

family outcomes would be their employers’ inclusion of family issues as part of an 

employee assistance program. An employer may offer seminars and workshops on first-

time parenting challenges, conflict resolution, housework management strategies, and 

other family-oriented topics. A longer-term outcome from the implementation of a policy 

such as this would be the expansion in participants’ parenting repertoires, which would 

positively affect the range of actionable strategies they could deploy. 



178 
 

 Some scholars, however, point out that there is an identifiable trade-off between 

the policies that help promote a better work-family balance, and policies that impede 

women’s success in the labor market (Waldfogel 1998; Gornick and Meyers 2003). 

Although many of these types of pro-family policies would solve certain problems, they 

would also inadvertently create others. For example, part-time work creates the “mommy 

track”, which refers to work arrangements for women in the labor force that promote 

motherhood, such as flexible hours, while simultaneously provide fewer opportunities for 

career advancement (Kornberg 2008). On the one hand, such policies accommodate 

working women with families, but on the other hand, they push women into a track of 

lower-paying jobs with little or no upward mobility (Wilde 2010). Regarding a mandated 

maternity leave benefit, theory would suggest that the imposed costs to employers would 

be passed along to employees (Summers 1989). Similarly, long-parental leaves can create 

disincentives for employers to hire workers who they think may use them – mainly young 

women.  

 Nonetheless, instituting such pro-family benefits promotes the broader notion of 

an institutional gender flexibility within occupational structures. That is, as workplace 

policies allow households more equal sharing, and more fluid boundaries for the 

allocation of parenting and economic care, greater possibilities for gender equality among 

lower-middle class couples is promoted at the institutional level. Workplace structures 

can assist in the expansion of what have typically been narrowly defined roles and 

practices for men and women who attempt to balance work and family life. The 

expansion of workplace policies that promote institutional gender flexibility is not only 

beneficial for broadening the agency of individuals, but can also yield higher-order 
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economic benefits on the national level. Countries such as Canada, Sweden, and Japan, 

have already demonstrated how the institution of such policies lead to higher labor 

participation rates for men and women. 

Sweden, Canada, and Japan: Models for Institutional Gender Flexibility 

 Pro-family benefits which promote institutional gender flexibility can help a 

country’s labor force work more effectively, which in turn, maximizes its contribution to 

economic growth. Countries that have invested in pro-family policies have seen real 

economic benefits through the increased efficiency of microeconomic activities, and the 

transmission of those gains to the broader economy. Sweden is a country that operates 

many pro-family benefit systems. Such services offered to first-time Swedish parents 

include a standard parental leave of 480 days, government-supported daycare, and 

government funding for education from preschool through college. The labor 

participation rate in Sweden in 2014 indicates 83.6% for men, and 79.3% for women, as 

compared to 78.5% and 67.1% respectively, in the United States (Boyle and Ribeiro 

2014). Not only are the labor participation rates in Sweden higher than those in the U.S., 

but the difference between men and women’s participation rates is much lower. 

Arguably, such structure-wide, institutional gender flexibility is among the factors 

supporting Sweden’s high labor participation rates.  

 Canada is another country that has enacted extensive pro-family benefits. Since 

1998, Canada has implemented pro-family policies, which have led to a 2.9 percentage 

point increase in the country’s labor participation rate over the last two decades. During 

that twenty year time span, labor participation rates for women increased 6.5 percentage 

points. In 2014, the labor participation rates for men and women were 81.3% and 74.2% 
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respectively. Like Sweden, these rates for men and women in Canada are higher than the 

rate for men and women in the U.S. 

 Reform programs in Japan have included the Prime Minister’s “Abenomics” - 

economic strategies designed to stimulate the Japanese economy - have offered 

noteworthy effects. One of the major tenets of the program, which was implemented in 

2006, has been designed to support child-rearing, through government-funded services 

that include no-cost childcare, and preschool for all children. The labor participation rate 

for men in Japan is 85% for men, and 66% for women, and although this gap is among 

the highest in developed nations, women’s 66% labor participation rate reflects an 

increase since 2006. Such an improvement may be attributed to Japan’s pro-family, 

economic strategies, and the resulting institutional gender flexibility.  

 The efficacy of such pro-family policies are not easy to forecast, and the reality is 

that we live in a capitalist, profit-driven, bottom line-oriented society. Yet the efforts are 

worth the rewards, as the overall effect on individuals’ abilities to strike a more desirable 

family-work balance, as well as broader economic growth, are more significant than the 

presumed liabilities of such policies. Institutions that commit to taking an initial step – 

despite how small – increase the odds of sustaining a more socially equitable workforce, 

and a productive economy in the long run.  

 This study has sought to answer the question: do marriages become more 

gendered after the birth of a couple’s first child, and if so, how? After 3 years, 28 

couples, and 56 interviews, the answer is a resounding yes, and no. Some marriages did 

in fact become less gendered, and some did not. Perhaps the real answer is, “it depends”. 

How some couples’ marriages became more or less gendered, and how some marriages 
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remained more gender-neutral, largely depended on the intersection of their gender 

ideologies and their social class position. Specifically, every household’s configuration of 

their access to social resources, their occupational (in)flexibility, and the pre-existing, 

gendered dynamics between husbands and wives directly and indirectly affected their 

transitions to parenthood. Many middle and upper-middle class participants had the 

material and social resources interacted with their gender ideologies that assisted them in 

achieving their desired post-birth outcomes. For most of these households, their new lives 

as parents involved a more gender-neutral distribution of housework and childrearing, 

and nearly all first-time mothers returned to paid employment after maternity leave. For 

most lower-middle class participants, however, the limitations in their educational 

attainment levels, annual household incomes, and social networks interacted with their 

gender ideologies in ways that posed constraints to their transition to parenthood, and 

their ability to achieve their desired post-birth, work-family balance. Financial 

restrictions and the unaffordability of childcare affected some lower-middle class 

mothers’ abilities to return to paid employment, despite their initial intention of doing so. 

For some lower-middle class fathers, their occupational inflexibility constrained their 

abilities to spend more time with their families. The variation in cultural repertoires 

between middle and upper-middle class participants and their lower-middle class 

counterparts, resulted in differentials in how couples were able to respond to the changes 

and challenges of becoming parents. At Time 1, almost all of the couples expressed a 

desire for at least some degree of gender equality in their post-birth parenting and 

occupational lives once.  However, the middle and upper middle class families, aided by 

their greater resources and occupational flexibility, were much more likely to achieve that 
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gender equality at Time 2.  The lower-middle class families found that a lack of resources 

and occupational inflexibility got in the way of achieving gender equality.  As a result, 

despite their intentions, their marriages and parenting arrangements tended to be more 

traditionally-gendered.   

 Society is reflective of the family. The only way to achieve equality in broader 

society, is to bring about equality in the household. Greater proliferation of pro-family 

policies within occupational structures will begin to dismantle the reproduction of 

inequitable gender patterns, and promote greater equality across all couples’ transition to 

first-time parenthood. More equitable conditions in the workplace that broaden the long-

view of family policy to include support for a more gender-egalitarian society can 

promote more sustainable equality across all social classes. Not only would this occur on 

an institutional, macro-level scale, but also “trickle down” to the micro-level scale in 

households where gender dynamics are played out. Undoubtedly, such a commitment to 

broader change will ensure better maximization of human capital, and the transmission of 

corporate and culturally-informed equality to the next generation. 
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APPENDIX A. TIME 1 INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

T1 Interview Schedule  

 

(Theme 1) History of the Relationship  

Let's start off by discussing your "back story". Tell me about how you and your 

wife/husband met. (probe for length of courtship) 

 

(Theme 2) Work 

Tell me about your job. How long have you been in your line of work? How often do you 

work? 

 - On a scale of 1 to 10, how stressful would you rate your job?  

 - Overall, do you like your job? Would you leave it if you had a practical chance  

    to do so? (probe for job satisfaction) 

 

(Theme 3) Current Division of Labor  

What are the chores around your house that are necessary to make life work and who 

does them? ; who does what around the house?  

 - [Participant Questionnaire A: "Household Chore List"] 

 - [Participant Questionnaire B: "Who Completed Chore Last?"] 

 - How did you come to this arrangement/dynamic? (probe for degree of     

   intentionality vs. "falling into" the arrangement) 

 

(Theme 4) Soon-to-be-parents… 

So you are about to become parents/ a father/a mother - what does that feel like? What's 

going through your head right now? (probe for any possible fears/anxieties in 

anticipation of new parenthood) 

 - What do you anticipate to be the biggest changes?   

 - Do you feel prepared? 

 - What are your expectations of your husband/wife? 

 

(Theme 5) Ideals Regarding Family Income/Division of Labor/Childrearing  

Who do you think should be responsible for providing the family income - the 

man entirely, mostly the man with some help from the woman, both the man 

and the woman equally, the woman mostly with some help from the man, or 

the woman entirely? (probe: why do you say that?) 

 

Who do you think should be responsible for taking care of the children - the man 

entirely, mostly the man with some help from the woman, both the man and the 

woman equally, the woman mostly with some help from the man, or the woman 

entirely? (probe: why do you say that?) 
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(Theme 5 Cont'd…) 
Who do you think should be responsible for doing the housework - the man 

entirely, mostly the man with some help from the woman, both the man and 

the woman equally, the woman mostly with some help from the man, or the 

woman entirely? (probe: why do you say that?) 

  

(Theme 6) Projected Division of Labor  

What are your plans as far as how you are going to divide up the work between each 

other with regard to housework and baby-oriented chores once the baby is born? Have 

you two discussed any kind of arrangement of how you plan on juggling the additional 

work that will be involved with new parenthood? 

 - How have you come to this arrangement? 

 - How is this arrangement similar or different in comparison to the arrangement   

    between your own parents when raising you? 

 

(Theme 7) Participants' Parents' Relationship 

How would you describe your parents' relationship when you were growing up? 

Would you say they were happy together, unhappy together, or somewhere in-between? 

(probe: why do you say that?) 

 - In terms of the way they got along with each other, would you say they were 

 close, distant, or somewhere in-between? (probe for intimate vs. empty shell 

 marriage)  

 

(Theme 7) Participant's Father vs. Ideal Father  

Tell me about your father. What "type" of dad was your father during your childhood? 

How much did your father participate in rearing you? - would you say he was very 

involved, somewhat involved, not very involved, or not involved at all? (probe: what 

about compared to your mother? Compared to other fathers?)  

 -How much time did he spend time with you?  

 -What kinds of things did he do?  

 -Did this entail any sacrifices for him?  

 -Did he help when you needed it? 

 -Did he ever insult, swear, or hit you?) 

 

How would you describe an ideal father? (probe: how does that compare with your 

father?) What about an ideal husband? (probe for achievement vs. caring.) 

 

(Theme 8) Plans for Fathering 

 -What "type" of father do you see yourself becoming?  

 - What values are most important to you that you will be seeking to instill in your     

    child? 

 -What do you plan on doing the same as or different from the way your father   

    raised you? Anything you are specifically trying to avoid or emulate?  
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(Theme 9) Participant Additional Input 

Is there anything else that we did not cover in this interview that you think is important to 

include? Are there any other insights regarding marriage/the distribution of housework in 

your home/pregnancy/parenthood etc. that you feel we should address further? 

 

Demographics 

Age… 

Race/Ethnicity… 

Highest educational attainment level… 

Parents' highest educational attainment level… 

Approx. Annual Income (single/dual income? If dual income, what is the annual salary of 

each?)  
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APPENDIX B. TIME 2 INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 
T2 Interview Schedule  

 

 

(Theme 1) Birth of the Baby 

Let’s start off by discussing the birth.  What is the baby’s birthdate? How did it go? 

(probe for duration; who was present? Any intervention(s) during labor?)  

 

(Theme 2) Work 

Did mother take maternity leave? Still on maternity leave or back to work? Did father 

take paternity leave? How have your jobs/work life been altered by the birth of your 

child? 

 

(Theme 3) You’re now Parents! 

Tell me about being a first-time parent. What were the biggest unexpected changes? 

What are biggest challenges currently? What personal sacrifices do you feel you have 

made during this process? (Father first, then Mother) How might you describe your 

current relationship with your child? (Father first, then Mother) Do you feel that you have 

support? 

 

(Theme 4) Current Division of Labor 

What are the chores around your house that are necessary to make life work and who 

does them? ; who does what around the house?  

 - [Participant Questionnaire A: "Household/Baby Chore List"] 

 - [Participant Questionnaire B: "Who Completed Chore Last?"] 

 - How did you come to this arrangement/dynamic? (probe for degree of                        

      intentionality vs. "falling into" the arrangement) 

 

*What about time with friends? Watching TV? Exercise? Going out? How much sleep do 

you each get? Do you feel rested? 

 

 (Theme 5) Marriage/Relationship after having Baby 

Have there been any confrontation/arguments/miscommunications between you and your 

husband/wife involving the new work routine surrounding the baby? (probe for extent to 

which arrival of baby has affected state of marriage) *What about time for the two of 

you? Sometimes the arrival of a baby can pose strains/challenges to couples when 

finding time for intimacy – have you experienced any of this?  

 

(Theme 6) Relationship with Parents after having Child  

After having your baby, has your relationship with your own mother and/or father 

changed in any way? To what extent are your parents involved with their grandchild? 

(probe for changes in relationship with parents) 
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(Theme 7) Ideals Surrounding Parenthood 

Ideally, what "type" of father/mother do you see yourself becoming?  

 - What values are most important to you that you will be seeking to instill in your     

    child? 

-What do you plan on doing the same as or different from the way your 

father/mother  raised you? Anything you are specifically trying to avoid or 

emulate?  

 

 

(Theme 8) Participant-Specific Follow-Up Questions Derived from T1 Interview 

This will be a point in the interview in which questions relating to specific details from 

the first data-collection point (T1) will be asked in order to follow-up with plans that the 

participant may have had regarding work/education/etc. (Ex: “Did you end up starting 

that business that you mentioned you were planning last year?”) 

 

 

(Theme 9) Plans for the Future 

What are your plans/concerns for the future? Do you plan on having more children? Has 

having a child affected your plans either way for having another child? Going back to 

work/school?  

 

 

(Theme 10) Participant Additional Input 

Is there anything else that we did not cover in this interview that you think is important to 

include? Are there any other insights regarding marriage/the distribution of housework in 

your home/pregnancy/parenthood etc. that you feel we should address further? 

 

 

Demographics 

Age… 

Race/Ethnicity… 

Religion… 

Political Affiliation… 

Highest educational attainment level… 

Parents' highest educational attainment level… 

Approx. Annual Income (single/dual income? If dual income, what is the annual salary of 

each?)  
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APPENDIX C. TIME 1 QUESTIONNAIRE A 

T1 Questionnaire A                                                  Subject ID#_____________________ 

Household Chore List                                                               

     

            House Hold Chore   
Husband 

Always 

Husband 

Mostly 

Share        

Equally 

Wife 

Mostly 

Wife         

Always 

1. Taking out the garbage                                        

2. Vacuuming                                                                                          

3. Washing floors                                                    

4. Dusting the furniture & ornaments                

5. Changing the toilet paper roll     

6. Cleaning the bathroom     

7. Making the bed     

8. Changing the sheets     

9. Washing the laundry     

10. Folding the laundry     

11. Putting laundry away     

12. Grocery shopping     

13. Cooking meals     

14. Washing windows     

15. Tidying up     

16. Fixing electrical appliances/wiring     

17. Mowing the lawn       

18. Gardening     

19. Raking the leaves                                          

20. Changing flat tires     

21. Petcare     

22. Paying the bills                                               

23. Ironing     

24. Washing the dishes by hand     

25. Drying the dishes      

26. Loading the dishwasher     

27. Emptying the dishwasher     

28. Shoveling snow     
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29. Washing the car(s)                                           

30. Fixing plumbing     

31. Paying Taxes     

Step 3: Below, write in any additional chores not listed above. 

            House Hold Chore   
Husband 

Always 

Husband 

Mostly 

Share        

Equally 

Wife 

Mostly 

Wife         

Always 

32.                                      

33.                                                                                          

34.                                                      

35.                

36.     
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APPENDIX D. TIME 1 QUESTIONNAIRE B 

 

 

T1 Questionnaire B                                             Subject ID#_______________________ 

"Who Completed Chore Last?" 



Who was the last person to...?

…change the toilet paper roll

…go grocery shopping

…clean the bathroom

…take out the garbage 

…dust the furniture and ornaments 

…pay the bills 

…fix the plumbing 

…cook a meal 

…mow the lawn 

…wash the laundry 

…fold the laundry 

…put the laundry away 

…change the bed sheets 

…make the bed 

…take care of pet(s) 

…vacuum 

…wash the floor 

… fix electrical appliances/wiring 

…rake leaves 

…iron clothes 

…change a flat tire 

…perform gardening tasks 

…wash the dishes by hand 

…dry the dishes 

…load the dishwasher 

…empty the dishwasher 

…wash the car(s) 

…tidy up 

…wash the windows 
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…shovel snow 

…do the taxes 





Step 2: Use the space below to write in additional chores not listed above and refer to Step 1. 

32.                                     

33. 

34. 

35. 

36.  
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APPENDIX E. TIME 2 QUESTIONNAIRE A 

 

 

 

T2 Questionnaire A                                                  Subject ID#_____________________ 

Household Chore List          

                                                                 

            Household Chore 
Husband 

Always 

Husband 

Mostly 

Share 

Equally 

Wife 

Mostly 

Wife 

Always 

1. Taking out the garbage                                        

2. Give the baby a bath                                                                                       

3. Washing floors                                                    

4. Dusting the furniture & ornaments                

5. Change the baby's diapers     

6. Cleaning the bathroom     

7. Making the bed     

8. Changing the sheets     

9. Washing the laundry     

10. Attend to the baby during the night     

11. Putting laundry away     

12. Grocery shopping     

13. Cooking meals     

14. Washing windows     

15. Wash baby clothes     

16. Fixing electrical appliances/wiring     

17. Mowing the lawn       

18. Gardening     

19. Raking the leaves                                          

20. Wake up with baby in the morning     

21. Petcare     

22. Paying the bills                                               

23. Read to the baby     

24. Washing the dishes by hand     

25. Drying the dishes      

26. Loading the dishwasher     

27. Emptying the dishwasher     
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28. Shoveling snow     

29. Washing the car(s)                                           

30. Fixing plumbing     

31. Take the baby to the pediatrician     

32. Changing the toilet paper roll     

33. Take the baby on a walk     

34. Folding laundry     

35. Prepare meals for the baby      

36. Tidying up     

37. Changing flat tires     

38. Ironing     

39. Shoveling snow     

40.Vacuuming     

41. Attend to baby when crying     

42. Entertain/Play with the baby     

 

 

Step 3: Below, write in any additional chores not listed above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            House Hold Chore   
Husband 

Always 

Husband 

Mostly 

Share        

Equally 

Wife 

Mostly 

Wife         

Always 

43.                                      

44.                                                                                          

45.                                                      

46.                

47.     
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APPENDIX F. TIME 2 QUESTIONNAIRE B 

 

 

 

 

T2 Questionnaire B                                          Name____________________________ 

"Who Completed Chore Last?"

       
Who was the last person to...?

…change the toilet paper roll

…go grocery shopping

…clean the bathroom

…take out the garbage 

…dust the furniture and ornaments 

…change the baby's diaper 

…pay the bills 

…fix the plumbing 

…cook a meal 

…read to the baby 

…wash the laundry 

…give the baby a bath

…fold the laundry 

…put the laundry away 

…change the bed sheets 

…make the bed 

…entertain/play with baby 

…attend to baby during the night

…vacuum 

…take the baby to the pediatrician 

… fix electrical appliances/wiring 

…rake leaves 

…iron clothes 

…wash baby clothes

…wash the windows

…prepare meal for the baby 

…perform gardening tasks 
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…wash the dishes by hand 

…dry the dishes 

…wake up with the baby in the morning

…load the dishwasher 

…empty the dishwasher 

…wash the car(s) 

…tidy up 

…read to the baby

…shovel snow

…attend to baby when crying

…wash the floors

…take the baby on a walk

…change a flat tire

… take care of pet(s) 

… mow the lawn 

 
 

Step 2: Use the space below to write in additional chores not listed above and refer to Step 1. 

                                     

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   


