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feature article kathleen gerson and jerry a. jacobs

the work-home crunch
The decade-long debate over whether Americans are working longer hours is misleading. Indeed, while well-educated professionals are working more hours than they used to, others with less education are working fewer. And the people under
the most pressure are not just overburdened at work. Increasingly, these single parents and two-income couples find themselves in a time squeeze between home and work.

Three businessmen in San Francisco’s financial district walk briskly to lunch. More than one-third of male
managers and professionals now work 50 hours or more per week, a substantial increase since 1970.

More than a decade has passed since the release of The
Overworked American, a prominent 1991 book about the
decline in Americans’ leisure time, and the work pace in the
United States only seems to have increased. From sleepdeprived parents to professionals who believe they must put
in long hours to succeed at the office, the demands of work
are colliding with family responsibilities and placing a tremendous time squeeze on many Americans.
Yet beyond the apparent growth in the time that many
Americans spend on the job lies a more complex story. While
many Americans are working more than ever, many others are
working less. What is more, finding a balance between work

and other obligations seems increasingly elusive to many workers—whether or not they are actually putting in more time at
work than workers in earlier generations. The increase in harried workers and hurried families is a problem that demands
solutions. But before we can resolve this increasingly difficult
time squeeze we must first understand its root causes.

average working time and beyond
“There aren’t enough hours in the day” is an increasingly
resonant refrain. To most observers, including many experts,
the main culprit appears to be overwork—our jobs just take
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Chinese-Cambodian restaurant owners. Immigrants traditionally employ family members in small businesses, but now many Americans live
in families where all the adults work.

up too much of our time. Yet it is not clear that the average
American is spending more time on the job. Although it may
come as a surprise to those who feel overstressed, the average
work week—that is, hours spent working for pay by the average employee—has hardly changed over the past 30 years.
Census Bureau interviews show, for example, that the average
male worked 43.5 hours a week in 1970 and 43.1 hours a
week in 2000, while the average female worked 37.1 hours in
1970 and 37.0 hours in 2000.
Why, then, do more and more Americans feel so pressed
for time? The answer is that averages can be misleading.
Looking only at the average experience of American workers misses key parts of the story. From the perspective of individual workers, it turns out some Americans are working
more than ever, while others are finding it harder to get as
much work as they need or would like. To complicate matters further, American families are now more diverse than
they were in the middle of the 20th century, when malebreadwinner households predominated. Many more
Americans now live in dual-earner or single-parent families
where all the adults work.
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These two trends—the growing split of the labor force and
the transformation of family life—lie at the heart of the new
time dilemmas facing an increasing number of Americans. But
they have not affected all workers and all families in the same
way. Instead, these changes have divided Americans into
those who feel squeezed between their work and the rest of
their life, and those who have more time away from work than
they need or would like. No one trend fits both groups.
So, who are the time-squeezed, and how do they differ
from those with fewer time pressures but who may also have
less work than they may want or need? To distinguish and
describe the two sets of Americans, we need to look at the
experiences of both individual workers and whole families. A
focus on workers shows that they are increasingly divided
between those who put in very long work weeks and who are
concentrated in the better-paying jobs, and those who put in
comparatively short work weeks, who are more likely to have
fewer educational credentials and are more likely to be concentrated in the lower-paying jobs.
But the experiences of individuals does not tell the whole
story. When we shift our focus to the family, it becomes clear
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that time squeezes are linked to the total working hours of
family members in households. For this reason, two-job families and single parents face heightened challenges. Moreover,
women continue to assume the lion’s share of home and child
care responsibilities and are thus especially likely to be
squeezed for time. Changes in jobs and changes in families are
putting overworked Americans and underemployed
Americans on distinct paths, are separating the two-earner
and single-parent households from the more traditional
households, and are creating different futures for parents
(especially mothers) than for workers without children at
home. (On the issue of which specific schedules people work
and the consequences of nonstandard shifts, see “The
Economy that Never Sleeps,” Contexts, Spring 2004.)

a growing divide in individual working time
In 1970, almost half of all employed men and women
reported working 40 hours a week. By 2000, just 2 in 5
worked these “average” hours. Instead, workers are now far
more likely to put in either very long or fairly short work weeks.
The share of working men putting in 50 hours or more rose
from 21 percent in 1970 to almost 27 percent in 2000, while

the share of working women putting in these long work
weeks rose from 5 to 11 percent.
At the other end of the spectrum, more workers are also
putting in shorter weeks. In 1970, for example, 5 percent of
men were employed for 30 or fewer hours a week, while 9
percent worked these shortened weeks in 2000. The share of
employed women spending 30 or fewer hours on the job also
climbed from 16 percent to 20 percent (see figure 1) In total,
13 million Americans in 2000 worked either shorter or longer
work weeks than they would have if the 1970s pattern had
continued.
These changes in working time are not evenly distributed
across occupations. Instead, they are strongly related to the
kinds of jobs people hold. Managers and professionals, as one
might expect, tend to put in the longest work weeks. More
than 1 in 3 men in this category now work 50 hours or more
per week, compared to only 1 in 5 for men in other occupations. For women, 1 in 6 professionals and managers work
these long weeks, compared to fewer than 1 in 14 for women
in all other occupations. And because jobs are closely linked to
education, the gap in working time between the college educated and those with fewer educational credentials has also
grown since 1970.

figure 1: the percentage of men and women who put in 30 or fewer hours
and who put in 50 or more hours a week in 1970 and 2000
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shared ideal does stand in sharp contrast to their job realities.
As some workers are pressured to put in more time at work
and others less, finding the right balance between work and
the rest of life has become increasingly elusive.

overworked individuals or
overworked families?
Fundamental shifts in family life exacerbate this growing
division between the over- and under-worked. While most
analyses of working time focus on individual workers, time
squeezes are typically experienced by families, not isolated individuals. A 60-hour work week for a father means something
different depending on whether the mother stays at home or
also works a 60-hour week. Even a 40-hour work week can
seem too long if both members of a married couple are juggling job demands with family responsibilities. And when a
family depends on a single parent, the conflicts between home
and work can be even greater. Even if the length of the work
week had not changed at all, the rise of families that depend
on either two incomes or one parent would suffice to explain
why Americans feel so pressed for time.

Photo by Stephen Voss

Thus, time at work is growing most among those
Americans who are most likely to read articles and buy books
about overwork in America. They may not be typical, but they
are indeed working more than their peers in earlier generations. If leisure time once signaled an elite lifestyle, that no
longer appears to be the case. Working relatively few hours is
now more likely to be concentrated among those with less
education and less elite jobs.
Workers do not necessarily prefer these new schedules. On
the contrary, when workers are asked about their ideal
amount of time at work, a very different picture emerges. For
example, in a 1997 survey of workers conducted by the
Families and Work Institute, 60 percent of both men and
women responded that they would like to work less while 19
percent of men and women said that they would like to work
more. Most workers—both women and men—aspire to work
between 30 and 40 hours per week. Men generally express a
desire to work about 38 hours a week while women would
like to work about 32 hours. The small difference in the ideal
working time of men and women is less significant than the
shared preferences among them. However, whether their jobs
require very long or comparatively short work weeks, this

Most workers with short workweeks are in the worst-paying jobs and many would prefer to work more often. These day
laborers in Portland, Oregon spend many hours every day flagging down cars to find employers, but very few find work
more than three or four days a week.

32

contexts fall 2004

Downloaded from ctx.sagepub.com at J. Robert Van Pelt and Opie Library on July 29, 2013

figure 2: total hours of work per week for married couples, 1970 and 2000

To understand how families experience time squeezes, we
need to look at the combined working time of all family members. For example, how do married couples with two earners
compare with those anchored by a sole, typically male, breadwinner? For all married couples, the work week has indeed
increased from an average of about 53 hours in 1970 to 63
hours in 2000. Given that the average work week for individuals did not change, it may seem strange that the couples’ family total grew so markedly. The explanation for this apparent
paradox is both straightforward and crucial: married women are
now far more likely to work. In 1970, half of all married-couple
families had only male breadwinners. By 2000, this group had
shrunk to one quarter (see figure 2). In 1970, one-third of all
married-couple families had two wage-earners, but three-fifths
did in 2000. In fact, two-earner families are more common
today than male-breadwinner families were 30 years ago.
Each type of family is also working a little more each week,
but this change is relatively modest and certainly not large
enough to account for the larger shift in total household working time. Two-earner families put in close to 82 working hours
in 2000 compared with 78 hours in 1970. Male-breadwinner
couples worked 44 hours on average in 1970 and 45 hours in
2000. The vast majority of the change in working time over
the past 30 years can thus be traced to changes in the kinds of

families we live in rather than to changes in how much we
work. Two-earner couples work about as much today as they
did 30 years ago, but there are many more of them because
more wives are working.
Single parents, who are overwhelmingly mothers, are
another group who are truly caught in a time squeeze. They
need to work as much as possible to support their family, and
they are less likely to be able to count on a partner’s help in
meeting their children’s daily needs. Although these households are not displayed in figure 2, Census Bureau data show
that women headed one-fifth of all families in 2000, twice the
share of female-headed households in 1970. Even though
their average work week remained unchanged at 39 hours,
the lack of childcare and other support services leaves them
facing time squeezes at least as sharp. Single fathers remain a
much smaller group, but their ranks have also grown rapidly.
Single dads work almost as much as single moms—37 hours
per week in 2000. Even though this represents a drop of two
hours since 1970, single fathers face time dilemmas as great
as those facing single mothers. Being a single parent has
always posed daunting challenges, and now there are more
mothers and fathers than ever in this situation.
At the heart of these shifts is American families’ growing
reliance on a woman’s earnings—whether or not they depend
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figure 3: average hours of work per week of couples (parents and non-parents)

on a man’s earnings as well. Women’s strengthened commitment to paid employment has provided more economic
resources to families and given couples more options for sharing the tasks of breadwinning and caretaking. Yet this revolution in women’s work has not been complemented by an
equal growth in the amount of time men spend away from the
job or in the availability of organized childcare. This limited
change at the workplace and in men’s lives has intensified the
time pressures facing women.

dual-earner parents and working time
The expansion of working time is especially important for
families with children, where work and family demands are
most likely to conflict. Indeed, there is a persisting concern
that in their desire for paid work, families with two earners
are shortchanging their children in time and attention. A
closer looks reveals that even though parents face increased
time pressure, they cope with these dilemmas by cutting
back on their combined joint working time when they have
children at home. For example, U.S. Census data show that
parents in two-income families worked 3.3 fewer hours per
week than spouses in two-income families without children,
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a slightly wider difference than the 2.6 hours separating
them in 1970. Working hours also decline as the number of
children increase. Couples with one child under 18 jointly
averaged 81 hours per week in 2000, while couples with
three or more children averaged 78 hours. Rather than forsaking their children, employed parents are taking steps to
adjust their work schedules to make more time for the rest
of life.
However, it is mothers, not fathers, who are cutting back.
Fathers actually work more hours when they have children at
home, and their working hours increase with the number of
children. Thus, the drop in joint working time among couples
with children reflects less working time among mothers.
Figure 3 shows that in 2000, mothers worked almost 4 fewer
hours per week than married women without children. This
gap is not substantially different than in 1970.
This pattern of mothers reducing their hours while fathers
increase them creates a larger gender gap in work participation among couples with children compared to the gender
gap for childless couples. However, these differences are much
smaller than the once predominant pattern in which many
women stopped working for pay altogether when they bore
children. While the transition to raising children continues to
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A school district superintendent works at home. He spends 50 to 60 hours a week at his office, over an hour commuting
each day, and like many professionals, another 5 to 10 hours a week working at home. The long hours are easier to manage now that his children have grown up and left home.

have different consequences for women and men, the size of
this difference is diminishing.
It is also important to remember that the rise in working
time among couples is not concentrated among those with
children at home. Though Americans continue to worry about
the consequences for children when both parents go to work,
the move toward more work involvement does not reflect
neglect on the part of either mothers or fathers. On the contrary, employed mothers continue to spend less time at the
workplace than their childless peers, while employed fathers
today do not spend substantially more time at work than men
who are not fathers.

solving the time pressure puzzle
Even though changes in the average working time of
American workers are modest, many American families have
good reason to feel overworked and time-deprived. The last
several decades have witnessed the emergence of a group of
workers who face very long work weeks and live in families
that depend on either two incomes or one parent. And while
parents are putting in less time at work than their peers without children at home, they shoulder domestic responsibilities

that leave them facing clashes between work demands and
family needs.
The future of family well-being and gender equality will
depend on developing policies to help workers resolve the
time pressures created by the widespread and deeply rooted
social changes discussed above. The first step toward developing effective policy responses requires accepting the social
transformations that sent women into the workplace and left
Americans wishing for a balance between work and family
that is difficult to achieve. Unfortunately, these changes in the
lives of women and men continue to evoke ambivalence.
For example, mothers continue to face strong pressures to
devote intensive time and attention to child rearing. Indeed, generally they want to, despite the rising economic and social pressure
to hold a paid job as well. Even though most contemporary mothers are counted on to help support their families financially, the
United States has yet to develop the child care services and flexible
jobs that can help workers meet their families’ needs. Whether or
not mothers work outside the home, they face conflicting expectations that are difficult to meet. These social contradictions can be
seen in the political push to require poor, single mothers to work
at a paid job while middle-class mothers continue to be chastised
for spending too much time on their jobs and away from home.
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This 19-year-old, single mother works long hours in an all-night
restaurant. To secure care for her infant daughter, she shuttles the
child back and forth between her parents’ home and that of the
father’s parents. Women headed one-fifth of all families in 2000,
twice the proportion in 1970, but the difficulties of raising children alone have largely remained the same.

To a lesser but still important extent, fathers also face
intensifying and competing pressures. Despite American families’ increasing reliance on women’s earnings, men face significant barriers to family involvement. Resistance from
employers and co-workers continues to greet individual
fathers who would like to spend less time at work to care for
their children. For all the concern and attention focused on
employed mothers, social policies that would help bring men
more fully into the work of parenting get limited notice or support. New time squeezes can thus be better understood by
comparing the large changes in women’s lives with the relative lack of changes in the situation for men. The family time
bind is an unbalanced one.
Even as family time has become squeezed, workers are also
contending with changes in the options and expectations they
face at work. Competitive workplaces appear to be creating rising pressures for some workers, especially professionals and
managers, to devote an excessive amount of time to their jobs,
while not offering enough work to others. In contrast to these
bifurcating options, American workers increasingly express a
desire to balance the important work of earning a living and
caring for a new generation.
Finding solutions to these new time dilemmas will depend
on developing large scale policies that recognize and address
the new needs of 21st century workers and their families. As
we suggest in our book, The Time Divide, these policies need
to address the basic organization of American work and com-
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munity institutions. This includes revising regulations on hours
of work and providing benefit protections to more workers,
moving toward the norm of a shorter work week, creating
more family-supportive workplaces that offer both job flexibility and protections for employed parents, and developing a
wider array of high quality, affordable child care options.
Extending protections, such as proportional benefits and
overtime pay, to workers in a wider range of jobs and occupations would reduce the built-in incentives employers have
to extract as much work as possible from professionals and
managers while offering less work to other employees. If professionals and managers were given overtime pay for overtime
work, which wage workers are now guaranteed under the Fair
Labor Standards Act, the pressures on these employees to put
in endless workdays might lessen. Yet, the Bush administration recently revised these rules to move more employees into
the category of those ineligible for overtime pay. Similarly, if
part-time workers were offered fringe benefits proportional
to the hours they work (such as partial pensions), there would
be fewer reasons for employers to create jobs with work
weeks so short that they do not provide the economic security all families need.
Reducing the average work week to 35 hours would also
reduce the pressures on workers and help them find a better
work-family balance. While this goal may seem utopian, it is
important to remember that the 40-hour standard also
seemed unimaginably idealistic before it was adopted in the
early 20th century. Other countries, most notably France, have
adopted this standard without sacrificing economic wellbeing. A shorter work week still would allow for variation in
work styles and commitments, but it would also create a new
cultural standard that better reflects the needs and aspirations
of most contemporary workers. It would also help single parents meet their dual obligations and allow couples to fashion
greater equality in their work and caretaking responsibilities.
Time at work is clearly important, but it is not the whole
story. The organization of the workplace and the structure of
jobs also matters, especially for those whose jobs and occupations require intensive time at work. Among those putting
in very long work weeks, we find that having job flexibility and
autonomy help ease the perceived strains and conflicts. The
work environment, especially in the form of support from
supervisors and co-workers, also makes a difference. In addition, we find that workers with access to such family-friendly
options as flexible work schedules are likely to use them, while
workers without such benefits would like to have them.
Flexibility and autonomy are only useful if workers feel able
to use them. Women and men both express concern that
making use of “family-friendly” policies, such as extended
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