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The associations o f  individual coping efforts, social support from four 
sources, and flexibility o f job schedules with the well-being o f  working par- 
ents were examined. Full-time employees with children were sampled from 
eight f irms and state agencies that varied in the flexibility they allowed in 
scheduling job hours. The 644 respondents, who completed a self- 
administered questionnaire at their work sites, included 208 married fathers, 
287 married mothers, and 149 single mothers. Individual coping was the most 
powerful predictor of  outcomes, with problem-focused coping associated with 
positive outcomes and emotion-focused coping associated with negative out- 
comes. The generally weaker effects o f  social support varried according to 
both the donor o f  support and the outcome domain. Perceived flexibility 
in scheduling was weakly related to outcomes, but formal flexitime programs 
were unrelated. 

In a national sample survey in 1977 (Quinn & Staines, 1979), 38°7o of  men 
and 43% of  women who were married, had jobs, and had children reported 
that job and family life conflicted with each other "somewhat" or "a lot." 
Conflict between work and family roles appears to be on the rise because 
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of two trends. The first of these is the increased participation of women, 
particularly of mothers, in the labor force. By 1983, a majority of the mothers 
of preschoolers and well over two thirds of the mothers of school-age chil- 
dren participated in the labor force (Johnson & Waldman, 1983; Waldman, 
1983). The second trend is the increasing importance of family roles to men 
(e.g., Bryant & Veroff, 1982). In national survey data, men, like women, 
now express greater involvement in family than in work (Quinn & Staines, 
1979). As a result of these trends, and the failure of social structures to keep 
pace with them, work and family life are likely to come into conflict for work- 
ing mothers and fathers. 

This study examines the effects of individual and collective efforts to 
reduce the stresses of combining paid work and parenting. It compares the 
relative impact of three levels of activities, namely, individual coping strate- 
gies, social support from various sources, and flexibility in job scheduling, 
on the well-being of working parents. Coping, the first level of activity, 
represents strategies that individuals can undertake by themselves. Social sup- 
port, the second level, relies on resources of social groups, whether groups 
joined by kinship or affinity, or molded by organizational structure at work. 
Flexibility in job scheduling is one of many activities that work organiza- 
tions may undertake to aid their members. Because formal flexibility or "flexi- 
time" programs involve organizational policy, they represent the highest social 
level of activity studied here. 

Individual Coping 

Although researchers have described coping strategies particular to the 
needs of working parents or dual-career couples (e.g., Hall & Hall, 1979; 
Rapoport & Rapoport, 1976), there are no empirical studies of the effective- 
ness of these strategies. There is a large literature that relates more general 
coping strategies to psychological outcomes (e.g., Aldwin & Revenson, 1987; 
Billings & Moos, 1981, 1984; Felton & Revenson, 1984, Felton, Reven- 
son, & Hinrichsen, 1984; Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & 
Gruen, 1986; Menaghan, 1982; Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, &Mullan, 
1981; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Vitaliano, Maiuro, Russo, & Becker, 1987; 
Vitaliano, Russo, Carr, Maiuro, & Becker, 1985). 

Coping strategies may be classified into those that attempt to alter stress- 
ful encounters between the person and the environment, or problem-focused 
strategies, and strategies that attempt to regulate stressful emotions, or 
emotion-focused strategies (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 150). Although 
the patterns of relationships between coping strategies and outcomes varied 
in the studies just cited, problem-focused coping was generally associated 
with positive outcomes. Emotion-focused strategies, however, especially wish- 
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ful thinking or denial of a problem, were generally associated with poor out- 
comes. Lazarus and Folkman (e.g., 1984, p. 135) argued that no coping 
strategy is inherently good or bad, since outcomes depend on the match be- 
tween the strategy and the situation, but the preponderance of the evidence 
they cited also suggests deleterious effects of avoidance or denial. In accor- 
dance with the literature, we expected problem-focused coping to be more 
helpful than emotion-focused coping to the working parents in our sample. 

Individual coping has its limitations as well as its successes (Pearlin et 
al., 1981). In particular, individual coping appears relatively ineffective in 
dealing with stressors that arise at work (Menaghan & Mervis, 1984; Pearlin 
& Schooler, 1978; Shinn, M0rch, Robinson, & Neuner, 1986; Shinn, Rosario, 
M0rch, & Chestnut, 1984), perhaps because most people have little control 
over contingencies that affect them at work. Work problems may be among 
those that, according to Mechanic (1974), "are not amenable to individual 
solutions, but depend on highly organized cooperative efforts" (p. 34), or or- 
ganizations may constrain individual coping efforts (Kanter, 1977, p. 92). 
We thus expected coping to be less strongly associated with outcomes at work 
than in other realms of life. We also looked to social support and organiza- 
tional efforts as other levels of aid to working parents. 

Social Support 

Support systems may aid members to mobilize their psychological 
resources, master strain, share tasks, and obtain information, skills, and other 
supplies (e.g., Caplan, 1974). Numerous studies and reviews have shown the 
benefits of social support for psychological and physical health and well- 
being in general (e.g., Cobb, 1976; Cohen & McKay, 1984) and at work (Bill- 
ings & Moos, 1982; Holahan & Moos, 1981; House, 1981; House & Wells, 
1978; Kobasa & Puccetti, 1983; LaRocco, House, & French, 1980; LaRocco 
& Jones, 1978). Shinn, Rosario, et al. (1984) and Shinn et al. (1986) com- 
pared the utility of individual coping and social support for reducing dis- 
tress at work, showing far larger effects for social support. Billings and Moos 
(1981), on the other hand, found coping more important than social resources 
for men and equally important for women in reducing symptoms associated 
with life events in a community sample. 

A number of studies show differential effects of support from differ- 
ent sources (for a general discussion, see Shinn, Lehmann, & Wong, 1984; 
for examples involving job stress, see Billings & Moos, 1982; Holahan & 
Moos, 1981; House & Wells, 1978; LaRocco et al., 1980; LaRocco & Jones, 
1978). The present study assessed support from four sources: the spouse (if 
any); the supervisor; co-workers; and friends, neighbors, and relatives. We 
hypothesized that each source of support would have greatest impact in its 
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own outcome domain. That is, support from supervisors and co-workers 
would have most influence on work outcomes; support from the spouse would 
have most influence on family outcomes. 

Flexible Job Schedules 

Organizations can undertake a variety of activities to reduce stressors 
at work (Newman & Beehr, 1979; Shinn et al., 1986). Because organization- 
al efforts to provide job conditions that facilitate parenting (whether or not 
these were designed to aid parents) are still fairly rare, this study focused 
on one, flexitime, in a purposive sample of organizations that provided em- 
ployees with different degrees of flexibility. A survey of corporate practices 
of potential use to parents (Catalyst, undated) found that flexitime was the 
most common such practice, after maternity benefits and leaves without pay. 
Yet flexitime is available to only 12.3°70 of full-time wage and salary workers 
(Mellor, 1986). This study examined flexitime because it is relatively com- 
mon, it can potentially reduce schedule conflict for parents at all stages of 
their careers, and it has shown beneficial effects for job satisfaction, absen- 
teeism, tardiness, ease of child care, and usage of personal time (see reviews 
by Cummings & Molloy, 1977; Golembiewski, 1985; Golembiewski & Proehl, 
1978; Nollen, 1982; Ronen, 1981; Silverstein & Srb, 1979). 

Kanter (1977) suggested that the benefits of flexitime should be espe- 
cially great for working parents. In two small-sample studies, Winett and 
Neale (1980, 1981) found that working parents who took advantage of flexi- 
time increased the time they spent with their families each day. Staines and 
Pleck (1985) found that schedule flexibility, defined as perceiving some con- 
trol over the hours or days one worked, moderated the adverse effects of 
nonstandard schedules on family life in a nationally representative sample 
of workers who were married, had a child, or both. 

Bohen and Viveros-Long (1981) provided a damper to the enthusiasm 
about flexitime, however. Flexitime benefited their public sector sample as 
a whole but had little or no effect for working parents. Because their study 
used only one agency with flexitime and one without, flexitime was con- 
founded with other organizational characteristics that may have reduced its 
effects. The present study included eight organizations with various degrees 
of schedule flexibility, both within and between organizations, and made an 
effort to match organizations with and without flexitime on other criteria. 

Relationships Between Levels o f  Activity 

Coping, social support, and flexitime need not be independent. Social 
support is frequently theorized to work in part by guiding individuals' cop- 
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ing efforts (e.g., Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). Supportive others might en- 
courage more effective problem-focused coping and discourage less effective 
emotion-focused strategies. Social support or flexibility in scheduling might 
also permit individuals to engage in coping strategies that they could not un- 
dertake in a more restrictive environment. Similarly, schedule flexibility might 
permit individuals to engage in more supportive behavior, for example, by 
rearranging their schedules to accommodate one another. We were thus cu- 
rious whether strategies requiring higher levels of social organization (flexi- 
time, social support) would facilitate or increase use of effective strategies 
at lower levels and whether they would decrease use of less effective or coun- 
terproductive lower-level strategies. 

Of course, strategies from different levels might interact in the predic- 
tion of outcomes if, for example, coping were more effective in the presence 
of social support than without it. These, and other potentially interesting 
interactions such as stress buffering, could not be examined effectively with 
the current sample size (see Krantz & Shinn, 1988). 

Summary 

Our central hypothesis was that individuals, unaided by social and or- 
ganizational supports, could do only a little to reduce the stress that arises 
from conflict between work and family roles, and that social support and 
organizational flexitime programs would make substantial additional con- 
tributions to parents' well-being. This hypothesis represents an extrapola- 
tion from the literature on job stress. Although individuals have more control 
(and work organizations have less control) over stress associated with com- 
bining work and family life than over job stress per se, we expected efforts 
involving extraindividual levels of social organization, including families, 
work groups, and organizations, to be especially important. It did not turn 
out that way. 

Because of our hypotheses that coping would be less effective at work 
than in other domains and that social support would be most helpful in the 
outcome domain in which the source of support resided, we examined the 
effects of coping, support, and flexitime programs in the domains of work, 
family, and general well-being. Because other researchers have found posi- 
tive and negative affect to have different origins (Bradburn, 1969; Lawton, 
1983) and to be related to different coping strategies (Felton et al., 1984; 
McCrae & Costa, 1986), we examined positively and negatively toned out- 
comes in each domain. 

Finally, we felt it was important to consider descriptive differences be- 
tween the married men, married women, and single women in our sample. 
There is some evidence that men and women cope in different ways, proba- 
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bly because of the constraints of social roles (Billings & Moos, 1981, 1984; 
Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Rosario, Shinn, M0rch, 
& Huckabee, 1988). Social support may be more important for women in 
general (Billings & Moos, 1981, 1984; Holahan & Moos, 1981; Vaux, 1985) 
and especially in our study, to the extent that combining paid work and 
parenting is still an innovative social role for women. Single parents, of 
course, lack social support from the spouse. We were curious as to whether 
other sources of support would thus be more prominent for single parents. 

M E T H O D S  

Respondents 

The sample consisted of 644 working parents-men and women who 
worked full time and cared for at least one child aged 16 or under - f rom 
eight firms and state agencies located in New York City. The four private 
sector firms included three insurance and one retail sales company. All were 
located within a few subway stops of each other, minimizing any differences 
in populations or conditions associated with location. The three insurance 
companies, which included one with flexitime, one without flexitime, and 
one midway through the process of converting to flexitime, had similar per- 
sonnel policies in other respects. The four state agencies all had headquarters 
in the same building, and were governed by the same civil service policies, 
but had considerable variation within and between sites in schedule flexibili- 
ty. The work at all eight sites was predominantly white-collar. 

Respondents were recruited at their work sites with a letter sent to all 
or to a randomly selected group of employees, asking whether they quali- 
fied for the study and, if so, whether they would complete a questionnaire 
during their work hours. Of employees who identified themselves as parents, 
59°70 completed the questionnaire. 

The sample included 208 married fathers, 287 married mothers, and 
149 single mothers. Seven single fathers in the original sample of 651 were 
too small a group to analyze, and are not considered here. Respondents' mean 
age was 35. Approximately half were college graduates. The median individual 
income level was between $20,000 and $25,000, and the median family in- 
come between $20,000 and $40,000. The sample was almost evenly divided 
between whites and blacks, with smaller number of other minority groups. 

These overall statistics mask dramatic differences between married 
fathers, married mothers, and single mothers. Four-fifths of the married 
fathers were college graduates, compared with only one-fifth of the single 
mothers. Three-quarters of the men were white, compared with only one- 
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fifth of the single mothers. Married fathers made between $30,000 and 
$40,000, on average, whereas single mothers made only $10,000 to $15,000. 
In each case, married mothers fell between married fathers and single mothers, 
but closer to the single mothers. These disparities in race, education, and 
income between men and women are not atypical of the work organizations 
from which respondents were drawn. 

Measures 

Respondents completed a questionnaire that assessed stressors associated 
with their dual roles as workers and parents, outcomes assessing various 
aspects of well-being, and three levels of activity that might reduce stressors 
or improve outcomes: individual coping, social support, and flexible job 
schedules. 

Coping. Respondents were asked to "think about [their] experiences 
as a working parent over the last two months" and to indicate how often 
they had used a variety of strategies "to manage the challenges and difficul- 
ties" of "combining a job and parenting." Potential coping responses included 
items selected or modified from standard coping inventories (Folkman & 
Lazarus, 1980; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) or an inventory designed for two- 
career couples (Hall & Hall, 1979), and strategies described by working par- 
ents in pilot studies. We omitted items such as positive comparisons and self- 
blame that might reflect psychological states as much as coping responses. 
The items, assessed on 5-point Likert-style frequency scales, factored into 
Emotion-focused efforts, e.g., "Hoped a miracle would happen," and 
Problem-focused efforts, e.g., "Planned, scheduled, and organized careful- 
ly." The factor structure of the coping items (principal axis factoring with 
varimax rotation) is shown in Table I. Internal consistency reliability (coeffi- 
cient alpha) for the unit-weighted scales was .75 for the Emotion-focused 
scale (10 items), and .60 for the Problem-focused scale (5 items). The two 
coping scales were correlated only r = .10. 

Social Support. Social support, like coping, was assessed with respect 
to the respondent's "experiences as a working parent over the last two 
months." We measured social support received from each of four sources: 
the spouse (if any); friends, neighbors, and relatives; the supervisor; and co- 
workers. Each form of support was assessed with a 6- or 7-item index using 
a 5-point frequency response scale. Four items, identical across sources, as- 
sessed verbal support, e.g., "Was understanding or sympathetic"; "Shared ideas 
or advice." Two or three others assessed more tangible efforts appropriate 
to the role relationship between the respondent and the supporter. For ex- 
ample, a supervisor could have "juggled tasks or duties to accommodate my 
family responsibilities," whereas a friend, neighbor, or relative might have 
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Table I. Principal Axis Factor Structure with Varimax Rotation for Coping Items 

Item Emotion-focused Problem-focused 

Emotion-focused Coping (avoidance) 
Hoped a miracle would happen 
Daydreamed or imagined a better time or 

place than the one you were in 
Tried to put each task out of mind when not 

engaged in it 
Tried to make yourself feel better by eating, 

drinking, smoking, taking medication, etc. 
Reminded yourself that things could be worse 
Told yourself things that helped you feel 

better 
Tried to notice only the good things 
Kept so busy you didn't have time to think 
Decided not to do certain activities that 

conflicted with other activities 
Let less important things slide 

Problem-focused Coping (planning) 
Planned, scheduled, and organized carefully 
Set priorities so that the most important 

things got done 
Devoted full attention to each activity in turn 
Took steps to improve your lot in the future 
Set aside a special time to spend with your 

children 

.613 - . 0 7 1  

.577 - . 0 9 9  

.511 .132 

.482 - . 0 9 7  

.473 .194 

.465 .166 

.454 .101 

.449 - . 0 1 1  

.440 .185 

.398 - . 1 3 1  

- .044  .617 

.191 .526 
- . 0 1 2  .478 

.126 .425 

- .095  .394 

taken "care of  child(ren) before or after school." Although these items fac- 
tored into talk and action subscales for all sources except the spouse, the 
full scales were used for the sake of  simplicity. Internal consistency reliabili- 
ty ranged from .83 to .84. 

Schedule Flexibility. Schedule flexibility was assessed in two ways. A 
Formal Flexibility variable was constructed to reflect the degree of  flexibility 
permitted to workers in each organization or organizational subunit. This 
was a 5-point scale on which 1 was assigned to workers in an organization 
that did not permit flexitime, 3 to workers in an organization that permitted 
them to choose a permanent start time within a 1-hour period, and 5 to wor- 
kers in those units of another organization that permitted employees to choose 
on a day-to-day basis when to come in within a 2-hour period and how long 
a lunch period to take. Five organizations had virtually all workers at a single 
level of  flexibility. Conveniently, each organization represented a different 
scale point. Workers (maximum n per organization = 13) who said the or- 
ganization's flexible scheduling policy did not apply to them (typically be- 
cause particular supervisors did not permit flexitime within their work units), 
received a second, lower score. Three organizations, including the one in the 
midst of  a shift to flexitime, had units of  worker at two levels, and at one 
of  these, an additional group of  workers in an Individualized Schedule Pro- 
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gram received a third, higher score. In each case we examined actual start- 
ing and ending times of all respondents in the organization, subunit, or 
program, and took observed variability, as well as the policy on the books, 
into account in assigning group scores. The Formal Flexibility variable thus 
represents a relatively objective statement of organizational policy as it ap- 
plied to workers. A Perceived Flexibility variable was constructed from three 
questions asking how hard the worker thought it would be to get his or her 
schedule changed under different circumstances (permanently, on a particu- 
lar day, or frequently, for the worker's convenience). Coefficient alpha for 
the scale was .77. Formal Flexibility and Perceived Flexibility were correlated, 
r = .47, p < .001. 

Measures of  Stressors and Well-Being. Perceived Stressors in combin- 
ing work and family life was a 12-item index assessing problems in the areas 
of time use and child care. Items were derived from pilot studies and from 
the literature on work and family (Cook, 1978; Hall & Hall, 1979; Pearlin 
& Schooler, 1978; Quinn & Staines, 1979; Rapoport & Rapoport, 1976) and 
included "There is no room in my schedule for anything out of the ordinary" 
and "I have to impose on others to help with child care." Coefficient alpha 
was .87. 

Well-being measures included both positively and negatively toned in- 
dices in the domains of family (family satisfaction, family distress), work Gob 
satisfaction, job distress), and general well-being (overall satisfaction, poor 
mental health, poor physical health). Family Satisfaction was a 2-item in- 
dex, with an alpha of .77, modeled after Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 
(1976) and Quinn and Staines (1979). It asked respondents to rate their satis- 
faction with their children and their family life on a 5-point scale. Job Satis- 
faction, modeled on Quinn and Staines (1979) was a 4-item index with an 
alpha of .84. One item paralled the Family Satisfaction scale. Others asked, 
for example, "Knowing what you know now, if you had to decide all over 
again whether to take the job you now have, what would you decide?" Fam- 
ily Distress and Job Distress were parallel 5-item indices, with alphas of .84 
and .82, modeled on Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, and Pinneau (1975) 
and Pearlin and Schooler (1978). Items asked how much of the time respon- 
dents felt, for example, "bothered or upset" or "worried" when they thought 
about "your family" or "experiences here at your job." A 5-point frequency 
response scale was used. 

Overall Satisfaction included two items paralleling the Family Satisfac- 
tion items, but inquiring about "the way you are combining work and parent- 
ing" and "your life as a whole." A third "happiness" item (Campbell et al., 
1976; Gurin, Veroff, & Feld, 1960; Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981) asked, 
"Taking all things together, how would you say things are these days. Would 
you say you're very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?" The 3-item in- 
dex had an alpha of .72. 
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The 15-item measure Poor  Mental Health was a subset of  one deve- 
loped by Gurin et al. (1960) and used by Veroff  et al. (1981). It asked the 
frequency with which the respondent experienced psychosomatic symptoms 
such as headaches or difficulty getting up in the morning. Coefficient alpha 
was .83. Finally, Poor  Physical Health was a 3-item index with an alpha of  
.61 based on work by the National Center for Health Statistics (1982). It 
asked for a self-rating of  health and the number of days the respondent had 
stayed in bed or restricted activities due to illness or injury during the last 
2 months. 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Patterns 

Table II shows differences among three subgroups of respondents, mar- 
ried fathers, married mothers, and single mothers, on the predictor varia- 
bles of coping, social support, and schedule flexibility. (All reported 
differences in this paper are significant at the .05 level or better unless other- 

Table II. Means (and Standard Deviations) of  Subgroups on Predictor Variables a 

A. Married B. Married C. Single 
fathers mothers mothers Significant 

Variables (n = 208) (n = 287) (n = 149) contrasts 

Coping 
Problem-focused 3.5 3.6 3.6 (B,C > A) 

(0.54) (0.55) (0.60) 
Emotion-focused 2.7 3.1 3.2 C > B > A 

(0.56) (0.61) (0.61) 
Social support  

Supervisor 1.9 1.9 1.9 ns 
(0.78) (0.79) (0.80) 

Spouse 3.1 3.0 N / A  A > B 
(0.69) (0.74) 

Friend/neighbor/relat ive 1.9 2.4 2.6 C > B > A 
(0.69) (0.76) (0.82) 

Co-worker 1.9 2.2 2.2 B,C > A 
(0.66) (0.70) (0.69) 

Flexibility 
Formal 3.0 3.0 3.1 ns 

(1.37) (1.36) (1.37) 
Perceived 3.2 2.9 3.0 (A > B,C) 

(0.96) (0.98) (0.96) 

aContrasts were performed only when the overall F was significant at the p < .05 level, and 
are themselves significant by a protected t test. When contrasts are in parentheses, the overall 
F was not  significant after controlling for age, education, income, and job site. 
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wise noted.) Single mothers reported more Emotion-focused coping than mar- 
ried mothers, who in turn reported more than married fathers. Women also 
reported more Problem-focused coping than men, but the difference failed 
to reach significance when age, education, income, and job site were con- 
trolled for. Women reported more Social Support from Co-Workers and from 
Friends, Neighbors, and Relatives than did men, with single mothers higher 
than married mothers in the latter category. A difference in Spouse Support, 
favoring men, disappeared after controlling for demographic variables, and 
there was no difference between groups in Supervisor Support. In general, 
levels of social support for combining work and family were quite low. Even 
the spouse supplied the various types of support only "sometimes," on aver- 
age, whereas support from other sources hovered in the "rarely" range (3 
and 2 on the 5-point scale, respectively). 

Since men and women worked for the same organizations, it is not sur- 
prising that there were no differences in formal flexibility scores. A differ- 
ence in perceived flexibility, favoring men, disappeared after controls for 
demographic variables. That is, men were, on average, higher in the organiza- 
tional hierarchy than women, and those higher in the hierarchy were more 
likely to feel they could change their hours if they needed to, but there were 
no differences between men and women when variables associated with job 
position (age, education, income, site) were controlled for. 

Women reported more distress than men on five of the seven outcome 
variables and higher levels of perceived stressors. (The exceptions were the 
job outcomes of satisfaction and distress.) For two of the positively toned 
outcomes, family satisfaction and overall satisfaction, married mothers scored 
higher than single mothers (results not tabled). 

Table III shows the intercorrelations among study variables. The corre- 
lations among predictors provide little evidence that either social support or 
flexibility facilitated coping efforts. Support from co-workers and from 
friends, neighbors, and relatives were correlated .23 and .22 with emotion- 
focused coping. No other correlations of support or flexibility with either 
emotion-focused or problem-focused coping reached .2. Flexibility was simi- 
larly unrelated to support. Support varied with life domain. Supports at the 
workplace, from supervisor and co-workers, were correlated .51. Co-workers 
may have overlapped with friends; support from the two sources correlated 
.36, and friend support was correlated .25 with supervisor support. No corre- 
lation between spouse support and any other form reached .2, however. 

Prediction o f  Outcomes From Coping, Social Support, and Flexibifity 

Regression analyses were undertaken to examine the relative effects of 
coping, social support, and schedule flexioility in predicting perceived stres- 
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sots and the seven well-being outcomes, under the assumption of an addi- 
tive model. Because spouse support was not assessed for single mothers, single 
and married parents were analyzed separately. All regression analyses con- 
trolled for age, education, individual income, and work site, and for sex in 
the married sample. 

In all equations where it was not itself the criterion, perceived stressors 
was controlled for as a proxy for various potentially stressful life conditions. 
For example, whether the spouse worked was uncorrelated with any outcome, 
maximum r = .08, p > .1, after partialling out the control variables. Per- 
ceived stressors (except where this was the criterion variable), the two cop- 
ing variables, three or four social support variables, and two flexibility 
variables were each entered as sets. "Unique" percentages of variance ex- 
plained are changes in R 2 associated with the addition of  the named variable 
set to the regression equation controlling for all other variables. 

Table IV shows the unique percentages of variance accounted for by 
the stressors, coping, social support, and flexibility variable sets in the mar- 
ried and single samples. Table V shows the significant (.05 level) unstan- 
dardized regression weights for the two groups. Perceived stressors uniquely 
explained between 2 and 9% of  the variance in each of  the seven outcomes 
for married parents (M = 4.2o7o) and between 1 and 13% of the variance 
for single mothers (M = 6.6%). It was always associated with poor outcomes. 

Coping was also significantly related to perceived stressors and to each 
of  the seven outcomes. For married parents, the two-variable set explained 
10°70 of  the variance in stressors and between 2 and 11% of  the variance in 
the outcomes, for an average of 6.3% across all eight dependent measures. 
The effects were on average even stronger for single mothers (M = 8.2%), 
although with the smaller sample not all effects were significant. Emotion- 
focused coping was always associated with poor outcomes. The largest as- 
sociations, in terms of the size of  standardized regression coefficients (not 
tabled), were with negatively toned indices (poor mental health and family 
distress in both groups and perceived stressors in the married sample). 
Problem-focused coping was associated with good outcomes about half the 
time, with the largest associations for positively toned indices (overall satis- 
faction and family satisfaction in both samples). Problem-focused coping 
was also associated with lower levels of perceived stressors for married par- 
ents, but with higher levels of job distress. For single mothers, Problem- 
focused coping was associated with lower levels of  family distress and men- 
tal health problems. All significant relationships between coping and job out- 
comes were detrimental. 

Social support was a less powerful predictor than individual coping. 
The four support variables accounted for an average of  2.3°7o of  the vari- 
ance for married parents, with support from the spouse most important.  
Spouse support was associated with positive outcomes for family satisfac- 
tion, family distress, perceived stressors, and overall satisfaction. Supervi- 
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sor support was associated with positive job outcomes (high satisfaction and 
low distress). These results accord with the hypothesis that support is most 
important in those domains of life where the donor plays a major role. Sup- 
port from friends, neighbors, and relatives was associated with lower levels 
of job distress, but co-worker support was associated with higher levels. Both 
types of support were associated with higher levels of mental health problems. 

Single mothers, of course, had no spouses. The three remaining sources 
of support accounted for 2.1 0/0 of variance, on average. Only support from 
the supervisor and from friends, neighbors, and relatives made unique con- 
tributions to any outcome, and they did so only for family satisfaction. The 
number of significant results for this group was about what one would ex- 
pect by chance. 

Contrary to our expectations, schedule flexibility, like social support, 
was a poor predictor of outcomes. The strongest associations by far were 
with perceived stressors. Formal flexibility and perceived flexibility, as a set, 
explained 9% of the variance in perceived stressors for single mothers and 
3% for married mothers, but only an average of 2.6 and 0.9°70 of the vari- 
ance, respectively, across all outcomes. Flexibility was also associated with 
greater job satisfaction in the single sample. All of these relationships were 
carried by perceived flexibility; formal flexibility had no effect. Other rela- 
tionships were small, inconsistent in direction, and not much beyond the level 
of chance in number. 

The total change in percentage of variance accounted for by stressors, 
coping, social support, and flexibility (beyond the 10-12°70 accounted for 
by background variables) was 20.6%, on average, for married parents, and 
27.5% for single mothers. That is, the predictors jointly accounted for an 
additional 6.9% of variance in outcomes for married parents and 8.0°7o for 
single parents above and beyond what could be uniquely attributed to any 
predictor set. This shared variance (almost a third of the total) was largely 
due to the overlap between perceived stressors and coping and, for the sin- 
gle mothers, between perceived stressors and perceived flexibility. 

Additional Analyses for Formal Flexibility 

Because policies regarding flexitime were largely confounded with site, 
the regressions controlling for site were a poor way to examine their effects. 
Hence, we did a number of additional analyses. For both the full sample 
and for three subgroups (married fathers, married mothers, and single 
mothers), we examined the effects of formal flexibility alone on outcomes, 
without controlling for site. We repeated these analyses for the full sample 
within each of the three sites where there was substantial within-site varia- 
tion in policies, and within the set of state agencies and within the set of 
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T a b l e  V .  S i g n i f i c a n t  U n s t a n d a r d i z e d  C o e f f i c i e n t s  ( a n d  S t a n d a r d  E r r o r s )  f o r  t h e  R e g r e s s i o n  o f  

O u t c o m e s  o n  S t r e s s o r s ,  C o p i n g ,  S o c i a l  S u p p o r t ,  a n d  S c h e d u l e  F l ex ib i l i t y ,  f o r  M a r r i e d  P a r e n t s  
a n d  S i n g l e  M o t h e r s  

P r e d i c t o r s  a 

S t r e s s o r s  C o p i n g  S o c i a l  s u p p o r t  S c h e d u l e  

O u t c o m e s  P s  P r  E m  Sp  S u  F r  C o  F o  P e  

M a r r i e d  p a r e n t s  

P e r c e i v e d  s t r e s s o r s  - . 1 4  .36 - . 1 1  . . . . .  .13 

(SE = . 0 3 - . 0 5 )  

J o b  d i s t r e s s  .36 .16 .31 - - . 1 3  - . 1 1  .14 .12 - 

(SE = . 0 5 - . 0 6 )  

J o b  s a t i s f a c t i o n  - . 1 7  - -  - . 1 8  - .11 . . . .  

(SE = . 0 5 - . 0 6 )  

F a m i l y  d i s t r e s s  .25 - .35 - .  10 . . . .  .07 

(SE = . 0 3 - . 0 5 )  

F a m i l y  s a t i s f a c t i o n  - . 1 6  .20 - . 1 8  .24 - -  - - .10 - 

(SE = . 0 4 - . 0 5 )  
O v e r a l l  s a t i s f a c t i o n  - .33 .26 - .23 .13 . . . . .  

(SE = . 0 4 - . 0 5 )  
P o o r  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  .13 - .25 - - .06 .07 - - 

(SE = . 0 2 - . 0 3 )  
P o o r  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h  .21 - .18 . . . . . .  

(SE = . 0 5 - . 0 6 )  

S i n g l e  m o t h e r s  

P e r c e i v e d  s t r e s s o r s  - .36 . . . . .  .29 

(SE = . 0 9 - . 1 2 )  

J o b  d i s t r e s s  .36 - .30 . . . . .  

(SE = . 1 0 - . 1 3 )  

J o b  s a t i s f a c t i o n  . . . . . . .  ,22 

(SE = .08) 
F a m i l y  d i s t r e s s  .22 - . 2 6  .46 . . . . .  

(SE = . 10-. 12) 
F a m i l y  s a t i s f a c t i o n  - .33 .48 - .30 .19 .21 - - - 

(SE = . 0 9 - .  13) 
O v e r a l l  s a t i s f a c t i o n  - . 4 3  .42 - . 3 8  . . . . .  

(SE = . 0 8 - . 1 1 )  

P o o r  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  .20 - . 1 7  .27 . . . . .  

(SE = . 0 5 - . 0 6 )  
P o o r  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h  .30 - .29 . . . . .  

(SE = . 1 0 - . 1 3 )  

aB w e i g h t s  l is ted w e r e  s i gn i f i c an t  a t  t he  .05 level.  P s  = p e r c e i v e d  s t ressors .  P r  = p r o b l e m - f o c u s e d ,  
E m  = e m o t i o n - f o c u s e d  c o p i n g .  Sp  = s p o u s e ;  Su  = s u p e r v i s o r ;  F r  = f r i e n d s ,  n e i g h b o r s ,  a n d  

r e l a t i ve s ;  C o  = c o - w o r k e r  s u p p o r t .  F o  = f o r m a l ,  P e  = p e r c e i v e d  s c h e d u l e  f l ex ib i l i t y .  C o n -  
t ro l  v a r i a b l e s  w e r e  t h e  s a m e  as  in  T a b l e  I V .  

insurance companies that were matched with one another. Analyses within 
the company that was in the process of switching to flexitime presented a 
particularly interesting quasi-experimental design. Overall these analyses 
produced results only at a chance level. In sum, although perceived flexibili- 
ty contributed to lower levels of perceived stressors and to good outcomes, 
formal flexitime programs had little effect on the well-being of parents in 
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our sample. (Formal flexibility was negatively related to lateness among state 
employess.) 

These findings about the small effects of formal flexibility are at odds 
with respondents' answers to an open-ended question about what one thing 
other than money would make life as a working parent easier. Only about 
half of all respondents answered this question, but a clear plurality of those 
who did requested some change in job schedules. Within the category of job 
schedules, respondents showed most interest in formal flexitime programs 
and in working fewer hours, although several specified that the reduced hours 
would have to come without a cut in pay. Responses to this question were 
only slightly related to the degree of formal flexibility already experienced 
by the worker. The percentages of respondents mentioning a change in job 
schedule ranged from 42% in formal flexibility categories 1 and 2 to 34% 
in categories 4 and 5. Respondents in the lowest categories were most likely 
to request flexitime; those in the highest were most likely to request a reduc- 
tion in hours. 

One other datum may be relevant to the small effects of schedule flexi- 
bility in our sample. Among respondents who had flexitime, 340/o said they 
did not work different hours as a result and 38% said their child care respon- 
sibilities constrained their use of flexitime. 

Violation of Additivity 

There was little systematic evidence of violation of additivity in these 
data. For example, in the married sample, of 28 possible Support x Stress- 
buffering interactions, 4 were significant at the .05 level, but none of these 
replicated at even the .  10 level in two randomly split halves of the sample. 
The 4 significant cases showed no clear patterns: They involved each of the 
4 support sources and 3 different outcomes. Of 71 possible gender interac- 
tions, 8 were significant at the .05 level, involving 7 predictors and 6 out- 
comes. Of these, only 2 replicated in split halves of the sample. Interactions 
were less common for single parents than for married ones. 

These results may simply reflect lack of statistical power to detect in- 
teractions (Krantz & Shinn, 1988). For example, perceived stressors was a 
reasonably important variable in this study, uniquely accounting for 4.2% 
of the variance for analyses with married parents. Under assumptions of in- 
dependence among predictors and bilinearity of the interaction term, an in- 
teraction contrast fully as large as the main effect contrast for stressors would 
account for a fourth as much variance, or about 1% (Krantz & Shinn, 1988). 
We have only 62% power to detect it in this sample with 410 complete cases 
for married parents (Cohen, 1977), and would need to increase the sample 
size by 25°70 to raise power to .80. An interaction contrast half as large as 
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the average main effect contrast for stressors would account for one sixteenth 
as much variance (less than 0.3%). To detect it with 80% power would re- 
quire a sample of  over 2,000. Most violations of  these assumptions would 
lead to lower power or larger samples. (See Krantz & Shinn, 1988, for a more 
general discussion of  statistical power to detect interactions, in which these 
data are used as an example.) 

DISCUSSION 

Caveats 

Before discussing the findings, it is important to consider some cav- 
eats. First, we confine interpretations to an additive model, because we lack 
the power to test theoretically interesting models involving interactions terms. 
Second, we should not overgeneralize. The eight organizations sampled are 
somewhat representative of  the job sectors where flexitime is most prevalent 
but not at all representative of  the work force at large. 

Third, with the exception of formal flexibility, our data are based en- 
tirely on self-reports. Although we were careful to avoid conceptual overlap 
in the items representing different domains (cf. Nicholls, Licht, & Pearl, 
1982), method variance may inflate the size of reported correlations. Method 
variance or response-response contamination doubtless accounts for part of  
the larger associations of outcomes with perceived flexibility than with for- 
mal flexibility. Contamination may also be stronger for the relationship of 
well-being to coping than to social support or flexibility. In the first case 
the relationship is between one's thoughts or emotions and one's own ac- 
tions; in the second it is between one's thoughts or emotions and one's per- 
ceptions of someone else's actions or the external environment. 

Fourth, in a cross-sectional study, we cannot determine the direction 
of causality between coping or support and distress or well-being. Two lon- 
gitudinal studies of coping (Aldwin & Revenson, 1987; Felton & Reven- 
son, 1984) found evidence for bidirectional causation between emotion- 
focused coping and poor adjustment. (Such bidirectional relationships may 
inflate the size of correlations between emotion-focused coping and outcomes 
in our study.) Problem-focused strategies, on the other hand, seemed to pro- 
mote adjustment in a unidirectional fashion. Similarly, depression was more 
important in predicting emotion-focused coping than problem-focused coping 
in two other studies (Coyne, Aldwin, & Lazarus, 1981; Folkman & Lazarus, 
1986). 

It is also possible that some unmeasured third factor, such as some 
aspect of personality, causes both coping and adjustment (McCrae & Costa, 
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1986). Sarason, Sarason, and Shearin (1986) have similarly argued that so- 
cial support may be in large part a stable individual factor or a consequence 
rather than a cause of psychological state. In our study, the relatively low 
correlations of support from the spouse with support from other sources sug- 
gest that support is not solely in the eye, or the personality, of the beholder. 
This fact, along with longitudinal evidence from other studies that coping 
and support predict adjustment (Aldwin & Revenson, 1987; Felton & 
Revenson, 1984; Holahan & Moos, 1981; Menaghan, 1982; Pearlin et al., 
1981) may legitimize a cautious comparison of effects of coping, social sup- 
port, and flexible job schedules for the working parents in our sample. 

The Relative Predictive Power of Coping, Social Support, and Flexibility 

Contrary to our prediction, individual coping was more important than 
both social support and flexibility of job schedules in accounting for par- 
ents' well-being. As in the literature, high levels of problem-focused coping 
and low levels of emotion-focused coping were consistently associated with 
favorable outcomes, except that, again as in the literature, even problem- 
focused coping was not helpful for work outcomes. Interestingly, emotion- 
focused coping had strongest associations with negatively toned outcomes 
and problem-focused coping had strongest associations for positively toned 
outcomes. These findings emphasize the importance of examining both posi- 
tively and negatively toned outcomes and, along with the findings regarding 
social support, the importance of examining outcomes in different life do- 
mains. Associations with outcomes were generally stronger for emotion- 
focused than for problem-focused coping. 

Consistent with Billings and Moos's (1981) findings in a community 
sample, the effects of social support were both smaller and less consistent 
than the effects of coping. And although perceived flexibility in job sched- 
ules was somewhat helpful to parents, formal flexitime programs were of 
little benefit. 

So far, the best advice we can give to working parents on the basis of 
this study might be to avoid emotion-focused coping or, "Whatever you do, 
don't hope that a miracle will happen." However, if emotion-focused cop- 
ing is seen as a consequence as well as a cause of psychological state, or if 
we confine our advice to positive actions, that is, increasing problem-focused 
coping rather than reducing emotion-focused coping, the picture changes 
somewhat. The variance attributable to problem-focused coping is more com- 
parable to the variance attributable to social support. Among the four sources 
of support, the spouse and the supervisor were most valuable, and among 
married parents, there was some evidence for the domain-specificity hypothe- 
sis: Support from the spouse was more important for family outcomes and 
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support from the supervisor was more important for job outcomes. Support 
from friends, neighbors, and relatives and from co-workers had few and para- 
doxical associations with outcomes. Interestingly, these less helpful sources 
of  support were mildly associated with the decidedly unhelpful emotion- 
focused coping. The more positive spouse support was even more mildly as- 
sociated only with the more helpful problem-focused coping. 

Among single parents, the effects of stressors, coping, and perceived 
schedule flexibility were all a bit stronger than for married parents, judging 
from the percentages of  variance explained. The effects of  social support 
were comparable, despite the fact that single parents drew on only three 
sources of support rather than four. There was no evidence of domain speci- 
ficity of social support for single parents, but patterns in the association of 
coping with outcomes held for this group. 

Possible Reasons for the Weak Effects of  Social Support and Flexibility 

Why were social support and flexible job schedules not more helpful 
to working parents in our sample? Perhaps both were insufficient to meet 
their needs. Mean levels of social support for combining work and family 
life were quite low, especially from sources at work. This statement begs the 
question, what is low? Since we created the support scales used here, there 
are no strictly comparable data on other populations. One of the closest 
studies, by Caplan et al. (1975, pp. 122, 252), assessed support from "your 
immediate supervisor," "other people at work," and "your wife, friends, and 
relatives" in an all-male sample. Questions asked how much each person or 
set of  people went out of  their way to make your work life easier, were easy 
to talk with, could be relied on when things got tough at work, and were 
willing to listen to personal problems. Responses were scored on a 4-point 
intensity rather than our 5-point frequency scale. Means hovered around 3 
out of 4 or somewhat (2.9 and 3.1 out of 4) for the supervisor and others 
at work (vs. 1.9 out of 5 or rarely for the men in our sample) and were half- 
way between somewhat and very much (3.5 out of 4) for the wife, friends, 
and relatives (vs. 3.1 out of 5 or somewhat for the spouse and 1.9 out of 
5 or rarely for friends, neighbors, and relatives for the men in our sample). 
Despite the many differences in the two studies our figures do seem low. 
Interestingly, the zero-order correlations between support and outcomes in 
the Caplan et al. study, as reported by LaRocco et al. (1980), were also sub- 
stantially larger than ours. 

One reason for the low levels of social support in our study may be 
the nature of  the work environments sampled (cf. Moos, 1986). The modal 

emp loyee  in both the private sector insurance firms and the state agencies 
processed paperwork in a large room with scores of other workers. In pilot 



Well-Being of Working Parents 51 

interviews, some respondents reported that they were not allowed to talk to 
their co-workers. House and Wells (1978) similarly suggested that the small 
effects of social support from co-workers in the manufacturing plant they 
studied may have been due to constraints on social interaction. 

A second constraint on social support from all sources except the spouse 
may have been social norms about the appropriateness of requesting or receiv- 
ing support for the task of combining work and parenting. Respondents in- 
terviewed in pilot work frequently said that they would not go to a supervisor 
or co-worker for help with such problems, and demanded that we include 
"not applicable" as a response option for questions about social support from 
all sources except the spouse. (In the results reported here, not applicable 
responses were recoded to never, but there are no changes in relationships 
among variables if these responses are coded missing instead.) 

Finally, social support was sometimes associated with negative social 
interactions in our sample. To the extent that people who provided support 
were also critical of the respondent or resented the respondent's efforts to 
combine work and family life, this may have reduced the respondent's will- 
ingness to rely on them. (Controlling for a measure of negative social inter- 
actions such as criticism and resentment in the regression equations did not 
substantially affect the results reported here.) Similarly, acceptance of so- 
cial support may carry with it the expectation that support will be recipro- 
cated (Shinn, Lehmann, et al., 1984; Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). Such 
obligations may be costly to those already burdened with a full-time job and 
parenting responsibilities. It may not be reasonable to expect the low ob- 
served levels of support, presumably affected by these constraints, to pro- 
vide much explanatory power. 

Results regarding flexibility of job schedules are also inconsistent with 
our hypothesis and with respondents' desires for greater flexibility as the one 
thing other than wages that would make their lives as working parents easier. 
The results are consistent, however, with those of Bohen and Viveros-Long 
(1981) who found that flexitime benefited single and childless workers in their 
sample but made little difference for working parents. The more promising 
effects of perceived flexibility, particularly on perceived stressors, are more 
consistent with the work of Staines and Pleck (1985), who also asked about 
perceived control over work hours. Winett and Neale (19890, 1981), who 
found that parents who adopted flexible schedules spent more time with their 
families, did not examine the sorts of well-being outcomes studied here. 

We see four possible reasons for the small effects of schedule flexibili- 
ty in our sample: methodological issues, limitations on both the amount and 
the type of flexibility, and constraints on its use. Formal flexibility was, of 
course, the only variable in the study that was based on objective data rather 
than subjective reports. Associations of other variables with outcomes may 
be inflated by method variance. The fact that formal flexitime programs came 
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at five discrete levels rather than at the myriad scale points possible for multi- 
item measures of  perceptions may have limited its association with outcomes 
as well. 

A more important limit on variability than the statistical one, in our 
view, is the small underlying range of  flexibility in the programs we studied. 
The programs studied by Winett and Neale, for example, would have scored 
at level 5 and between levels 4 and 5 on our 5-point scale. None of  our pro- 
grams involved banking options, which allow workers to vary the number 
of  hours they work from day to day, as long as they work a given number 
of  hours in some designated interval. 

It may be that an hour or two of discretion in when one comes to work 
is not the type of  flexibility that parents need most. Perhaps they need the 
ability to take off  an afternoon to take a child to the doctor, or visit a teacher. 
The perceived flexibility measure, which assessed the ease with which respon- 
dents felt they could alter their job schedules, may have reflected this sort 
of flexibility, or may have incorporated external constraints (see below) on 
use of  more formal programs. If so, this might partially explain its stronger 
relationships with outcomes. 

Parents may also need the flexibility to work less than full time. A sur- 
vey of  New York State employees conducted independently of  ours (New 
York State Council on Children and Families, 1983) found that over half 
of  women employed full time with children under 18 and one-fifth of men 
would prefer reduced hours, typically either three-quarters or four-fifths time. 
Flexible scheduling and choice regarding the number of  hours could be com- 
bined, as they are in a German department store. Workers choose both how 
many hours they will work on average and, on a weekly basis, when they 
will work, so long as staffing needs are met. Breaks during the work day 
are also flexible. Excess hours can be saved or shortfalls made up over the 
course of  several months. Benefits for part-time workers are prorated. In- 
terestingly, the store has a substantially lower turnover rate than the nation- 
al average for the industry (Erler et al., 1984). This program may be too 
radical for American industry to adopt overnight, but it provides a working 
vision of what could be done in a society committed to helping people balance 
work roles and personal lives. 

Finally, not all workers can take advantage of even the most flexible 
flexitime program. As noted above, respondents reported that their child care 
responsibilities constrained their use of flexitime. Thus flexitime at work may 
not benefit parents until schools, day care centers, and other institutions are 
also more flexible. 

In sum, we are not ready to abandon consideration of  social support 
and organizational activities to aid working parents despite their poor show- 
ing as predictors of well-being in our sample. Both the support and the sched- 
ule flexibility available to respondents may have been too weak to have much 
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impact on their well-being. When social norms and institutions do not respond 
to changing demographic patterns in the work force, individuals must rely 
on their own coping resources. 
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