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ABSTRACT: This study of 76 married or cohabiting two-earner families examined the
influence of spouse/partner involvement in childcare and other demand and resource
variables on mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work.
Gender had a significant influence on the relationship between spouse/partner
involvement in childcare and support for paid work. Mothers were more likely to report
support for paid work when their spouse/partner shared more of the responsibilities
associated with childcare. Fathers were more likely to report support for work when
their spouse/partner shared fewer of the responsibilities associated with childcare. The
findings also suggest that fathers’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for work are
more sensitive to ecological factors than are mothers’ perceptions of support for work.
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A considerable body of research has focused on family–work conflict
(Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, & Crouter, 2000). However, surprisingly few
studies have examined the influence of childcare on this area of par-
ents’ wellbeing. Childcare is so central to working parents’ lives that
even when other aspects of the parent’s family life or employment are
going smoothly, having childcare problems is a significant source of
emotional distress for working parents (Press, Fagan, & Bernd, 2006).

In the present study, we examine the degree to which spouse/part-
ner involvement in childcare responsibilities influences parents’ fam-
ily-to-work conflict, which, for the purpose of this study, is defined as
mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions that their spouse/partner supports
their paid work. Mothers historically have assumed the major share of
responsibility for childcare, even when women work full-time
(Hochschild & Machung, 1989). However, fathers have also taken on
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significant responsibility for childcare support. Recent studies reveal
that 17% of fathers are primary childcare providers to their children
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). Several small-scale studies also reveal
that fathers are involved in various aspects of their young child’s
daycare program, including dropping off, picking up, communicating
with staff, and fulfilling a variety of other responsibilities for children
(Fagan, 1997).

A second objective of this study is to examine the role that gender
plays in relation to parents’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for
paid work. We are particularly interested in the role that gender plays
in the association between spouse/partner participation in childcare
and parent perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work.

Theoretical Approach

Ecological systems theory is the theoretical foundation of this study.
However, we also suggest that gender relations in the family and in
society play an important role in the manner in which ecological fac-
tors influence individuals. According to ecological systems theory,
work and family are social microsystems that involve the individual in
patterned behaviors, social relationships, roles, and commitments.
These socially embedded relationships involve both work and family
demands and resources that have the potential to offset the deleteri-
ous affects of systems that at times exceed the limits of one’s energy
and time (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Voydanoff, 2004a). An ecological
approach suggests that no one aspect of one’s family or work situation
accounts for work–family conflict. Instead, a multidimensional ap-
proach is necessary. We use the model of work and family demands
and resources to test the effect of spouse/partner involvement in
childcare on family–work conflict (i.e., Westman & Etzion, 1995).
Voydanoff (2004a) defines resources as, ‘‘structural or psychological
assets that may be used to facilitate performance, reduce demands, or
generate additional resources’’ (p. 398). For the purpose of this study,
we examine one work resource—mothers’ and fathers’ job flexibility.
The family resource included in this study is spouse/partner involve-
ment in childcare. Accordingly, father involvement in childcare would
be considered a resource to mothers, and mother involvement in
childcare would be considered a resource to fathers. Voydanoff (2004a)
defines demands as, ‘‘structural or psychological claims associated
with role requirements, expectations, and norms to which individuals
must respond or adapt by exerting physical or mental effort’’ (p. 398).
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Work-related demands include working long hours. Family-related
demands include number of preschool children and housework
responsibilities. Voydanoff (2004a) also suggests an additional
resource—boundary-spanning resources. These resources are defined
as ‘‘aspects of work and family roles that directly address how work
and family connect with each other’’ (p. 401). Boundary-spanning re-
sources are not included in our analysis.

It is well known that gender plays an important role in under-
standing spousal/partner strategies for fulfilling work and household
responsibilities (Ferree, 1991; Voydanoff, 2004b). Rutter and Schwartz
(2000) state, ‘‘Social norms for gender differences in marriage have
nearly irresistible power’’ (p. 64). Even when husbands and wives
attempt to share breadwinning and family roles, marriage and having
children set in motion a wife’s duties to household and childcare tasks
and a husband’s duties to earn money for the family (Fox & Murry,
2000; Hochschild & Machung, 1989).

The tendency for wives employed in the labor force to do most of the
housework and childcare and for husbands to do fewer of these tasks
has been explained by the doing-gender approach. In essence this
approach suggests that doing, or not doing, housework and childcare is
a symbolic enactment of gender relations between husbands and wives
(West & Zimmerman, 1998). Wives fall into a pattern of doing family-
related tasks, and husbands fall into a pattern of doing breadwinning
tasks, as a means of enacting their gender roles. Social structure is
also part of the construction of gender relations in the family and
workplace (Risman, 1989). According to this perspective, institutional
structures in society reproduce traditional gender relationships in the
family and workplace. For example, employers are often reluctant to
allow male workers to take advantage of family-supportive policies
such as paternity leave and flextime (Pleck, 1993). As a consequence,
mothers frequently must assume responsibility for childcare, with
fathers assisting in these responsibilities when they have extra time or
when mothers pressure them to help (Fagan & Palm, 2004).

Although employed wives and husbands may fall into such gendered
relationship patterns, they may not necessarily be satisfied with those
relationship patterns. In the present study, we suggest that these
relationship patterns are manifested in parents’ family–work conflict
(perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work). For example,
wives may perform most of the childcare responsibilities, but they may
also perceive less spouse/partner support for paid work as a result of
doing most of these tasks. Hochschild and Machung (1989) have sug-
gested that wives and husbands provide each other with different
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types of supports (see also Barnett, 2005). What makes a wife feel
supported in her paid work role is her husband’s sharing of housework
and childcare. What makes a husband feel supported in his paid work
role is his wife’s appreciation of his breadwinning. Based on Hochs-
child and Machung’s (1989) hypothesis, we expect to find a positive
relationship between wives’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for
paid work and husbands’ childcare involvement. However, the gen-
dered perspective also suggests that in respect to childcare involve-
ment, wives may not be viewed as a resource to husbands. That is, we
do not expect to find a significant relationship between husbands’
perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work and wives’ levels
of childcare involvement. In essence, we are saying that the relation-
ship between ecological factors and family–work conflict is influenced
by gender relationships (see also Voydanoff, 2004b). Father involve-
ment in childcare will be viewed as a resource to mothers, but mother
involvement in childcare will not be viewed as a resource to fathers.

Literature Review

Spouse/partner involvement in childcare arrangements (e.g., day-
care centers) may be an especially important ecological factor in
relation to spouse/partner perceptions of support for paid work. Par-
ents may experience considerable family–work conflict when their
employer asks them to work overtime, whereas their childcare pro-
vider expects prompt pick-up before closing time. Similarly, many care
settings are usually not available if parents must attend an early work
meeting. If an employee or employer tries to change the shift away
from day time hours, most formal care arrangements will not adapt to
the change, even temporarily. The potential for conflict between work
and family demands may be partially mitigated if the other parent
shares equally in the responsibilities of childcare. For example, on
days when parents must work extra hours, the other parent’s avail-
ability to pick-up from daycare may greatly enhance one’s perception
that the spouse/partner supports involvement in paid work. In the
present study, we hypothesize a positive relationship between per-
ceived support for paid work and the other parent’s childcare
involvement among mothers but not among fathers.

We limit our sample to families with young children in daycare
centers in this study. For many parents, center care may be the de-
sired choice because they assume the quality is better (Adams &
Rohacek, 2002; Wolfe & Scrivner, 2004). However, daycare centers
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may be less supportive of parents’ work hours than other more flexible
forms of childcare (Henly & Lyons, 2000). Most centers have strict
policies regarding drop-off and pick-up times and often charge high
fees for being late.

The paucity of research on parental childcare responsibility makes it
difficult to know which aspects of involvement may influence mothers’
and fathers’ perception of spouse/partner support for paid work.
Consequently, we examine several aspects of responsibility that affect
parents on a regular basis—transporting children to and from child-
care, communicating with staff, paying bills, making sure that chil-
dren’s material needs are met while in childcare, and keeping in touch
with the childcare center when the child is sick. We focus specifically
on aspects of involvement that are required of parents when having a
child in daycare rather than on aspects of involvement that are vol-
untary, such as fundraising or accompanying children on trips.

As noted earlier, the ecological/systems approach used in this study
necessitates a multidimensional approach to examining family–work
conflict. We therefore include in our analysis several work and family
demands and resources. We expect in general that demand variables
will be associated with increased family–work conflict (lower levels of
perceived spouse/partner support for paid work), and resource vari-
ables will be associated with decreased conflict (higher levels of per-
ceived spouse/partner support for paid work). We recognize that
gender may influence the pattern of relationships between perceived
support for paid work and the demand or resource variables. However,
with the exception of spouse/partner involvement in childcare and
participation in household tasks, we are not aware of research studies
that could be used to suggest how gender influences the relationship
between other demand or resource variables and the dependent vari-
able. As a result, we formulate hypotheses that are consistent with the
ecological perspective—demand variables are associated with in-
creased family–work conflict and resource variables are associated
with decreased family–work conflict.

The demand variables considered in this study include long work
hours, housework responsibilities, and number of preschool-age chil-
dren in the household. Long work hours have been consistently
associated with work–family conflict (Clark, 2001; Dilworth, 2004;
Hill, Hawkins, Ferris, & Weitzman, 2001; Voydanoff, 2004a). Studies
have found that women’s paid work hours account for as much as 19%
of the variance in work–family balance (Dilworth, 2004; Hill et al.,
2001). Working long hours has been found to limit the amount of time
individuals have to participate in family activities/family work
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(Almeida, Maggs, & Galambos, 1993), often resulting in a sense of
imbalance between the work and the family domains. We hypothesize
that both mothers’ and fathers’ long work hours will be associated with
lower levels of mothers’ and fathers’ reports of spouse/partner support
for paid work.

Parents’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work are
also likely to be affected by the demands associated with housework.
Although women have cut their hours spent on housework in the last
few decades (Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, & Robinson, 2000; Coverman &
Sheley, 1986; Shelton, 1992) and more men seem to be getting involved
in housework (Bianchi et al., 2000), women still perform most of it
(Gershuny & Robinson, 1988; Milkie & Peltola, 1999; Shelton, 1992),
regardless of the number of paid work hours (Dilworth, 2004) and
regardless of marital status (South & Spitze, 1994). Women in dual-
earner couples who perform most of the housework report a greater
degree of work–family imbalance (Milkie & Peltola, 1999; Wiersma &
van den Berg, 1991). In the present study, we examine the influence of
parents’ proportional contribution to housework on perceptions of
spouse/partner support for paid work. Consistent with the gender
perspective of this study, we expect to find that mothers who perform
proportionally more housework will report lower levels of spouse/
partner support for paid work. We do not expect to find a significant
relationship between fathers’ proportion of housework and their per-
ceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work.

Time spent on housework activities is also evidently affected by the
number of preschool-age children present in the household (Grzywacz
& Marks, 2000; South & Spitze, 1994). Results vary in regard to how
the presence of children in the household and their ages affect wo-
men’s work–family balance. For instance, Grzywacz and Marks (2000)
found that having children of any age predicted greater work–family
conflict. In a later study, Grzywacz, Almeida, and McDonald (2002)
report that those with a child under the age of six had a higher level of
negative spillover from family to work than respondents without
children. On the other hand, Milkie and Peltola (1999) revealed that
for all working married women in their sample, the number of children
and their ages were not significant predictors of women’s sense of
successful work–family balance. However, the authors found that for
full-time working mothers, the presence of children under 6 years of
age in the household had a negative impact on mothers’ sense of work–
family balance. Although the impact of having young children at home
on mothers’ work–family balance is not consistent across studies, we
do believe that having young children, especially under the age of six,

Julie Press and Jay Fagan 359



creates a great deal of family demands on the parents, which justifies
its inclusion in our analysis. Consistent with the ecological theory, we
expect to find that number of preschool-age children will be associated
with perceptions of reduced spouse/partner support for paid work
among mothers and fathers.

We examine two work resource variables in this study—mothers’
and fathers’ job flexibility. Researchers have found perceived job
flexibility to be related to one’s lower levels of work–family conflict
(Hammer, Allen, & Grigsby, 1997; Voydanoff, 2004a), as well as to
one’s higher levels of work–family balance after controlling for paid
work hours, housework hours, and gender (Hill et al., 2001). Similarly,
Madsen (2003) found that individuals who had the flexibility to work
from home at least twice a week had lower levels of work–family
conflict compared to employees who worked on-site only. We hypoth-
esize that mothers will report greater support for paid work from their
spouse/partner when both they and their spouse/partner have flexible
job arrangements. Further, we hypothesize fathers will report greater
support for paid work from their spouse/partner when both they and
their spouse/partner have flexible jobs.

To summarize, the present study examines the following hypothe-
ses:

1. Mothers will report higher levels of spouse/partner support
for paid work when the father shares more responsibility for
childcare. There will be no significant relationship between fa-
thers’ reports of levels of spouse/partner support for paid work
and mothers’ childcare involvement.

2. Mothers and fathers will report less spouse/partner support
for paid work when they and their spouses/partners work long
hours.

3. Mothers will report greater spouse/partner support for paid
work when they perform proportionally less housework. Fa-
thers’ reports of spouse/partner support for paid work will not
be related to their involvement in housework.

4. Mothers and fathers will report less spouse/partner support
for paid work when they have a greater number of preschool-
age children in the household.

5. Mothers and fathers will report greater spouse/partner sup-
port for work when they and their spouses/partners have
higher levels of job flexibility.
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Method

Participants and Procedures

Our analyses are based on data from structured, self-administered
surveys with 76 families recruited at daycare centers throughout the
Philadelphia region. The data were collected between June and
November 2000. To participate in the study, families had to meet the
following criteria: (1) the child lives in the same household with his/
her biological mother and biological father, and (2) both parents work
more than 20 hours per week.

Families were asked to fill out three structured surveys. One was to
be completed together by the mother and father, one by the mother
only, and one by the father only. Parents were asked questions about
household composition, employment, household responsibilities,
childcare involvement, and spouse/partner support for paid work.

The participants in the study are predominantly white and highly
educated. Many mothers in the study were college graduates (31%) or
had completed a graduate degree (49%). Similarly, many fathers were
college graduates (35%) or had completed a graduate degree (35%).
Close to 75% of the families had an annual income of $60,000 or more.
The majority of couples in the sample were married (88%); a smaller
percentage of couples were not married but cohabiting (12%). Most of
the respondents were white (81%), and a smaller percentage were
African-American (11%), Latino (4%), Asian (1%), or unidentified (3%).

The mean age of mothers in the study was 35.3 years (SD=5.6), and
the average age of fathers was 37.3 years (SD=6.4). All families had at
least one preschool-age child. The median number of preschool-age
children in the household was one (SD=.66). Approximately 34% of the
families had two preschool-age children, 5% had three preschool-age
children, and 1% had four preschool-age children. Approximately one-
half of the youngest children in the families were males (48%) and
about one-half were females (52%).

Instruments

Spousal Support for Work and Parenting (Greenberger, Goldberg, &
Hamill, 1989) is used to measure fathers’ and mothers’ perceptions of
their spouse/partner’s support for their paid work. This instrument
contains two subscales, one concerning support for work and one
concerning support for parenting. Only the 15-item subscale con-
cerning emotional and instrumental support for work is used in this
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study. A four-point Likert-type response format is used with responses
ranging from 1=definitely not true to 4=very true. A high score on the
subscale indicates greater spouse/partner support for one’s paid work.
Sample items include: ‘‘My spouse/partner listens to me intently about
work problems,’’ ‘‘My spouse/partner is understanding when I have to
work overtime,’’ and ‘‘My spouse/partner does not complain about the
amount of time I spend working.’’ The sample reliability coefficients
(Cronbach’s a) for this subscale are .83 for mothers and .86 for fathers.

Based on McBride and Rane’s (1997) method for measuring
parental involvement, an instrument was developed to measure the
degree to which mothers and fathers share or do not share family and
household tasks. Mothers and fathers were asked to jointly indicate
who assumes responsibility for various tasks at home. The items in-
cluded preparing meals, dressing children in the morning, getting
children ready for bed, buying clothing, taking children to the doctor,
cleaning and straightening the house, and grocery shopping. A five-
point Likert-type response format is used ranging from 1=always wife
to 5=always husband. The midpoint of the scale (3) suggests that
wives and husbands share tasks equally. Because a high score on this
scale denotes greater participation of fathers, the items were reverse
coded when testing the association between mothers’ household tasks
and mothers’ reports of spouse–partner support for paid work. The
reliability coefficient for the scale (Cronbach’s a) was .66.

Job flexibility is measured using the scale, Supervisor Flexibility
(Greenberger et al., 1989). This nine-item scale measures the degree of
flexibility or responsiveness regarding a respondent’s family needs.
Items are measured on a three-point scale, ranging from 1=seldom or
never to 3=usually or always. Sample items included, ‘‘If I receive
phone calls from home (at work) my supervisor is understanding’’ and
‘‘My supervisor lets me work from home if I can’t come in on a given
day because of family matters.’’ The reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s
a) for this scale were .87 for mothers and .89 for fathers.

Mothers and fathers were also asked to indicate the highest level of
education completed, racial/ethnic background, number of hours
worked in a week, and number and ages of children in the household.
They were also asked to calculate their total family income from all
sources for the past year ending December 31. Number of work hours
was recoded into a variable called long work hours. Mothers and fa-
thers who worked 50 or more hours per week were coded as 1, and
mothers and fathers who worked fewer than 50 hours per week were
coded as 0.
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Two instruments were used to measure childcare involvement. Both
parents jointly completed a form indicating who dropped off and
picked up from childcare each day during the past five workdays. Data
from this form were used to determine which mothers and fathers
transported their children to or from daycare 50% or more of the time.
The second instrument (Childcare Responsibility) consisted of four
items. Mothers and fathers were asked to jointly indicate who assumes
responsibility for various childcare tasks. The items included paying
daycare bills, communicating with staff, keeping in touch with the
daycare center when the child is sick, and making sure the child has a
change of clothing at daycare. A five-point Likert-type response format
is used ranging from 1=always wife to 5=always husband. The mid-
point of the scale (3) suggests that wives and husbands share tasks
equally. The reliability coefficient for the scale (Cronbach’s a) was .74.

Results

Descriptive Analyses

Descriptive statistics were calculated for the major study variables.
Fathers worked an average of 45.6 hours per week, approximately
9 hours more than mothers, who worked an average of 36.4 hours per
week. Ten out of 76 mothers (13%) worked at least 50 hours per week.
Twenty-nine out of 76 fathers (38%) worked at least 50 hours per
week. Mothers and fathers reported having very similar levels of job
flexibility. The average item score for mothers’ job flexibility was 2.6
(response format goes from 1 to 3) and for fathers it was 2.5. These
results suggest the participants of this study had flexible jobs, possibly
due to the large number of professionals in the study.

Descriptive statistics regarding household and family tasks re-
vealed that mothers and fathers on average shared such tasks (M=3.0,
SD=.9; response format goes from 1 to 5). With respect to childcare
drop-os and pick-ups, in 57 out of 76 families the mother transports
50% of the time or more. In 26 out of 76 families, the father transports
50% of the time or more. The total number of mothers and fathers who
transport 50% of the time or more is greater that 76 because some
couples transport their child together to the childcare center. The
average item score for the Childcare Responsibility scale (scores go
from 1 to 5) was 3.87 (SD=1.13) for mothers and 2.82 (SD=1.10) for
fathers. These findings suggest that mothers assumed considerably
more responsibility for childcare centers than did fathers.
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On the dependent variable, mothers reported slightly higher levels
of spouse/partner support for paid work than fathers. The mean item
score for mothers’ perceptions of spouse/partner support was 3.19
(response format goes from 1 to 4) and for fathers’ perceptions of
support was 3.05. These findings suggest that on the average both
mothers and fathers feel that it is mostly true that their spouse/
partner supports their paid work.

Preliminary Analyses

Factor analyses were conducted on the childcare involvement vari-
ables in order to reduce the number of independent variables in the
study. Two variables (spouse/partner transports the child to and from
daycare 50% of the time or more and spouse/partner childcare
responsibility) were subjected to this analysis, using a principal
components analysis. Standardized scores for each variable were cal-
culated before performing the analyses. The results indicated that
both variables loaded on one distinct factor for the combined sample of
mothers and fathers, accounting for 72% of the variance in the original
variable set (eigenvalue=1.45). The variables also loaded on one dis-
tinct factor for mothers only, accounting for 66% of the variance in the
original variable set (eigenvalue=1.32). Finally, the variables loaded
on one factor for fathers only, accounting for 72% of the variance
(eigenvalue=1.44). Based on these findings the two childcare involve-
ment variables were combined to produce one variable, which we refer
to as childcare involvement.

Bivariate Analyses

The next step in the analysis plan was to calculate Pearson Corre-
lation Coefficients for the independent variables and spouse/partner
support for paid work for all parents (mothers and fathers, see
Table 1). Because we expect to find a gender effect on several rela-
tionships (e.g., other parent’s childcare involvement and support for
work), we also calculate Pearson Correlation Coefficients for mothers
and then for fathers. We note also that the small number of Latino and
Asian parents in the sample necessitated combining several ethnicity–
racial groups. Because African-American parents were the second
largest ethnic/racial group in the sample, we decided to compare
African-American parents with non-African-American parents. The
correlations for all parents reveal a significant positive relationship
between spouse/partner support for paid work and parent education,
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African-American parent, parent’s job flexibility, and spouse/partner’s
job flexibility. Number of preschool-age children in the household is
negatively related to the dependent variable for all parents.

The correlations for mothers reveal a positive relationship between
the dependent variable and African-American mother and spouse/
partner’s job flexibility. Whereas parent’s household tasks were not
significantly related to support for paid work for all parents, parent’s
household tasks were negatively related to the dependent variable for
mothers. Further, whereas spouse/partner’s childcare involvement
was not significantly related to support for paid work for all parents,
these variables were positively related for mothers.

The correlations for fathers reveal a positive relationship between
the dependent variable and father education, African-American fa-
ther, and father’s job flexibility. There was a negative relationship
between the dependent measure and number of preschoolers in the
household. Of particular interest was the finding that there was a
significant positive relationship between spouse/partner support for
paid work and the father’s household tasks and a significant negative
relationship between the dependent variable and spouse/partner’s
childcare involvement.

The bivariate table suggests a possible gender effect for two inde-
pendent variables—parent’s household tasks and spouse/partner’s
childcare involvement. That is, the correlations for mothers and

TABLE 1

Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Independent Variables
and Spouse/Partner Support for Paid Work

Variable All parents Mothers Fathers

Total family income .03 .02 .05
Parent education .14* .08 .22*
African-American .21** .22* .20*
Marital status ).01 .05 ).06
Parent gender .03
Number of preschoolers ).14* ).09 ).20*
Parent’s long work hours .01 ).01 .01
Spouse/partner’s long work hours .01 .05 ).04
Parent’s household responsibility ).06 ).29** .21*
Parent’s job flexibility .18* .10 .27**
Spouse/partner’s job flexibility .22** .28** .16t

Spouse/partner’s childcare involvement .03 .45*** ).31**

tp <. 19; *p <. 05; **p <. 01; ***p <. 001.

Julie Press and Jay Fagan 365



fathers were in opposite directions and the differences appeared to be
sizeable. In order to test for the gender effect, Fisher’s r to z trans-
formation function was calculated. The Pearson Correlation Coecient
for parent’s household tasks and spouse/partner support for paid work
was significantly dierent for mothers and fathers (Fisher r to z
transformation=3.09). Similarly, the Pearson Correlation Coecient for
spouse/partner’s childcare involvement and spouse/partner support
for paid work was significantly dierent for mothers and fathers (Fisher
r to z transformation=4.87).

Multivariate Analyses

Hierarchical regression analyses were next conducted to test for
associations between spouse/partner support for paid work and
spouse/partner’s childcare involvement, work and family demands,
and work resources. Based on the findings of the bivariate analyses,
three regression equations were calculated—one for all parents, one
for mothers only, and one for fathers only. All equations included three
models—the first included only controls; the second included controls
plus work and family demands; and the third included controls, de-
mands, and resources (other parent’s childcare involvement was a
resource).

The first regression equation (see Table 2) included data from the
entire sample of mothers and fathers (N=152). Gender of the parent
was included in this analysis as well. The control variables accounted
for 7% of the variance in parents’ reports of spouse/partner support for
paid work. African-American parents reported significantly more
support for work than did other parents. Gender of the parent was not
significantly associated with the dependent variable. The demand
variables increased the amount of explained variance from 7% to 10%;
only the number of preschool-age children in the household ap-
proached significance in relation to spouse/partner support for paid
work. The third model included the resource variables in addition to
demand and control variables. The total R2 went from 10% to 17% with
the addition of the resource variables. In this model, African-American
parents were still significantly more likely to report spouse/partner
support for paid work. The spouse/partner’s job flexibility was posi-
tively associated with the dependent variable. There was no signifi-
cant relationship between parents’ reports of spouse/partner support
for paid work and the spouse/partner’s childcare involvement.

In the second regression analysis, mothers’ reports of spouse/partner
support for paid work were regressed on the independent variables
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(see Table 3). All independent variables were the same with the
exception of gender, which was not included in this analysis. As a
block, the control variables were not significantly associated with the
dependent variable (R2 = .06). African-American mothers were sig-
nificantly more likely than their counterparts to report support for
paid work. The block of demand variables also did not significantly
increase the explained variance in mothers’ perceptions of spouse/
partner support for paid work, although mothers’ involvement in
household tasks was negatively associated with support. Mothers who
reported doing a proportionally large share of these tasks expressed
receiving less support for paid work from spouses/partners. Finally,
the resource variables significantly increased the variance in the
dependent measure from 16% to 32%. The spouse/partner’s childcare
involvement was the only variable that significantly predicted spouse/
partner support after controlling for all other independent measures.
That is, mothers were significantly more likely to report spouse/

TABLE 2

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Associated with
Parent Perceptions of Spouse/Partner Support for Paid Work (N=152)

Variable B SE b B SE b B SE b

Controls
Family income .19 .55 .03 .40 .56 .07 ).16 .58 ).03
African-American 6.32 2.38 .22** 6.83 2.39 .24** 6.88 2.34 .24**
Parent’s education 1.35 .82 .15 1.37 .82 .15t 1.14 .80 .13
Marital status ).64 2.59 ).02 )1.92 2.67 ).06 )2.83 2.62 ).09
Parent’s gender .80 1.55 .04 ).76 2.47 ).04 ).67 2.41 ).04

Demands
Number of preschool
children

)2.74 1.34 ).17* )2.33 1.32 ).15t

Parent’s long work hours ).73 1.91 ).03 .23 1.89 .01
Spouse/partner’s long
work hours

.18 1.92 ).01 1.11 1.91 .05

Parent’s household
responsibility

).22 .23 ).12 ).21 .24 ).12

Resources
Parent’s job flexibility .30 .19 .14
Spouse/partner’s
job flexibility

.47 .19 .21*

Spouse/partner’s
childcare inv.

).19 .93 ).02

F 2.13 1.76 2.23
Total R2 .07t .10t .17*

tp <. 10; *p <. 05; **p <. 01.
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partner support for paid work when the other parent scored high on
the childcare involvement index (i.e., transported the child to and from
daycare at least 50% of the time and assumed other childcare
responsibilities).

In the third regression analysis, fathers’ reports of spouse/partner
support for paid work were regressed on the independent variables
(see Table 4). As a block, the control variables approached significance
in relation to the dependent variable (R2 = .11, p < .10). There was a
trend for African-American fathers to report greater spouse/partner
support for paid work. Fathers with higher levels of education also
reported significantly higher levels of spouse/partner support for work.
The second model, which includes the control and demand variables,
also approached significance (R2 = .20, p < .10). Only one demand
variable was related to spouse support for work—number of preschool-
age children in the household. The third model revealed a substantial
increase in explained variance (the R2 goes from .20 to .35, p < .01).
Two resource variables were significantly related to father reports of
spouse/partner support for paid work—the mother’s job flexibility and
the spouse/partner’s childcare involvement. Fathers report lower

TABLE 3

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Associated with
Mother Perceptions of Spouse/Partner Support for Paid Work (N=76)

Variable B SE b B SE b B SE b

Controls
Family income .40 .89 .076 .26 .91 .04 .44 .88 .07
African-American 7.81 3.98 .24* 7.15 3.91 .22t 4.76 3.66 .15
Parent’s education .42 1.34 .04 .56 1.31 .06 ).62 1.25 ).06
Marital status 1.21 3.82 .04 2.42 3.95 .08 .62 3.67 .02

Demands
Number of preschool children )1.36 2.03 ).08 )1.58 1.90 ).09
Parent’s long work hours )1.92 3.55 ).07 )2.50 3.50 ).09
Spouse/partner’s long work hours 1.64 2.45 .08 2.41 2.27 .12
Parent’s household responsibility ).89 .34 ).31* ).23 .37 ).08

Resources
Parent’s job flexibility .39 .28 .16
Spouse/partner’s job flexibility .35 .27 .16
Spouse/partner’s childcare inv. 4.35 1.33 .44**

F 1.09 1.53 2.71
Total R2 .06 .16 .32**

tp <. 10; *p <. 05; **p <. 01.
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levels of spouse/partner support for paid work when the mother as-
sumes greater responsibility for childcare.

Discussion

The main purpose of the present study was to examine the
relationship between spouse/partner involvement in childcare and
mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid
work. A second objective was to examine the influence of gender on
this relationship. We hypothesized a positive relationship between
spouse/partner involvement in childcare and perceptions of spouse/
partner support for paid work among mothers and no relationship
between these variables among fathers. The hypothesis was supported
for mothers. We found a negative relationship between the variables
among fathers. That is, higher levels of maternal involvement in
childcare were significantly associated with lower levels of fathers’
perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work. Our findings are
not consistent with the results of researchers such as Hochschild and
Machung (1989) who found no relationship between mothers’
childcare involvement and fathers’ perceptions of support for their

TABLE 4

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Associated with
Father Perceptions of Spouse/Partner Support for Paid Work (N=76)

Variable B SE b B SE b B SE b

Controls
Family income .16 .69 .03 .47 .70 .08 .16 .71 .03
African-American 5.02 2.95 .20t 5.50 2.91 .22t 6.49 2.84 .26*
Parent’s education 2.26 1.04 .28* 1.77 1.06 .22t 1.68 .99 .21t

Marital status )3.64 3.60 ).13 )4.02 3.73 ).14 )5.29 3.48 ).19
Demands

Number of preschool children )4.16 1.76 ).28* )4.27 1.65 ).29*
Parent’s long work hours 1.03 2.16 .06 1.01 2.03 .06
Spouse/partner’s long work hours )2.86 3.22 ).11 )3.82 3.23 ).14
Parent’s household responsibility .37 .31 .15 .12 .30 .05

Resources
Parent’s job flexibility .18 .24 .09
Spouse/partner’s job flexibility .53 .25 .25*
Spouse/partner’s childcare inv. )2.73 1.04 ).31*

F 2.11 2.03 2.98
Total R2 .11t .20t .35**

tp <. 10; *p <. 05; **p <. 01.
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breadwinning role. Instead, our findings seem to suggest that mothers’
higher levels of involvement in childcare may be an obstacle to fathers’
perceived support for paid work.

According to ecological-systems theory, the resources in one’s envi-
ronment have the potential to offset the deleterious affects of systems,
such as work, that at times exceed the limits of one’s energy and time.
Although this theoretical approach was partly supported by our find-
ings (i.e., family demand variables such as number of preschool-age
children in the household were associated with lower levels of fathers’
perceived support from spouses for paid work), this approach was not
sufficient in explaining the relationship between spouse/partner’s
childcare involvement and mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of spouse/
partner support for paid work. A strict interpretation of ecological
theory suggests that mothers and fathers would feel greater support
for work when their spouse/partner is more involved with childcare
responsibilities. Although this pattern is true for mothers, it is not
true for fathers. That is, mothers feel more supported when the father
is more involved in childcare; fathers feel more supported when the
mother is less involved in childcare. Gender clearly influences the
manner in which adults define what is regarded as being a resource
and what is not.

We suspect that these findings have something to do with the
meanings attributed to support and work among men and women. For
women, paid work means less time and less energy to devote to chil-
dren and family. Since family work is central to women’s identity (i.e.,
doing gender approach), the impact of full-time paid work may be very
different for women than it is for men. Women may deal with this
dilemma by raising their expectations for spouses/partners to con-
tribute more to meeting family needs. When this expectation is met,
even if just partially met, women may feel greater ease with working.
They are also likely to feel greater support for their own work from
their spouse/partner.

On the other hand, family work has not been central to the male
identity (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998). Although fathers
have increased their involvement with children during the past sev-
eral decades, research studies have revealed that men’s commitment
to the breadwinner role has not eroded (Bernhardt & Goldscheider,
2001). We suspect that for most fathers, parenting and housework are
still secondary to breadwinning. As a consequence, fathers are still
viewed as a source of childcare support to mothers. In contrast,
mothers are not viewed as a source of childcare support to fathers. The
father’s parenting role would need to be far more central to his sense of
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identity before mothers would become a source of caregiving support
to him.

We note a similar pattern of relationships for parental household
tasks and perceptions of spouse/partner support for paid work. The
bivariate analyses reveal that mothers who do more of the housework
feel less supported by their spouses/partners for paid work. Fathers
who do more of the housework feel more supported by their spouse/
partner. Again these findings suggest a gender influence. That is to
say, housework appears to have a different meaning depending on the
gender of the parent. One might even go as far to say that for mothers
housework is a demand that has a direct impact on family–work
conflict. For fathers, housework functions more like a resource. The
more the father does housework, the more he earns support from his
spouse. We suggest one cautionary note: The relationship between
housework and spouse/partner support for paid work is not significant
in the multivariate analyses for either mothers or fathers.

We make one additional observation of the data in this study. With
the exception of the resource variable spouse/partner’s childcare
involvement, none of the demand or resource variables were signifi-
cantly related to mothers’ perceptions of spouse/partner support for
paid work in the final model of the multivariate analysis. In contrast,
fathers’ sense of support from spouses/partners appeared to be more
sensitive to several demand/resource variables. Three variables stand
out as being significantly related to fathers’ reports of spouse/partner
support for paid work in the multivariate analysis—being an African-
American parent, number of preschool children in the family, and
spouse/partner’s job flexibility. These findings may suggest that
fathers’ perceptions of support for work from spouses/partners are
more sensitive to ecological factors than are mothers’ perceptions of
support. In the same way that fathers’ parenting may be more sensi-
tive than mothers’ parenting to contextual factors (Doherty et al.,
1998), fathers’ perceptions of support for work from mothers may be
more context-sensitive than mothers’ perceptions of support from
fathers.

There are several significant limitations to the data in this study.
First, the sample was not representative of the larger population. The
families in the present study were mostly well-educated, white, and
middle income. It is therefore not possible to generalize the findings to
other parents. Second, the data cannot be used to establish cause–
effect relationships. For example, one cannot conclude that fathers’
childcare involvement causes mothers to feel greater spouse/partner
support for paid work. Conceivably, mothers’ perceptions of support
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may influence fathers to be more responsible for children in childcare.
Another limitation is the small sample size. Several demand or re-
source variables may have reached significance in relation to the
dependent variable if a larger sample was used.

Despite the limitations of the present data, the findings of the cur-
rent study suggest the need for continued research on the relationship
between childcare factors and parents’ family–work conflict. Indeed a
growing body of research has revealed significant associations be-
tween parents’ childcare resources and their wellbeing. The findings of
the present study build on this area of research by pointing to the
importance of spouse/partner’s involvement in childcare as a resource
to parents in their attempts to manage family–work conflict. The
findings of the present study also suggest the need to further examine
the influence of gender in relation to family–work conflict. Future
research should extend the work of the current study by examining
mothers’ and fathers’ gender beliefs in relation to ecological factors
and family–work conflict.
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