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Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

Family Practice and Family Policy: 
Mixing Work and Parenting 

Americcm falnilies today are struggling to reconcile 
their need to earn a living w ith the needs of their 

children. As wages stagnate and hou sing costs rise, 
parents - w hether Single or coupled - find them­
selves torn between competing demands on their time: 
they can work less and have less incOlne but more 
time to spend w ith their children, or work more and 
use the extra income to buy good s and services (such 
as child care) for their children. Surveys show that 
most parents feel a111bivalent about these trade-offs. 
While they believe that they are doing their best under 
difficult cirCU111stances, and cling to the notion that 
their children will benefi t from the sacrifices they ha ve 
made, they lament the loss of "falniIy va lues" and crit­
icize the parenting skills of others. 

Families today are also s training to reconcil e two 
competing cultural themes of the American experi­
ence: the drive for economic indep endence and lnater­
ial affluence, aIld the importance of family ties. The 
first theme is a prOlninent part of the American identi­
ty. It permeates and underpins our approach to public 
assistance and our emphasis on equal opportunity 
rather than equal outcomes. The second theme, the 
importance of family, resonates less powerfull y in 
upward ly mobile, inunigrant America; it is a tune peri­
odically drowned in the pounding refrain of il1dividl1nl 
achievelnent and individual choice. 

Recent econOlnic trends have been forcing individu­
als to pool their resources, since a middle-class lifestyle 
now requires having more than one earner in a house­
hold with children. A t the same time, however, cul­
tural changes have made famil y ties lnore tenuous and 
conditional. Over a single generation, we have seen a 
major transformation in social attitudes toward sex, 
nlarriage, ch ildbea ring, and parenting practices. 
Expectations about gender roles ha ve changed dra­
ma tically. Individual Americans are in the process of 
negotiating their place in a more fraglnented, flexible 
social world and a rapidly changing labor nlarket, and 
a clear normative consensus about w hat constitutes 
good parenting or a healthy famil y has yet to emerge. 

The lnajor famil y policy issu e of our gen eration is 
how (or w hether) the government can h elp parents -
coupled or single - lnix earning and child-rearin g 

responsibilities. This is an issue that cuts across the 
boundaries of class and e thnicity. But because of 
ongoing changes in the la bor marke ts of ad vanced 
industrialized countries, it is an especially urgent issue 
for the least educated parents in our society. If they 
are to fulfill their dual responsibilities, they must have 
the assistance of a government actively cOlnmitted to 
promoting their success in both endeavors. By leaving 
individuals to rely on private resources and support 
n et works, u.s. public polici es exacerbate existing 
inequalities and leave already-marginalized citizens 
little opportunity to improve their life chances or those 
of their children. 

The major family policy issue of our generation 
is how (or whether) the government can help 

parents - coupled or single - mix earning and 
child-rearing responsibilities, 

Working Mothers 
Two changes in fanlily relationships are at the core 

of the family policy d ebate: the increase in w ork force 
participation among mothers, particularly lnothers of 
young children , and the tenuousness of marria ge. 
These two d evelopments are intertw ined . Women 
w ho work may be better able to leave unhappy mar­
ria ges . Husband s ma y fe e l more free to leave a 
woman with an independent income. But the causal 
relationship also works in the other direction: as mar­
riage becom es less secure, WOlnen feel the need to 
maintain their individual ties to the labor market. 

Since wom en were traditionally expected to be the 
nurrnrers in a family, c.omplaints about "fanlily break­
down" tend to be directed at th e ir b eha v ior. 
Conservatives often fault working w omen for putting 
their individual interests (career, personal fulfillment, 
and so on) above those of "the family." Some d efend-
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ers of working mothers counter that economic necessi­
ty alone is responsible for wOlnen's increased lahor 
force participation. Both groups tend to ignore the 
change in cultural expectations about women's work 
beha vior. Today, most men as well as most women 
expect wives to contribute to the economic support of 
their families, espeCially if the children are of school 
age or older. Tn 1991, three quarters of all mothers of 
school -aged children, 60 pe rcent of mo thers of 
preschool children, and over half the mothers of chil­
dren under two, were in the labor force. 

Yet our public policies have done little to help work­
ing mothers combine earning and child-rearing 
responsibilities. Tn s tark contrast to other Western 
nations, the U.S. grants little protection to women who 
temporarily leave the workplace for childbearing. The 
Family Leave Act, which was signed into law only this 
year, mandates that employers allow workers three 
months of maternity leave, but does not require them 
to pay mothers during that leave. In European coun­
tries, maternity leave is paid and employers are often 
required to hold a job open for an extended period, in 
case a mother decides to return to her previous posi­
tion after a year or two at home with her child . In 
Sweden, mothers also have a right to redu ce their 
work time to 30 hours a week. 

Although women, many of them mothers, constitute 
a disproportionate number of part-time and tempo­
rary workers in the United States, we have been slow 
to extend workplace protections (such as health bene­
fits) to such workers. Here again, the U.S. differs from 
countries with extensive welfare state systems, where 
women who work part-time often hold public-sector 
service jobs through which they enjoy a full range of 
work rights and benefits. 

Today, most men as well as most women 
expect wives to contribu te to tlte ecollomic 
sllpport of their families, especially if the 

children nre of school age or older. 

European nations also provide supplemental income 
assistance to working mothers - especially Single 
mothers - in a way that helps them combine work 
with child-rearing. Most provide some kind of child 
allowance or benefit for an y family with a child, 
regard less of family income. In the U.S., the Earned 
Income Tax Credit does provide income assistance to 
families whose earnings place them above the poverty 
level. But famili es must apply for this cred it, and 
unless they make speCial arra ngements w ith their 
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employer, they ca n only receive it at the end of the 
year. For these reasons, it is not an effective safeguard 
against hardship. The principle behind the tax credit 
is that "Hard work should be rewarded ," and thus 
that working parents should have a significantly high­
er income than non-working ones. A more generous 
policy would ensure that the material needs of all chil­
dren are adequately met. 

Despite a decade of moralizing abollt 
"deadbeat dads" w lto don't support tlteir 
children, only one in four lone motllers in. 

the United States regll iarly receives the filII 
amollnt of child sllpport owed to tile 

fa mily each mOllth. 

The challenge of combining work and child-rearing 
is particularly hard on lone parents, and it has become 
more difficult as the economic security of households 
with children increasingly demands ea rnings from 
more than one source. Most working mothers need 
some kind of support from the absent fathers of their 
children in order to make ends meet. If this help is not 
forthcoming, they are often forced to rely on their fam­
ilies or government assistance. 

Despite a d ecade of moralizing about "deadbeat 
dads" who d on' t support their children, only one in 
four lone mothers in the United States regularly 
receives the full amount of child support owed to the 
family each month. Although a number of federal 
reforms to improve child support collection were 
established in the 1980s, there is still little uniformity 
in state laws regarding divorce, child support, and 
custody, and the obstacles confronting intersta te col­
lection efforts are enormous. The decentrali zation 
inherent in a federal system, coupled with the fact that 
confli cts over child support require court action rather 
than Simple administrative remedies, makes it difficult 
and costly for lone mothers to collect the money owed 
to them by absent fathers. 

In many other industrialized countries, the situation 
is different: the state advances child support pay­
ments to lone mothers, and then collects whatever 
earnings it can from the father. If an absent father can­
not pay, the state provides income support to the fami­
ly. This system places the burden of determining 
whether or not a father will pay on an administrative 
agency, not on a mother pursuing her case in the 
courts. As a result, it increases th e income, and 
improves the economic security, of working mothers. 

Under our Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) program, the government only provides 
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iJ1COme support to a rnother who is entirely without 
assets, and it reduces the incOlne assistance and med­
ical benefits available to the family if she earns "too 
much." (In most states, "too much" is between $7,500 
and $15,000 a year for a family of three.) Medica id 
coverage ceases when the family 'S income reaches 
about $15,500. Our strict means-testing of poor fami­
lies with children leaves little economic incentive for 
poor mothers to work part-time or in low-wage jobs. 
A poorly educated mother, or one who lives in an area 
with few opportunities for employment other than ser­
vice jobs, may find that working reduces the economic 
support and services available to her children. For 
women in this situation, the desire to be economically 
independent and the desire to provide for the material 
needs of their children conflict. 

Current debates over welfare reform have focused 
almost exclusively on the issue of economic depen­
dence, rather than on the needs of poor children. This 
is ironic, given the history of the AFDC system. Thirty 
years ago, black women were more likely to be in the 
labor force than white women, and poor women were 
more likely to work than middle-class women. The 
AFDC system was amended and expanded in the 
1960s in response to the argument that poor mothers 

should be able to stay at home when their children 
were small, just as middle-class women at that time 
usually did. 

But patterns of work behavior among women have 
changed. Middle-class married women are now more 
likely to be in the labor force than poor or unmarried 
WOlnen. These working mothers may feel ambivalent 
about the way in which they are juggling career and 
parenting responsibilities, but they feel no ambiva ­
lence about demanding that poor women join theln in 
their struggle to find child care, sympathetic employ­
ers, and affordable health care. However, there is little 
recognition that if job growth is too slow to absorb 
potential workers, the rising labor force participation 
of educated middle-class women is likely to leave less 
educated women out of the labor market. 

The public policy spotlight on the work behavior of 
poor mothers only peripherally addresses the key 
issue for all working parents: child care. A generation 
ago, when working-class women had high rates of 
labor force partiCipation, they lived in tightly-knit 
neighborhoods where older female relatives or trusted 
neighbors were available to help care for their chil­
dren. But as American families have become increas­
ingly mobile, and as older women have entered and 
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remained in the labor force for longer periods, this 
source of informal , low-cost child ca re has disa p­
peared. Today a majority of working mothers, both 
married and single, rely on non-relati ves for child care, 
and surveys consistently show that parents worry 
about the quality of the care their children receive. 

Tile failllre to make "igll-qllalioj preschool 
programs a celltral compOl1eut of national 

family policy lias seriolls implications for tIle 
social and ecollomic integratioll of 

/utw:e generations. 

Unfortunately, our public policies do little to ensure 
that young children have safe, secure environments in 
which to grow. State and local licensing regulations 
for child ca re providers vary signilicantly across juris­
dictions. Most areas lack effective inspection mecha­
nisms. There are no uniform professional standards 
for child care workers. Training and compensation are 
poor. There have been no attempts to link child care 
with systematic access to child health services. 

Federal subsidies for child care do not encourage or 
enable working parents to choose high-quality child 
care options. Working parents can deduct only $2,400 
a year for day care expenses, though a national survey 
conducted in 1991 reported that average yearly child 
care costs were between $3,600 and $6,000 a year. The 
same survey highlighted differential use of preschool 
programs accord ing to family income. It found that 
three quarters of all three- to five-year-olds with par­
ents who earned more than $75,000 a year attended 
such programs, while only 40 percent of young chil­
dren from families with incomes under $30,000 a year 
did so. Head Start, our sole government-sponsored 
preschool education program, is available only to poor 
children (and serves only 28 percent of the children eli­
gible to participate). The program operates on a part­
day basis and doesn't operate at all during the sum­
mer, a nd thus is not designed to meet the needs of 
working parents. The failure to make high-qu ality 
preschool programs a central component of national 
family policy has serious implications for the social 
and economic integration of future generations. 

Higher Standards of Competence 

Current family policy deba tes fail to highli ght the 
fact that Ollr standards of "adequate" child-rearing have 
risen. To establish themselves or to remain in the Inid­
dIe class in the next century, young people will have to 
be more socially competent, more adaptable, and bet-
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ter educated than their parents. They will ha ve to 
master electronic and computer skills and lea rn to 
negotiate working and residential environments that 
are more culturally diverse. 

An increasing body of research tells us that early 
educa tion and child-rearing practices during the for­
mative years are critical in producing children who 
can "learn to learn." It is not enough to teach a child to 
sit s till and respect authority; we are no longer trying 
to create manual labo rers for assembly- line work. 
Rather, we want children w ith greater problem-solv­
ing abilities, analy tic powers and in teractive social 
skills. This means that we must have a higher quality 
of child-rearing than in the past. 

Since the need for more and better early education 
has COille at a time w hen wage stagnation and chang­
ing cultural expectations have brought more women 
into the labor force, the task of providing this educa­
tion will fall to professional child care workers. But 
because child care and related services must be pur­
chased at market prices, with the best care available 
only to those who can afford it, economic inequalities 
are increasingly translated, even among the youngest 
children, into inequalities in educational opportunities. 
And these early differences are only compounded by 
the huge disparities in the quality of public schools 
across districts. 

To establish themselves 0" to remain ill the 
middle class in the lIext celltllry, yOllng people 

will have to be more socially competellt, 
more adaptable, alld better edllcated 

tllan tlreir parents. 

Parents pass on to their children the skills that they 
possess. But we cannot expect parents to pass on skills and 
leaming that they do not have. A new Department of 
Education survey has found that 90 million Americans 
- 47 percent of the nation's adult population - are 
functionally illiterate, and we have no coherent, acces­
sible remedial system of educa tion to help these citi­
zens (re)join mainstrea m society. Educated, middle­
class professionals expose their children to the kinds of 
skills they will need as adults in an evolving work­
place. They use th eir di sposab le income to hire 
experts to teach their children other skills (sports, 
music, and so on). Working-class and poor parents 
live in districts w here safe, socially s timulating after­
school activities are no longer freely ava ilable, and 
they ha ve neither the personal experience nor the dis­
posable income to provide their children with such 
opportunities. Indeed, ava ilable research suggests 
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that itnportant class and racial differences in child­
rearing patterns persist and that working-class and 
poor parents may be socializing their children to fit 
into occupations and a social world that are rapidly 
disappearing. 

Family policy debates should foclls on this process 
of child socializatiol1. Policymakers should be defining 
the positive characteristics that the next generation of 
Americans will require in order to function effectively 
as workers, parents, and citizens, and then set about 
restnlCturing a range of public and private institutions 
to provide the support needed to accomplish these 
objectives. 

In spite of our peculiarly American emphasis on 
individuals, we live ill an increasingly interdependent 
social and economic environment. We can no more go 
back to the Ozzie and Harriet family of the 1950s than 
we can return to the pioneer fmnilies of the last centu­
ry. Public policies must assist parents in effectively 
balancing the competing demands of work and par­
enting as their children grow up and as the economy 
re-creates itself. This will require continually rebuild­
ing and adjusting our institutions in order to promote 
the development of citizens able (and willing) to sup­
port us in our old age. We cannot leave the socializa­
tion of children to market forces and the luck of the 
genetic draw; the socialization of children is a collective 
responsibility. This is the principle that should under­
gird future reforms of American family policy. 

- Katherine McFate 

Katherine McFate is Associate Director of Social Policy at 
the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies in 
Washington, D.C. Sources: Beyond Rhetoric: A New 
AllleriCall Agel/da for Children allff Fmllilies, Final Report of 
the National Commission on Children (U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1991); Robin L. Jarrett, "A Comparative 
Examination of Socialization Pflttcrns Among Low-Income 
African-Americans, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and Whites: 
A Review of the Ethnographic Literature," Social Science 

, Research Council Working Group on Communities, Family 
Processes, and Individual Development Working P<"1per, 
(1991); Katherine McFate, Poverty, Inequality alld the Crisis of 
Social Policy: SlImmary of Filldillgs (Joint Center for Political 
and Economic Studies, 1991). 

THE MARYLAND HUMANITIES COUNCIL 

invites you to attend a conference on 

"Family: Image and 
Reality" 

Friday, November 5, 1993 

9:30 AM - 12:30 PM 

in the first-floor conference room at 
601 North Howard Street 

Baltimore, Maryland 21201 

The conference is free and open to the public, . 
but reservations are required. 

Call (410) 625-4830 

Keynote address: 

Stephanie Coontz 
Professor, History and Women's Studies 

The Evergreen State College 

Responses: 

JaiP. Ryu 
Professor of Sociology, 

Loyola College of Maryland 

HermanBelz 
Professor of History, 

University of Maryland, College Park 

Carolyn Colvin 
Secretary of Human Resources, 

State of Maryland 
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tive questions underlying public policy formulation. 
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both within and outside the government. 
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