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EDITOR’S COMMENTS 

 

I’m thrilled to present you with the Fall 2012 issue of Sociological Viewpoints (Volume 28, No. 1).  I step into the shoes of 

our extraordinary longtime editor Anthony Zumpetta and wish him the best in the future.  

Pennsylvania sociologists, this is our journal!  I welcome your submissions and hope you will encourage your colleagues 

to do the same. 

See you at the PSS conference in 2013! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Elizabeth (Libby) Larsen, Associate Professor, Ph.D., C.S.P. 
 
 
 
Director, Sociology and Sociology/Applied Concentration 
Coordinator, M.A., Applied Criminology 
California University of Pennsylvania, Department of Justice, Law & Society, 118 Azorsky, Box 30 
California, PA 15419 
724-938-4149, 724-938-4042 or 4043; Fax - 724-938-4265 
President, Association for Applied and Clinical Sociology (AACS), www.aacsnet.net 
Editor, Sociological Viewpoints 
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Cal U’s Master’s degree in Applied Criminology is on the forefront of solving crime.  The 

topics include areas such as the theory of behavioral analysis of violent crime; criminal 

investigative analysis; equivocal death analysis; and geographical profiling.  We combine 

our expertise in multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches to the subject matter 

from legal, sociological, psychological, and criminological perspectives. 

  

  

Disciplines Explored: 

 Advanced Criminological Theories 

 Advanced Behavioral Crime Analysis Theory 

 Criminal Investigative Analysis 

 Research Methods 

 Applied Research Methods in Criminology 

 Qualitative Research Methods 

 Equivocal Death Analysis 

 Geographical Crime Analysis 

 Ethics and Legal Aspects of Criminology 
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS FROM THE 61ST ANNUAL MEETING 

Seeing Ourselves in Others: Common Human Experiences as a Basis for Community Dialogue -- 
Amir Marvasti, Penn State Altoona 

 

Editor’s Note: Dr. Marvasti made the Keynote presentation at the 61
st
 Pennsylvania Sociological Society meeting on 

October 1, 2011 at Seton Hill University, Greensburg, Pa. 

ABSTRACT 

This paper considers how qualitative research can be used to build a broad notion of community founded on the 

commonality of human experience.  Borrowing from works of W.I. Thomas on social disorganization and personality 

development in the early 20
th
 century, I argue that the yearning for belonging and community is a central and perennial 

concern for sociology; and that this wish can best be fulfilled by encouraging diverse groups to focus on the commonality 

of their human experiences. Using qualitative interviews, field observations, and personal experience, I show how two 

seemingly distinct groups -- the homeless and Middle Eastern Americans -- share similar experiences regarding: 1) self-

other relations in the context of egregious stereotypes; 2) awareness of mortality and time; 3) desire for belonging (e.g., 

having a home); and 4) the wish for new experiences. In essence, I argue that qualitative research can be used to 

encourage people to locate their selves in the experiences of others (e.g., identify with others). I conclude by suggesting 

that it is possible, if not necessary, to move beyond simplistic approaches that pit one group against another or simply 

encourage dominant groups to have “empathy for the less fortunate.”  

 

SOCIOLOGICAL INTERPRETATIONS OF COMMUNITY: EARLIER YEARS  

Community was, more or less, taken for granted in the early history of American sociology. “America,” in some 

ways, was synonymous with the word “community” with its Christian connotation of “the city upon the hill” (Vidich and 

Lyman 1985). Rather than envisioning a utopian community to be achieved through revolutionary change (as Karl Marx 

did, for example), early American sociology focused on the breakdown of existing community due to the influx of 

immigrants, particularly at the turn of 20
th
 century.  

Concepts such as social disorganization and anomie (Merton 1957) became the common stock of the emerging 

discipline of sociology in America.  Overall, these themes were about disruptions in belonging and identity, which 

presumably led to all manner of social ills, such as crime and delinquency. Thus, early American sociology was both 

conservative in the sense that it took the status quo for granted, and democratic and practical in the sense that it strove to 

make the American dream workable and accessible to large groups with diverse backgrounds. This is perhaps most 

evident in the branch of American sociology known as the Chicago School.  For example, according to Vidich and 

Lyman, one of the founders of the Chicago School, Albion Woodbury Small, tried to: 
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build a department that would employ social science for the purpose of making America a unified community, a 

covenant in which common values would be shared by all. . . . His goal was the cultural homogenization of 

America’s ethnic groups, the humanizing of business and industrial corporations, the Christianizing of 

capitalism—and spreading the message of America worldwide (1985: 179). 

Indeed, one of the most ambitious early studies of belonging and community in America was conducted by 

Chicago School scholars W.I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki. The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, published in 

five volumes between 1918-1920 (totaling about 2,000 pages), showed how immigrant identities, and all identities by 

extension, develop over time and through a complex, at times conflicted or disrupted, sense of membership. Belonging to 

a community then was viewed as essential to identity development. Community membership was seen as the foundation 

that provided a sense of security and a map for our interactions with others.   

My Point of Departure 

In this presentation, I approach community as a resource (both cultural and material) for identity construction. I 

am particularly interested in the interactional dimensions of community membership. Rather than taking membership for 

granted as a status that is given to some and denied to others, I approach membership and belonging to community as 

interpretive and interactional work (Gubrium and Holstein 2001) or as something that has to be achieved and sustained by 

those seeking membership. 

The work of membership becomes empirically evident for the purpose of analysis in situations where membership 

is disputed or disrupted.  In a sense, we could refer to people whose community membership status is disputed as 

“deviants” or “others.” For people in this predicament there is a constant demand to account for oneself and ground or 

settle one’s self in everyday life (Marvasti 2005). In short, I focus on the struggle to fulfill the need for belonging, which 

as I later argue, is a universal need that applies to all of us. 

THE EMPIRICAL DATA 

The data for this presentation essentially take the form of narratives of unsettled selves as articulated by two 

groups who are similar in their struggle to belong (the homeless and Middle Eastern immigrants) although their 

predicaments were caused by different structural factors. The narratives from the homeless come from my ethnographic 
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study of a homeless shelter from 1994-1998, in which I was assisted by a formerly homeless named Mike Tellman 

(Marvasti 2003). The data from the Middle Eastern participants come from face-to-face interviews Karyn McKinney and I 

conducted between 2002-2003 (Marvasti and McKinney 2004). 

THE NARRATIVE THEMES 

In analyzing the data, I looked for recurrent concerns regarding the research participants’ status in their 

communities. I then organized these concerns in terms of sites of dis-settlement, or occasions that challenged one’s 

ordinary status and demanded resolution. In this paper, I focus specifically on the four themes listed below: 

1) settling self-other relations impeded by negative stereotypes;  

2) awareness of mortality and time;  

3) unfulfilled desire for belonging; and  

4) the wish for new experiences.  

Settling the Self in Relation to Others 

Maintaining/reconciling the relationship between self and others goes by many names (identity negotiation; 

identity work; dramaturgy) and it is a mainstay of symbolic interactionist social psychology. In the three examples listed 

in this section, I focus particularly on situations in which stereotypes threaten the stability of self-other relations.  

 

Settling the self in relation to others, Example 1: A Pakistani man educating his neighbors about Islam, cited in 

Marvasti and McKinney 2004  

After September 11th, I walked the street the whole week and talked to every single one of my neighbors. . . . And 

one of my neighbors--his brother was in Tower Two and he got out, and his mother was there and she was furious 

with Muslims and me. And we were there for three hours, my wife, my kids, her neighbor, her son and her other 

son that came out of the World Trade Center--he had come down by the time the buildings came down. And I was 

like, “Look, that’s not Islam. That’s not who Muslims are. Ask your son: What type of person am I? What type of 
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person is my wife? Do I oppress my wife? Do I beat my wife? Have you ever heard me say anything extreme 

before?”  

*** 

Settling the self in relation to others, Example 2: Confrontation between an Iranian woman and a coworker, cited 

in Marvasti and McKinney 2004 

She [the coworker] would tell me, “I don’t know which country you come from but in America we do it like this 

or that.” I let it go because I was older than her and we had to work together. . . . But one day I pulled her aside 

and I told her, “For your information where I come from has a much older culture. And what I know, you can’t 

even imagine. So why don’t you go get some more education? And if you mention this thing again--‘my country 

is this, your country is that’--, I’m going to take it to management and they’re going to fire you or they’re going to 

fire me.” And that was it. 

 *** 

Settling the self in relation to others, Example 3: Excerpts from interviews with a homeless man 

So, of course, we grow despondent, we grow discouraged by life. You know, who’s reporting the good news? No 

one is. You can turn on the TV, pick up a newspaper, it will tell you all the tragedies of the world, but when was 

the last time you pick up a newspaper, and it says, “Man Homeless for Two Years Gets a Job Today!” You don’t 

see that. So society’s whole picture of us, all they ever see of us are in movies: staggering drunks going around. 

Or they read about: “Homeless Man Breaks into Cars, Steals” or “Homeless Man Breaks into House.” That’s the 

only part of us that they see, it’s the bad parts. So that’s the only opinion they have. . . . But there are a lot of 

people out there that I’m encouraged by, homeless people on the street that I get excited when I see something 

starts happening in their lives. 

Notice how in each example, whether the participant is homeless or Middle Eastern American, the challenge is to restore 

their status as full members of the community in the eyes of others after it has been unsettled by the threat of a stereotype.  

Settling the Self in Time 
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Temporality is an under-studied topic in sociology, with the notable exceptions of longitudinal studies and the 

study of life course and aging. Few studies have examined questions like: How do people relate to time? Or how is social 

identity challenged and reframed in relation to time? In this section, I offer two examples of how my research 

participants’ selves were challenged or unsettled in relation to their awareness of the passage of time.  

Using time to structure one’s life narrative, Example 1: Excerpt from an interview with a homeless man 

James: As far as having a good life, I never really had a good life because I’ve been sort of what you might call 

“homeless” for the last twenty years or so. I never really had a place to stay, I never settled down, or never 

married nobody, or nothing like that because too big of an alcoholic for any of that crap. So I basically stayed on 

the street, drew pictures in my spare time, gave ‘em away, threw ‘em away, or whatever. But it’s just since lately 

that I—since I was down and out, so to speak, and getting to the age that I am [mid forties] I thought maybe I 

should try to, try to, sell some of my work to show people what I can do. And from that point, who knows? [He 

chuckles to himself] I thought I’d give a try anyway.  

*** 

Using time to structure one’s life narrative, Example 2: Excerpt from an interview with a homeless man 

John: There is a certain romantic adventure to riding—that’s one of the things I really wanted to do bad [sic]. I’ve 

gotta jump a train. And I wasn’t happy until I jumped a train, but the train was going nowhere. You know want I 

mean? Nothing advanced in my life. Sure I’ve seen a lot of things. And I thought about it just the other night. I 

thought, “Geez, if I could change my life, would I?” Now that I’m 42 years old and I’m in a situation where I’ve 

got to slow down, I’ve got to, you know, my body just won’t let me do the things I did when I was 16, 17, 20 

years old. But I look at it and I say, “Geez, the stories I can tell, but that’s all they are.” You know, the adventures 

that I’ve had make great stories, but that’s all they’d amount to. . . . And a lot of my life, I look at it and I say, 

“Geez, I really had some real adventures” . . . . I enjoyed it, I really did. But I never thought I was going to live to 

be 42.  That’s the part of everybody’s—we think we are young, we think we’re immortal.  

In both examples the respondents’ awareness of the fleeting nature of time creates a sense of urgency for change, or for 

making the most of it before time runs out, as the saying goes. Likewise, in the lives of Middle Eastern immigrants (and 
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arguably among immigrants in general) time is a source of nostalgia for the way things were in the home country. While 

the quality of their lives might be much improved compared to the home country, there is usually a sense displacement 

reflected in their life narratives about the ways things were back then and there and how “things fall apart” (to borrow a 

phrase from Chinua Achebe 1994). 

Unfulfilled Desire for Belonging: Finding a Home 

“Home” can be viewed as the ultimate resolution to the problem of belonging; it is also a central component of “the 

American dream” and “American culture.” 

For example, Dorothy’s ultimate task in the movie Wizard of Oz was to click her heels to be magically transported back 

home. In the final scene of the movie, when she is safely home, Dorothy utters these words to her canine companion, 

Toto: 

Oh, but anyway, Toto, we're home. Home! And this is my room, and you're all here. And I'm not gonna leave here 

ever, ever again, because I love you all, and - oh, Auntie Em - there's no place like home! 

Similarly, one of my homeless respondents described home as the ultimate remedy: 

Like I said homeless—it’s dysfunction, total dysfunction. I mean to have a home, what’s the opposite of 

homeless, you having your own home. A home. Not a room, not an apartment, but your own home. You know, 

you got a foundation, you have a financial foundation, you know, you’re positive, you’re contributing to society. 

You uphold all the moral values, and you’re a social being. You’re a whole person.    

However, there is also a dark side to ideal of home. For example, judging by the prevalence of domestic abuse, “home” 

can be a violent and dangerous place for women in America. Similarly, “home” also has an authoritarian connotation as in 

“Homeland Security.”  Thus, the ideal of home can be viewed as another site for the struggle to settle the self. In the 

narratives of Middle Eastern Americans, this sense of unsettlement is most evident in the anxiety about losing their home, 

as evidenced in the following interview with a Lebanese man: 

I for one imagine that every immigrant coming to this country comes with at least the impression that this is a 

country that has laws—laws which are civil. But suddenly to realize, as I have seen it, this is a veneer, a very thin 
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veneer of civility. At the moment that something threatening happens, that veneer is gone. For instance, the 

Patriot Act is horrific. And, of course, the bigotry and the xenophobia that flooded the media is appalling. That 

again was disappointing to me because, as I said, all immigrants who are coming to America are coming to an 

America they have seen in the movies. And, in a sense, because that’s the only thing we know about America, we 

believe that. We come with these high values, discipline, honesty, hard work, and of course, the rule of law, 

justice, all these values. We have seen them in the movies, the good guys always winning at the end. . . . And 

suddenly when something horrific happens, that veneer is gone. . . . So my faith is shaken. (Cited in Marvasti and 

McKinney 2004) 

Desire for New Experiences 

I borrow this concept directly from W.I. Thomas, who described it in this way: 

Men crave excitement, and all experiences are exciting which have in them some resemblance to the pursuit, 

flight, capture, escape, death which characterized the earlier life of mankind . . . . “Adventure” is what the young 

boy wants, and stories of adventure. Hunting trips are enticing; they are the survival of natural life. All sports are 

of the hunting pattern; there is a contest of skill, daring, and cunning. It is impossible not to admire the nerve of a 

daring burglar or highwayman. A fight, even a dog fight, will draw a crowd. In gambling or dice throwing you 

have the thrill of success or the chagrin of defeat. (Thomas, 1923: 5) 

Interestingly, this universal desire for new experiences is in some ways antithetical to the notion of grounding the self in a 

community as its pursuit often requires leaving one home in search of another different or better one. This theme is 

reflected in the following excerpts from an interview with a homeless man and from a published autobiography of a 

Syrian immigrant in the 1940s. 

Desire for new experiences, Example 1: From an interview with a homeless man 

I can sit down and tell you fantastic stories about working down on the oil rigs in the Gulf [of Mexico], climbing 

half down the Grand Canyon to place a few pennies, which I believe are there today. I can go there today and 

climb halfway down and say, “Here are a few pennies I put there in 1972”—you know, if they haven’t eroded 

away by now. And I did all these things because that was my whole thing. I believed life is made up of 



15 
 

adventures. And I really was against the idea of sitting down on a regular job, doing the same thing every day. I 

wanted to see the world, I wanted to have adventures, I wanted to go places. And one of the greatest things that 

people used to like to joke about—friends of mine—a train would go by in the distance, and you hear “woo, woo” 

and they’d say, “Plug John’s ears, plug John’s ears.” Because I’d hear it, and I am serious, I’d be sitting in the 

woods talking with my buddies, and we’d be around the camp fire and I’d hear “woo, woo” [he claps his hands], I 

jumped up and I ran, knowing that as long as I’m alive, I’m alive. “Well, you left your shoes,” [He imitates 

another’s voice] I get new shoes, I’m alive. “Well, you left your back pack,” I get a new backpack, I’m alive. All I 

wanted to do was to get on that train and get to wherever it was going, not caring where it was going but just 

wanted that adventure of being somewhere else, of seeing something different. 

*** 

The desire for new experiences, Example 2: From the book Syrian Yankee, an autobiography of a Syrian 

immigrant, Salom Rizk (1944) 

It is a country – but not like Syria. It is really a country like heaven and you cannot know what it is like until you 

have been there. . . .’ He told me many more things about America. . . .So many wonderful, unbelievable things 

my schoolmaster told me...the land of hope…the land of peace…the land of contentment…the land of 

liberty…the land of brotherhood…the land of plenty…where God has poured out wealth…where the dreams of 

men come true…where everything is bigger and grander and more beautiful than it has ever been anywhere else 

in the world…where wheat grows waist high, shoulder high, sky high, and as thick as the hair on your head. . . 

where men do the deeds of giants and think the thoughts of God…where they harness rivers of water to turn great 

machines and drench the land with light…where merely the push of a button does the work of thousands of horses 

and donkeys and camels and men. . . .where everybody has a chance to learn, even the humblest child of the 

humblest Syrian immigrant . . . where every boy and girls can learn to be what he or she wants to be. . . .Now it 

grew too big, too miraculous, too heavenly. It sounded like the fairylands my grandmother used to tell about, and 

I knew there were no more fairylands and no more fairies. But I wanted to believe all this, I had to believe it, and I 

did. ‘When can I go there?’ I cried. ‘As soon as we can get word from your brothers, Salom. As soon as you can 

get a passport.’ . . . How wonderful! How beautiful! Like the magic lamp of Aladdin. Just a piece of paper, but it 
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will open up the gates of heaven – my passport to paradise. I must write to my brothers at once. They will answer. 

They will tell me what to do. Then I will go to America – to heaven! (Rizk 1944: 70-73) 

REVISITING THE POLISH PEASANT IN THE AGE OF DIVERSITY EDUCATION 

Thomas and Znaniecki (1927) argued that what the Polish immigrants experienced was part of a larger universal 

process of identity development in a modern era characterized by rapid change. Indeed, they referred to Polish peasants as 

“convenient objects” (1927:74) for analysis of personality development in the context of social disorganization. In 

particular, Thomas thought that immigrants provided interesting case studies for the study of human socialization in 

general.  As he put it: “The problem of the immigrant and the child is the same in this respect: that the American child is 

as alien to the standards of the older generation, generally speaking, as the immigrant is alien to America in general.” 

(1925: 38). 

Likewise, in this paper I have used the narratives of the homeless and Middle Eastern Americans as “convenient 

objects” for discussing the universal challenges of belonging and community. Like Thomas and Znaniecki, I am interested 

in the larger issue of “social becoming” and answers to the fundamental question: What does it mean to be human? In 

doing so, rather than focusing on intergroup variations in the human experience, I favor the examination of social 

experiences or struggles that are common for all human beings. The research potential of such of an approach, grounded 

in the concept of “universal orientation,” is explained by Phillips and Ziller in the following:  

We proposed that a key to nonprejudice might be the cognitive integration of the self and others, which quite 

likely results from the continual connections one makes, or commonalities one sees, due to the universal 

orientation of selectively attending to and accentuating self–other similarities.” (1997:422) 

In a sense, this approach theoretically privileges universal experiences over the categories of “race,” “social class,” etc. 

Applied to the study of diversity, the study of commonality would invite researchers to question what they mean by 

“diversity” and its potential for the betterment of human communities (see Marvasti and McKinney 2011). Theoretically 

informed diversity research and activism could use universal themes (e.g., common existential angst) strategically to form 

coalitions and social movements based on empathy rather than conflict. In this vein, the ability to recognize our own 

selves (our own sense of personhood) in the experiences of others would foster a sense of community. Ultimately, the goal 
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would be to recognize that we’re all in this together. For me, this was best stated by a white homeless man, who was new 

to poverty but was quickly learning that he had much in common with other people at the shelter regardless of their race 

or other social characteristics. Here is an excerpt from my interview with this man: 

Todd: As far as getting back to the homeless thing. This is to me like the worst thing that can ever be.  

Amir: Because you’ve never been in this situation before? 

Todd: No. I feel like I have no control. [At the homeless shelter] you have to be told when to go to bed, when you 

have to be in. Like I said, you do have to have rules, otherwise everybody’ll be doing what they wanted. I can 

understand that. But then you gotta, you know, share a room with people that you’re not too sure about. You 

know, there’s people [sic] on the street every day that you’re not too sure about, but you don’t have to go home to 

them. You can always go back to your place, and you feel secure and safe. This [the shelter] you got people 

coming in, coming out, people going through windows, like we did in our room with Travis [he laughs, referring 

to an incident where a shelter resident crawled into the shelter through a window after hours]. Gee, I wonder what 

he’s doing at two o’clock in the morning. I look at it this way: We’re all in a homeless shelter. Nobody is better 

than nobody. We’re all in the same situation. So you should never really look down on anybody. How could you 

look down, you know, at the guy in 5B if you’re in 5C? [He laughs.]  You know, you’re both there for whatever 

reason. I don’t care if it’s drugs, alcohol, or if you can’t manage money, or if it’s a family matter, or if it’s a 

tragedy. We’re all there.    

It seems then that we need to recognize, in the words of this homeless man, that “We’re all there;” that we are united by 

our common woes, anxieties, and desires. Qualitative research with its emphasis on lived experience is particularly useful 

in showing how certain universal themes transcend social divisions and unify people from diverse backgrounds. 
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ABSTRACT 

In recent decades, parents have begun devoting more time to their careers than to their roles in the family 
unit. At the same time, the amount of time spent watching television has increased exponentially. Due to the 
wide variety of uses for television programming, television media both influences and shapes the lives of 
families in the United States. This study examined the representation of spillover in the United States as 
portrayed in television media. The data for this research were obtained from a content analysis of the first 
season of Parenthood. Results support the hypothesis that women will be shown experiencing more work-to-
family spillover than men but do not support the hypothesis that women will be shown experiencing more 
family-to-work spillover than men. The findings of this research will be useful for work-family scholars, and 
individuals struggling with balancing work and family. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Exposure to mass media is an integral part of life today.  It ceaselessly influences individuals by shaping 

their ideas, behaviors, and thoughts about the world. In addition, current media technology provides 

continuous cultural immersion without much effort on behalf of the receiver. Prevalent examples of mass 

media include movies, videos, books, magazines, video games, radio/music, Internet, and television (Sharpe 

2010).  Sociological research suggests television is currently the most common form of media in use. According 

to the Media Comparisons Study, adults watch 319 minutes of television a day, which is more than double the 

amount of time spent on the Internet (Malone 2010). In addition, this study found that television reaches 

nearly 90 percent of adults 18 and older, and 80 percent of the general population. This is far more than the 

67.5 percent of adults reached by Internet, 60.6 percent reached by radio, and 38.6 percent reached by 

newspapers (Malone 2010). In the United States 115.9 million homes have at least one television, with 30.9 

percent of households having four television sets or more (Nielsen Company 2010). The average United States 

citizen spends 20 percent of the day watching television: averaging over 35 hours a week, resulting in over 

1,800 hours of television viewing a year (Nielsen Company 2010). Even with the increased prevalence in other 
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types of media, such as Internet use, it is not surprising that television is still the most popular type of media 

given the rise in DVR and Video on Demand options. Although watching television live still dominates 78 

percent of the total hours viewed, DVR, Video on Demand, and online video usage command almost a quarter 

of television viewing today, an increase of 49 percent year-to-year (Sharpe 2010). The vast amount of time 

devoted to television viewing clearly demonstrates its important status as a part of everyday life for most 

individuals.   

According to Experian Simmons (2009) the only activity adults in the United States reported spending 

more time on than watching television (excluding sleeping) was working. The 2009 survey conducted by 

Experian Simmons found that Americans need 38 hours per day to complete their tasks. With too much to do 

and not enough time to do it, individuals must make choices on a daily basis about which activities to sacrifice. 

All too commonly, time at home is sacrificed in order to make more time for work or work-related activities.   

According to the National Survey on Changing Workforce (2008), work-family interference levels have 

remained about the same, with 42 percent of respondents reporting “some” or “a lot” of interference since 

2002. However, between 2002 and 2008 individuals have become more inclined to report feeling deprived of 

time, with a shocking 75 percent of individuals reporting not having enough time with their children (Tang and 

Wadsworth 2008). This may be indicative of how stress from work is dealt with in the home. The increasing 

demands of work may be becoming more prevalent in the home through restructuring of family roles in order 

to accommodate work or less time spend in the home in general. The survey also found that employees are 

working 8.5 hours more than they would consider ideal per week (Tang and Wadsworth 2008). That is over 

400 hours a year that they would rather be spending on other activities.   

Since more time is being spent at work and not on other activities, spillover occurs into other areas of 

life. Westman (2005) states that “…spillover stress experienced in one domain of life results in stress in the 

other domain for the same individual... spillover is… intra-individual… Thus, spillover is a process by which 

attitudes and behavior carry over from one role to another.” According to the National Work Life 
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Measurement Project, “Twenty-seven point two percent of employees experienced negative spillover from 

work to family; Twenty-five point one percent experienced positive spillover, and forty-seven point seven 

percent reported neutral or no spillover” (Fried, Litchfield, and Pruncho 2003:23). With negative spillover and 

work-family conflict being reported at such high rates it is important to take a look at how media, specifically 

television shows, address these types of issues.  

The media plays a crucial role in socialization and forming the opinions of many individuals today. The 

influence of media cannot be escaped. According to Cultivation Theory, television has long-term effects, which 

are small, gradual, and indirect but significant and cumulative in nature (Gerbner and Gross 1976).  In addition, 

the Reflection Hypothesis states that media content reflects the behaviors, relationships, values and norms 

that are most prevalent in society (Tuchman 2000).  Work-family balance is a topic that pervades nearly 

everyone’s life, so by this logic it should be reflected in the media. However, it is a topic that is very rarely 

addressed or talked about openly. For this reason it is important to analyze how the media depicts work-

family balance.  

The topic of work-family balance becomes particularly important once children enter a family. The 

television show Parenthood, which first aired on NBC in 2010, chronicles the everyday life of the Braverman 

family. This tight-knit, diverse family experiences the ups and downs of everyday life including but not limited 

to dealing with work-family balance. According to Poniewozik (2010) “…in the grand scheme of TV, it's pretty 

small, real stuff.” This study will examine the balance of work and family as depicted through spillover on the 

television series Parenthood. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Work-Family Balance 

Previous research (Duckworth and Buzzanell 2009; Hill et al. 2001; Olsen and Dahl 2010; Craig and 

Sawrikar 2008; Gareis 2009) has examined work-family balance in the home. The concept of work-family 

balance has been operationalized in several different ways. One main way to measure work-family balance is 
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in terms of spillover (Stevens, Minnotte and Kiger 2004; Goodman and Crouter 2009; Grzywacz, Almeida and 

McDonald 2002). Spillover is defined as “stress experienced in one domain of life [that] results in stress in the 

other domain for the same individual... spillover is… intra-individual… Thus, spillover is a process by which 

attitudes and behavior carry over from one role to another” (Westman 2005). Spillover can be work-to-family, 

for example missing a family event because of work obligations or family-to-work, such as a meeting at work 

being interrupted by a phone call from home. In addition, spillover can be both positive and negative.  

 Overall studies (Duckworth and Buzzanell 2009; Hill et al. 2001; Olsen and Dahl 2010; Gareis 2009) 

have found that the majority of employees have difficulty balancing work and family but acknowledge that 

work and family are both important. In interviewing fathers, Duckworth and Buzzanell (2009) found that all 

men said family was more important than work; however, they all differed in their accomplishments of placing 

family first. The results of the study highlight an interesting incongruity. Although individuals are inclined to 

report family as being the most important obligation, this belief did not have a strong impact on how effective 

fathers are in balancing work and family roles. In addition, Olsen and Dahl (2010) found that the time between 

work and home is becoming increasingly blurred. Work spills over into family/home time and vice versa, 

making it even more difficult to balance work and family. In this way, working irregular hours with no flexibility 

increased the work-family conflict for both men and women (Olsen and Dahl 2010; Grosswald 2003; Gareis 

2009).   

            Studies examining work-family balance (Stevens, Minnotte and Kiger 2004; Goodman and Crouter 2009; 

Grzywacz, Almeida and McDonald 2002), specifically spillover, have been contradictory and inconclusive. 

Stevens, Minnotte, and Kiger (2004) found that males who work full time have the most family-to-work 

spillover. In addition, they found that children are a major factor influencing family-to-work spillover, but not 

work-to-family spillover regardless of gender (Stevens Minnotte and Kiger 2004). In contrast, Goodman and 

Crouter (2009) found that females working full-time have the most negative work-to-family spillover. 

Furthermore, age, race, and family income-to-need ratio were found not to influence negative work-to-family 
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spillover (Goodman and Crouter 2009). Conversely, Grzywacz, Almeida and McDonald (2002) found that age 

does influence positive work-to-family spillover, such as motivation from work transferring to family in a 

constructive way.  Also, females were found to experience more negative work-to-family and family-to-work 

spillover than men. Interestingly, increased levels of education were found to result in less negative work-to-

family spillover for both men and women (Grzywacz, Almeida and McDonald 2002).  Finally, Hill et al. (2001) 

found that gender was not significantly correlated to work-family balance at all. These results make it unclear 

as to what effect, if any, demographic characteristics such as gender have on spillover.  

Another way of examining work-family balance is in terms of time spent with children (Milkie et al. 

2004; Craig and Sawrikar 2009; Nock and Kingston 1988). By examining actual time spent with children 

compared to ideal time spent with children it is possible to evaluate the effectiveness of work-family balance. 

Milkie et al. (2007) found that overall 45 percent of parents feel they spend too little time with children. It was 

also found that over half of full-time workers feel they spend too little time with their children (Milkie et al 

2007). In addition, fathers were 13 percent more likely than mothers to report feeling deprived of time with 

their children (Milkie et al. 2007). In contrast, Craig and Sawrikar (2009) found that women have higher unpaid 

and paid workloads than men and feel more subjective time pressure than fathers.  

Nock and Kingston (1988) examined time with children in the context of dual-earner versus single-

earner families. They found that single-earner couples have much greater combined total time with children 

on workdays as compared to dual-earner families. In addition, time spent with children differed between 

males and females. Women with no job spent more than twice as much time with children at home as 

compared to women with a job, while there was no difference in time spent with children for men with a full 

time job or no job (Nock and Kingston 1988). This is consistent with a study by White (1999), which found that 

the mean work-family balance is higher for single-earner families than dual-earner families. It was also found 

that families in full or part-time dual-earner stages that delayed parenthood do not have a higher work-family 

balance than those that do not delay parenthood (White 1999).  So overall, single-earner families were found 
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to be more successful at balancing work and family, with regard to time with children, than dual-earner 

families.  

Media 

Due to the overwhelming exposure to television during daily life, children and adults alike are 

influenced by television shows. This strong impact that television can have on individuals can be examined 

using Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Social Learning Theory states that, “Most human behavior is 

learned observationally through modeling: from observing others, one forms an idea of how new behaviors 

are performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action” (Bandura 1997). 

When individuals watch television, information is observed and then later used as a model of what is 

appropriate or inappropriate behavior. Social learning theory has sometimes been called a bridge between 

behaviorist and cognitive learning theories because it encompasses attention, memory, and motivation (Social 

Learning Theory 2008). Bandura (2002) suggested that heavy television exposure may eventually make 

televised images appear to be the “authentic state of affairs” (p. 137), suggesting that televised work 

depictions may be accepted as genuine and reflective of the real workplace (Waldeck 2009).  

 Hoffmann (2004) claims that media conveys information such as values and norms, which form 

“mediated truths.” These messages, he says, have meanings that have been carefully determined by 

individuals within the media industry that are then further mediated by the viewer (Hoffmann 2004).  In this 

way, the messages being conveyed to viewers on a daily basis are vital in forming opinions and beliefs about 

the world. Hoffmann (2004) even contends that, by accepting these mediated truths, individuals may 

experience a great deal of stress and even possible strains in relationships. In the context of work-family 

balance, if individuals are constantly exposed to television shows that unrealistically portray work-family 

balance, he or she may be more inclined to feel negatively about their own struggle or situation.   



25 
 

 Waldeck (2009) specifically studied the influence television viewing had on workplace perceptions. She 

found that there was a relationship between workplace perceptions gained from television viewing and work 

expectations. However, she also found that television exposure was negatively related to personal work 

knowledge (Waldeck 2009). In other words, the more television an individual watched then more likely they 

were to view themselves as having limited workplace information. In addition it was found that as television 

exposure increases, individuals with low work knowledge would maintain higher support perceptions than 

those with higher work knowledge (Waldeck 2009).  It is possible that individuals with greater work knowledge 

may have a more realistic view of support perceptions prior to television exposure and the increase in 

television viewing may reinforce these beliefs (Waldeck 2009).  

Given the relevance and universal appeal of work-family balance issues and the importance of 

television as a socialization agent, it is important to explore the depiction of work-family balance, specifically 

spillover, on television. No previous research has specifically analyzed work-family balance issues on television 

or in the media.  This research will serve to fill this gap in the literature. Since Parenthood is a new television 

show that is supposed to focus specifically on the world of parenting it is ideal for this content analysis.  

HYPOTHESES 

H1: Women will be shown experiencing more work-to-family spillover than men.  

Rationale: Women have been found to experience more work-to-family spillover than men regardless 

of age, race, or family income-to-need ratio (Goodman and Crouter 2009; Grzywacz, Almedia and 

McDonald 2002). In addition, while interviewing fathers Duckworth and Buzzanell (2009) found that 

although men said family was more important than work, they all differed in their accomplishments of 

placing family first. It can be expected than that men will be better at compartmentalizing work and 

family and thus experience less spillover.  

H2: Women will be shown experiencing more family-to-work spillover than men.  
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Rationale: Women have been found to experience more family-to-work spillover than men (Grzywacz, 

Almedia and McDonald 2002). In addition, while interviewing fathers Duckworth and Buzzanell (2009) 

found that although men said family was more important than work, they all differed in their 

accomplishments of placing family first. It can be expected than that men will be better at 

compartmentalizing work and family and thus experience less spillover.  

H3: Family-to-work spillover will be depicted more often than work-to-family spillover. 

Rationale: Parenthood is a one-hour drama inspired by the box office hit of the same name.  It follows 

the life of the Braverman family as they deal with the joys and struggles of everyday life. Although 

most of the literature focuses on work-to-family spillover (Goodman and Crouter 2009; Grzywacz, 

Almeida and McDonald 2002; Stevens, Minnotte and Kiger 2004) the focus of the show is meant to be 

on family life and parenthood, so it can be expected that family-to-work spillover will be depicted more 

often than work-to-family spillover. 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

 The data for this research were obtained through a content analysis of work-family spillover in the 

television show Parenthood. All episodes from the first season were viewed in order to get a complete 

representation of spillover. Parenthood is a drama that depicts the day-to-day lives of the Braverman family. 

The show first aired on March 2, 2010 on NBC.  The first season consisted of thirteen episodes, the last of 

which aired on May 25, 2010, and is available on DVD. In 2010 Parenthood was nominated for a Teen Choice 

Award (Choice TV Parent: Lauren Graham) and a Television Critics Association Award for Outstanding New 

Program of the Year. The show is currently in its second season, with episodes airing at 10:00 p.m. Tuesday 

nights on NBC and is averaging over 7 million viewers per episode. Table 1 shows the title as well as a brief 

summary of every episode in season one. Each episode averages around 44 minutes in length, not including 

commercials.  
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The topic being examined was work-family balance through the depiction of spillover, specifically work-to-

family and family-to-work spillover. A coding sheet was used for the whole season (see Appendix 1).  It was 

hypothesized that women would be depicted experiencing more work-to-family and family-to-work spillover 

than men. It was also hypothesized that family-to-work spillover would be depicted more than work-to-family 

spillover. For each episode, the amount of time spent depicting spillover was timed and recorded. Examples of 

work-to-family spillover include, but are not limited to, answering a call from work at home or working instead 

of attending a family event. Examples of family-to-work spillover include, but are not limited to, answering a 

call from home at work or family members visiting a place of work.  The amount of spillover was timed 

separately for males and females in each episode (see Appendix 2).  



Table 1: 
Summaries of Season One Episodes of Parenthood 

Episode 1: 
Pilot 

Sarah and her children Amber and Drew move back home with her parents Zeek and 
Camille. Sarah's sister, Julia is an attorney trying to juggle work and family, with her 
husband, Joel. Crosby, Sarah's younger brother, meets up with an old flame, Jasmine. 
Adam, the oldest Braverman sibling, his wife Kristina and daughter, Haddie, learn that 
their son Max may have Asperger's Syndrome.  

Episode 2: 
Man Versus 

Possum 

Adam and Kristina come to terms with the fact that their son may have Asperger's 
Syndrome. Sarah is on the job hunt. Crosby bonds with his newly discovered son and 
Julia deals with an aggravating mom from Sydney's school. 

Episode 3: 
The Deep End 

of the Pool 

Max gets kicked out of school. Adam and Kristina explore the best educational options 
for their son. Sarah ends things with Jim. Crosby spends a fun-filled day with Jabbar and 
Julia realizes that she's missing out on her daughter's life. 

Episode 4: 
Whassup 

Adam and Kristina try to find out about Haddie's secret relationship. Sarah doesn't know 
how to talk to Drew when he starts showing signs of becoming a man. Jabbar has a little 
accident while under Crosby's watch and Julia and Joel are hesitant to let Amber baby-
sit for them. 

Episode 5: 
The Situation 

Max re-joins the baseball team. Drew helps Adam connect with his son. Sarah begins a 
friendship with Amber's English teacher, Mr. Cyr. Crosby feels the pressure to have a 
baby and Julia tries to teach Sydney how to stand up for herself. 

Episode 6: 
The Big ‘O’ 

Kristina's constant worrying affects her and Adam's sex life. Max starts working with 
Gaby, a behavioral aide. Sarah debates whether she should go out on a date with 
teacher Mr. Cyr. Crosby tries to tell his parents about Jabbar and Julia gets jealous of a 
mom in Sydney’s playgroup. 

Episode 7: 
What’s Going 

on Down 
There? 

Adam wants to spend time with his family but has trouble with schedules. Sarah 
wonders if she should tell Amber about her relationship with Mr. Cyr. Haddie spends 
Career Day at Julia's law firm, causing Julia and Kristina to re-evaluate their respective 
career choices. Crosby navigates the world of single-parent dating. 

Episode 8: 
Rubber Band 

Ball 

Amber's ex-boyfriend Damien arrives from Fresno. Zeek takes Adam on a road trip for 
investment advice and some father-son bonding. Julia and Joel worry that Sydney might 
be suffering from Asperger's and Crosby wants to help plan Jabbar's birthday party. 

Episode 9: 
Perchance to 

Dream 

Kristina goes back to work and leaves Adam with Max and Haddie for the weekend. 
Adam gives Drew girl advice when a school dance approaches. Sarah tries to get Amber 
excited about college. Julia attempts to teach Sydney a lesson about lying and Crosby 
takes Jasmine on a real date without Jabbar. 

Episode 10: 
Namaste No 

More 

Crosby and Jasmine decide how to explain their relationship to Jabbar. Adam and 
Kristina are on the search for friends but find the process difficult. Sarah learns about 
Zeek's financial problems. Julia becomes the coach of Sydney's soccer team and Haddie 
goes to Amber for advice. 

Episode 11: 
Solace 

Zeek crashes with Adam and Kristina. Camille focuses on her art instead of her husband. 
Julia enlists the help of her old college flame much to Joel's chagrin. Amber feels guilty 
about betraying Haddie and Crosby thinks about settling down with Jasmine and Jabbar. 

Episode 12: 
Team 

Braverman 

A family walk for autism is jeopardized when Sarah and Adam disagree over their 
daughter’s behavior. Haddie and Amber's secret anger splits the family in two. Julia tries 
to help Zeek. Crosby risks losing Jasmine to New York after she auditions for a dance 
company. 

Episode 13: 
Lost and 
Found 

Tensions run high for Sarah and Amber leading Sarah to meet with Mr. Cyr. Crosby must 
decide whether to move with his new family or stay with his old one. Zeek tries to win 
his way back into Camille's heart. Julia is forced to be on the Angel committee. 

(Source: Adapted from http://www.imdb.com)
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RESULTS 

 

The content analysis of Parenthood generated varying results. To begin with, it should be noted that of 

the 500 minutes that made up season one, a mere 41 minutes and 54 seconds was shown depicting spillover 

(see Figure 1). This represents only 7 percent of the entire season. However, the only characters who are 

employed are Julia (as a lawyer), Adam (as a business owner), Sarah (as a bartender), and Crosby (at a 

recording studio). Since the majority of the characters are not employed this may be part of the reason why so 

little time is shown depicting spillover.                    

        

Nonetheless, it should be noted that although spillover is rarely depicted, issues of work-family balance 

are discussed quite a bit. For example, throughout the entire first season there is an ongoing conflict between 

Julia, who works full-time as a lawyer, and Racquel, a mother from Sydney’s school, who is a stay-at-home 

mom. During the episode Man Versus Possum when Julia returns home from work Racquel takes her own 

daughter and remarks that they should be going since Sydney “hardly gets to see her [Julia]”. Later in the 

episode, while at an auction for Sydney’s school, Julia gets into a betting war with Racquel over a parking spot. 

When the price gets quite high Julia comments that Racquel “doesn’t even work,” which is heard by everyone 

at the event. Julia quickly adds “…which is valid” in an attempt to make up for what she has said. For the 

remainder of the episode Julia is ignored by the other mothers at the school who do not work. This is just one 

example of the work-family conflict and bias based on working instead of spending time with family.              

7% 

93% 

Figure 1: Season One 

Spillover

Other
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Results support the hypothesis that women will be shown experiencing more work-to-family spillover 

than men. As illustrated in figure 2, during the entire first season women were shown experiencing work-to-

family spillover for 5 minutes and 44 seconds compared to the 2 minutes and 6 seconds shown of men. This is 

consistent with findings by Goodman and Crouter (2009) and Grzywacz, Almedia, and McDonald (2002) who 

found that women will experience more work-to-family spillover than men regardless of age, race, or family 

income-to-need ratio. The longest consecutive time depicting work-to-family spillover was in the episode 

Whassup. Sarah goes to confront Julia about the fact that she no longer needed Amber to babysit. Julia 

responded, “If they had their way I’d never get to see Sydney.” Normally this would be considered family-to-

work spillover since it was a family conflict occurring in the workplace; however, during this scene Julia is at 

work on a Sunday, when she would normally be home with her family. For this reason, it was recorded as 

work-to-family spillover. 
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Figure 2:  
Work-to-Family Spillover 
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As illustrated in Figure 3, during the entire first season women were shown experiencing family-to-

work spillover for 16 minutes and 6 seconds compared to the 17 minutes and 58 seconds shown of men. 

Although it is very close, when it comes to family-to-work spillover, results refute the hypothesis that women 

will be shown experiencing more family-to-work spillover than men. This is inconsistent with previous 

research by Grzywacz, Almedia and McDonald (2002) who found that women experience more family-to-work 

spillover than men. The majority of family-to-work spillover was in the form of phone calls from family while at 

work, or family members showing up at work. For example, in six of the thirteen episodes there is at least one 

scene where Adam is shown being interrupted by a family member at work, either through physical presence 

or a phone call. Additionally, in four of the thirteen episodes Julia is shown at work being interrupted by either 
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Figure 3:  
Family-to-Work Spillover 
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a phone call or family member at her office.  

  

Figures 4 and 5 depict work-to-family vs. family-to-work spillover as a whole for the entire season. As 

hypothesized, family-to-work spillover was depicted more than work-to-family spillover, with 81 percent of 

spillover being family-to-work. Work-to-family spillover was depicted in eight out of the thirteen episodes 

while family-to-work spillover was shown in eleven out of the thirteen episodes. In addition, when work-to-

family spillover was shown it was typically in the form of a phone call from work that lasted no more than a 

few seconds. For example, in the pilot episode when the audience is first introduced to Julia she is on the 

phone with work while with her family at an amusement park. After hanging up she receives another call, but 

she ignores it to have her picture taken with her family. This scene lasted only a few seconds and was the only 

instance of work-to-family spillover in that particular episode.  

 Fascinatingly, there are only two instances in the entire season when an individual (both times it is a 

female character) is shown in a work setting not experiencing spillover. One scene occurs in the episode Team 

Braverman when Jasmine is shown at a dance audition, but the other one is in the episode Perchance to 

Dream. Kristina returns to work leaving Adam at home to take care of the kids for the weekend. There are 

several scenes where she is shown in a work setting enjoying her day, and family issues are never addressed or 

mentioned. Additionally, her family is shown several times at home and there are no apparent issues in 
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adjusting to the new family dynamic without the mother figure around. However, at the conclusion of the 

episode while Kristina is talking to Adam about how much she enjoyed going back to work and is considering 

taking the job full-time she comes to the realization that it is not a good time for her family. She remarks, “Kids 

will only be kids for so long. I can do it later.” Though the portrayal of Kristina’s new job is not realistic in that 

she does not experience spillover at all, her realization about returning to work helps make the depiction more 

accurate.  

                           

Interestingly, there are five episodes in the season where no female characters experience any 

spillover and the final episode of the season contained not a single second of spillover. It can be argued that 

these episodes, particularly the final episode (Lost and Found) contain more intra-family conflict than the 

other episodes in the season. For example, in the episode Solace, Zeek and Camille breakup and Zeek moves in 

with Adam and Kristina. This causes a great deal of stress and tension so the majority of the episode focuses 

on the home situation. Another example would be in the episode Team Braverman when Haddie and Amber 

get into a fight over a boy causing the families to feud with each other. Since all of the emphasis is being 

placed on the family, none of the characters are ever shown at work. This is both interesting and inconsistent 

with reality. In real life, work and the stresses associated with it do not go away because of family conflict. If 

anything, more spillover would occur when there is a particularly stressful situation at home or at work.                 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
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A content analysis of Parenthood shows that television is not completely representative of spillover in 

families today. To begin with, only 7 percent, or 41 minutes and 54 seconds, of the entire first season included 

depictions of spillover. In addition, females were shown experiencing more work-to-family spillover while men 

were shown experiencing more family-to-work spillover. Interestingly, though the majority of previous 

research focuses on work-to-family spillover, the majority (81%) of spillover shown on Parenthood was family-

to-work. Since television serves as an integral socialization agent these inaccuracies may impact feelings and 

knowledge about spillover.  

One limitation of this study was the difficulty in operationalizing work-family balance. Though the 

concept of spillover seemed to be easily measurable this was not always the case. Although there were several 

explicit examples of spillover such as talking to a family member while at work there were also instances 

where the situation was more complex. This left several situations up to interpretation and may have altered 

some of the results. Having more than one individual coding the spillover in each episode could have rectified 

this limitation. In addition, there are other ways to measure work-family balance which future research could 

examine. For example, a content analysis of work-family balance on Parenthood or a different television show 

could examine time spent with children according to gender and work status.    

This research fills the gap in previous literature by examining spillover on a television show. This topic 

provides a starting point for more research in the future. More television shows, across genres and networks, 

should be examined for spillover to determine if any shows/networks are particularly accurate in depicting 

spillover and work-family balance. These results would be applicable to a wider audience and therefore more 

influential. In addition, the current study examined spillover for the entire first season of Parenthood. As such, 

it was able to present a representative depiction of the entire series available on DVD so far. The research 

methodology also makes it possible to draw conclusions based on the series as a whole.  

In addition, findings from the current research could be beneficial to many individuals. To begin with, it 

is plausible that individuals struggling with balancing work and family are troubled and discouraged by the 
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images they see pertaining to work-family balance on television. By understanding that the balance of work 

and family shown on television is not accurate, these individuals can take comfort in the fact that they are not 

somehow failing in their lives because they are unable to balance the two spheres. Also, work-family scholars 

can use this research about depiction of spillover on television to further examine its accuracy. Furthermore, 

they can use it to examine what effect, if any, the media’s depiction of spillover has on the individuals viewing 

it as well as on workplace policy such as the Family and Medical Leave Act.  

In conclusion, as more studies such as this one show that television is not an accurate portrayal of real 

life situations, the public needs to become more critical and aware of what they are watching. With television 

being the most common form of media used today it plays a crucial role in socialization and formation of 

opinions. These opinions are constantly being influenced by inaccurate portrayals of real life. The public needs 

to become more media literate.  
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Appendix 1 

Episode Female Male 

1. Pilot   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

2. Man Versus Possum   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

3. The Deep End of the Pool   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

4. Whassup   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

5. The Situation   
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     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

6. The Big ‘O’   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

7. What’s Going on Down There?   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

8. Rubber Band Ball   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

Episode Female Male 

9. Perchance to Dream   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

10. Namaste No More   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

11. Solace   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

12. Team Braverman   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
 

13. Lost and Found   

     Work-to-Family   

     Family-to-Work   

Comments: 
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Appendix 2 

Amount of Time (in Seconds) Spent Depicting Spillover Per Episode 

Episode Female Male 
1. Work-to-Family 47 3 

             Family-to-Work 40 151 
   

2. Work-to-Family 38 0 
             Family-to-Work 69 119 
   

3. Work-to-Family 34 30 
             Family-to-Work 0 292 
   

4. Work-to-Family 80 0 
             Family-to-Work 0 0 
   

5. Work-to-Family 3 7 
             Family-to-Work 193 0 
   

6. Work-to-Family 0 0 
             Family-to-Work 476 80 
   

7. Work-to-Family 94 0 
             Family-to-Work 99 112 
   

8. Work-to-Family 0 62 
             Family-to-Work 0 58 
   

9. Work-to-Family 48 24 
             Family-to-Work 89 0 
   

10. Work-to-Family 0 0 
             Family-to-Work 0 80 

   

11. Work-to-Family 0 0 

             Family-to-Work 0 131 

   

12. Work-to-Family 0 0 

             Family-to-Work 0 55 

   

13. Work-to-Family 0 0 
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             Family-to-Work 0 0 
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ARTICLES 

Collaborating to teach aging-infused research courses: An experimental model, Janice K. Purk and 
Nancy Sidell, Mansfield University of Pennsylvania 

 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper describes an initial attempt to integrate aging content into two required research courses via a qualitative 
research experience for students.  The model employed required collaboration between the disciplines of social work 
and sociology in a small rural program. Students, receiving initial instruction in qualitative research, were required to 
work in groups to develop an interview schedule around an assigned topic and complete qualitative interviews with 
older adults. Continuing into the second course, students analyzed and produced a paper on the results of their 
interview on the topic. Additionally, an analysis of their learning process was completed. Implications of the model and 
lessons learned are explicated.  

 
INTRODUCTION 
 The need for infusion of aging-rich content into social work curricula has been well documented, as have various 

methods with which to accomplish this task (Association for Gerontology Education in Social Work, 2007; Roberts & 

Blieszner, 2007; Rosen & Zlotnick, 2001). Current literature suggests that most effort has been expended in adding 

gerontological content to practice courses, but little has been written regarding age infusion of research courses. While 

methods in which instructors can experientially teach qualitative research exist (Langer, Lietz & Furman, 2007; Navarro, 

2005), there is an absence of information on how to coordinate its teaching among disciplines and between courses.  

Similarly, there has been much attention paid in the literature to the importance of infusing gerontology content into 

the social work curriculum but none have combined the teaching of qualitative research with aging content. This paper 

presents one BSW program’s efforts to teach two aging-infused research courses that involves the disciplines of social 

work and sociology.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The literature on teaching research courses has typically focused on quantitative methodology, despite the 

Council on Social Work Education’s (CSWE) requirement that qualitative research be taught as well (CSWE, 2003; Sidell, 

2010). While small group approaches to teaching research have also been well documented, actual group research 

projects in which students collect and analyze qualitative data are limited (Hardcastle & Bisman, 2003; Globerman & 

Chan, 2000). 
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 While the “purpose of research is often viewed as understanding the world,” the practitioner often sees the 

researcher as too remote, as too demanding of a level of precision impossible in real world activities, and as producing 

extremely tentative results that do not generate solutions to practical problems (Grossman, 1980, p. 36). In examining 

professional literature on teaching research concepts, social scientists have long been seeking ways to offer learning 

experiences for their students that stimulate creative and positive learning. An overarching goal is to assist students in 

overcoming their reluctance to pursue research and turn their dislike of research into an appreciation for great 

understanding of social phenomena (Green, Bretzin, Leininger, and Stauffer, 2001; Epstein, 1987). While this remains a 

challenge today, many methods have been successful in bringing students to an enhanced understanding of research 

methodology. A common theme among these successful teaching approaches is to employ a hands-on, interactive and 

encouraging style (Swanberg, Platt and Karolich, 2003).  

 Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1991) present a positive learning experience model that can be achieved through 

cooperative learning methods. They found these especially useful for teaching research methods. Cooperative learning 

is the instructional use of small groups that allows collaboration among students as a way to maximize their own and 

other’s educational experience. Their model produced a higher achievement level and fostered positive relationships 

and learning experiences for those students involved.  By placing learners in these cooperative groups it was found that 

students overcome resistance to learning, especially challenging material or course work that is new, often resulting in 

higher level reasoning (Bruffee, 1999). In contrast to traditional learning groups, cooperative learning clusters contain 

five essential elements: positive interdependence between students, face to face interaction, individual accountability, 

social skill development, and group process evaluation (Johnson et.al., 1991). This model, introduced in teaching 

research methods in the social sciences, strengthened the learners’ interaction and accountability.  

 Other suggestions for hands-on learning in research methods courses include the introduction of service 

learning. Shields (2002) suggests the value of including service learning in one’s arsenal of teaching techniques in 

research courses. Service learning requires students to be present in the community based site. They become involved 

in selecting a site and in participating in service delivery, observing, listening and engaging in dialogue. The learner’s 
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involvement in the non-traditional classroom, the community, is extremely valuable for social science majors (Knee, 

2002).  

METHODOLOBY 
 A small, accredited BSW program located in a rural area in the mid-Atlantic region was selected to participate in 

the Curriculum Development Institute (CDI) program, funded by the John A. Hartford Foundation. The primary goal of 

the CDI program was to gerontologize the program’s curriculum in an effort to better prepare future social work 

practitioners. The assigned sociologist teaching Research I and the social work faculty member responsible for teaching 

the second research course both participated in the CDI trainings and their ensuing process. Both were required of all 

social work majors and were upper division level courses. Through interactions and discussions related to the CDI 

project, interest was expressed by both faculty members to work together in infusing aging-related concepts into the 

research sequence.  In the spring and summer of 2006, several informal work sessions were held in which the two 

required research courses were discussed. The end result was the creation of an aging-infused project shared by both 

courses, spanning two consecutive semesters, with a focus on teaching qualitative research concepts in an experiential 

manner. Through consultations with one another, a working plan was designed, which was implemented in the fall of 

2006 and the spring of 2007. While each instructor retained the right to modify the plan as needed, each agreed that 

continuous and mindful communication and flexibility were necessary for its success.  

In the first course, Research I, students were placed randomly into working groups of four or five members and 

assigned a general topic. The topic issues ranged included health care, the environment, education, child care and child 

rearing, and rural/urban differences to allow for exploration of possible social problems and to examine changes over 

time. An introduction and discussion of qualitative research methodology was provided, along with basic concepts of 

conducting research interviews. Next, students were instructed to create an instrument using open-ended questions to 

administer to older adults on the assigned topic. The instrument focused on questions related to the assigned theme, 

and was developed in-class and in on-line discussion groups that the instructor monitored. Final interview questions 

were reviewed and approved by the instructor and mock interviews were completed in class. Each student, using the 

approved question set, was then required to conduct two face-to-face interviews with adults over the age of 75 years. 

Stipulation was made that the adults could not be known to the student in advance. For example, students were told 
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that a grandparent could not be interviewed, but an acquaintance of the grandparent, whom the student did not know, 

was acceptable. It was required that the interview be recorded, and students were briefed on how to handle receiving 

permission to tape and other ethical-related matters of conducting the interviews such as confidentiality, concerns 

about the interviewee and follow up . Finally, students were required to write a one-page summary of the interview 

process, including what was learned in the data collection. Tapes and summaries were turned in to the instructor to 

review. Grades were assessed based on the student’s summary and a review of the tape. The instructor listened to a 

portion of each taped interview and, in some instances where there was known difficulty with the interview process 

such as limited probing questions asked or interviewee cooperation, the entire tape was reviewed. In a few instances, 

tapes were not acceptable because of poor interviewing skills or failure to follow procedures directed by the guidelines 

(i.e. interviewing two persons simultaneously). To deal with this, those students met with the instructor individually to 

discuss the concerns; all opted to complete additional interviews that met the needs of the project.   

During the holiday break between the fall and spring semesters, students were instructed to transcribe their 

tapes. Thus, when they arrived in the second research course, students brought two transcribed interviews with them. 

The assignment in this course was to analyze and describe their findings as a group. Topics such as writing a research 

paper, performing focused literature searches and conducting content analysis were addressed in the course lectures. 

Students, working in the same groups assigned in Research I, undertook the data analysis using the transcripts from the 

8 – 10 conducted interviews. Again using in-class and on-line discussion boards monitored by the instructor, students 

communicated with each other and created a draft of their research paper. This was reviewed by their instructor and 

returned for additions and corrections. Grades were assessed based on the quality of their final group paper, a 

manuscript written in American Psychological Association (APA) style, a brief individual paper describing what was 

learned in the process, and a group oral class PowerPoint presentation of their most salient findings. The tangible end 

products of the project were the final group papers, the individual process papers (what they had learned through the 

process of interviews and group work), and the PowerPoint presentations. The student individual process papers 

allowed for evaluation of their learning, successes and difficulties experienced in the group work process as well as a 

review of their interpretation of the success of their research and presentations.    
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RESULTS – WHAT WAS LEARNED 

Several benefits emerged from this model. First, students were exposed to older populations in a structured way 

not previously present in their curriculum. Anecdotal student comments revealed gaining insights into issues of aging in 

an experiential way, as opposed to text book exposure. For example, one student expressed that the interview was 

more difficult to complete than expected but he felt a connection with the respondent at its completion. He later 

returned just to visit the respondent, as did a few other students. Another student found the story from his interviewee 

“interesting and exciting” as it provided a new understanding of the community from the elder’s perspective.  

Another benefit was the enhancement of students’ knowledge of qualitative research concepts. While 

quantitative research was also taught in the two courses, in the past it seemed that qualitative concepts received 

shorter shrift. This project seemed to equalize the two methodologies, something with which the social work teaching 

community has historically struggled. Indeed, Langer, Lietz and Furman (2007) emphasized that “…research courses 

typically emphasize quantitative methods” over qualitative, and note that “students need to learn both” (p. 71). The 

authors are convinced that students in these courses have indeed gained knowledge of both, and have an appreciation 

for the strengths and weaknesses inherent in each methodology. 

Timing was another obvious benefit. An entire academic year was devoted to various aspects of the project, 

rather than one semester. To begin the second course with continuation of work completed from the previous semester 

seemed like a luxury to the second instructor.  

An additional, unintended result was that several papers are currently under review for publication in 

professional journals. The potential for professional publication, while not an original project objective, has been 

exciting for involved BSW students to experience. Whether or not successful publication will be the end result, the 

process of preparing to communicate findings in a professional manner is an invaluable one for students to experience 

early in their careers. 

Last, and difficult to quantify but important nonetheless, is the resultant enhanced collaboration between the 

disciplines involved. Sociology and social work, while sharing much in common, have typically been presented in terms 

of their differences. From decades ago (Deardorff, 1932) to more recently (Ginsberg, 2001), these differences have been 
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emphasized. This collaboration did much to strengthen the bonds between the two fields, and resulted in deeper 

understanding of one another’s educational background and assets.  

While the project’s strengths outweighed its drawbacks, there were some disadvantages to be noted. First, 

some student frustration existed over the inconsistent quality of the interviews. It was difficult for students to find 

patterns and trends in the data when a tape was of poor quality or, in rare instances, when an interview was conducted 

in a less-than-serious manner. This presented challenges to the instructors as well as the students, and was the focus of 

much discussion during the year-long project. While no easy answers were forthcoming, students did learn the real 

world skill of working with colleagues of varying motivational levels.  

A second issue for the instructors was that of course rotation. A few students, based on sequencing issues, 

enrolled in the two courses in the reverse order. Thus, not all students who interviewed an aging person were involved 

in the data analysis component.  Conversely, not all those analyzing the data were involved in collecting it. While this is a 

function of the course sequencing model and may not be an issue in other settings, it caused some confusion. Both 

instructors made a commitment to work with those students out of sequence to augment their educational deficits, but 

a real solution is to reexamine the sequencing policy. 

Last, for many students, these interviews represented their first contact with older persons for a research 

purpose. Many expressed uncertainty and a lack of confidence when conducting the interviews.  As a result, in-class role 

plays and a “practice” interview will be added to the first research course to aid in student skill building. 

 A program wishing to replicate this model would be well served to build in additional time for communication. 

Without the participating faculty maintaining close contact with one another throughout the project, lack of 

coordination and chaos would likely have ensued and threatened the success of the project.  

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
 While a great deal has been written about ways of infusing aging content into various aspects of the social work 

curriculum, little exists regarding placing aging into research course content. Roberts and Blieszner (2007) indicate that 
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research courses “can present an opportunity to study and learn about aging” (p. 137), and this paper describes one 

such effort.   

 In the future, this project will be continued with slight modifications. The sociology faculty teaching Research I 

will encourage students to develop more focused questions around an assigned topic. For example, each group will be 

encouraged to define what they wish to learn about “child care practices” from their interviewees and focus their 

interview questions around their theme. The social work faculty member teaching Research II will place more emphasis 

on the analytic techniques of the transcripts. Discussions will continue regarding the course sequencing issues, and 

quality student manuscripts will continue to be submitted for potential professional publication. Additionally, the two 

faculty members plan to collaborate on expanding their knowledge of this model. Future research questions 

surrounding this exposure to aging in research courses, such as “what do students specifically learn about aging?” and 

“what are the long term implications for students’ ability to practice with aging clients?” are of interest. Roberts and 

Blieszner (2007) suggest that “a possible venue for gerontological research efforts is the growing rural population of 

older people and their families” (p. 137). One subject area which this project could further explore is that of rural issues.  

 In summary, this teaching technique offers a way of providing students with hands-on exposure to qualitative 

research techniques and interacting with members of the aging population. It is the authors’ belief that this teaching 

technique yields many rewards and opportunities for both students and instructors. 

REFERENCES 
Association for Gerontology Education in Social Work (2007). Retrieved August 13, 2007 

from http://www.agesocialwork.org/about.html 
 
Council on Social Work Education (2003). Handbook on accreditation standards and  

procedures (5th ed.). Alexandria, VA: Author.  
 

Deardorff, N.R. (1932). The relation of applied sociology to social work. Social Forces, 11 (20,  
190 – 193. 

 
Epstein, I. (1987). Pedagogy of the perturbed: Teaching research to the reluctants. Journal of  

Teaching in Social Work, 1 (1), 71 – 89.  
 
Ginsberg. L.H. (2001). Careers in social work (2nd ed.). Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Globerman, J. & Chan, C. (2000). Feminist epistemology and qualitative research: Toward a  
 cross-cultural teaching model. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 20 (3/4), 81 – 99.  

http://www.agesocialwork.org/about.html


48 
 
 
Green, R.G., Bretzin, A., Leininger, C. & Stauffer, R. (2001). Research learning attributes of  

graduate students in social work, psychology, and business. Journal of Social Work Education, 37 (2), 333 – 341. 
 
Grossman, B. (1980) Teaching research in the field practicum, Social Work 25 (1) 36-39. 
 
Hardcastle, D. A. & Bisman, C. D. (2003). Innovations in teaching social work research. Journal  
 of Social Work Education, 22 (1), 31 – 43. 
 
Johnson, D.W., Johnson, R.T., and Smith, K.A. (1991) Cooperative learning: Increasing  

college faculty instructional productivity. Washington DC: George Washington University. 
 
Knee, R. T. (2002). Can service learning enhance student understanding of social work research?  
 Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 22 (1/2), 213 – 225. 
 
Langer, C.L., Lietz, C.A. & Furman, R. (2007). A model for teaching qualitative research  

methods to undergraduate social work students. Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work,  
12 (2), 70 – 82. 

 
Navarro, V (2005). Constructing a teacher of qualitative methods: A reflection. International  

Journal Social Research Methodology, 8 (5), 419-435. 
 
Roberts, J. & Blieszner, R. (2007).  Infusion of gerontology content: An ethical imperative.  

Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 12 (2), 129 – 140. 
 
Rosen, A.L. & Zlotnick, J.L. (2001). Demographics and reality: The “disconnect” in social work  

education. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 36, 81- 97.  
 
Shields, G. (2002) Connection to the community through service learning: teaching research  

methods, presented at North Americans Christians in Social Work Convention November, 2002. 
 
Sidell, N.L. (2010). Teaching qualitative research to BSW students through exposure to  

aging. Journal of Gerontological Social Work.  
 
Swanberg, J., Platt, P., & Karolich, R. (2003) Cooperative learning in social work education: an  

alternative approach to teaching research methods. ARETE, 27(2), 36-49. 
 
 
  



49 
 

Who is maintaining the family health care? An examination of health care behaviors in the dual-
earner family -- Janice K. Purk, Mansfield University of Pennsylvania 

 

ABSTRACT 

Family work in dual-earner families has been studied extensively, but the focus has been primarily on 
household tasks and childcare, neglecting the component of health care behavior. To examine health care 
behaviors in healthy, dual-earner families, 174 married women employed in health care and education were 
surveyed concerning what influences the performance of family work: time constraints, relative resources, 
and gender ideology. The study explores women’s perceptions of the performance of health care behaviors.  
The results of this exploratory study also indicate that the three explanations for the performance of family 
work do not explain health care behaviors and that a possible role of gatekeeping on the part of the female 
spouse may exist.   
 

The examination of the dual-earner family has focused on family work, those tasks completed by the 

members of the family to maintain the household; family work has been limited to the study of household 

tasks and childcare. Health care behaviors have been included in childcare tasks or have been ignored 

completely. This research is done with the premise that there are many pieces that are part of family work, 

and it examines the role of health care behaviors as family work.  

In the traditional pattern of family work, the wife usually completes health care tasks. The woman has 

been known as the gatekeeper of health care. She has been providing the hands-on-care and coordinating the 

services for the family, such as setting doctor’s appointments and following up on the required behaviors to 

keep the family healthy. As with other family work, the woman was available to complete the task and 

therefore, managed the family health care needs. This family work was, in the past, considered part of her 

work in return for the financial support of her spouse.  

What has occurred in the dual-earner family in terms of the completion of health care tasks? Many 

changes have been occurring in other areas of family work with the advent of the dual-earner family. Can one 

assume that there is no change in health care behaviors when the areas of household tasks and childcare are 

being redefined in the dual-earner family?  Are there new ways of defining gender equality in the dual-earner 
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family that may be reflected in health care behaviors? Health care behaviors may actually be a very important 

part of family work based on the family belief systems. Thus, it is important that we examine the health care 

management within the dual-earner families.   

For 150 years, the norms of each member of a middle-class childbearing family in America had been 

virtually the same. Married couples were in complementary roles; the husband's role was to meet the 

economic needs of the family, while the wife's role was primary responsibility for the household, children, and 

the emotional well-being of all (Menaghen and Parcel 1990). Many exceptions to this model existed, such as in 

farm families and in families where the husband did not sufficiently provide for the economic needs of the 

family. The most common family may not have had true complementary roles. As with many changes in family 

structure, the change to dual-earner families seems to have begun in the 1960's. The traditional family, which 

represented 38 percent of all families in 1960, was represented by a married couple, with children, and a wife 

not in the paid labor force, now accounts for just 15 percent of all families twenty five years later (Merrick and 

Tondella 1988). In the 1960s, a male householder financially supported over 60 percent of Caucasian families, 

and now nearly sixty percent have two or more wage earners. Changes in the situation of family support and 

role relations that were first evident among blacks are now the predominant pattern for all groups (Wilke 

1991).   

Along with the macro-level social change of women in the labor force, which has occurred in the last 

century, the labor force participation of mothers of young children is changing more rapidly than the 

availability of childcare. Within this process are the ever-changing roles of husband, wife, and child in the 

family. Ross and Mirowsky state 

Macro-level social changes, especially increases in women's labor force participation, shape families 

and in turn the psychological well-being of men and women. American marriages are shifting from the 

complimentary type...to the parallel type, in which both spouses are employed and both are 

responsible for child care and housework (1990 p. 33). 
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With this large and ever increasing change in the employment of married women outside the home, 

the study of the phenomenon was begun. Married women’s participation in the labor force tripled from 1960 

to 1988, creating an arena of research interest. In 1990, 59% of wives were in the labor force. Among wives 

with preschool children the employment rate has tripled since 1960 to 60% (Rubin and Riney 1994). Using the 

most conservative data on only husband and wife earners in 1993, 46% of married couples were dual-earner 

families with husband and wife employed, whereas 35% of wives were supported solely by the husband's 

employment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 1996). The dual-earner family has thus become a significant part 

of the United States population. 

HEALTH CARE BEHAVIORS 

Despite the increasing number of dual-earner families, research beyond the two areas of child care and 

domestic work is extremely limited, most often focusing on an analysis of the health of individuals within the 

family, specifically the care provided for ill or aged family members (Glazer 1990, Umberson 1987).  Glazer 

(1990) examined who cared for aged and ill family members, and she found it was women, employed or not, 

who were in charge of health care behaviors. These activities included providing hands-on healthcare, 

providing support at medical appointments, and following through on health management.  There is limited 

research addressing the questions of who performs the everyday health care tasks of the family. This includes 

who stays home with a sick child, who arranges health care appointments, who accompanies family members 

to the dentist or physician, and who handles the insurance paperwork.  

The research of Milkie and Peltola (1999), based on the General Social Survey of 1996, is one of the 

first to mention these more general health care behaviors in a limited form. They found that women reported 

that employment affected their ability to care for sick children. Women felt that they were less available to 

provide for the needs of a sick child due to the time required for employment, whereas men did not. Milkie 

and Peltola (1999) concluded that husbands of employed women were not doing more at home or missing 
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work more often than they did when their wives did not work. They also noted that employed women still felt 

it was their responsibility to care for sick children. Other research has focused on the sick child. Heyman 

(2000) found that when parents were present, sick children had better vital signs, presented fewer symptoms, 

and recovered more rapidly from illness and injury.  

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON PERFORMING FAMILY WORK 

Current research on family work suggests there are three major influences on the performance of 

family work. The first is time constraints; the person who has more available time completes the tasks of 

family work. Kanter (1977) used time as a variable in examining dual-earner families, and concluded that both 

time and the control of time needed to be investigated to see the effects on the household tasks, work 

experiences, relocation, and child care tasks. Since Kanter’s research, the variable of time has been used in 

most studies addressing the activities of the dual-earner family. Almeida, Maggs, and Galambos (1993) found 

that the more hours a wife is employed, the less she is involved in family work. However, the results differed 

according to the type of family work and the method of measurement. Almeida et al. (1993) also found that 

women are more likely to share childcare when they work more hours, but they spend as many hours in 

childcare as those who worked fewer hours. Crouter and Manke (1997) included time as a variable by 

comparing male to female employment hours and household tasks when developing their family types. They 

found that the more time the husband was at work, the more the division of labor was tilted toward the wife, 

no matter how many hours she was employed. Cha (2010) also examined the hours spent at work more 

recently and found that gender inequality was exacerbated: men’s hours at work affect their participation in 

household tasks where women’s time spent in family work was less affected by increased work hours.  

 Hochschild (1989) included information on time as she talked to each family about their daily activities. 

Her examination is qualitative, and the reflection of time is shown in the areas of work, leisure, and 

household/childcare tasks. Coltrane (1994) found that the more equal the hours of employment, the more 
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likely tasks were shared, though time spent on tasks was still not equal. The documented impact of time 

constraints on other forms of family work is a valid reason for expecting time constraints to influence health 

care behaviors, yet the influence of time spent at work is not clear in areas of family work. In the area of 

health care behaviors, time demands need to be examined because they affect scheduling and care giving. 

The second influence is gender ideology. In the examination of gender ideology, research has weighed 

the work patterns of the dual-earner family and the division of household labor. Four general patterns have 

emerged in the literature related to gender ideology. The first is the gender ideology of each spouse in the 

dual-earner family matters. Presser (1994) found that both members’ household work patterns in the dual-

earner family were related to their gender ideology. Husbands shared traditional family tasks more if they, or 

their wife, held a more egalitarian gender ideology.  

  Kamo (1988) found that it is the husband's attitude toward the sexual division of labor that has a 

stronger relationship with household tasks than the wife's attitude. When husbands were found to have more 

egalitarian beliefs, they picked up more tasks in the home. Barnett and Baruch (1987) found that among those 

husbands with traditional gender ideologies there was a negative effect on the husband’s participation in 

household tasks. In another study, it was found that the husband's expectations are powerful predictors of 

who performs household tasks. The husband's prerogatives continue to have a more pronounced impact on 

marital role bargains than do the wife's employment or other family characteristics (Hiller and Philliber 1986).  

Greenstein (1996) found that the husband's contributions to household tasks were related to their 

gender ideology if they were married to egalitarian women. When this occurred, the husband participated in 

more household tasks if their beliefs were also egalitarian and in less family work when their beliefs were 

traditional. Other researchers reflect similar findings in that gender ideology is a determinant of how much 

family work each member performs. For men married to traditional women, the husband's ideology had little 

impact on household tasks. The traditional woman places part of her value in the gender ideology of the role 
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of homemaker. In that scenario, she does not turn over these tasks to her spouse. With more egalitarian 

beliefs, the husband would do a greater share of the household tasks. These scenarios will probably follow in 

the area of health care behaviors. 

 Gender roles may also affect the performance of health care behaviors in the family work system. 

Using gender role as an influence, one would assume that wives would do more of the work because health 

care behaviors, as with all family work, would be considered drudgework, which the husband tries to avoid. 

The role of hands-on caregiving may require being available by taking time off from work. The role of 

breadwinner could affect the person who would take time off work. In most cases, the husband would 

maintain the earner role and not handle health care needs.  

 Gender ideologies are rooted in one's thoughts through the environment one was raised in, and the 

experiences of their life. Gender is embedded in the social structure and often affects our views and 

expectations in virtually every area of life (Hill and Zimmerman 1995). The intransigence of gender inequality 

is perhaps most apparent in the home (Blair and Lichter 1991). It is important that gender ideology is 

examined in the study of health care behaviors to determine if it affects this area of family work as it does the 

area of other household tasks.  

The third influence is related to exchange; the member who contributes more resources, often money, 

does less family work. "The relative resources explanation builds on the work of Blood and Wolfe (1960) and 

conceptualizes the division of housework as reflecting the resources men and women bring to relationships. 

According to this explanation, the individual with the most resources (education, earnings, occupational 

prestige) uses those resources to negotiate his/her way out of housework" (Shelton and John 1996 p. 304).  

Resources include physical and financial resources, and the resources theory maintains that the member of 

with the fewest resources will do more household tasks. Typically, the wife has fewer resources and, 

therefore, cannot barter out of the household and childcare tasks.  
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 One's job has input on most aspects of life. It affects where we live.  Our job may determine what time 

we get up in the morning, what time we go to bed, and the activities we can enjoy.  Coltrane (1994) found that 

husbands handled more household and childcare tasks when their wife’s employment status was higher than 

theirs. The effects of the job are far reaching and affect our involvement with others, especially those in the 

family. Piotrkowski and Crits-Christoph (1981) examined women's jobs and their adjustments. With work life 

emerging as a significant life role for women, it is fruitful to conceptually integrate research on wives' 

employment and the dual-earner family with the literature on husbands’ occupations and family lives, 

including health care. 

 Other areas of relative resources have also been found to influence family work. These include higher 

education (Shelton and John 1996, Crouter and Manke 1997), flexibility of job scheduling (McHale and Couter 

1991, Presser 1994), satisfaction with employment, and stress (Piotrkowski and Crits-Christoph 1981, Meeks, 

Arnkoff, Glass, and Notarius 1989).  

 Time constraints, gender ideology, and relative resources influence the performance of household 

tasks and childcare, and stand out in the work of many researchers, including Kanter (1977), Hood (1986), 

Coltrane (1994, 2001), and Hochschild (1989).  Cunningham (2001) considers these three influences as part of 

the intervening mechanisms that influence allocation of household tasks. The goal of the current research is to 

use these three standard measures--time constraints, relative resources, and gender ideology--to evaluate 

participation in health care behaviors in dual-earner families, and to compare the findings to the performance 

of childcare and household tasks. 

HYPOTHESES 

Health care behaviors of the family have not been studied. Some studies have examined the effects of 

the dual-earner family on health of the individual member. Others have considered health care as part of 

childcare tasks, limiting the encompassing role of health care behaviors.  Research has varied in its focus on 
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the dual-earner marriage. It has looked at family support, work/home time-sharing, quality of marriage, 

children's educational attainments, income variations, gender ideology, and household tasks. These studies of 

family work may be the “jumping off” point to examine the actions of the family in health care behaviors. The 

literature generally indicates that women continue to do more of the family work than men despite the 

dramatic changes that have occurred with women's employment statistics (Danceu and Gilbert 1987). 

As economic conditions change and America changes to a service-oriented labor focus, women fill 

more and more positions, thereby creating the dual-earner families. The lives of these dual-earner families are 

of interest because the unique challenges they face in organizing their daily activities may have a great deal of 

relevance for understanding the quality of family relations (Galambos and Silbereisen 1989). 

Proposition 1. Time Constraints 

  Parents with the most time-demanding jobs will have less time at home for household tasks and 

childcare; therefore, they are less likely to be involved in health care behaviors. 

Proposition 2. Relative Resources The higher the status associated with the women's jobs and the 

more equal the occupational status between the spouses, the more the spouses will likely share household 

tasks and child care; therefore, parents are more likely to share health care behaviors. 

Proposition 3. Gender Ideology The gender ideology of both parents in the dual-earner family will 

affect their involvement in the health care behaviors in the family.  

 A. If one or both parents in the dual-earner family hold traditional beliefs, women will perform more 

health behaviors.  

 B. If both parents hold egalitarian beliefs, there will be a sharing of health care behaviors in the family.  
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Research has varied in its focus on the dual-earner marriage. It has looked at family work, childcare, 

time constraints, relative resources and gender issues. Few researchers have addressed health care behaviors 

of the family. Thus, the main question asked by this research is who is doing health care behaviors? Is what 

is true for other family work true for health care? Secondly, which factors contribute to health care 

behaviors?  

METHODS 

Sample 

 This study is based on questionnaire results for 174 women in dual-earner families who lived and 

worked in northeastern Ohio. The sample population consisted of women from two types of work settings: 
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education and health care. Both environments have a wide range of workers, from housekeeping staff to 

professional workers.  

 Volunteers for the survey were recruited through staff newsletters and posters placed in employee 

areas at their work sites, and personal contact. Women who completed the survey were required to have at 

least one child under the age of 13, and to be in a dual-earner heterosexual relationship. A total of 324 surveys 

were distributed with a return total of 174; the overall response rate was 52 percent with 55 percent of the 

health care workers and 45 percent of the education workers replying.  

DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

The dependent variables addressing health care behavior consisted of six additive scales confirmed by 

factor analysis (Purk 2004).  These scales are “total health care performed by males,” “ time off work for 

spouse’s health care appointment,” “time off work for children’s health care appointments,” “ female health 

care tasks for children,”  “female health care tasks for spouse,” and “health care paper work.” These six scales 

were used along with one single item: “person who is called at work if child is ill.” The eigenvalue for the six 

factors ranged from 3.33 to 1.19. 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

The first independent variable, time constraints, consists of seven items: “time at work and drive time,” 

“ number of children,” “age groups of children,” the additive variable of “female time stress,” and “total 

leisure time” for women and men individually and combined.  “Female time stress” is a summed scale of two 

items: I have enough time to get things done, and I have enough leisure time. These seven items were 

selected though a reduction process done in two steps for both time constraints and relative resources. The 

first step removed those independent variables that were highly correlated to avoid multicollinearity. The 

second step was to remove the items that showed no correlation with the dependent variable.  

The second independent variable, relative resources, was based upon measurement of job 

characteristics, which include job type, whether or not in management, control of job schedule, family income, 
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female percentage of income, education, and job satisfaction. No items were scaled. The third independent 

variable, gender ideology, contains a single additive scale. The gender ideology measure is drawn from the 

National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) (1988). In examining gender ideology using the NSFH, most 

researchers use five questions to evaluate the couples’ views (Greenstein 1996 a, b, and Livingston et. al. 

1996). This series of questions used a summated scale of gender ideology. Using Greenstein’s (1996 a) model, 

the items were coded from 1-7, and reverse coding of two items followed his work. Following the rest of the 

questionnaire patterns the items were coded for response to these questions in 1 to 5 scale ( rather than 1-7)  

were 1= strongly approve and 5= strongly disapprove. The individual items of each variable were analyzed to 

determine the power of their influence, and the group’s items were evaluated with Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability. Alpha’s ranged from =.60 to =.85. Following Greenstein’s (1996 a) pattern, a summative scale 

was determined to create a gender ideology scale. A Cronbach’s alpha reliability of .61 was determined from 

the data, which corresponds to the Greenstein (1996a) Cronbach’s alpha reliability of .63.  

CONTROLS 

 Control variables were included because they are known to influence some of the independent and/or 

dependent variables. These were the age of respondent, family members, the length of marriage, and number 

of marriages. 

RESULTS 

 The sample population was 94 percent white; 90 percent of their spouses were white. The average age 

of these participants was 35.86 (range was 26-46 years of age) and the average age of their spouses was 37.75 

(26-56 years of age). The years married varied from 0-26, with a mean of eleven years. (0 indicates one couple 

who was not married, but lived together as husband and wife, and had common children.) The number of 

children in the family varied from 1- 5, with a mean of 2.08, and ages varied from 2 months to 19 years with a 

mean age of 7.36. 

Zero Order Correlations: 
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Time Constraints/Gender Ideology: The first proposition looked at women’s perception of time 

constraints for an explanation of health care behaviors. A person with a more time-demanding job will have 

less time for family work. The younger the child, and the more children there are, the higher the probability 

that women would do most of the family work, including health care behaviors. Table 1 shows the correlation 

between perceived health behaviors and perceived time constraints. Time affects only four areas of health 

care behaviors. Time at work only affects women’s behavior; the more hours she works the less time she takes 

off for children’s health care needs, as expected. Drive time to work does not seem to matter except in one 

area, women’s health care for children. Here the longer his drive to work, the more child health care activities 

she performs. This is opposite of what would be expected, possibly indicating that when men work closer to 

home women provide more health care for children. This may indicate the jobs closer to home may be a lower 

status job with less flexibility. Another item of time constraints that affected health care behaviors is time 

women spend in leisure activities. It can be assumed that the more leisure time a parent has, the less time 

available for health care task. However, when women have fewer leisure hours for their activity, husbands 

then do more health care. Perhaps less leisure time for women means less time available for any activity. The 

strongest correlation in time constraints is time stress and health care for children. Those women who 

perform more heath care for the children indicate they experience more time stress. Time constraints do not 

seem to significantly correlate with health care behaviors of the dual-earner family, except for the association 

of stress with children’s health care. 

Table 1. Time Constraints, Relative Resources, and Gender Ideology Regressed on Male Total Health Care 

 
Variable Male total health 

care 

Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3 Equation 4 

Time Constraints 
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Drive time to work 

     Female 

     Male 

Number of children 

Female time stress 

Total leisure time 

     Female 

     Male 

Average work week/hours 

      Female 

      Male 

 

   b         Beta 

 

 .02          .10 

-.02         -.13 

 .01          .01 

-.03         -.03 

 

-.01         -.15 

-.00         -.06 

 

-.00         -.01 

-.03        -.14 

     b         Beta 

 .02         .11 

-.01        -.09 

 .11          .05 

-.06          .05 

 

-.01         -.21 

-.00         -.02 

 

 .02           .07 

-.04         -.18 

Relative Resources 

 

Management position 

     Female 

     Male 

Control of job schedule 

     Female 

     Male 

Income percentage female          

contributes to family 

Job satisfaction 

     Female 

     Male 

Sick-time benefit 

     Female 

     Male 

Enough sick-time 

     Female 

     Male 

Education 

     Female 

     Male 

    b         Beta 

-.01       -.00 

-1.04     -.25** 

 

 .02        .01 

-.05       -.03 

 

 .06        .05 

 

-.01       -.01 

-.14       -.11 

 

-.60        -.07 

-.42        -.09 

 

 .28          .05 

 .61          .13 

 

 .02          .01 

 .17          .12 

    b         Beta 

-.06        -.01 

-1.22     -.29** 

 

 .03         .02 

-.13        -.07 

 

-.05        -.04 

 

-.03        -.03 

-.18        -.15 

 

-.53        -.07 

-.41        -.08 

 

 .15          .03 

 .71          .15 

 

 .12          .06 

 .10          .07 

Gender Ideology 

Total 

 

     b         Beta 

-.02         -.03 

   b         Beta 

 .04          .07 

Constant  

R2 

 

7.990 

.08 

6.751 

.10 

5.754 

.00 

9.339 

.18 

 

 Gender ideology is also included in Table 1. It is hypothesized that the more traditional women’s 

gender ideology, the higher the probability that women will perform more of health care tasks. Of the seven 

health care factors, only two are significantly affected by the women’s gender ideology. Both operated in a 

positive direction as expected. Women with more traditional gender ideology take more time off work for 

their spouse and children’s health care needs.    

Relative Resources 
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The proposition related to relative resources states that the higher the status of women’s employment 

and the more equal to the male’s status, the larger the amount of family work that will be shared. In Table 2 

and 3 the relative resources related to health care behaviors are explored. Relative resources are divided into 

two sections; work characteristics and benefits.  

Table 2.  Time Constraints, Relative Resources, and Gender Ideology Regressed on Performance of Children’s Health Care 

 
Variable Performance of for 

children’s health care 

activities 

 

Equation 1 

 

Equation 2 

 

Equation 3 

 

Equation 4 

Time Constraints 

 

Drive time to work 

     Female 

     Male 

Number of children 

Female time stress 

Total leisure time 

     Female 

     Male 

Average work week/hours 

      Female 

      Male 

 

b           Beta 

 

 .00         .06 

-.00        -.07  

 .09          .08  

-.10        -.19* 

 

-.00         -.05 

-.00         -.12 

 

 .01          .13 

-.00         -.06 

  b           Beta 

 

 .00          .04 

-.00         -.05 

 .11           .09 

-.12         -.22* 

 

 .02          .16 

-.00         -.02 

 

-.00          -.08 

-.00          -.00 

 

Relative Resources 

 

Management position 

     Female 

     Male 

Control of job schedule 

     Female 

     Male 

Income percentage female          

contributes to family 

Job satisfaction 

     Female 

     Male 

Sick-time benefit 

     Female 

     Male 

Enough sick-time 

     Female 

     Male 

Education 

     Female 

     Male 

 b           Beta 

 

 .38         .16 

 .10         .05 

 

-.12        -.14 

-.02        -.02 

 

 .03          .06 

 

-.08        -.13 

-.08        -.14 

 

-.25         -.06 

 .57          .25 

 

-.12         -.04 

-.85         -.38 

 

 .06           .06 

-.01         -.01    

 b           Beta 

 

 .45           .18 

 .12           .06 

 

-.09          -.10 

-.00          -.00 

 

-.02          -.03 

 

-.04          -.06 

-.09          -.16 

 

-.15          -.04 

 .71            .31 

 

-.28          -.10 

-.85          -.38 

 

 .07           .06 

 .01           .07 

Gender Ideology 

Total 

 

  b           Beta 

-.04         -.14 

b           Beta 

-.02        -.07 

Constant  2.451 

.08 

2.308 

.11 

2.352 

.02 

2.600 

.19 
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R2 

 

Table 3.  Time Constraints, Relative Resources, and Gender Ideology Regressed on Performance of Spousal Health Care 

 
Variable Health Care 

behaviors for spouse 

Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3 Equation 4 

Time Constraints 

 

Drive time to work 

     Female 

     Male 

Number of children 

Female time stress 

Total leisure time 

     Female 

     Male 

Average work week/hours 

      Female 

      Male 

 

  b           Beta 

 

 .01         .06 

-.00       -.02 

 .15         .10 

-.10       -.13  

 

-.01       -.18 

 .00         .23* 

 

 .01         .06 

-.03       -.19* 

 

  b           Beta 

 

 .00           .03 

 .00           .01 

 .22           .14 

-.12          -.15 

 

 -.00         -.11 

  .00           .18 

 

  .01           .04 

 -.23          -.15 

   

Relative Resources 

 

Management position 

     Female 

     Male 

Control of job schedule 

     Female 

     Male 

Income percentage female          

contributes to family 

Job satisfaction 

     Female 

     Male 

Sick-time benefit 

     Female 

     Male 

Enough sick-time 

     Female 

     Male 

Education 

     Female 

     Male 

 b           Beta 

 

 .39           .11 

 .14           .05 

 

-.07          -.06 

 .04           .04 

 

 .12           .15 

 

 .07           .08 

 .01           .01 

 

-.01          -.00 

-.22          -.07 

 

-.13          -.03 

-.20          -.07 

 

-.05          -.04 

 .12            .13  

 b           Beta 

 

 .48          .14 

 .09           .03 

 

-.05          -.04 

 .10            .08 

 

 .06            .08 

 

 .11            .13 

 .01            .01 

 

-.10           -.02 

-.23           -.07 

 

-.17           -.04 

-.11           -.04 

 

-.04           -.03 

 .06             .06 

Gender Ideology 

Total 

 

  b           Beta 

-.08         -.19* 

b           Beta 

-.07         -.17 

Constant  

R2 

 

4.385 

.09 

1.725 

.08 

4.012 

.03 

3.879 

.17 

  

All areas of health care behaviors are significantly correlated with the work characteristics of related 

resources, except for the female’s performance of health care tasks for children. The types of work women do 
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significantly affect only who is called when a child is ill; the higher her position the more likely she will be 

called. Males’ type of work affects the amounts of time women perceive that men take off for their spouse’s 

health needs: that men are more likely to take time off if they have higher positions. This may be due to more 

flexibility or more available sick time. Women’s having management jobs is not significantly related to health 

care behaviors. However, there is a strong significant correlation with men in management and the health 

care they do: the higher the job status the more health care they perform. As expected, the less control or 

flexibility women have of their job, the more time they take off to perform health care related tasks for their 

child. If women had more flexibility, they would change their hours at work to meet the needs, and not take 

time off work. Whether or not men have control of their work schedule had no effect on health care. Family 

income and the percentage of the female contribution to the family income had no significant effect on any 

health care behaviors.  

Education affects more areas of health care than any other relative resource. Women’s education is 

negatively associated with their involvement with their husband’s health care. Women may be in a position 

where they would feel needed more at work than at home. For men, education positively affected three areas 

of health care. The higher the male’s education, the more women perceive men were involved in health care 

for their children and their wives. They were more likely to take time off from work for their spouse’s health 

care needs, and to do more paperwork related to health care. The final influence of work characteristics of 

relative resources is in job satisfaction. Females’ job satisfaction does not influence health care, but males take 

less time off for their spouse when they are more satisfied with their work. This may mean that they feel their 

absence from their position would be missed more because they are more invested in a job that satisfies 

them. 

The second area of relative resources examines the role of job benefits with health care behaviors 

shown in Table 2. Benefits affect only three areas of health care behaviors: time off for spouse, health care 

women do for children, and who does the paperwork. Men are more affected by benefits than women. Who 
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carries the insurance has no significant effect on health care behaviors; this may be considered part of income, 

which also has no significant effect. 

 For women, job benefits significantly impact only two health care behaviors. Women who have more 

sick time for themselves take less time off for the health care needs of their spouse. Also, if women perceive 

they have enough sick time for themselves, they take less time off for their spouse’s health needs. In addition, 

if women perceive that they have enough sick time for their spouse’s medical needs, they do less health care 

for their children.  

Six items were perceived to have negative impact on the completion of health care paperwork. They 

include the sick time men have for self, spouse, and child; and perceived sick time available for self, spouse, 

and child. The reality that women of this survey completed most of the health care paperwork may affect this 

result.  

CONCLUSION 

To summarize, this study involves women’s perceptions of performance of health care behaviors in the 

dual-earner family. Women do almost all the health care behaviors in this sample of dual-earner families. The 

items chosen for examination of health care behaviors included scheduling health care appointments, going to 

health care appointments, handling paperwork related to health care, staying home with sick members of the 

family, and being called for emergency health care needs. In all of these situations women perform the 

majority of these tasks. In some situations, such as scheduling children’s health care appointments, taking the 

children to health care appointments, and being called for emergency situations, men performed the tasks 

less than ten percent of the time. Even in the situation of scheduling men’s medical appointments, women 

scheduled the appointments more than forty–six percent of the time. Men were more likely to assist with time 

off to attend medical appointments with children and spouse than any other area of health care behaviors. 

One way to see this behavior is its similarity to fathers taking family members to a sporting event. Another 
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way to see this action is that men are more willing to be co-patients than to provide hands-on care of other 

health care tasks, because they can remain in the knowing adult role. This behavior may also be tied to the 

role of transportation work; men go along as the needed drivers.  

Men’s performance of health care remains similar whether it is the spouses’ need or the children’s 

needs. Women’s behaviors differ for children and husbands; they provide more health care behaviors to their 

children. They seem to evaluate the needs and determine the level of care they need to provide for each 

member. 

 Which factors influence these health care behaviors also varies by gender. Findings indicate that the 

higher the woman’s education, the less they are involved in their spouse’s health care, whereas men with 

higher education are more involved with the family’s health care. Also indicated is the more control women 

have of their work schedule, the more health care they perform for their children. The more control men have 

of their work schedule, the less health care they perform. For the men the findings indicate that if they are in 

management, they are less likely to perform health care tasks. The management aspect does not affect 

women’s performance of health care. And finally, the more satisfied men are with their jobs, the less time 

they take off for health care, but women’s satisfaction with their job does not affect health care behaviors.  

 Also of note is that the job benefit of sick time did not influence health care behaviors for men or 

women significantly. This may be attributed to limitations in accessing the sick-time benefit or results from 

pressure by management not to use sick leave. Employers may offer this benefit, yet have strong restrictions 

on how it can be used. An example of this is that in the hospital where the survey data was obtained workers 

using sick-time must first use a day of vacation before being allowed to take a sick day. Work pressures have 

been shown to have strong effects on the dual-earner family resulting in health and mental health issues for 

members (Ransford, Crouter, and McHale 2008) 

It is very interesting to find that women’s gender ideology does not affect the performance of health 

care behaviors. Greenstein’s (1986) examination of gender ideology found that when the female’s ideology 
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was traditional they performed the household tasks, however if their ideology was egalitarian men’s gender 

ideology mattered in the performance of household tasks. In this study, the women’s gender ideology was 

mainly egalitarian and the men’s gender ideology was not measured. Even with the egalitarian gender 

ideology women performed most of the health care. In this data, health care behaviors are more like 

household tasks; therefore it may be important to evaluate the spouse’s gender ideology. The female’s gender 

ideology was only significant in this sample for the performance of childcare activities. 

LIMITATIONS 

There are a number of limitations within the research presented here. First, this is not a random 

sample. The members of the study are predominately from a high level of education and do not include a 

significant number of women in nonprofessional positions. Therefore, the results presented cannot be 

generalized beyond these families. However, the response rate of over fifty percent at each site adds to the 

validity of the study. 

The protocol involved only asking women to complete the survey to avoid discrepancy between the 

spouses. Therefore it can be argued that women overestimate the activities they perform in family work, 

especially with health care behaviors if they perceive it is their responsibility.   

 Since this is initial research in the area of health care behaviors, the survey instrument has not been 

tested before. However, it was based on the standard model currently used in analyzing family work. The 

coding of ‘who performs more’ limits the responses and does not give actual time spent on the activities. 

Wives may perform more health care but men may actually be doing more than in the past. Since no other 

study exists on the performance of health care behaviors, it cannot be determined if men are doing more. 

 Also, I followed the accepted model to evaluate family work, which may not be the appropriate model 

to evaluate health care behaviors. Though it is the standard model for family work research, health care 

behaviors do not seem to fit well in this model when trying to determine what influences the performance of 

these behaviors. Health care behaviors may have a stronger component of gatekeeping than other family 
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work and this analysis may need qualitative interviews. The role of gatekeeping is addressed in the recent 

work of Allen and Hawkins (1999). They found that maternal gatekeeping is conceptualized within the 

framework of the social construction of gender and has three dimensions: mother’s reluctance to relinquish 

responsibility over family matters by setting rigid standards, validation of mothering identity, and 

differentiated concepts of family roles. When women are gatekeepers of family work, they inhibit the men’s 

involvement. Perhaps in the area of health care behaviors, the role of gatekeeping could be very strong, as 

few other roles identify women as “a good mother” as powerfully as the care of her family’s health.  However, 

the examination of health care behaviors adds a dimension to family work. The standard measures of 

independent variables of time constraint, relative resources, and gender ideology used here do not paint the 

clearest picture of the behavior.   
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

You are undermining America with your positive thinking, here’s how … Mark Singer and Nicholas 
J. Rowland, Pennsylvania State University 

 
Has every day become another cheap attempt at being cheerful? In Bright-Sided, Barbara Ehrenreich 

(2009) suggests that Americans daily administer a powerful sedative, namely, positivity. Among other side 

effects, perpetual positivity requires being estranged from one’s true emotions and breaking with reality. In 

the end, Ehrenreich prescribes a steady dose of common sense to combat the surprisingly undermining power 

of positive thinking. 

Readers looking for another empirical project like Nickel and Dimed (2001) will be woefully 

disappointed with Bright-Sided as Ehrenreich offers only one auto-ethnographic chapter documenting her 

experience with breast cancer. Someone hunting for a book about breast cancer may walk away wanting 

more. Likewise, this book is not a compendium of previously published essays (Ehrenreich 2008). However, in 

the process of debunking the life-enriching power of positivity, even for cancer patients, Ehrenreich makes 

good with readers by unearthing the historical precursors and unexpected consequences of being positive, 

which is where the lasting impact of this book will be felt among scholars. 

 Digging into America’s darker past, Ehrenreich examines agenda-setters in positive-thinking while 

covering a broad range of fields and time. She cleverly juxtaposed Calvinist Protestants – a la Weber (2003), 

Mary Baker, and Phineas Quimby – who search their souls for sinful thoughts with contemporary Americans 

who search for the new sin, negativity. Externally too, contemporary Americans shun negativity in the work 

place and positivity has even found its way to church pews as preachers tell the faithful “God wants YOU to be 

prosperous!” Positivity, a core tenet of The Secret (2006), supposedly gives you what you want – a job, a 

partner, anything – provided you give them what they want: money. An industry has been built upon the altar 

of positivity selling pre-packaged messages and positivity-inducing products for the hopeless. With regard to 
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economics, Ehrenreich (2009:181) suggests that positivity leads us astray as “unanimous optimism of the 

experts certainly contributed to the reckless buildup of bad debt and dodgy loans.” 

In conclusion, Bright-Sided is chock-full of interesting insights suitable for discussion during cocktail 

hour, but that also land safely in undergraduate courses. The book is an excellent blueprint for doing research 

on popular topics, provided you do not mind being at the center of your project. The take-away message: too 

much of a good thing is a bad thing. As Socrates said, "the unobserved life is not worth living," so be careful 

with positivity lest you find yourself bright-sided. 
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Review of The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, Joshua Branch, Nicholas 
Pyeatt, Nicholas J. Rowland, Pennsylvania State University 

 
 To say that The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, published by Oxford 

University Press in January of 2012, is “timely” is to put it modestly, especially given that the book is replete 

with predictions for the 2012 Senate election. The book is written by a well-known political sociologist – Theda 

Skocpol, who is the Victor S. Thomas Professor of Government and Sociology at Harvard University – and her 

student Vanessa Williamson, a 3rd year Ph.D. candidate in Government at Harvard University and former Policy 

Director for Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America. This rare combination of authors might very well 

explain the stylistic decisions made in the book, namely, the delicate balance found in the prose teetering 

between occasionally “dry academic jargon” and the faithful use of clear, “vivid English” (Skocpol and 

Williamson 2012: 13). The result is an unpretentious look at the Tea Party. The book offers evidence of the big 

picture, meaning public records, newspaper reports, and national surveys, as well as the small picture, 

meaning face to face interviews and ethnographic reports from Tea Party meetings. The authors contend that 

they provide the reader with a more complete vision of the Tea Party phenomenon compared to media 

portrayals of the group; an assessment with which we generally agree. 

 The authors deliberately craft this text in a way that neither castigates nor extols the diverse 

conservatives referred to as the Tea Party. Like DiMaggio (2011), we resist the impulse to call the Tea Party a 

“social movement,” especially as the term is employed by academics in the scholarly literature (see, for 

example, Rojas 2007). The authors open the preface by suggesting that “curiosity” inspired the research 

project and that the Tea Party could not be understood with conventional academic concepts and theories. 

Their curiosity is justified given the unexpected rise of the Tea Party following the 2008 election.  

 The authors’ eclectic methodological approaches reflect their clear desire to understand this group. 

And yet, with no clear theoretical orientation, it becomes impossible to justify decisions made during data 
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collection or analysis, which is where this book drifts from its academic origins into a somewhat more 

journalistic style. Still, the book may prove to be a gem in forthcoming years, especially if the Tea Party 

remains an important political player. While the authors highlight predictable ironies such as the Tea Party 

slogan “Government, Keep Your Hands Off My Medicare,” they also manage to correct a number of 

troublesome misconceptions about the Tea Party along the way, to which Ventura (2011) also draws 

attention. Because of the broad but thin popular coverage of Tea Party activism, students entering a political 

sociology class or an elections course in political science will likely arrive with preconceptions about the group. 

This book will prove a consistently useful tool in the classroom for debunking misconceptions among 

preconceptions for students and faculty alike. In fact, sociology is full of books that disavow readers of popular 

misconceptions, and the authors are quite successful at countering misconceptions, which places this new 

book alongside classic debunking texts in sociology. 

 The best part of this book is that Tea Party members are presented in their own words. This is where 

the interview format shines, making the book accessible to readers of any stripe. Crucially, the format also 

affords the authors an opportunity to present their deep understanding of the group’s values and how the 

group uses key symbols, especially the Constitution, to form cohesion, which is mentioned in other reviews 

(Anon. 2011; Bush 2011). More humanizing than Lepore’s (2010) interview-based The Whites of Their Eyes, 

which depicts Tea Party members as in need of a good history lesson, Skocpol and Williamson’s work should 

be read alongside its foil Crashing the Tea Party by Street and DiMaggio (2011), which questions whether or 

not the Tea Party is grassroots or even a social movement. In fact, a key strength of Skocpol and Williamson’s, 

as noted by other reviewers (Bush 2011; Ventura 2012), was their ability to clearly differentiate between the 

national Tea Party groups and the grassroots activism, which some adherents believe is the “true” movement. 

The authors highlight a fundamental, underlying tension between the upper middle-class base of the Tea Party 

and those elite talking heads and donors such as Dick Armey and Grover Norquist (also mentioned by Johns 

(2011)). 
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 One significant virtue of this book, underappreciated by reviewers and the authors is that only a couple 

of years ago, pundits and scholars had achieved a modicum of consensus that grassroots activism – a vital 

element of a functioning democracy – was all but dead. The democratic process, it appeared, was failing. Mike 

Lofgren’s forthcoming The Party Is Over: How Republicans Went Crazy, Democrats Became Useless, and the 

Middle Class Got Shafted comes to mind immediately, as does Richard Heinberg’s (2005) The Party's Over: Oil, 

War and the Fate of Industrial Societies in that both books, and many others, depict both political parties as 

essentially co-opted by social and industrial elites while memorializing the grassroots political activism of 

yesteryear. However, the 2008 Obama campaign appeared to have engaged previously inactive Democrats as 

well as generally uninvolved young people. Tea Party proponents, according to Skocpol and Williamson, also 

constitute an unexpected mobilization of conservative grassroots activists following the 2006 and 2008 

elections. In this respect, it seems that this book documents the revival of a dormant strain of grassroots 

political activism.  

 The authors limit their theoretical commitments and, as a result, they failed to undercover what might 

have been the single most important contribution of the book – a chance to broadly theorize about 

conservative social movements. Ziad Munson (2009), author of The Making of Pro-life Activists: How Social 

Movement Mobilization Works, was invited to be the keynote speaker at the 60th annual Pennsylvania 

Sociological Society meeting and spoke on the topic of conservative social movements. He suggested that 

scholars have tended to characterize social movements to be prototypically liberal or progressive in nature. 

After all, social movements mobilize for change, in the typical account. Munson observed something else; he 

observed a form of under-theorized activism, namely, activism for stasis. Skocpol and Williamson resist the 

temptation to broadly theorize about what they observe, likely to keep the book appealing to a broader 

audience than merely scholars, but frustrating the latter group in the process. 

 Like any decent academic book, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism raises 

more questions than it answers. Additionally, given the book’s position between sociology and political 
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science, it showcases the vast utility of interviewing activists in order to depict them in their own words rather 

than those imposed a priori by scientists. The authors, thus, share evidence with the reader that is more 

personal and nuanced as compared to how the group might otherwise be characterized in survey results. It 

should prove to be a well-spring for future research, in particular, as a foundation for fresh work on how to 

conceptualize conservative activism and, conceivably, how anti-progressive social movements mobilize for 

stasis. If research follows this direction, we may finally undercover how and why some activists work so hard 

to keep social arrangements the same. 
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A somewhat sociological view of long-time prisoners: Review of Lifers: Seeking Redemption in 
Prison by John Irwin (2009) --Nicholas J. Rowland and Nicholas Tsentas, Pennsylvania State 

University 

 
*Authors contributed equally to this review. 

John Irwin (2009) foregrounds Lifers by describing the expansion of the American prison system: as the number 

of inmates increased the administrative branch of prison has not kept up, and this equates artificially extended 

sentences on the public’s nickel. “Tough on crime” policies have also contributed to overcrowding in prisons. At Solano 

State Prison, where he served five years for armed robbery, Irwin conducted in-depth interviews with “lifers” (i.e., men 

who spent twenty years or more in prison). Like The Felon (1987) or It’s About Time (2010), the book offers an up-close 

look at the personal histories of people society have condemned to a life behind bars. Unsurprisingly, Irwin tells his own 

story, including his crimes, his pursuit of a Ph.D. in sociology, and in shocking detail. While the book is chock-full of policy 

implications – much like his other works – there is nothing altogether sociological about the stories he delivers or Irwin’s 

(lack of) analysis. However, we applaud the relationship he established with Marvin Mutch, his informant, interview 

recruiter, and confidante on the “inside” – the book, as a result, provides an insider perspective which humanizes those 

prisoners that so many Americans seem eager to leave behind. 

Irwin’s credibility and rapport with interviewees seeps from nearly any of the extensive and copious quotes he 

includes. While his interviewees have no reason to lie about their stories, this should not imply to readers that 

everything is absolutely accurate. Irwin proceeds to deliver chronological narratives about each of his seventeen lifers, 

their incarceration, and in intimate detail, which allows the reader to follow along with sympathy and interest. It 

appears Irwin wants these men’s words on the page without too many interruptions, which makes this a valuable 

resource as much of the seemingly raw data is laid-bare in the book. However, sociologists, anthropologists, and 

criminologists looking for ground-breaking qualitative analysis techniques should look elsewhere.        

Longer sentences, especially those artificially extended, make it appear as though we are living in a society 

where prisoners are no longer considered “redeemable.” Irwin’s message – that prison transforms some prisoners who 

are explicitly not the same people they were when they were originally convicted – is repeatedly emphasized. For 
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example, “Rusty,” a one-time inmate, is now a certified rape-crisis counselor and alcohol and drug counselor. Irwin 

takes-up the nearly philosophical torch that human beings are infinitely redeemable. Is this picture too rosy? Maybe. But 

maybe not, especially if getting over our ideological hang-ups is a possible solution to the nearly billion dollar problems 

of recidivism and the overcrowding. 
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