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Executive summary

For a century or more, until the mid-1970s, the husband-as-breadwinner
and wife-as-homemaker system governed social attitudes and individual
aspirations toward paid work and unpaid care in the United States. Women’s
participation in paid employment rose steadily during much of that period,
as rising educational levels, paid employment during wars, the growth of
the service sector, and the emergence of the caring professions encouraged
women to move outside the domestic sphere. However, most married women
still left paid employment and became full-time homemakers when their
children were born.

Since the mid-1970s, the rapid increase in the paid employment of
mothers has made the traditional breadwinner–homemaker system of paid
work and unpaid care untenable. It has been supplanted by the “ideal worker–
marginalized caregiver” model of work and care in which all workers –
male or female – can hold a full-time job provided they conform at work to
employers’ notions of a worker unencumbered by domestic responsibili-
ties. This model of organizing paid and unpaid work has left most Ameri-
can working families anxious about their ability to care adequately for their
children and aging relatives, stressed by the demands of work, and starved
for time. Moreover, women who pursue homemaking on a full-time basis
are dismissed as “just housewives,” and the important care work they do is
devalued. This attitude has been taken to an extreme in the case of poor
single mothers. The emphasis in the recent “reform” of welfare in the U.S.
on “work first” over “care first” has placed a greater value on having a
woman work at minimum wage cleaning hotel rooms than on having her
care for her child – even though her earnings will still leave her and her
children impoverished.

 This study examines practices in Japan, Australia, Sweden, Germany,
the Netherlands, and Italy to gain insights into how work and care respon-
sibilities might realistically be reorganized to better meet the needs of work-
ing families. It is based on interviews with government officials, academ-
ics, managers, employees and representatives of unions and employers’ as-
sociations conducted from June to November 2000.

What emerged from this review of practices abroad was the possibility
for a new set of social norms that structure behavior by tempering employ-
ers’ demands and shaping the aspirations of workers. Such a model of be-
havior can be characterized as “shared work–valued care.”
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“Shared work” encompasses a combination of work with other aspects
of well-being. It means sharing paid work among people through shorter
work weeks, reduced hours, flexible schedules, and job sharing. It refers to
sharing access to good blue- and white-collar jobs with mothers. It recog-
nizes that equal access to paid jobs for women requires that men as well as
women share in the important work of providing care within the family and
community. Finally, it involves sharing the work of caring with community
and other public institutions.

“Valued care” means that employees have access to a variety of flex-
ible scheduling strategies so they can take greater control of their time and
can negotiate the flexibility they need to meet their individual responsibili-
ties. It also involves the sharing of day care and elder care as public-private
responsibilities. In this way, families can have access to high-quality ser-
vices, while workers who care for the young, the old, the sick, and the
infirm can have access to good-paying jobs.

An important lesson from examining practices in other countries is
that public policy has an indispensable role to play in helping nations achieve
the norms of shared work–valued care. The policies needed to facilitate a
system of shared work and valued care in the U.S. include:

· Hours-of-work legislation to allow for a shorter standard work week
for all, flexibility for workers, longer part-time hours, and limits on
mandatory overtime.

· Adjustment-of-hours legislation to allow workers to request up to a
20% reduction in hours and pro-rated reductions in pay and benefits.

· Equal opportunity and non-discrimination provisions to protect work-
ers on part-time schedules from discrimination in pay or benefits.

· Sharing of the cost of care by investing in day care and elder care
infrastructure, and by providing subsidies for child care and elder care,
short-term carers’ leave, subsidized wages or tax credits for caregivers,
universal preschool, and after- and before-school programs for chil-
dren.

· Untying of benefits from individual employers by making access to
health insurance available to everyone without regard to employment
status, and by establishing funds similar to unemployment insurance
for maternity leave, parental leave, and long-term family medical leave.

· Updating of income security protections such as unemployment insur-
ance and old age pensions to reflect the changes and great variety in
family structure and in work arrangements.
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Introduction

Much of the stress and anxiety facing working families in the U.S. arises
from recent rapid changes in the paid employment of women, especially
mothers, without compensating changes in the norms and institutions that
support paid market work and unpaid care work. In 1967, 41.2% of women
over the age of 20 were in paid employment. By 1999, that proportion had
increased to 60.1% (see Figure A). Among married women, the increase
has been even more dramatic. Between 1967 and 1999, the labor force
participation of married women increased from 36.6% to 62.0%. In more
than 60% of all married-couple households, both spouses are employed.

Over this period, women’s employment in the U.S. increased most
rapidly among married women with children. By 1999, nearly two-thirds
of married women with children under the age of 6 were in the workforce,
as were nearly three-quarters of those with school-age children (6 to 17).
Largely as a result of these employment increases, average annual hours
worked per year by married-couple households have grown explosively. In
1979, middle-class couples with children worked 3,272 hours a year on
average – a little more than one full-time and one part-time job. In 1998,
these families worked, on average, 3,885 hours a year – equivalent to nearly
two full-time jobs.

Despite the increase in the percentage of women in the U.S. labor
force, social supports for work remain largely unchanged since the 1930s.
In the U.S., unemployment insurance and Social Security laws were writ-
ten to protect families dependent on the wage of a male breadwinner. Not
until 1993 did women have the legal right to take time off from work at the
birth of a child. But maternity leave is unpaid, limited to 12 weeks, and
unavailable to the large numbers of women who work in establishments
that employ fewer than 50 workers. In contrast to most other industrialized
countries, workers in the U.S. have no rights to paid vacation leave, sick
leave, or parental leave. Mandatory overtime is common, and there is no
national legal maximum number of hours of work in a day or a week.

To gain insights into how work and care responsibilities in the U.S.
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FIGURE A   Women�s labor force participation, 1967-2000
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might realistically be organized to better meet the needs of working fami-
lies, we conducted a study tour of Japan, Australia, Sweden, Germany, the
Netherlands, and Italy during June to November 2000. We met with gov-
ernment officials, academics, and representatives of unions and employers’
associations. We also visited firms in these countries, and conducted inter-
views with managers and focus groups with employees to get a company
perspective on this question. These interviews focused on white-collar pro-
fessionals, nurses, and blue-collar workers.

What our research team has begun to distill from our study tours abroad
is a new model of organizing paid market work and unpaid care in the
home. We characterize this model as “shared work–valued care.” While no
country can serve as a model in every respect, we found there was much
that each country we studied can learn from the others. Much of the learn-
ing is already underway in Europe, with impetus from the European Union
for harmonization. The influence of the Treaty of Amsterdam and associ-
ated directives adopted at the Luxembourg and Vienna summits between
1997 and 1999 on equal opportunity, “gender mainstreaming,” equal treat-
ment of part-time workers, and earned paid time off or “working time”
accounts has been especially positive.1 Nevertheless, the model of shared
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work and valued care cannot be said to exist in any of the countries that we
visited. Elements of it can be observed in many places, however, and its
broad outlines are clearly discernible.

The first section of this study describes the “unencumbered worker–
devalued caregiver” model2 that has come to characterize work and care
responsibilities in the U.S. over the last three decades. As women have
increased their participation in paid employment, the notion of the em-
ployee as male breadwinner has given way. It has been replaced by the
notion that employers are entitled to an “unencumbered worker” – an em-
ployee, man or woman, who functions in the workplace as if he or she has
a wife or other caregiver at home full time. In the course of this change,
unpaid family care work has been devalued, and caregivers have been
marginalized.

The second section describes the system of shared work–valued care
that we think could go a long way toward resolving the unbearable tensions
and forced choices American working families currently face. This section
draws on our observations in the six countries in our study, and our inter-
views with managers in companies in these countries, to begin to imagine
what such a system of norms might look like.

The paper concludes with a set of policies,3 many of them already in
place in one or another of the countries we studied, that would facilitate the
emergence of gender-neutral norms of shared work and valued care in the
United States.




