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Introduction





Figure 1: �Figure 1: Young Women’s/Men’s Desire for Jobs with More Responsibility 
(1992-2008)
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Galinsky, E, Aumann, K, & Bond, J. (2008). The national study of the changing workforce 2008: Times are  
changing: Gender and generation at work and at home. New York, NY: Families and Work Institute.

As we will discuss in the next section, the combination of all of these factors (educational attainment, 
growth in job demand, and desire for greater responsibility) will result in couples making very different 
economic decisions than in the past. 

As Figure 2 indicates, the changes in family structure in the United States over the past 35 years have 
been profound. While we see a dramatic increase in a number of types of families, the greatest change 
has been the drastic decrease in the “traditional family” consisting of  two parents where one worked 
and the other stayed at home to care for the children and perform domestic tasks (typically the wom-
an). Today, the number of “traditional families” has slipped from more than 45% in 1975, to just over 
20 %. This traditional family structure has been replaced mainly by dual-career couples and single par-
ent heads-of-household where the single parent is employed. 



Figure 2: Changes in Family Structure and Work, Families with Children Under 18, 
1975 & 2008
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Economic News Release: Table 4, Families with own children: Employment 
status of parents by age of youngest child and family type, 2007-2008 annual averages; Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics, Indicator 18: Parent’s Employment. Employment status of parents with own children under 18 years old, by 
type of family, 1975 to 1993. 

In the United States, in more than 70% of two parent households with children, both parents are work-
ing outside the home (US Census Bureau, 2008). We have reached a point where in most families, 
there is no longer a stay-at-home parent focused on child rearing and management of the household. 
Obviously, this major set of activities did not simply disappear, the result being that the responsibili-
ties of all working people have increased. The natural conclusion is that men have needed to perform 
more of these duties. 

While historically, this “dual agenda” of work and family has fallen more to the female spouse creating 
what has been famously termed the “second shift” (Hochschild, 1989, 2003) we believe this is chang-
ing for a number of reasons.  Today, in 24% of dual-career couples, the woman earns more than her 
male spouse (Raley, Mattingly & Bianchi, 2006). While there are many reasons (such as entrenched 
gender roles) that women have continued to take greater responsibility for child rearing, this shift 
toward more balanced earnings is having a profound impact on the division and balance of home and 
workforce labor. In addition, nearly 28% of all US households today are led by a single parent, who, 
even more acutely than dual-income couples, feels the intense pressure of trying to balance work and 
non-work commitments without the aid of a stay-at-home partner.   

In addition to the rise in dual-career couples, the change in career patterns has also had an impact 
on fathers’ career ideals.  Beginning in the late 1980’s, a dramatic shift occurred in the relationship 





Most men no longer assume they can or will want to support a family on their own, but 
there is no clear path to manhood. Work and family shifts have created an ambiguous 
mix of new options and new insecurities with growing conflicts between work and parent-
ing. Amid these conflicts and contradictions young women and men must search for new 
answers and develop innovative responses.”  

All of these changes in demographics, values, and career prototypes point toward a changing role 
for working fathers in our society.  In essence, contemporary fatherhood ideals are in many respects 
similar to what maternal ideals and expectations were 30 years ago but with the opposite challenge. 
Women have always had legitimacy in the home and yet faced a significant struggle to enjoy the same 
level of credibility and acceptance in the workplace. The impact of the “women’s movement” has been 
largely successful in increasing women’s impact in the workplace as has already been evidenced by 







executive, software development director, accounting manager, financial analyst, consultant, scientist, 
sales executive, sales manager, managing director, project manager, and HR manager. Nearly all were 
satisfied with their jobs (range of 6-10 on a 1-10 scale, 10 being most positive) and on average they 
worked just under 50 hours per week.  Most had one child, and 6 had more than one child. On aver-
age they had been married for five years. Additional descriptive information about the study sample is 
included in Appendix B. 

For the purposes of this study, we have assigned pseudonyms to all of the participants to help the 
reader identify with the person being quoted, while maintaining our participants’ anonymity.  

My son turned ten just the other day 

He said, “Thanks for the ball, Dad, come on let’s play 

Can you teach me to throw”, I said “Not today 

I got a lot to do”, he said, “That’s ok” 

And he walked away but his smile never dimmed 

And said, “I’m gonna be like him, yeah 

You know I’m gonna be like him”

Harry Chapin, Singer/Songwriter





“Obviously being a good provider is important to me. Knowing [my son] has what he 
needs, his being safe is important to me. I think just enjoying life is a generic way of say-
ing it. ‘You want to go outside? Let’s go outside. I don’t care if it’s raining or snowing out, 
let’s go outside. You want to hang out with the dogs? Let’s hang out with the dogs.’ It’s 
not on my terms, this is our time together.” 

Through one of the first questions in our discussions we delved into the personal and career histories 
of the participants, focusing on how they developed their sense of career and paternal identity. Not 
surprisingly, most of the participants focused on their parents and most often their fathers, as their 
primary role model. 







you’re spending the time with him to do that.” [William]

“There are moments where you are going to pick him up. And, he sees you and just gets 
that huge smile on.  You know those moments of him giggling and falling asleep on your 
shoulder. Those things just are priceless.  Nothing can beat that.” [Jesse]

“It’s almost indescribable because being a father right now doesn’t mean anything other 
than just spending time with your child and, I mean it’s, it’s a weird thing because you 
didn’t think you’d be able to love another human being like this. But I love being a father 
so much more than I thought I would and I can’t say exactly why except that spending 
time with my daughter…the highlight of my day is in the morning when I hear her start 
to wake up and I can just go in there and pick her up. -- And how do you, how do you 
define that other than [love]”. [Josh]

The new fathers in our study were also very excited about the opportunity to watch and assist in an-
other person’s growth.

“I mean I love just being with them and playing with them.  You know, you watch them 
smile and laugh, seeing them figure out things on their own and wondering how they 
figured it out.”  [Matt]

“She is only five months old but she already recognizes me when I walk in and gives me 
a smile and is happy to see me.  You [have a] feeling like you have really accomplished 
something and you’ve produced something that is a contributing member of society some-
day ...  I’ve been working on teaching her how to sit up on her own and when she actu-
ally does sit up on her own a little bit without toppling right over - - that’s a great feeling.” 
[Richard]

They talked about the joy and happiness they feel and the ability to share that joy with others. As An-
thony shared in his interview:

“The joy of when they wake up, when they smile at you and when they grab your hand 
and every single second being with them is just fun and enjoyable. Even when they’re sad 
or they’re mad at you for whatever reason, you’re not giving them what they want to eat 
or something or it’s just it’s always something new with them. And everything’s a dis-
covery. And, everything’s an adventure that it’s just fun to - even just sit back and watch 
them play.  That aspect of it is fantastic.”

Many of our participants also felt that one of the best aspects of being a father is being responsible for 
another living person and influencing what they become.  As Sam commented, “I think the best as-
pect of being a father is, just…knowing that I am responsible now for another human being. His well being, 
entirely-he’s completely dependent on us.”  Or as Corey said, “It’s a huge responsibility, but it’s also some-
thing that I take a lot of pride in.  I really want to be a good father.  And following that goal I try and be a 
better [person than] I might otherwise be.”

Several of the new fathers relished the thought of starting a family and bringing someone new into the 
world.  A few talked about enjoying the day-to-day activities, time spent playing with their child, and 
some were looking forward to a time with even more possibilities for interaction.  In addition, there 
were a number of instances of self-discovery that our participants felt were important. As Tim stated, 



“It’s challenging at times.  It brings insight.  You find yourself having to actually think about things you had 
done automatically for years.  And you ask yourself ‘do I want my children emulating this?’” 

Don summarized the change that had taken place in his life:

“It puts life in perspective.  How important is money, is career, is vacation?  There’s 
more to life than [these things].  There are lots of opportunities, learning opportunities 
for myself about my own temperament, my own desires and interests.  There’s a self 
discovery benefit.” 

Of course there are many trying aspects of fatherhood as well.  We asked our participants what they 
like least about being a father.  Some of the expected subjects came up such as changing diapers, 





Although there was some hedging on the question including frequent, half-joking references to, “Do 
you mean compared to my wife?” the general sentiment was simply put by Mark, a consultant, whose 
reply was, “We try to be close to 50/50 in terms of responsibilities. We generally alternate pretty evenly on all 
of that stuff.” 

When asked for greater specificity, most of the men described in greater detail the ways they divided 
up the care giving responsibilities with their wives in order to accommodate each spouse’s work 
schedule. Charles, a real estate broker, described how the duties were negotiated to fit each spouse’s 
schedule. 

“In the mornings … my wife has to go [in] earlier than I do. So I take care of the morning 
shift of getting [my daughter] dressed, feeding her breakfast and taking her to day care…
until about 5:30, and that’s when my wife picks her up.”

John, a 36 year old IT manager, described a similar pattern, reminding us that the schedule was not 
fixed and was subject to adjustments as needed: 

“It’s a lot of give and take. In the morning I wake her up, get her dressed and I get her 
out the door. [My wife] picks her up, she takes care of her while she’s cooking, and when I 
get home we feed her together, sit down as a family for dinner as much as possible. Then 
she takes care of her while I do the dishes and then we play for a while. I put her to bed.” 



The persistent disparity in income levels between the husbands and wives also made this possibility 
less realistic. Even for couples who might have been able to make ends meet on one salary, often the 
higher salary was the man’s so living on only the wife’s income was unrealistic. As John, an IT man-
ager stated, “I’ve considered it and probably wouldn’t mind doing it if the situation were that we could live 



or unintended) for “this is a place where we are not in agreement”. One of the younger fathers in the 
study, Gerald, exemplified this when he discussed his reluctance to modify his pre-fatherhood lifestyle 
since becoming a dad:

“I play a lot of recreational sports. That’s – that’s very important to me. So between 





financial services industry stated: 

“My boss is extremely understanding, has had no problems with me taking time to do all 
the stuff I needed to do. We have both men and women in my area who work 3-day work 
weeks or work from home on Mondays and come in the rest of the week.”

This support seemed to extend to not only the challenges faced by new fathers, but also other work-
family issues as well. Grant, an area sales manager for a large information provider, reflected on his 
own circumstances, but also those of a close colleague who was in the middle of a divorce:

“A colleague of mine is going through a divorce right now. And … talk about [a boss] be-
ing supportive. It’s always nice to be supportive in good times when you have kids. [But] 
she’s super supportive of this guy, and he is really on the ropes right now.” 

It may be that what we are seeing reflects the trends in the larger society where younger managers, 
who are much more likely than the previous generation to be in two-career couples or single parent 
families, have a  higher level of understanding for the work-family challenges that such employees 
face. In addition, the challenging economic environment of the past year, coupled with the extremely 
high level of downsizing that has occurred may be giving managers greater empathy as well. As Patrick 
stated in describing his own manager’s situation:

“He’s got three kids of his own, a great family and he understands the balance necessary. 
I think he’s actually had an epiphany in the past couple of years. He’s been handling a 
lot with the company shrinking … feeling a little overwhelmed. He bought a house on the 
Cape that he sort of uses as a refuge. I think he and his family have re-discovered them-
selves basically. “ 

When asked, more than half of our participants stated that thei



my job who feel like they can’t, or have decided that they can’t do it and have a family.  In 
my particular case, my employer has been very accommodating in allowing me flexibility 
when I’m here, and then also is understanding on days when my kid is sick or something 
comes up, where they understand that as long as I get the work done, they’re fine if I’m 
not in the office as much. So my employer has been outstanding on that.” [Tim]

For those that did not find it easy to combine work and family, the primary issue they raised was the 
number of hours they had to work, often in connection with a demanding job, boss, or office culture. 
In one case, Craig referred to his former employer’s culture (he had since moved on) and in the other 
Keith reflected on the realities of the long work hours that are often inherent in public accounting:  

“I think it was very difficult.  It was a high-pressure job, a venture backed start up. The 
CEO, father of 3, spent just about no time with his kids and expected the same of his di-
rect reports.  So there was a company corporate mentality of work firs�/͐ҐѠ/







Discussion and Implications

Qualitative research studies should avoid making broad generalizations. The experience of 33 new 
fathers who self-nominated to participate in a study on fatherhood and careers is just that, nothing 
more. Based on these interviews we can only generalize about these 33 men, and even that can be 
dangerous. We also face the obvious limitation that the information we gleaned from these fathers was 
never verified through other methods (e.g. direct observation) or other sources (i.e. their spouses). 
Such limitations offer ample reason for us to be somewhat cautious in drawing our conclusions or in 
making recommendations for action. 

With those caveats in mind, we still feel that this study offers some rich and highly useful insight into 
the world of today’s new father. Unlike most of their fathers, these are men who fully expect their 
spouses to work and for most, continuously as their children are being raised. This alone accounts 
for a great deal of the narrative of fathers these days. A full-time working wife engaged in her chosen 
profession and contributing significantly to household income (an average of 44% of according to the 
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Appendix A: The Interview Protocol

This study is focused on men’s experiences of combining fatherhood and a career.  We’re interview-
ing a small group of professional men who have recently become a father.  Your identity will be held in 
confidence and just the thematic results will be used as a basis for refining the study.   Note:  ask them 
to send their resume if they haven’t already done so prior to the interview.

The interview should take approximately 60-90 minutes.  Before we get started, have you had a chance 
to review the consent form?  Do you have any questions?  Answer questions and collect signed copy.

As you answer our questions, please remember there are no right answers.  Everyone is different; they 
have different experiences, and we want to learn about your thoughts and perspectives on what it was 
like for you to become a father.

Let’s begin by discussing your work history and current position. 

1.	� Please briefly describe your career history to date.

2.	� What is your current role in your organization?  How long have you been working in this role?  
Could you briefly summarize the key responsibilities of your position.

3.	 How long have you been working in your present organization? 

4.	What number of hours do you work? Can you describe a “typical” workweek? 

5.	 How much travel is involved in your work? What is your typical commuting time?

6.	� Do you feel your current role is one in which is easy to combine work and family?  Why or why not?

7. �How would you describe your present role in terms of your overall satisfaction with it on a 1-10 
scale where 10 is extremely satisfied?

Now I’m going to ask you a few questions on your personal history. 

1. �Could you provide some basic information regarding where you grew up and your education 
(High School, College, Graduate/Professional school, etc.) 

2.	How long have you and your wife/partner been married? 

3.	 Does your wife/partner work?  Please describe her current job.

4.	How many hours does she work?  What is a typical work day like? 

5.	 Is his/her job flexible?  How much travel is involved?

6.	How old is your child(ren)?

7.	� How old are you?



I’d now like to move on and ask you to reflect for a bit on your career and personal history, and how 
that intersects with fatherhood.  

1.	� What aspects of your history (critical life events - family life, religion, etc.) do you think have 
influenced your views of fatherhood and your career? Did/do both your parents work?

Now let’s talk about your career and career aspirations.

1.	� Why do you work?

2.	� Do you consider your work a job, career, calling?  

3.	� What are your career aspirations?  5 Years from now?  10 years from now?

4.	�How has your family (spouse, parents, in-laws) responded to your career?

5.	� Did you have a vision of what your life today would look like in terms of your career at this 
point and do these compare to your life today?

6. �On a scale of 1-5, how important is your career to your identity, to how you define yourself (1 
not important, 5 very important)?  Why this number? 

1.	 Prior to becoming a dad, what did you anticipate it would be like to be a father?

2.	Tell us about when you first became father?  What were you feeling?  

3.	 Did you anticipate that becoming a father would impact your career?  In what ways? 

4.	Did you take a paternity leave or any time off after the birth of your child? 

5.	 Have you considered/did you consider being a stay-at-home father?

6. �Have you utilized/are you utilizing any flex time or alternative work arrangements in order to 
provide care for your child?

1.	� Did you think becoming a father would impact how others in the workplace would see you? 
If so, how?   Now that you’re already a dad, has there been any instances were your being a 
father has had an impact on your work?  

2.	� Does your being a father, come up as a topic of conversation at work?  Do you have conversa-
tions about balancing work-family issues?

3.	� Is your boss supportive of work-family policies and programs in general? In your specific case 
do you feel he/she has been supportive?  

4.	�Are you co-workers supportive of work family policies? 





Appendix B

Fatherhood Study Sample Descriptive Data: 33 Participants
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