


An all-American family-friendly political coalition

Cross-income appeal of various work-family policies

Policy proposal

Low income
(Below $34,520)

Middle income
($34,520- $109,693 [90th percentile])

Professionals
($101,300 and above, with a family
member with a college degree)

Paid sick days that can be used for
care of sick children’

Right to request flexibility?

Part-time parity: proportional pay
and benefits for part-time work

(Statistics reflect percentages in
part-time work)?

Current childcare government
subsidies for children under age 6*

Paid maternity leave®

77 percent lack paid sick days; 89 percent
cannot take days off for sick children

68 percent cannot choose starting and
stopping times; 54 percent cannot change
those times

Married parents:
17 percent of mothers
8 percent of fathers

Married, no children:
14 percent of wives, 8 percent of husbands
19 percent of single mothers

Center-based care: 30.3 percent
In-home care centers: 15.5 percent

Relative care: 3.7 percent

18 percent have paid maternity leave
through short-term disability

38 percent to 48 percent lack paid sick days;
64 percent to 69 percent cannot take days off
for sick children

59 percent to 62 percent cannot choose
starting and stopping times; 47 to 50 percent
cannot change those times

Married parents:
21 percent of mothers
3 percent of fathers

Married, no children:
14 percent of wives, 4 percent of husbands
7 percent of single mothers

Center-based care: 5 percent
In-home care centers: 2.7 percent
Relative care: 5.5 percent

38 percent to 47 percent have paid maternity
leave through short-term disability percent

31 percent lack paid sick days; 57 percent
cannot take days off to care for sick children

38 percent cannot choose starting and
stopping times; 30 percent cannot change
those times

Married parents:
21 percent of mothers
2 percent of fathers

Married, no children:
12 percent of wives, 3 percent of husbands
8 percent of single mothers

Center-based care: 0.3 percent
In-home care centers: 0.5 percent
Relative care: 2.9 percent

59 percent have paid maternity leave
through short-term disability

Source: (1) Vicky Lovell, Institute for Women's Policy Research, No Time to Be Sick: Why Everyone Su ers When Workers Don't Have Paid Sick Leave (2004); (2) Jody Heymann, The Widening Gap: Why America’s Working
Families are in Jeopardy—and What Can Be Done About It (2000); (3) Heather Boushey and Je Chapman's analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated

Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009; (4) Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer's
analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research extracts of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel; (5) Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employee Bene ts Survey: Insurance Bene ts (2009).

This kind of data is useful to help public officials connect with constituents around work-

family issues. Such data can help legislators understand why some existing work-family

proposals do not help them connect with voters. For instance, if a member of Congress

represents significant numbers of professional-managerial women, a program focused on
childcare subsidies that are available only to the poor and paid FMLA worker benefits that
professional-managerial workers typically already have through their employers will not

necessarily capture the imagination of constituents.

Table 4 suggests initiatives with cross-class appeal, particularly when this data is
combined both with other information provided in this report, and with preliminary
qualitative research by Lake Research Associates, funded by the Rockefeller Family
Fund. That research compared the responses of focus groups of professional women
with annual incomes between $100,000 and $200,000, and middle-income women
with annual incomes between $34,000 and $92,000 to various messages and data about

work-family conflict.
These various sources of information provide the basis for a new assessment of various

existing and proposed policy initiatives, specifically:
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* Paid sick days
* The right to request flexibility, and
 Part-time parity.

Below, we examine the political potency of these three policy initiatives.

Paid sick days

Offering a minimum number of paid sick days to all Americans will benefit, very roughly,
three-quarters of the poor, nearly half of middle-income, and one-third of professional
Americans, according to Table 1. In addition, both focus groups responded strongly to
facts indicating that 41 percent of working parents say they have missed medical appoint-
ments or delayed treatments for their children because they could not get away from
work, and that employees who come to work when they are sick cost employers $180

million a year.3!

Paid sick days seems promising as a work-family initiative, and, in fact, has garnered a lot
of support—along with opposition from the business community. In addition, other poli-
cies initiatives that have received a lot less attention appear to have significant potential for

building a powerful work-family coalition.

The right to request flexibility

Table 1 suggests that Americans throughout the income spectrum would benefit from a
bill, modeled on legislation in the United Kingdom and introduced in the 111th Congress
in the House by Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY)—the Working Families Flexibility Act,
H.R. 1274—to give Americans the right to request a change in their work schedules with-
out retaliation. The proposed legislation does not require employers to grant such requests,
but they would have to give a reason if they deny a request.

Table 1 shows that, rounding the relevant figures, roughly 70 percent of low-income,

60 percent of middle-income, and 40 percent of professionals cannot now change their
starting and stopping times and so would benefit from the right to request flexibility. In
focus groups, both middle-income and professional women responded well to phrases that

included the terms “flexibility” and “family friendly””

Part-time parity

Table 1 shows that contrary to conventional wisdom professional mothers are not the
only ones who work part time. In fact, middle-income mothers in two-parent families are

slightly more likely than professional women to work part time. Poor married mothers are
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less likely to work part time, yet low-income couples without children are about as likely
as more affluent married mothers to work part time. Women in the middle-income focus
group responded positively to the message that part timers should get benefits propor-
tional to the hours they work.

Moreover, low-income workers, men as well as women, often can find only part-time jobs
with reduced wages and no benefits, when what they want is full time work. They, too,
would benefit if part-time jobs carried proportional benefits. In addition, prohibiting a
decrease in wages for part-time work would benefit middle-income workers. Recall during
the 1997 United Parcel Service Strike, before which part timers were paid only $11 per
hour, compared to the $20 per hour wage rate paid to full timers.*®* Part-time parity may

well have the potential to appeal to a broad range of voters.

Shaping family-friendly reforms

This kind of information should help progressives to shape family-friendly reforms so they
will appeal to Americans at different spots on the social spectrum—and should help pro-
gressives assess whether an effective coalition can be formed to support passage of a given
policy proposal. This is not to say that the best policy, in every context, provides identical
benefits to every income group: self-interest is a powerful—but not the only—motiva-
tor. If a policy proposal does not offer many—or any—benetfits to a given group, then

the challenge is to find an alternative way to inspire that group to participate actively in a

coalition in support of the proposal.

The kind of information presented in Table 1 also can help advocates and policymakers
spot a key pitfall highlighted by this report: if a government program offers subsidies or
other benefits to low-income but not middle-income Americans, then class resentments
may result. These resentments can make a given policy more difficult to enact and then

undercut support after enactment.

Moreover, in some circumstances, class resentments can undermine the larger progressive
agenda by driving American politics to the right. This is not to say that easy answers exist.
A key challenge is that crucial benefit programs such as childcare subsidies are perpetually
underfunded, which may make it logical in some contexts to limit recipients to the most
needy. The key point, rarely acknowledged, is that this strategy entails significant political
costs both in the short and the long term.

A final point concerns messaging. Lake Research Associates found that different income
groups found different messages persuasive. Professional women, but not middle-income
ones, responded strongly to language that stressed that family-flexible policies are good for
business. Among professional women, the “good for business” framing was a slam dunk,

but that message did not play as well among middle-income women.
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Further research is needed to ascertain whether the slam-dunk message for all income
groups has not yet been identified, which is likely given the novelty of this new approach
to policy analysis, or whether no single message unites all income groups. But one finding
was clear: the “good for business” message that played among professional women was not
very appealing to women in the middle. This suggests the need for broad public outreach,
with different messages targeted to different groups.

Middle-income women responded more strongly than professional women to a fair-
ness frame, such as that derived from Joan Williams’s forthcoming book, Reshaping the
Work-Family Debate: Why Men and Class Matter. That message frame stressed that people
who “work hard, pay taxes, and play by the rules” deserve “a decent wage and minimum
level of benefits,” including sick days and benefits proportional to the hours worked. The
part-time parity message held particular resonance with this group. Professional women
did not connect with this message frame. They felt it was too emotional, and found the
reference to paying taxes confusing. These represent important differences.

But in this preliminary research, both groups of women felt that what was really needed
was mutual respect between employers and employees. Both groups felt their lives lacked
balance, and that the current economy makes it necessary to prioritize work, often at the
expense of family. Neither group responded strongly to the phrase “guaranteed minimum,”
and both groups had mixed and often negative reactions to a government role in the
economy, jobs, and expanded workplace benefits. Yet focus group participants reported
high levels of support for the Family and Medical Leave Act. Again, Americans hate gov-

ernment “interference”—until it becomes a cherished “right.”
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Conclusion

Progressives are well aware that incomes in the United States diverged sharply in recent
decades, leading to sharp differences in everyday life, with profound implications for
American politics. The premise of this report is that progressives need to understand, in a
fine-grained way, what everyday life looks like for everyday Americans—and how those

experiences differ across income levels.

Work-family issues involve deep and powerful sentiments: whether a man feels he is meet-
ing his obligations as a father, whether a husband can care for his ailing wife, and whether
ordinary Jane has to stay up doing laundry until 10:00 p.m., and then drag herself out of
bed to start making breakfasts and lunches at 5:00 a.m. Exhaustion, aspiration, fears—that
one’s children are not safe, that one’s family will fall out of the middle class, that one’s job
is so voracious it will corrode family life. These are the powerful emotions that surround

work-family conflict and the politics that stem from it.

These powerful sentiments can fuel Americans’ sense that the government can help
them address the day-to-day problems they face—or they can confirm the widespread
sense that government is ineffective and uninterested in their everyday problems. That’s
why work-family conflict remains—Ilargely unnoticed—a key driver of American poli-
tics. This report is meant to help progressives tap the powerful sentiments surrounding
work-family conflict to move towards progressive solutions that cross class lines and

make real political progress.
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Data and method appendix

We use two government surveys to conduct the analysis in this report. For data on income
trends, family structure, and hours of work, we use the Current Population Survey Annual
Social and Economic Supplement for the late 1970s (1977, 1978, and 1979) and the late
2000s (2006, 2007, and 2008), or CPS. This analysis was conducted with the help of Jeff
Chapman using the extracts prepared by Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander,
Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek.*** For data on childcare usage and costs across class,
we use the 2004 panel of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, or SIPP. This
analysis was conducted with the help of Ben Zipperer using the extracts prepared by the
Center for Economic and Policy Research, available at www.ceprdata.org.

For both surveys, the universe is families with an adult between the ages of 25 and 54. We

divide families into three groups:

1. Low-income: Bottom one-third of families, by family income
2. Middle-income: From bottom one-third up to the professional class
3. Professional: Top 20 percent of families, by family income and at least one adult has at

least a college degree

The CPS provides annual income and the analysis bases the income groups on primary

family income. All dollar values are reported in 2008 dollars, adjusted for inflation using
the Consumer Price Index Research Series available from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
We set full-time hours at 35 hours per week and part-time hours are anything between 1

and 35 hours per week.

In our analysis using the CPS, the low-income group has family income below $34,520 in
2008. The professional group has income at or above the 20th percentile, $101,300, but
because families without an adult with a college degree are placed in the middle-income
group, only 13.4 percent of all families are in this grouping 2008. The middle income
group has incomes between $34,520 and $864,772; the 90th percentile for this group is
$109,683, which is what we report as the upper bound throughout the report. In 2008,

53.3 percent of all families are in the middle-income group.

The SIPP provides information on child care in topical modules four and eight in the 2004
panel. These topical modules cover February to May 2005 and June to September 2006.
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Family income and work participation data come from the longitudinal waves that corre-
spond to these topical modules. The SIPP provides monthly income based on interviews
asked every fourth month. Therefore, we estimate the family income groups based on the
four-month average of monthly family income. Family income is for primary families and

other household members are not counted when determining income group.

Childcare is evaluated for all children in the mothers’ family under age 6, including her
own children—adopted or biological—as well as any children for whom she is the guard-
ian—foster children, step-children, or other children. In general, childcare questions were
asked of the mother if there was a child in the family; however, some respondents are men.

These small number of observations were not included in this analysis.

Prior research using the SIPP has found that among working mothers, the majority—
around 80 percent—report using one of six kinds of childcare to care for their children
under age 6:

* Parental care—care by the child’s parent, guardian, or stepparent, either at work or at home

* Relative care—care by a relative of the child, including siblings 15 years or older, either
in the child’s home or someplace else

* In-home care center—care by a family daycare provider or by someone who is not a
relative of the child away from the child’s home.

+ Nanny or sitter care—care by someone who is not a relative of the child in the child’s
own home.

+ Center-based care or preschool—care in a center-based care center, nursery or pre-
school, or Head Start program.

« Self or sibling care—child either cares for his or herself or is cared for by a sibling
under age 15.

The analysis of the kind of child care parents use includes all six kinds of care used for the

first five children in the household under age 6. Self care was too small to report findings for.

The values reported in this report are probabilities estimated from logit regressions, based
on the method used by Heather Boushey and Joseph Wright.*** The kind of childcare used
is the dependent variable (available from the author on request) and the model includes
demographic characteristics and income and employment-related characteristics of the
mother. The variables included are (with omitted variables in parentheses): age (18- to
25-year-olds), educational attainment (less than high school grad), race (white), hours
worked (less than 20 per week), household status (married), household income (bottom
20 percent), and year (2004).

After estimating the logit regression models, we estimate the predicted probability of having
a particular type of childcare arrangement by conducting simulations that calculate a dis-
tribution of expected values of the predicted probabilities. For example, we calculate 1,000
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expected values of the probability of having formal care as first differences (different from
the omitted variable). We set all other explanatory variables at their mean value. This simula-
tion provides us with a substantively meaningful assessment, using controls, of the effect of

certain individual characteristics on the probability of having a particular type of childcare.

Overall, less than one-third of children are in more than one kind of childcare arrangement
each week. Because any one mother can have more than one child, and therefore use more

than one kind of childcare, the data were normalized to 100 percent.

The cost of childcare is the amount paid per week for the primary childcare arrangement
across all the mother’s children under age 6 who have that kind of care. The values are all

in March 2009 dollars and averages exclude mothers who did not pay for care.
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