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Families and Workplaces in the Twenty-First Century:
Multiple Roles Place Heavy Demands on American Workers

I am honored by the opportunity to testify here today. | am a senior policy analyst at the Center for Law
and Social Policy (CLASP). CLASP is a national nonprofit organization engaged in research, analysis,
technical assistance, and advocacy for policies that improve the lives of low-income people. Our work is
nonpartisan and based on research and evidence. One of our areas of focus is the quality of jobs
available to workers, including work-life issues, and strategies to improve jobs and help workers succeed
in all their roles.

| have been asked to complement the data that has been presented on the economic challenges facing
American workers with information about how workers are being caught between the demands of their
jobs and their responsibilities as family members. | want to thank this Committee for your recognition
that workers are experiencing a time squeeze, as well as a financial squeeze, and that both are
fundamental to the well-being of American workers and their families.

| will show how the demographics of the American workforce have changed, such that many workers
also have caregiving responsibilities. | will also address the ways that the demands of the workplace
have increased in our highly competitive 24/7 economy. And | will discuss the failure of our institutions
and employment standards to keep up with these changes.

Changing demographics of the American workforce

Over the last half century, the American labor force has grown dramatically, from 62 million workers in
1950 to 152.3 million workers in 2007. As shown in Figure 1, this growth was driven largely by two
factors — growth in the working age population due to the baby boom generation, and increases in
women’s labor force participation rate, which grew from 34 percent in 1950, to 43 percent in 1970, to
nearly 60 percent today. Women now constitute 47 percent of all workers. The workforce has also
gotten older, on average, and more racially and ethnically diverse.!

Figure 2 shows that there is no “typical” worker in terms of marital status and parenting role. But
workers at all stages of life need work-life flexibility. We often talk about it in terms of parents with
young children, but it is also an issue for those caring for elderly parents or spouses, as well as for those
who need to go back to school to develop new skills and move into better jobs, but can’t afford to stop
working, and for those who are nearing retirement but wish to keep working.

With more mothers employed — and more fathers sharing in parental responsibilities — more workers
are balancing — or juggling — these two roles. As shown in Figure 2, more than one-third of all workers
currently have children under the age of 18. Eighty-five percent of these working parents do not have
an at-home spouse to take care of all parenting responsibilities, either because both parents are working
or because they are single parents.” It’s worth noting that while fewer than half of workers have minor
children at a given time, 80 percent of American women will have children at some point in their life.
Most workers will move between different categories at different stages in their lives; they will need
work-life policies that allow them to respond appropriately to their changing circumstances.

As the population ages, an increasing share of workers are also responsible for providing care to elderly
parents, spouses, or other adult family members. There’s a broad range of estimates as to how many,
because there is no clear definition of what constitutes caregiving for adults, but surveys suggest that 17
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to 35 percent of workers are either currently providing or have recently provided care for an adult
family member.* While most of these workers are not providing ongoing daily care, the need to respond
to a sudden crisis situation can be even more disruptive at work.

And, of course, any worker can get sick, or suffer an injury, causing him or her to miss work. In fact, the
majority of workers taking family or medical leave do so as a result of their own health issues, rather
than as caregivers.’

Changing demands of the workplace

It is not just American families that have changed-- the nature of the workplace is also evolving. There is
a reason it has become a cliché to say that we live in a 24/7 economy. Consumers expect stores and
service providers to be open evenings and weekends, which requires more and more workers to cover
those hours. Companies that have invested in expensive capital equipment want it to be in use around
the clock.

Thus a recent nationally representative survey of employers found that employees’ willingness to work
odd or flexible hours mattered “a lot” for 49 percent of employers in their choice of who to hire for non-
college jobs. It mattered “not at all” for only 19 percent of employers. Thirty percent of recently hired
less-skilled workers frequently work weekend hours, with another 24 percent working them occasionally
or sometimes. Fifteen percent work evening shifts, 4 percent night shifts, and 11 percent rotating
shifts.® Most workers report that they work these shifts for their employers’ convenience, not their
own. While in some cases workers welcome non-traditional shifts because they allow them to forgo the
use of paid child care, such split-shift schedules can put significant strain on workers’ marriages and
families, as well as on their health.’

Even for people who work during traditional work hours, the hours of work have become less
predictable. With “just-in-time scheduling,” sophisticated computer systems allow firms to fine-tune
staffing levels hour by hour, in order to provide peak coverage as needed while minimizing the total
payroll. This shifts the cost of inconsistent demands for labor onto the workers, requiring some workers
to work mandatory overtime, while keeping others on call but paying them only for the hours in which
their labor is needed. Many workers face unpredictable schedules, often provided no more than a few
days in advance.

Obviously, this is a challenge for workers with caregiving responsibilities. One study found that retail
workers used as many as four different child care providers in the course of a single week in order to
cover their varying hours of work. This reduced the stability of the relationships between children and
caregivers, and parents were sometimes forced to accept less than ideal care situations in order to cover
all the hours needed.?

In the current recession, workers’ inability to get enough hours of work to pay their bills is an increasing
problem. As of August, 5.7 million workers reported working part-time hours involuntarily, up 1.2
million from a year before.’ This figure does not include workers who usually work part-time, and are
also experiencing reduced hours.

At the other end of the labor market, professionals often find themselves working more and more
hours. One in 12 working-age married couples now works a total of more than 100 hours per week --
more than twice the percentage that did so in 1970.%° Electronic devices such as BlackBerries allow



greater flexibility for working from remote locations, but also make it harder to avoid workplace
demands while trying to meet family responsibilities. Sixty-seven percent of employed parents say they
do not have enough time with their children, according to the Families and Work Institute.™

US lags behind in recognizing that workers are also caregivers

In spite of these changes, the United States has made only limited progress towards recognizing that
many workers are also caregivers.

One of the biggest steps was the enactment of the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) in 1993. This
law allows workers to take up to 12 weeks of job-protected unpaid leave in the case of a major medical
need, or to provide care to a family member. This law substantially increased workers’ access to unpaid
leave. However, because this law only applies to companies with 50 or more employees, and because
workers must have worked at least 1,250 hours for their employer in the past year, fewer than half of
private-sector workers are covered and eligible."

The fact that FMLA does not provide for pay during leave also creates a major hardship for many of the
workers who are covered by it. The last time use of FMLA was studied in detail, about one-third of
those taking leave received no pay, and more than half of leave-takers worried about not having enough
money to pay bills. Lack of pay is a particular issue for low-income workers (those with annual family
incomes of less than $20,000), of whom more than two-thirds received no pay during their leave.” The
United States is one of the only countries in the world that does not provide any form of paid leave for
childbirth.**

Historically, one program that provided a minimal level of income support for poor single mothers
during periods of unemployment or caregiving was Aid to Families with Dependent Children, AFDC. In
the wake of welfare reform, it is clear that Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which
replaced AFDC, fills this role to a greatly diminished degree. In 2004, just 3.3 percent of women who
had babies during that year received TANF cash assistance, compared to 11.6 percent in 1996."> More
broadly, HHS calculates that only 42 percent of eligible families received TANF benefits in 2004, down
from 84 percent in 1996.%

A few states — California, Washington, and New Jersey — have taken an important next step by
developing family-leave insurance programs which provide income replacement for workers who take
family leave. These are important models to consider both for other states and for federal policy.
Importantly, because the cost of providing this wage replacement is spread among employees, these
policies do not place disproportionate costs on those employers who hire workers who are most likely
to need to take family leave.

Another area in which the public policy response has been limited is that of sick days. While millions of
workers take it for granted that they can stay home with full pay when the flu strikes, the only places in
the U.S. where such protection is guaranteed by law are San Francisco and Washington, D.C. Barely half
of all workers (51 percent) have paid sick days, and only one in three can use these days to care for a
sick family member.'” And access to this benefit varies greatly by income, as only 39 percent of low-
wage, low-income workers receive any paid time off that they can use for a personal illness, compared
to 90 percent of high-wage and high-income workers.'® Such workers can also least afford to forgo a
day’s wages. Staying home sick may mean falling behind on the rent, or risking having the electricity or
heat shut off.



Lack of paid sick days causes negative health effects for workers, and their families, increased spread of
disease among coworkers, customers and school children, and higher turnover.” Without paid leave,
workers are more likely to come to work sick, send children to child care or school when sick, and
postpone needed medical treatment. Lack of a right to paid sick days can also threaten job security. A
recent survey conducted for the Public Welfare Foundation found that one of six respondents reported
that the worker or a family member had been fired, suspended, punished or threatened with being fired
for taking time off due to personal illness or to care for a sick child or other relative.?

Large penalties for those who do not fit the old “ideal worker” model

In spite of the many changes in the workforce, there remains a common assumption that workers
should be available to work full-time, year-round, without interruption. Joan Williams refers to this as
the “ideal worker” model, and argues that workers who deviate from it pay large penalties.?

Workers who take even relatively short breaks from employment pay for it in the form of lasting impacts
on earnings. One study found that prime-age women who left the labor market for a single year during
a 15-year period made 20 percent less than women who worked every single year, even after adjusting
for differences in their education levels and the number of hours worked. Fewer men had such
interruptions in their work histories, but those who did paid a similar penalty in lower earnings.”> Given
that workers may well have more than 45 years to spend in the workforce, it does not make sense that
taking a year or two off due to childrearing or other responsibilities should lower a worker’s earnings for
the rest of her or his worklife. But it often does.

One strategy that many families have used to meet their dual responsibilities as workers and caregivers
is to limit one member’s paid employment to part-time. But workers who are unavailable for full-time
work often pay dearly for that flexibility in lower wages, lesser benefits, and limited advancement
opportunities. Part-time workers earn, on average, 20 percent less per hour than other workers with the
same levels of education and experience, and are much less likely to receive either health insurance or
pension benefits from their employers. This is in part due to the concentration of part-time jobs in a
limited number of low-paying industries.?®* In many occupations, the only part-time opportunities are
those negotiated on an individual basis, often as a way to retain stellar performers, but not available to
the workforce as a whole.

It is not just private employers who economically penalize part-time workers; public policy does so as
well. In half of the states, workers who are available only for part-time work are categorically ineligible
to receive unemployment insurance, even though their wages are subject to the unemployment
insurance tax. Even when not categorically excluded, part-time workers often fail to meet the minimum
hours or earnings requirements to qualify for benefits. The result is that only about one in eight part-
time workers who becomes unemployed receives unemployment benefits.** Similarly, the FMLA does
not cover workers who have worked less than about 60 percent time for a single employer over the
previous year. These policies are based on outdated notions that part-time workers’ earnings are not
essential to their families’ well-being.

Other systems have failed to keep up with the changing workforce and work environment
The burden placed on people who are balancing work and family responsibilities is increased by the

many aspects of our economy that have failed to keep up with these changes. | draw attention to three
in particular: health care, schools, and child care.



Health care: Today’s health care system does more medical procedures on an out-patient basis,
and releases patients from the hospital sooner and sicker. From 1970 to 2004, the average length of a
hospital stay declined from 7.8 days to 4.8 days overall, and from 12.6 to 5.6 days for patients over 65.7
While this trend saves the health care system millions of dollars, it is based on an implicit assumption
that patients have family or friends who are able to provide care that would once have been provided by
professionals. Informal caregivers are frequently expected to change wound dressings and monitor
healing, administer medication, assist with activities of daily living such as feeding and toileting, and
transport patients to follow-up appointments.

Schools: Our schools, with few exceptions, are open 30 hours a week and continue to run on an
agricultural calendar that assumes that children are needed to work in the fields during the summer
months. This places a burden on parents who must patch together child care for after school and school
breaks. At the same time, the expectations for parents to be active participants in their children’s
education have increased. Parents believe that we are failing our children if we don’t read with them,
monitor their homework, help them sell popcorn or wrapping paper to raise funds for their schools,
watch them play sports and perform in school plays, and attend parent-teacher meetings. If a child is
struggling in school or has a disability that qualifies for an Individualized Education Program, parents will
need to attend multiple additional meetings. Parents are responding to these demands: for example,
education department statistics show that the number of students whose parents attended a general
school meeting increased by 10 percentage points just from 1996 to 2003.%°

Child care: Reliable, high quality early childhood opportunities and care for school-age children
give working parents the support and peace of mind they need to be productive at work. Unfortunately,
the cost of child care has increased faster than inflation, and for too many low-income parents
affordable child care is out of reach. Even after expansions during the late 1990s, the Child Care and
Development Block Grant, which helps low-income working families pay for child care, only reaches
about one in seven eligible families.”” In recent years, deficits have forced states to make substantial
cuts to their child care assistance programs. Further, the tax credit for dependent care expenses is non-
refundable, so it is useless for families earning less than about $22,000, and the expense limit is not
adjusted for inflation.”®

Conclusion

Work-life issues are sometimes thought of as less serious than the economic challenges that workers
face. But the two are inextricably linked. It is only by increasing their hours of work that American
families have gained economic ground over the past thirty years.”® Without access to paid leave or the
opportunity to adjust one’s hours of work, hard-won economic progress can be set back by a joyous
event — the birth of a child — as well as by a sad one — the major illness of a spouse.

While a great deal of attention has been paid to companies’ increasing efforts to accommodate the
work-life needs of their workers, the vast majority of these efforts have been limited to highly paid
employees, with “competing for top talent” and “retaining professionals” among the commonly cited
benefits.*® Few of these initiatives reach down to lower-paid hourly workers. Such workers are
particularly vulnerable: They have the least flexibility and security at work, the least ability to pay for
help, and the least ability to afford missing some of their pay.

Policies such as establishing minimum floors for paid family leave and paid sick days, ensuring equity for
part-time workers, supporting those who need to temporarily interrupt their employment, and



expanding child care funding are thus a matter of justice. Public policy can not add more than 24 hours
to the day, but it can help ensure that workers are not forced to make unbearable choices between
caring for their loved ones, and keeping the jobs that they need to pay the bills.

Such policies would also be an important step towards breaking a cycle of disinvestment in low-wage
workers. Too many companies assume that high turnover of hourly workers is inevitable, and thus fail
to invest in the training, technology or management practices that would make them more productive.
Both workers and our economy are worse off as a result. By using labor standards to set expectations
for the workplace, government can take the “low road” option off the table, and give companies trying
to do the right thing a little bit of breathing room, so that they are not immediately undercut by
competitors taking the most brutal cost-cutting approach. In the long run, companies that take the
“high road” by treating their hourly workers well can thrive in the marketplace by reducing turnover,
increasing productivity, and improving customer service. 31

Thank you for providing me the opportunity to testify.
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