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Although recent research clearly shows a narrowing of 
the gap in time spent by men and women on household 
tasks, such factors as the ages of children, how many years 
the mother has worked outside the home, and socioeco-
nomic status of the family influence how involved men are 
and how much real “free time” each experiences. When 
women do have free time, it is much more likely to be 
interrupted than men’s free time (Kan, Sullivan, and 
Gershuny 2011).

A positive relationship exists between equity in house-
holds and successful marriages. Husbands who do an equi-
table share of the household chores actually report higher 
levels of satisfaction with the marriage, and such couples 
are less likely to divorce (Dockterman 2014; Lorillard 
2011). The success or failure of a marriage depends in 
large part on patterns that develop early in the marriage 
for dealing with the everyday situations, including power 
relationships and division of labor.

FAMILY AS AN INSTITUTION: 
MESO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
We experience family life at a very personal level, but the 
sum total of hundreds of thousands of families interacting 
in recognizable patterns results in family as an institution 
at the meso level. In this section, we look at the structure 
and parts of family as an institution and the family and its 
relationship to other institutions. Some of the changes in 
the family have resulted from—or caused—changes in 
other institutions.

Family and Economics:  
Who Supports the Family?
The answer to this question of who supports the family has 
been changing in many countries as women have joined the 
paid workforce. The following discussion outlines two types 
of family support patterns: dual-career families and families 
who must rely on government support for survival.

Dual-Worker Families.  In dual-worker families, both 
adults work outside the home to bring in income. In many 
Global North societies, government and industry support 
dual-career families with various family-friendly policies: 
readily available childcare facilities, parenting leaves for 
childbirth and illness, and flexible work hours or telecom-
muting (working from one’s home). These policies allow 
families to combine both work and family lives, with some 
time for leisure thrown in.

The United States has been slower than many other 
Global North countries to adopt family-friendly policies. 
The U.S. government passed the Family and Medical 
Leave Act in 1993, which requires employers with 50 or 
more employees to grant 12 weeks of unpaid leave to 
workers who request it in order to care for the birth of a 
baby or a newborn, foster care or adoption, serious 
health issues in the immediate family, or serious medical 
conditions (U.S. Department of Labor 2013). However, 
many corporations in the United States have been slow 
to respond to dual-career family needs. A few businesses 
are experimenting with family-friendly policies, such as 
flextime (allowing individuals to schedule their own 
work hours within certain time frames) and job sharing 
(allowing individuals to split a job, perhaps with one 
family member working in the morning and the other in 
the afternoon). In comparison with other countries, the 
government in the United States does little to ensure 
that women can take time off to have a baby and not lose 
their jobs. Figure 10.4 indicates the legal requirements 
of maternal leave in several countries.

Thinking Sociologically
What are the challenges facing dual-career families? 
What social policies might relieve some of the stress 
on families with two working parents?

©
 R

eu
te

rs
/D

es
m

on
d 

Bo
yla

n

In many societies, the family is still the primary unit of 
economic production. This family of farmers selling mangoes 
waits for customers at the side of a road on the outskirts of 
Havana, Cuba.


