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Dual-Earner Middle-Class Ecologies, Life Course “Fit,” and Health:  

Super Couples or Couples Stretched Thin? 

ABSTRACT   

This paper offers an integrated ecology of the gendered life course approach to 

understanding the “good life” of couples in the U.S., in terms of both spouses’ mental and 

physical heath, as well as both of their beliefs about their own personal mastery, income 

adequacy, and satisfactory family life.  The sample consists of 1046 middle-class dual-

earner couples, all of whom have at least some college, with most occupying professional 

or managerial jobs. How is the “good life” distributed across these middle-class couples, 

arguably the most advantaged in terms of resources, education and options?  Dual-

earning is not yet institutionalized in working environments or in the broader culture, 

meaning couples must navigate within outdated (social and institutional) convoys of time: 

patchworks of rules, regulations, relationships, policies, and practices designed for one 

earner-one homemaker arrangements. We find that fewer than one in six of the dual-

earner middle-class couples in this sample are “super” couples in terms of the quality of 

life of both husbands and wives.  Half have low or else only “good enough” couple life 

quality, suggesting that even these privileged middle-class couples are stretched thin.  

Couples living in childfree egalitarian family environments and those where wives’ job 

environments offer more flexible schedule control and greater job security are more apt 

to experience “super” couple life quality.  This underscores the absence of “life course 

fit” between 1) the temporal inflexibilities of jobs and the absence of job security, on the 

one hand, and 2) the goals and needs of dual-earner couples, on the other.  The “good 

life” is elusive for working couples, even those who are most advantaged.  
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INTRODUCTION: DUAL-EARNING AS DIVIDING TIME 
Today most employees are part of dual-earner couples.  Moreover, dual-earning is 

increasingly necessary to sustain working-class and increasingly even middle-class 

lifestyles, given the decline in single-earner wages.  But society, employers, 

organizations, and scholars think about and study employees as individuals, not as 

simultaneously family members.  And yet, from the perspective of families and children, 

it may matter less that one member of a couple is thriving if the other one is experiencing 

considerable psychological distress.  How can we think about and study employees as 

members of dual-earner couples?  How can we capture couple health and life quality? 

What is the role of work and family environments, and especially flexibility and schedule 

control, for couple-level life course “fit” in the form of shared health and well-being? 

This chapter addresses these issues.  We draw on an ecology of the gendered life 

course paradigm (Moen, Elder and Lüscher 1995; Moen and Spencer 2006; Moen, Kelly, 

and Magennis 2007) to identify specific job and family conditions constituting the couple 

ecologies (e.g. Bronfenbrenner 1979) of middle-class dual-earners: their temporal 

divisions of paid and unpaid labor and leisure, their temporal flexibility in terms of 

schedule control on the job, and another form of flexibility in terms of job security (which 

enables both employees and couples to plan for the future), and their collective 

experiences of  health and life quality.  In doing so, we focus specifically on the couple as 

the unit of theoretical and empirical analysis.   

Contemporary couples in the U.S. are caught within a web of  uncertainties and 

inflexibilities associated with a global (and presumably “flexible”)  economy, one  cross 

cut by  associated time pressures on the job, time pressures in the family (given the 
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absence of full-time homemakers),  and time speed-up fostered by the internet, cell-

phones, and other communication and information technologies .  This global  risk 

economy, with its corresponding and constantly shifting technologies, markets, and 

management strategies, is transforming temporal work rhythms, expectations, and 

vulnerabilities --  even for advantaged,  middle-class, dual-earner employees.   

Simultaneously, contemporary career paths as well as work days and work weeks are also 

increasingly managed in tandem, as husbands and wives seek to coordinate two jobs: his 

and hers, along with “their” family life. How are middle-class, dual-earner couples 

strategizing in the face of outdated temporal inflexibilities in human resource and labor 

market policies and practices, rising job demands, and mounting insecurity, all combined 

with  persisting gender and life stage norms and expectations embedded in the 

contemporary culture and distribution of both work and family time?  

Families have always functioned as economic units, operating as adult “role 

budget centers” by making strategic allocations of family members’ time, money, and 

energy in ways that sustain the household (Goode 1960). These strategic processes of 

allocation, coordination, and distribution are called the family economy. The use of the 

words like “strategy” and “coordination” implies a sense of agency, the ability of 

individuals and families to make and implement choices. But most of their “choices” are, 

in fact, constrained by existing realities. In particular, jobs come prepackaged in ways 

that may limit time-related choices and temporal flexibility. Women and men in different 

life stages experience different demands in both their work and personal lives; they also 

have different expectations, as well as different amounts of rewards and resources. 

Consequently, they may well seek out jobs with more flexible schedule control and/or job 
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security, or may find themselves in job with little of either, unable to opt out of “bad” jobs 

or to qualify for better ones.  

Dual-earner couples are living and working – and relating to one another -- in 

inflexible organizational, policy, and cultural environments allocating time in ways that 

made sense for single-earners with the backup of homemakers (Christensen and Gomory 

1999). What Merton (1968) called “social givens:”  the range of established or 

institutionalized norms around time (such as the 40-hour plus work week, the 50-week 

work year and the lock-step career mystique model of occupational development) continue 

to constrain options, even though these “social givens” may be out of date (Moen and 

Roehling 2005). 

This contemporary absence of life course “fit” between time for work and time 

for family and personal life reflects structural lag (Riley, Kahn and Foner 1994) in 

schedule control and career flexibilities.  What has been variously called the time famine, 

the time squeeze, or work-family conflict reflects the new time demands, pressures, and 

uncertainties produced by the confluence of changes in families, workforces, 

technologies and economies described above.  

Theorizing conflicts and strain, cycles of control,  health and life quality as being 

related to person-environment “fit” or “misfit”  has a long scholarly tradition (e.g. Elder 

1974; Edwards 1996; Goode 1960; Kahn 1981; Karasek 1979; Lewin 1935;Wilensky 

1981). Overloads and contradictions resulting the absence of “fit” around the social 

organization of time are endemic to understanding the dual-earner couple as the new 

family norm, and the dual-earner employee as the new workforce norm. Our life course 

and ecological perspective, in contrast, conceptualizes the person and context as 



 5 

inherently interactive.  One of the earliest, and perhaps best known, formulations is 

Lewin’s (1938) dictum that behavior is an interactive function of person and the 

environment; B = f ( P, E ).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecology of Human Development 

extended the formula to emphasize development as the interactive function of a changing 

person and dynamic environment (see Lerner 1998 for review of the importance of 

context in current theorizing). 

Shifting from an individual to couple theoretical unit of strategic work-family time 

divisions and decision-making is insufficient to understanding the mechanisms leading to 

particular dual-earner arrangements absent recognition of their embeddedness in multiple 

social and institutional conditions, especially about the social organization and clockworks 

of employment.  These conditions view employees as individuals,  but may nevertheless be 

experienced directly and indirectly by each partner within a couple.  Moreover, these 

working conditions and contracts are themselves in the process of change—producing 

uncertainty, ambiguity, and ambivalence regarding occupational time investments, 

intentions, and options (see also Breiger 1995; Krüger 1999; Marshall et al 2001; Meiksins 

and Whalley 2002; Moen and Orrange 2002; Sweet, Moen and Meiksins 2007). In order to 

understand the choices and experiences of contemporary dual-earner couples, it is essential 

to examine the gaps between what has and hasn’t changed, as well as between the time 

flexibilities and control dual-earners value, want and need versus the real-world time 

flexibilities and control they are able to arrange in their jobs and families.  

In this “half-changed” world, employees are discovering that the routines and 

temporal norms associated with traditional jobs and career paths are no longer guideposts 

(see Orenstein 2000; Moen 2003; Moen and Orrange 2002; Moen and Roehling 2005).  
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Old norms and templates about the clockworks of paid work may no longer be relevant,but 

they nevertheless  persist, and new ones have yet to emerge. This is particularly evident in 

the case of women (see Blair-Loy 1999, 2003; Krüger and Baldus 1999; Moen 2003). Most 

contemporary American women have been socialized to believe (1) they can (and should) 

pursue “good” jobs and move up career ladders in male-centric occupations, and (2) they 

can (and should) simultaneously have a successful marriage and family life. Similarly, 

growing numbers of American men have come to believe (1) they can (and should) 

continue to be the family breadwinners following the traditional linear, lock-step career 

path, and (2) they can (and should) actively participate in child rearing and domestic work 

on the home front. But “good” jobs (those with benefits) seldom provide people with the 

necessary time to function effectively both at home and at work, even as wage scales have 

failed to keep pace with the costs of living.  Members of the New American workforce - 

men as well as women – are increasingly without any backup (such as full-time 

homemakers, relatives, stay-at-home neighbors) on the domestic front, making time control 

a scarce resource, with more hours than available doubly required at home and at work. 

The result?  Individuals, often as couples, make time allocations and occupational career 

choices through processes of ad hoc decision-making.  And they do so in constricted 

climates of conflicting, inflexible time commitments and outdated time scripts.    

DUAL-EARNER ECOLOGIES AND CONVOYS OF TIME 

Our thesis is that couple time allocations and pressures are co-constructed by both couple 

members within the confines of multiple inflexible time frames operating as time convoys. 

These are termed “convoys” of  institutionalized constraints, norms and options because 

they change with age, job tenure, and family development, creating variation at different 
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career and life course stages (Moen and Kelly 2007; Moen, Kelly and Magennis 2007).  

What Sennett (1998) calls the iron cage of time thus differs by age, biography, and social 

location. These time cages are in fact convoys in that they are age-graded:  conveyor belts 

of opportunities and constraints that expand, contract, and shift at different career and life 

stages and in response to larger forces of social, technological and economic change.  

 Kahn and Antonucci (1980) first identified ongoing stable but also shifting 

relationships as social convoys -- supporting, enabling, or constraining individuals as they 

move through their life courses. But lives and life quality are also shaped by institutional 

convoys in organizations, in families, and in government policies (Moen and Kelly 2007; 

Moen, Kelly and Magennis 2007).  The “time convoys” concept recognizes that both 

relational regimes (social convoys) and bureaucratic regimes (institutional convoys) of 

policies, practices, rules and regulations shape the social environments of jobs, family 

life, health, and life quality.   

To summarize our argument:  Dual-earner lives are negotiated and strategized 

within convoys of time characterized by 1) structural lag (Riley, Kahn and Foner 1994) in 

the form of outdated clockworks of work characterized by both inflexibility and an 

absence of employee control over the time and timing of their workdays, workweeks, 

workyears and working life.  Simultaneously,  2) new time demands, speed-ups, risks and 

uncertainties flow from social, economic, technological, and organizational forces 

increasing work demands, time pressures and risks.  Add to this 3) increased family 

demands and time pressures brought about by having all adults in a household in the 

workforce.  Taken together, inflexible policies and practices, shifting time expectations, 

rising job insecurity in a global information society, and intransigent family care needs 
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and expections can create an absence of life course “fit” between the real-life exigencies 

of dual-earner living and outdated institutional options and expectations about the time 

and timing of paid work, career paths, family work, and relationships at different ages and 

life stages.  

Sewell (1992:16) makes the point that there are a multiplicity of structures 

shaping society and individual lives, existing and operating at different levels and in 

different modalities, with different logics and dynamics. It is the multiplicity of social 

clocks, rigid time demands, and inflexible calendars that constitute the institutional and 

social convoys of time. But middle-class, dual-earner families have more resources than 

most to deal with these challenges.  Middle-class dual-earners are doubly blessed with 

two jobs, two good salaries, and often two people with college educations. Is the result 

“super couples” who “have it all” in terms of life quality?  Or else couples stretched thin?    

TIME, ECOLOGY AND DUAL-EARNER HEALTH AND LIFE QUALITY 

In periods of large-scale social upheaval, old templates become obsolete, and the only thing 

that is clear to one generation is that their lives will not resemble those of their parents. The 

life course paradigm (e.g., Elder 1974, 1978, 1985; Elder and Shanahan 2006; Macmillan 

2005; Mortimer and Shanahan 2003; O’Rand 1996) invites an analysis of dual-earner 

couples’ life quality with recognition of the multi-layered historical, institutional, 

organizational and biographical forces shaping dual-earner lives. One could focus, for 

example, on the impacts of new technologies or of global markets on relationships within 

dual-earner couples.  But both of these forces touch the linked lives (Elder 1974) of dual-

earners through the filters of time and life course “fit” (see Figure 1).   
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Some temporal “givens,” are dissolving.  The 9-to5 workday has blurred around the 

edges, offering both earlier and later starting and stopping times (and increased employer 

expectations of employees putting in more than 40 hours a week).  Retirement at age 65 has 

also blurred.  People are retiring earlier, later, or several times. Still, employees continue to 

struggle with the outdated clockworks that remain in people’s heads as well as in 

organizational structures and cultures. To understand dual-earner relationships requires 

understanding how couples adapt to these cross-currents of mixed and ambiguous 

messages; in other words, how members of couples as women and men strategize about 

their allocation and division of time within the time cages and convoys of two jobs, two 

sets of gender expectations, and two sets of family goals and responsibilities. . 

The concept of control cycles (Elder 1985; Moen and Yu 2000) provides a window 

on the processes by which dual-earners strive for health and life quality.  Gaps between 

needs and demands and resources occur on both home and job fronts, with individuals as 

employees and as family members at more or less risk of time pressures, overloads and 

conflicts at various life stages. We investigate dual-earner ecologies and life-course “fit” 

through this prism of time demands and allocations:  time spent at work, in housework, and 

in leisure, as well as time flexibility and control needed to raise children, nurture marital 

relationships, and care for aging relatives. Note that our focus is on perceived time 

allocations and time control:  not “objective” time use so much as the “subjective” sense of 

it (in contrast to, for example, Clarkberg and Merola 2003; Clarkberg and Moen 2001; 

Jacobs and Gerson 1998, 2004). 

Figure 1 about here 
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Studying constellations of health and quality of life within and across couples is a 

window into the impacts of the strategic choices they make in light of their constrained 

options.  Women and men as dual-earner couples select or are selected into the social and 

institutional time convoys that prevent or promote the “good” life in the form of 

subjective assessments of health and well-being.  These allocations tend to also perpetuate 

gender strategies, differences, and inequalities, as dual-earner women and men seek to 

gain or regain a sense of control over their time and their lives (see Figure 1).  

The 20
th
 century conceptualization of career (e.g. Arthur and Rousseau 1996; Barley 

1989; Hall 1995; Rosenfeld 1992) incorporated a  view of time as linear,  providing 

workers with incremental status and security in return for their commitment to 

continuous, full-time, full-year employment throughout “prime” adulthood.    This 

provides a useful backdrop for considering how much time itself has changed, as 

employers and employees move away from linear clockworks of paid work and career 

paths.  Global economies and new technologies are reconfiguring time, enabling time 

shifting as well as 24-hour time demands, time speed up, multi-tasking, and increases in 

low value work.   

The concept of career also underscores the framing of workers as individuals 

moving through institutions.  Not surprisingly then, scholars studying work-family issues 

typically focus on the conflicts and strains experienced by individuals as employees and 

family members (e.g. Marchand, Demars and Durand 2005).   But linear time has never 

characterized family development (e.g. Aldous 1996) or most women’s work histories 

(Hochschild 1989; Moen 2001).  Our focus therefore is on the ecology, health and life 

quality of couples as a unit. 
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THE ECOLOGY OF MIDDLE-CLASS DUAL-EARNER LIVING AND LIFE 

COURSE “FIT” 

Jessie Bernard (1981) understood that every marriage consists of two marriages: “his” and 

“hers”. What is fundamental to understanding contemporary dual-earner relationships is the 

fact that each partner is simultaneously a member of both families and workplace 

organizations. Each partner is also located in, and perpetuates, the larger opportunity 

structure of “enduring inequalities” (e.g. Tilly 1997) associated with gender. The result is a 

confluence of overlapping clockworks -- each with their attendant goals, expectations, 

patterning, constraints, and possibilities for both couple members as employees, spouses of 

employees, marital partners, adult children of aging parents, parents of young children, 

neighbors, and community members.  It is through this prism of multiple roles, rules, and 

relationships and the resources and demands related to them that dual-earner partners assess 

life course “fit” in terms of their health and the quality of their lives.   

Most contemporary sociological research assumes both independence and 

linearity of, for example, an individual’s work conditions or family conditions, on 

outcomes.  Scholars of work and occupations, family relationships, and the life course all 

emphasize the importance of time and context, but theories and methodologies tend to 

reinforce the decontextualized individual as the unit of analysis, or (even more 

decontextualized) variables as the focus of interest.  Popular analytical methods such as 

linear regression techniques promote a view of disembodied variables as having “net” 

effects, “controlling” for other potentially influential factors. By contrast, our ecology of 

the gendered life course framing theorizes identifiable and patterned couple ecologies.  
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We focus on mapping these ecologies: his and her working environments and their family 

environment, not each dimension of a job or of family life “net” of all others.   

We similarly conceptualize and measure “health and quality of life” as couple-

level constellations based on each partners’ separate cognitive assessments of their own 

income adequacy, physical health, and other dimensions of psychological and emotional 

well-being or strain.  Couples who “have it all” are those in which both the husband and 

the wife score high on all these dimensions of life quality. 

Moving to a couple level of analysis raises a number of questions.  Do both wives 

and husbands report similar levels of health and life quality or are these independent of 

one another? Or is it the case that the life quality of one partner in a dual-earner couple 

typically comes at the cost of the life quality of the other? If so, is this a gendered 

patterning?  Are there identifiable constellations of couple-level health and life quality?  

We operationalize the “good life” as the optimal ranking on the health and life quality 

measures of both partners.  Do either “his” or “her” job ecologies or “their” ecology of 

family life predict the good life? Or do some combinations of these constellations matter 

for couple life quality? 

METHODOLOGY 

The sample consists of data from middle-class dual-earner couples (defined by at least 

one spouse having attended college --most have college degrees).  The sample was drawn 

from the Ecology of Careers Study of employees working at one of 12 organizations.  

Their spouses were interviewed as well (for a fuller description of sample see Moen 

2003).  We analyze a subsample of couples where both partners are employed (N =1046). 

Cluster Analysis 
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Since no single variable can capture the temporal environments in which couples’ lives 

are embedded, we use cluster analysis to categorize cases into couple-level patterns based 

on sets of variables capturing conditions of the husband’s job, the wife’s job, their family 

life, and the nature of  their combined health and  quality of life.  We obtain identifiable 

patterns by minimizing the variability within the clusters and maximizing the differences 

between clusters.  

We use the SPSS two-step cluster method, since it handles large data sets well 

and allows the use of both continuous and categorical variables to formulate clusters 

when continuous variables are normally distributed and categorical variables have a 

multinomial distribution.  The two-step cluster analysis procedure groups cases into pre-

clusters by constructing a modified cluster feature (CF) tree first and then applies 

standard hierarchical clustering methods to the pre-clusters in the second step. The 

number of clusters is determined automatically by the two-step cluster procedure based 

on the Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC). Cases are assigned to the closest cluster 

according to the log-likelihood distance measure.  We label women, men, and couples in 

each ecological context (cluster) after its prominent characteristic. The variables we use 

to define the multiple ecologies of dual-earner lives are described below: 

1. Job Environments 

              We categorize job ecologies using four job conditions:  psychosocial job 

demands (on a scale of 1 for low work load to 4 for high work load), job security  (on a 

scale of 0 for certain will lose job to 100 for certain will keep it), flexible time control (an 
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index of eight time control questions
1
, based on a five point scale ranging from very little 

to very much, [alpha=0.77 for women, alpha=0.74 for men]), and total hours worked per 

week. All of these factors relate directly or indirectly to the pressures and flexibilities of 

time. 

2. Couple Family Environments 

              We constructed family ecologies at the couple level using the following eight 

variables: husband’s and wife’s self-reported minutes of housework per work day, wife’s 

proportion of total family housework time, number of children, dummy variables for 

family life stage (no children at home [wife under 40];  preschooler at home; children 6-

12 at home; teenager at home; no kids at home [wife above 40] and adult kids at home), 

dummy variables for couples’ caregiving for aging relatives  (neither spouse caregiving, 

husband only caregiving, wife only caregiving, and both caregiving), and husband’s and 

wife’s leisure time per day.  All of these factors are also related directly or indirectly to 

time pressures and obligations. 

3. Profiles of Couple Health and Life Quality  

Our goal is to capture couple-level health and well-being on a variety of 

dimensions that represent each partner’s assessments of their own health, as well as 

judgements about important resources contributing to life quality.  Accordingly, we seek 

identifiable profiles of couples based on a range of indicators, including both spouses’  

reports of their personal mastery (on a scale of 1 for low mastery to 4 for high mastery), 

perceived constraints (on a scale of 1 for fewer constraints to 5 for more constraints), 

personal growth (a scale of 1 for low  to 4 for high growth), negative affect (a scale of 1 

                                                 
1
 The eight questions are: choice ending workday, choice of hours worked, choice of working at home, 

choice of amount of work at home, choice of vacations/day off, choice of a few hours off, choice of 

personal phone calls received, and choice of personal email received, based on Ganster and Fusilier (1989). 
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for never negative to 5 negative all the time), perceived income adequacy (a scale of 0 for 

very inadequate to 100 for much more than adequate), self-reported health rating (a scale 

of 0 for serious health problems to 10 for very best health), and satisfaction with family 

life (a scale of 1 for never satisfied to 5 for always satisfied).   

We next present our findings about the job environments of each spouse, as well 

as their shared family environment.  After assessing whether there are identifiable couple 

constellations of both spouses health and life quality (there are), we then examine the 

various couple health and  life quality profiles  and their distribution. . Finally, we 

develop and test a multivariate model predicting couple health and life quality, in other 

words, “the good life.” 

DUAL-EARNER COUPLES’ JOB ECOLOGIES 

Husbands 

On average, husbands in this dual-earner sample work over 46 hours a week, report 

psychosocial demands of 2.85 on a 1-4 scale, and have some flexible time control over 

where and when they work (rating  themselves 3.58 on this 1 -5 scale).  On a scale of 0 to 

100, these men rank their job security at an average of 76.81. But this “average” profile 

obscures the diverse environments in which these men work. 

We find four distinctive job ecologies for husbands in this middle-class sample. 

First are men working under job conditions characterized by high time control over 

where and when they work (scoring 4.42 on the 1 to 5 the time control scale)  Those in 

this high time control job environment tend to work over 45 hours a week, have 

somewhat lower than average job demands, and slightly above average job security.  
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About 21% of the husbands in our study work in these job environments offering them 

considerable time control over where and when they work.   

Second is what we label a routine job ecology (routine in terms of having only the 

conventional 40 hours full-time employment.).   Husbands working in this job 

environment have the least flexible time control but also the lowest work load demands 

(x=2.57).  They also put in the fewest hours on the job (x=39.95).  Men working in these 

“routine”job environments report high (x=87.75 on a hundred point scale) certainty they 

will keep their jobs.  Over three in ten (31.65%) of the men in our sample work in such 

routine job environments,  putting in only full-time hours  but also in jobs characterized 

by little flexible schedule control as to where and when they work.   

About one in five (21.9%) of men are in an intensive job ecology:  working under 

conditions characterized by long hours, heavy workload demands, and high (but not the 

highest) schedule control.  Men in these intensive job environments put in an average of 

over 54 hours a week on their jobs, and score high (x=3.37) on the 1-4 demand scale.  

Despite the long hours and high job demands, men working in intensive job environments 

also tend to have a high degree of schedule control  (3.65) and also report high job 

security (89.78 on a scale of 1 to 100. (See Table 1A)  

Table 1 about here. 

Another one in five (20.65%) husbands in this middle-class dual-earner sample 

work in an insecure job environment, scoring an average of only 39.42 on the job 

security scale, meaning they have extremely low certainty of keeping their jobs.   

Wives 
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The picture of wives’ job environments is both similar to and different from that of their 

husbands.  On average women report the same job demand scores as do husbands, but put 

in considerably fewer hours on the job (averaging 37.25 hours per week, compared to 

men’s 46.48).  Moreover, wives report a higher average job security rating than do the 

husbands (80.46 to 76.81) in this sample.  

A more nuanced picture is provided by the clusters characterizing five distinctive 

ecologies of dual-earner women’s paid work.  They are 1) “intensive,” 2) “low hours,” 

3) “insecure,” 4) “routine,” and 5) “low demands.”  Three of the categories -- intensive, 

insecure and routine -- are similar to the environments in which the men in this dual-

earner sample work (See Table 1B).  Over one in five (23.67%) women work in what we 

label an intensive job ecology; they put in the longest hours (x=45.51) of all women in 

the sample and deal with the highest job demands (x=3.23).  Those working in this type 

of job environment also report the highest levels of schedule control (x=3.96). Women 

working under these conditions can be expected to have the least amount of time for 

leisure or family relationships, but may well experience a level of life quality in that they 

have flexibility and control over the scheduling of their work, if not the amount of 

working time and other demands.  

 Fewer than one in five (18.07%) dual-earner wives work in an insecure job 

environment, and an even smaller proportion (16.7%) work in routine ecologies (with 

conventional full-time working hours). 

There are also two job ecologies that are distinctive to the wives in our sample 

and not the husbands.  First is the part-time ecology of low hours (x=17.65) with lower 

than average demands, higher than average schedule control, and higher than average job 
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security.  Additional qualitative analyses suggest that the dual-earner middle-class 

women in this job environment have typically scaled back in their occupational 

aspirations and occupational investments in order to achieve better “fit” with their 

husbands’ working conditions and with their family goals and obligations (see Becker 

and Moen 1999; Moen and Sweet 2003; Sweet and Moen 2004). Fewer than one in five 

(18.70%) wives work in such part-time job ecologies.  

The second job environment unique to wives is what we label the low demands 

ecology, similar to the routine ecology but with women having extremely low schedule 

control over where and when they work (scoring on average 2.29 on the 1-5 scale). This 

is the second most common ecology (23.27%) for wives in this dual-earner sample. Table 

1 presents details about the job ecologies of the dual-earner, middle-class men and 

women in the study.  

DUAL-EARNER FAMILY ECOLOGIES 

The two-step cluster procedure identified five distinctive couple-level family ecologies.  

Couples in these family environments differ by two time-related conditions: family life 

stage (in terms of the presence of children, the age of the youngest child, and whether one 

or both members of the couple is caring for an aging relative). They also differ by how 

they view their amounts of leisure time and time spent on housework. We label these 

family ecologies by life stage.  First is the ecology of parents of grade-schoolers (20.87% 

of sample) characterizing households where the youngest child ranges in age from 6 to 12 

and the wives spend the most time proportionally (62%) on housework.  Second is the 

ecology of childfree egalitarian couples (11.71% of the sample) in which husbands and 

wives in couples each see themselves as spending similar amounts of time on housework 
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and enjoying the greatest amount of leisure time. Third is the ecology of sandwich 

couples (29.43% of the sample) where one or both spouses is caring for an aging relative 

and over three-fourths (77%) of the couples have one or more children under age 18 still 

at home.  Fourth is the ecology of parents of preschoolers (17.72% of the sample) with a 

youngest child under age six and the lowest reported couple leisure time.  And finally the 

fifth group of dual-earner couples lives in a combined ecology of parents of teenagers 

and empty nester couples (20.27% of the sample) where half of the families have children 

ages 13-18 and half have children who are already grown and no longer part of the 

household. Table 2 presents descriptive analysis for couples living in these five 

distinctive family environments.  

Table 2 about here 

 DUAL-EARNER QUALITY OF LIFE 

The answer to the question as to whether partners in dual-earner middle-class households 

experience similar levels of life quality is both yes and no.  We identify five 

constellations of couple-level life quality, what we will refer to in short hand as CLQ 

(Couple Life Quality).  They are 1) both high CLQ couples; 2) husband higher CLQ 

couples; 3) wife higher CLQ couples; 4) both low CLQ couples; and 5) “good enough” 

CLQ couples (see Table 3).  Three of these constellations have husbands and wives with 

similar levels of life quality (both high, low, or good enough).  In the other two one 

partner reports higher life quality than the other. 

Table 3 about here 

Dual-earners who are living the “good life” (high CLQ) tend to have both partners 

scoring highest on the self-rating of physical health (wives average 8.76 and husbands 
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average 8.58 on a 0-10 scale) and assess their family income adequacy high (wives score 

79.6, husbands 78.7 on a 0-100 scale). Wives in this constellation typically rank highest 

on personal mastery and personal growth scales, and lowest on a scale measuring 

perceived constraints.  Their husbands also rank comparably high on personal mastery 

and growth, and lowest on a scale of negative affect.  These are the “super couples” with 

the greatest collective quality of life.  Note that this is the least common couple life 

quality constellation; only 15.7% of those in this sample are blessed with this “good life.” 

 In some cases one spouse is doing better in the quality of their lives than the 

other.  Couples where husbands rank higher than their wives on life quality constitute 

16.7% of the dual-earners in the study.  Husbands in this CLQ constellation score highest 

on mastery and growth scales and lowest on the perceived constraints measure.  By 

contrast, their wives score lowest on mastery (see Table 3). 

 In the constellation of couples where wives score higher on quality of life 

measures than their husbands, wives report the second highest scores on the personal 

mastery and personal growth scales, while their husbands score the lowest on these same 

measures. This is both the third most and the third least common pattern of CLQ; 17.9 % 

of the sample falls within this constellation. 

 The next configuration represents dual-earners reporting low couple life quality.  

Both husbands and wives in this constellation score the highest on the perceived 

constraint and negative affect scales, and lowest in their self-ratings of physical health. 

Couples with this low quality of life represent over a fourth (26.5 %) of this dual-earner, 

middle-class sample. That the most common constellation in this sample of middle-class 
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dual-earners is low life quality underscores the difficulties experienced by those trying to 

manage two jobs and a family in a world of inflexible and outdated clockworks.    

 The final constellation is more difficult to label.  Couples in this category score 

higher than average on self reported health, lower than average on negative affect, and 

lower than average (but not the lowest) on personal mastery and personal growth scales. 

This group represents adequate or “good enough” couple life quality – not the best, but 

not the worst.  Over one in five (23.3%) couples in the sample fall within this “good 

enough” CLQ constellation, making this the second most common pattern.  

 What then, can we conclude about the life quality of contemporary and 

supposedly advantaged middle-class dual-earner couples?.. Fewer than one sixth 

experience the good life (high couple quality of life), while half (49.8%) experience 

either low or only “good enough” couple life quality, and the remaining couples having 

one spouse with considerably lower life quality than the other.  These profiles suggest 

that most dual earner couples may well indeed be “stretched thin.” 

WHAT DUAL-EARNER ECOLOGIES PREDICT LIFE QUALITY? 

We theorized that both spouses’ job ecologies as well as the ecology of their family life 

would predict couples’ constellations of life quality. Cross-tabulations show, however, 

that only wives’ job ecologies are statistically significant in predicting couple quality of 

life.  Wives in the intensive job ecology (characterized by long hours, high demands, but 

also high flexible schedule control) are about equally distributed across the five quality of 

life categories.  But wives working in low hour (part time) environments are the least 

likely to be in the high couple life quality constellation or in the constellation where the 

wife only has high life quality.  Thirty percent of those in the low hour cluster are in the 
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“good enough” life quality constellation.  This suggests that having wives scale back on 

their work hours may “work” as a couple strategy to manage the multiple time pressures 

and demands at work and at home, but does not promote life quality for couples as a unit 

or for the wives themselves (see also Moen and Yu 2000; Moen 2003). 

 Almost three in ten (29.6%) couples where wives are in insecure job 

environments fall into the low couple life quality constellation.  These couples are the 

least likely to be living the good life in terms of both spouses high quality of life.  Over 

three in ten (33.3%) couples where wives have routine job conditions – working minimal 

full-time hours in jobs with low demands and low flexible schedule control – are in the 

“good enough”  life quality constellation.  Couples in this job environment are least likely 

to be in the “husband only” high life quality category. Almost three in ten (27.1%) 

couples with wives working  in low flexible schedule control job environments are in the 

“low” life quality constellation and are the  least likely to be in the “wife only” high 

quality of life category. 

 Multinomial logistic analysis (Table 4) of the combination of job ecologies and 

family ecologies reinforces the primacy of wives’ job environments for couple life 

quality, but also specifies the conditions under which family ecologies and husbands’ job 

ecologies predict the quality of life in dual-earner households.  The results are 

summarized below: 

Table 4 about here 

1. Predicting High Couple Life Quality 

 

            The expected odds of the good life (high couple life quality) decreases by 53% for 

couples where wives’ working in high job insecurity environments, (compared to couples 
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where wives are working in an intensive ecology with long hours, high demands and high 

schedule flexibility and control).  This means that couples where wives’ job ecologies are 

characterized by job insecurity are 1.89 times as likely to have a low life quality than the 

good life. For couples with grade-schoolers (compared with couples in egalitarian 

childfree families), the expected odds of high dual-earner life quality decreases by 56%, 

meaning that childfree couples are 1.77 times as likely to experience the good life in 

terms of indicators of couple life quality than are parents of grade-schoolers. Couples 

living in childfree egalitarian arrangements are 1.69 times as likely to have the good life 

than are parents who are raising teens or are empty nesters (the odds of high couple life 

quality decreases at about the same rate, by 59%). This evidence suggests that childfree 

egalitarian couples in this dual-earner middle-class sample are far more apt to be “super 

couples” compared to those with grade-schoolers, teens or grown children. 

2. Predicting Husbands’ Higher Couple Life Quality 

 

Husbands’ job ecologies predict the constellation where husbands have higher life quality 

than their wives. The expected odds of husbands with higher quality of life than their 

wives is 45% lower when husbands’ work in either low flexible schedule control or job 

insecure, environments.  The contrast group is couples where husbands work in long 

hour, high demand “intensive” work environments, who are 2.22 times more apt to 

experience high life quality for themselves only. Husbands’ constellations of working 

conditions do not predict the good life in terms of couple quality of life, but does matter 

for husbands’ life quality at the expense of that of their wives. 

3. Predicting Wives’ Higher Couple Life Quality 
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            Both wives’ own working conditions and the couples’ family environment predict 

wives having higher life quality than their husbands. The expected odds of wives only 

scoring  high on the life quality measures decrease by 46% and 57% respectively when 

wives work in job environments  that are insecure or that offer them little schedule 

control.  In contrast, couples where wives work in intensive (long hours, high demands, 

but also high schedule control) job environments are 2.17 and 1.75 times more likely 

(than those in insecure and low control conditions) to have the wife only report high life 

quality. 

Family environments matter as well.  Couples  raising grade-schoolers (who have 

the greatest disparity in men’s and women’s housework) have an expected odds of wives’ 

higher life quality 57% lower than couples without children living in a family 

environment characterized by gender equity in housework and leisure (who are 1.75 

times more likely to have wives only with life quality).  Couples with teens or else whose 

children are grown (the empty nesters) have a similar expected reduced odds of 48%, 

meaning that couples who are childfree are 2.08 times likely to have wives only with 

high quality of life.  Wives having higher life quality than their husbands is best predicted 

by both wives’ own job environments and whether or not they are childfree. 

4. Predicting “Good Enough” Couple Life Quality 

 

            Couples with wives in jobs characterized by low hours as well as wives in routine 

job environments have higher expected odds (1.73 and 1.75) of being in the “good 

enough” life quality constellation (rather than having low life quality). This suggests that 

middle-class couples’ strategy of having wives scale back to part time hours or else have 
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a minimally full-time, low demand routine job ecology predicts a minimally acceptable  

but not optimal quality of life for both partners.  

CONCLUSIONS: DOUBLE VISIONS, DOUBLE BURDENS, DOUBLE 

STANDARDS 

Sociologists as well as other social scientists focus on roles, relationships, and resource 

distributions, seldom reflecting that all of these phenomena occur within the prism of 

time.  Time itself remains regulated by the lock-step template of paid work that gives  a 

linear order to time by sequencing the life course (as first education, then employment, 

then retirement) and creating the clockwork of paid work (as 40-hour or more 

workweeks, 50 weeks a year, from the end of schooling to retirement or death, whichever 

comes first).  This ordering of time emerged from a view of  (male) workers as individual 

decision-makers whose “decisions” about the time and timing of their paid work were 

more or less already prescribed as “social givens.”  

But contemporary middle-class life is increasingly a conjoint “project” of 

managing two jobs, “his” and “hers,” along with the unpaid daily work of family life, 

reflecting the linked lives (Elder 1994) of dual-earner couples.  It is also a gendered 

project, embedded in a gendered division of both paid (job) and unpaid (family and 

community) labor (Moen and Kelly 2007; Moen, Kelly, and Magennis 2007).   

This couple level analysis reveals that few middle-class dual-earners are in fact 

“super” couples who experience an optimal and equal quality of life.  Half (49.8%) of the 

dual-earner couples we studied have patterns of either low (26.5%) or only “good 

enough” (23.3%) life quality based on both spouses’ assessments of their income 

adequacy, self-rated health, personal mastery, personal growth, personal constraints, and 
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negative affect.  Less than one in six (15.7%) couples experience the good life in terms of 

a high quality of life constellation for both spouses.   

We find that job ecologies offering little job security for wives and family 

ecologies including school age or older children predict low couple quality.  This 

suggests that time pressures, overloads and conflicts associated with raising children and 

low security in women’s jobs may be consequential for the couple and, hence, for their 

families. But having wives “scale back” on their obligations at work does not appear to 

be the solution.  Couples with wives in job ecologies characterized by low hours or 

minimally routine full-time obligations typically report only “good enough” couple life 

quality.   

This dearth of high couple life quality may well represent the absence of life-

course “fit” between jobs, families, and dual-earner goals and needs for couples who are 

trying to raise families as well as hold down two jobs within an atmosphere of risk and 

uncertainty in a global economy.   

What about parents of preschoolers who are noticeably missing in our findings?  

One explanation is that couples raising preschoolers who are experiencing overloads and 

strains follow the strategy of having one spouse – the wife—leave the workforce for a 

time (Moen and Huang 2007).  Doing so effectively selects them out of this dual-earner 

sample, suggesting that those parents of preschoolers who remain as dual-earners may be 

the ones able to manage their lives in effective ways. 

The overall evidence from this study suggests that dual-earner couples are paying 

the price of the fundamental absence of “fit” between work and family over the life 

course, except when they do not have children.  The ecologies of time demands and goals 
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on the home front differ by life stage, with couples having school-age, teens, or grown 

children especially at risk. .  It is noteworthy that the odds of experiencing the good life 

tend to be enhanced for couples who are childfree and more egalitarian in their divisions 

of housework time and time for leisure. 

The evidence also suggests the importance of working conditions enhancing 

schedule control:  the ability of employees to manage where and when they do their jobs.  

Such temporal flexibility may well be a key resource for life quality, as are job ecologies 

offering job security.  

Lives and relationships play out in multilayered clockworks that create 

identifiable constellations of job and family ecologies that require at minimum the 

flexibility and control over the time and timing of paid work..  Single “one size fits all” 

clockworks of jobs, career paths, and the life course simply do not correspond to real-

time needs and goals of dual-earners, single parents,  older workers – in other words, 

most of today’s and tomorrow’s workforce. .. 

New and more flexible job ecologies will come about when the economic and 

social costs of retaining existing clockworks outweigh the costs to organizations and 

governments of redesigning paid work and career paths.  Our data suggest that many 

advantaged middle-class dual-earner couples, key members of an educated skilled 

workforce, are at best “stretched thin.”  A global innovation economy can’t operate 

optimally on a workforce that is “stretched thin”, suggesting that the nation is rapidly 

approaching the tipping point that will move toward job redesign fostering control and 

flexibility. 
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