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Abstract
This study aimed to understand parents’ evaluations of the way they integrated work-family demands
to manage food and eating. Employed, low/moderate-income, urban, U.S., Black, White, and Latino
mothers (35) and fathers (34) participated in qualitative interviews exploring work and family
conditions and spillover, food roles, and food-choice coping and family-adaptive strategies. Parents
expressed a range of evaluations from overall satisfaction to overall dissatisfaction as well as
dissatisfaction limited to work, family life, or daily schedule. Evaluation criteria differed by gender.
Mothers evaluated satisfaction on their ability to balance work and family demands through flexible
home and work conditions, while striving to provide healthy meals for their families. Fathers
evaluated satisfaction on their ability to achieve schedule stability and participate in family meals,
while meeting expectations to contribute to food preparation. Household, and especially work
structural conditions, often served as sizeable barriers to parents fulfilling valued family food roles.
These relationships highlight the critical need to consider the intersecting influences of gender and
social structure as influences on adults’ food choices and dietary intake and to address the challenges
of work and family integration among low income employed parents as a way to promote family
nutrition in a vulnerable population.
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INTRODUCTION
Work-family spillover, characterized as positive and negative feelings, attitudes, and behaviors
that may spill over from one domain into another as parents attempt to integrate work and
family roles (Googins, 1991), can influence working parents’ personal care, time use, and
health behavior (Doumas, Margolin, & John, 2003; Grunberg, Moore, & Greenberg, 1998).
Employed parents have identified work to family spillover as a challenge (Devine, Connors,
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Sobal, & Bisogni, 2003). As family work hours have increased, parents are spending less time
on household tasks, including meal preparation, (Bianchi, 2000; Bianchi, 2006; Bianchi,
Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Sayer, 2005; Shelton, 1992). There has been an increase in meals
eaten and prepared away from home (Blisard, Lin, Cromartie, & Ballenger, 2002; Guthrie, Lin,
& Frazao, 2002; Economic Research Service, 2006) and a decrease in family meals eaten
together (Bianchi, 2006). Focused study of working parents’ food choice strategies can provide
valuable insights into a specific behavioral domain that is central to personal and family health.

In earlier qualitative research, we described an emergent conceptual model that included
intersecting behavioral, evaluative, and affective processes through which low- and moderate-
income parents experienced the relationship of work-family spillover to their food choices
(Devine et al., 2006). That study led to a conceptual framework and measures that were
subsequently used in a quantitative assessment of these relationships (Devine et al., in press).
In that earlier analysis possible gender differences in parents’ experiences of work-family
spillover and food choices emerged, especially in evaluations of their food choice strategies.
In the current paper we build on our earlier analysis by explicitly examining differences in
mothers’ and fathers’ use and evaluations of strategies for the integration of work and family
demands. This analysis will provide a grounded interpretation of some of the reasons for gender
differences in dietary practices and a foundation for work and family policies aimed at
improving those practices.

Gender is a key social characteristic that affects access to health resources, exposure to health
risks, and provides clues to social rules about health behaviors such as food choices (Verbrugge,
1982). Gender differences in household structure, employment, and family food roles as well
as food choice values and expectations (Connors, Bisogni, Sobal, & Devine, 2001; Sobal,
2005) underscore the importance of examining differences and similarities in mothers’ and
fathers’ evaluations of work-family spillover. Socioeconomic gradients in health that vary by
gender (MacIntyre & Hunt, 1997) highlight the importance of examining how structural and
behavioral factors from both work and family roles contribute to health (Bird & Rieker,
1999; Denton & Walters, 1999).

Gender differences in household structure may influence the experience of work-family
spillover. For example, the presence of a spouse and children may affect time and financial
demands and contribute to gender differences in the experience of work-family spillover.
Mothers are more likely than fathers to head single parent households (Census, 2004). Female-
headed households are more than twice as likely to live below the poverty level, compared to
those headed by men (Census 2004; 2005). Single mothers are more likely to report work-
family spillover (Ciabattari, 2007).

Systematic differences in the employment characteristics of men and women may also
contribute to gender differences in work-family spillover. Employed women work fewer
average weekly hours than men with 25% of mothers and 3% of fathers working part-time
(Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 2006). Women are more likely than men to be in the lowest
wage occupations (Lichtenwalter, 2005) and to hold multiple jobs; women are less likely to
have flexible work schedules. Men, more than women, work night or rotating shifts or
weekends (Presser, 2003). In non-managerial, non-professional occupations, women’s jobs
fall primarily in the service and clerical sectors, while men’s fall in production and service
(BLS, 2005). Occupational conditions are associated with the quality of worker’s diets (Cohen,
Stoddard, Sarouhkhanians, & Sorensen, 1998; Hellerstedt & Jeffery, 1997; McCann, Warnick,
& Knopp, 1990; Wickrama, Conger, & Lorenz, 1995). Shift work, overtime, and multiple jobs
may limit parents’ ability to participate in family meals. Job-related skills or resources such as
access to healthful food or time for family tasks may enhance parents’ abilities to meet family
demands.
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Evaluative experiences of work-family spillover in general may also differ by gender
(Dilworth, 2004; Winslow, 2005). Women make more work adjustments (Keene & Reynolds,
2005) and feel more balanced when they make changes to meet family demands. Men report
feeling more balanced when they make scheduling changes but less balanced when they have
no time for themselves (Keene & Quadagno, 2004).

The relationship between work-family spillover and food choices may be affected by gender
differences in expectations for household food work. Household food work has long differed
by gender (Bianchi, 2005; Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989; Schafer, Schafer,
Keith, & Bose, 1999), although the gap has narrowed as women decreased and men increased
time in food preparation (Sayer, 2005). The effect of parenthood and marital status on food
preparation time varies by gender. Women who live with a partner or a partner and children
have greater odds of spending any time in food preparation than men in similar living situations
(Jabs, 2006). Family role expectations may increase opportunities for family meals and provide
instrumental and social support for food acquisition and meal preparation (Coltrane, 2000;
DeVault, 1991; Schafer & Schafer, 1989).

The analysis reported here was guided by our earlier conceptual model for work-family
spillover and food choices (Devine et al., 2006). In the model that guided the current analysis
(Figure 1) we considered both the “inputs” into (i.e. individual, work and family conditions)
and “outputs” from (e.g. evaluative experiences) parents’ use of food-choice coping strategies.
In the model, family conditions, work conditions, and individual characteristics are seen as
shaping parents’ food-choice coping strategies. Parents used these behavioral food-choice
coping strategies to reduce time and effort for food and expectations for food and eating,
manage stress and fatigue, and trade-off food and eating against other family needs. Affective
experiences reflected parents feelings of being tired, stressed or busy because of competing
work and family demands. Evaluative experiences, the focus of this analysis, were conceived
as parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their food-choice coping strategies. Based on
their evaluations, parents described continually modifying their everyday food-choice
strategies in the short term (e.g. buying take-out food) or using family adaptive strategies
(Finch, 1989; Gerson, 1985; Giddens, 1991; Moen & Wethington, 1992), that involved long-
term changes in individual food roles or work and family conditions (e.g. reducing work hours).
This analysis provided an opportunity to examine how social and economic forces affect family
functioning, nutrition, and health.

METHODS
The research design and methods have been described in detail elsewhere (Devine et al.,
2006). This theory-guided constructivist investigation used qualitative methods, guided by a
conceptual model applying an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Grzywacz &
Marks, 2000). This approach allowed us to explore how mothers and fathers experienced and
evaluated their food choice strategies in relation to day-to-day work and family demands.

Study Sample
Parents employed in low- and moderate-wage jobs in a multi-ethnic urban area in Upstate New
York were recruited through community agencies, newspaper advertisements, posters in
neighborhood stores and worksites, and snowball techniques. All participants worked 20 or
more hours a week and had at least one child 16 years or younger living at home three or more
days a week. Participants were recruited for diversity in race/ethnicity and job type. Sixty-nine
Black, White, and Latino employed mothers (35) and fathers (34) from 25 to 51 years of age
participated. Mean age was 36 years for mothers and 39 years for fathers. About 34% had
education below the high school level, 45% had some college, and 21% had a college degree.
Two-thirds of participants had household incomes below the county median (Census, 2003),
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with fathers reporting higher incomes than mothers (Table 1). Forty-three percent of mothers
were single compared to 15 % of fathers. Study participants worked in service, clerical, retail
sales, and production jobs, reflecting gendered occupational patterns in the research community
(BLS, 2005). Common jobs among mothers were service and clerical positions and among
fathers, service and production positions. Household food roles were described by participants
as having personal responsibility for food and meals, shared responsibility with another
household member, ones’ partner having primary responsibility, or with no one in the
household having responsibility. On-going analysis guided subsequent recruitment that
continued until theoretical saturation was reached.

Data Collection
Two experienced interviewers used a pre-tested, semi-structured interview guide to conduct
the one-hour, in-depth qualitative interviews in English in participants’ homes or community
settings. The semi-structured interview guide focused on how these working parents managed
food and eating. It included open-ended questions and probes about eating and food preparation
routines and strategies on work days and non-work days as well as work and family conditions
and social processes related to food and eating; food choice coping strategies (e.g. What
happens with food and eating when things get busy/on a good day at home/at work?); and
personal and family health and nutrition concerns and satisfactions (e.g. How would you
describe the way you manage food and eating?). We audio-tape recorded all interviews,
produced verbatim transcripts, reviewed transcripts for accuracy, and recorded field notes after
each interview. All participants provided written consent according to a protocol reviewed by
the University Institutional Review Board and received monetary compensation.

Data Analysis
Data analysis followed procedures based on the constant comparative method in continuous
data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), and steps were taken to ensure the credibility and
trustworthiness of findings. Analytic steps included: 1) review of all interview transcripts and
field notes by the research team; 2) weekly peer debriefing on emergent themes; 3) open coding
for emergent themes; 4) iterative thematic coding of interviews by three experienced coders
using qualitative data analysis software (QSR, 2002); comparison of 2–3 interviews to ensure
similar code interpretation; 6) upon emergence of thematic differences between mothers and
fathers, re-analysis of interviews to contrast and compare interpretations and themes; 7)
selective review of codes related to parents’ satisfaction or dissatisfication with the way work
and family demands affected their food and eating; 8) categorization of participants with similar
evaluations; 9) comparison of individual characteristics, work and family conditions, food-
choice coping strategies, and adaptive strategies by evaluative category and gender; and 10)
interpretation of findings in the context of existing conceptualizations and empirical research.
Research peers with food choice expertise provided feedback on findings.

RESULTS
The mothers and fathers who participated in this study differed in the ways that they evaluated
their ability to integrate work and family demands to feed themselves and their families in a
manner that met their personal values, skills, and preferences. While a small number of mothers
and fathers expressed satisfaction with the way they were managing food and eating, many
others expressed a range of dissatisfaction from overall dissatisfaction with all aspects of their
work and family lives to dissatisfaction with only one aspect of their lives including: work
(unfulfilling and stressful), family life (demanding and chaotic), or their daily schedule (hectic
and rushed). We first briefly describe the general ways that mothers and fathers described their
satisfaction and dissatisfaction with food and eating and some similarities in the criteria by
which mothers and fathers evaluated their food choice strategies. We then present and illustrate
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themes emerging from differences in mothers’ and fathers’ evaluations of their food and eating
strategies.

Mothers’ and fathers’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with food and eating
These parent’s evaluations included overall satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their food choice
strategies in the light of combined work and family demands. Mothers expressed satisfaction
when they could achieve work family balance because of flexible work and family schedules.
Fathers expressed satisfaction when they had a stable schedule that allowed them to participate
in regular family meals. Dissatisfaction was described by mothers as feeling overwhelmed and
fathers as feeling overburdened. Parents’ level of satisfaction was distinguished by differences
in their depictions of their individual characteristics (e.g. cooking enjoyment, skills, and
household food roles), family conditions (e.g. marital status, age and number of children), and
work conditions (e.g. schedule, hours, shift), as well as the everyday food-choice coping
strategies, and long-term adaptive strategies that they used to manage work and family
responsibilities.

Similarities in mothers’ and fathers’ evaluative criteria and strategies
There were several similarities in the criteria used by mothers and fathers to evaluate their
satisfaction with their food and eating strategies. Both mentioned individual characteristics
(having cooking skills and enjoying cooking) and family conditions (having fewer and older
children, fewer family activities at meal times, and a partner who cooked at least some of the
time) as conditions that made them feel satisfied with the way they managed food and eating.

Negative work conditions mentioned by both mothers and fathers included stressful jobs, few
breaks, long work hours, shifts incompatible with family meals, and disliking jobs or
coworkers. Positive work conditions included jobs that provided mental challenges and
positive social contacts and occasionally free food. Food choice coping strategies described
by both mothers and fathers included meal simplification, multitasking, planning, and speeding
up. Changes in household food roles (e.g. who shops and/or cooks) were cited by parents as
adaptations that made it possible for them to better integrate work and family responsibilities
and feel more satisfied with their choices.

Thematic differences in mothers and fathers evaluative criteria and strategies
There were many differences in mothers’ and fathers’ evaluations of the way they managed
food and eating (summarized in Table 2).

Seeking Balance and Stability—Mothers explained that satisfaction was based on their
ability to balance work and family demands through flexible work and home conditions. One
single mother described how flexible work hours, the ability to turn down overtime when she
didn’t have childcare coverage, a decision to home school her son, and a good neighbor who
was willing to look after her son while she worked the evening shift, made it possible for her
to make healthy meals and spend more time with her son during the day.

Fathers’ evaluations were based on their ability to achieve schedule stability, particularly to
take part in regular family meals. One satisfied father described how his wife’s part-time work
hours and flexible schedule allowed him to enjoy a family meal most nights: “[her hours] were
just flexed for her so she can work from ten to two and what that allowed us to do is not need
a baby sitter in the evenings as before, but now she can get the kids off to school and then pick
them up.” A divorced father described meals with his two sons as “the stable island in the rest
of the chaos of their lives.” In contrast, a dissatisfied father’s second shift job meant that he
could only eat with his family on weekends.
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Getting Help and Giving Help—Mothers emphasized that getting help from family
members with household food tasks was positive, while having young children who could not
help and limited help from other family members created difficulties. Satisfied mothers
typically held the primary household food role, liked to cook, and expected and received help
with food tasks. A mother with a 15 year old daughter and a husband who returned from work
at mid-afternoon said, “I have wonderful help, my husband and my daughter, I mean without
them, I couldn’t do it. You know I think that would be more stress on me, you know, running
home, cooking, cleaning up… because of them it’s easier… and I’m very fortunate for that.”

Fathers’ expressed satisfaction when they had a partner who took the primary household food
role and made regular family meals. One father explained differences in the way he and his
partner viewed cooking at home:

“I think it [home cooking] makes it [eating] less stressful but I think my partner
[laughs] would say it makes it more stressful… I’m sure she would like to have
someone cook for her more but… I will [cook] once in a while... cause once in a while
like if she’s only gonna be home for a certain amount of time, I’ll [cook]... one of our
compromises is we have spaghetti.. cause it’s.. easy.

Family conditions: lifestage, family size, and relationships—Satisfied mothers
described having older children who helped with household food tasks. Half of the mothers
who expressed satisfaction had children over 13 years of age; only two had children less than
five years old. Dissatisfied mothers described how multiple family demands, especially having
young children, made them feel overwhelmed. Four of the nine mothers expressing overall
dissatisfaction had children less than five years of age. All of the mothers who said that they
were dissatisfied with their jobs and two-thirds of those who described demanding family lives
had more than two children. One mother with a full-time clerical job, a husband who traveled
for his work, and a pre-school daughter described her family pressures this way:

“I’m the one who cooks, all the time. [My husband’s] a courier, so a lot of times he
won’t even be home. It’s hard… because… I can’t come home and decompress.”

“I have to work around [my daughter’s] time schedule. … A lot of times… I get so
caught up in doing things, sometimes I will forget to eat. … I’ll snack on something
here and there but as far as making a meal I won’t. … It’s a lot on my plate. … There’s
times that I could go and just cry for a little bit and then just breathe and then start
back up on my normal routine again.”

Seven of the nine overall dissatisfied mothers were single and by default had the primary
household food role; two were married, but did not get help with food. Six worked full-time.
These mothers described their food responsibilities as an unwanted burden and expressed
frustration over a lack of family support and help with food tasks.

Fathers who had stable work and family schedules expressed satisfaction with the way they
integrated demands. One father, when asked how he dealt with food and eating in spite of a
hectic life, talked about eating on schedule; “It’s all the same… no change in the meals… still
gotta eat no matter how stressed you get… it’s a repetitive thing. I mean every day is the same
thing.” For these fathers, satisfaction often went hand-in-hand with having a partner who did
not work outside the home or worked only part-time. Ten of the eleven fathers expressing
overall satisfaction were married or had a partner; nine of these partners either did not work
outside the home or worked only part-time.

Dissatisfied fathers talked about partners who were not available to take charge of food and
meals at home. Five of these fathers had partners who worked, four of them full-time. Two of
these fathers complained that they had the primary food role at home because their wives were
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at school or work in the evening. Dissatisfied fathers described irregular family meal schedules
as a major strain. One father described meals in his house as, “sporadic, fly-by-the-seat-of -
our pants type cooking.” He listed some of the circumstances that contributed to
unpredictability of meals: “[my wife] has to do overnights… [I’m] double shift which is
required… when the kids are sick… There’s a lot of things going on.” For fathers, but not
mothers, other family members’ problems contributed to unpredictable meals and
dissatisfaction. These fathers described the challenges of coordinating with their partner’s work
schedule, coping with their partner’s work stress, and hostile family relationships or blended
households as sources of dissatisfaction. A father of three whose wife worked a late afternoon
shift wished his family could: “get away from the take out. More away from that, and more at
home. You know hopefully in five years my wife won’t be workin til six, seven o’clock at night,
and we can have meals earlier. We can plan out better meals.” Another father said that when
things got: “too stressful for my wife she doesn’t feel like cooking.” Some of these conditions
were seen as temporary while partners finished school or recovered from illness or post-partum
depression. Like single mothers, single fathers described having little or no help at home when
their children were staying with them. One single father had arranged for a daycare provider
to feed his children.

Work conditions: flexibility and regularity—Flexible work schedules, short commutes,
and jobs that allowed them to be home in the afternoon and evening were named as key
resources in mothers’ efforts to integrate multiple demands. One mother’s job was “nearby…
a pleasant work environment. They… allow me flexibility.” Half of the overall satisfied mothers
worked part-time.

Dissatisfied mothers described poor work conditions, inflexible schedules, and disliked jobs
as contributors to dissatisfaction. One mother gave an example:

“[work] gets crazy where you’re almost sick to your stomach, because you’re just
trying to get everything done, you’re completely frazzled so you don’t even think
about eating” … “if [my boss] wants you to stay late, you have to stay late. If she
wants you in early, you have to be in early.” … “Everything seems to revolve around
my hours of work.”

Satisfied fathers described full-time jobs, consistent schedules that allowed regular family
meals, flexible breaks, optional overtime, free food, good relationships with coworkers, and
jobs they liked. One father said, “I love the people I work with.”

Fathers who expressed dissatisfaction described insecure, stressful jobs, and unsatisfying jobs,
irregular schedules, and shifts that meant missing their families. One father said: “There’s no
job security. [A] lot of our work is leaving the plant. And that leaves a lot of stress amongst
the employees… I’ve been laid off before and it’s no fun… and that puts a lot of stress on the
family.” Another father said “We don’t have any breaks… we get paid flat rate, so if you’re
working you’re getting paid… You don’t get paid by a clock pay … for me I get the worst jobs
and it gets harder.” Food choice coping strategies: skipping, treating, and trading off

In most households one adult had a primary food role; mothers were twice as likely as fathers
to say they held this role (Table 1). Mothers also described using more kinds of food-choice
coping strategies than fathers. Satisfied mothers manged by getting help with meals, planning
meals, and treating themselves and others with food. Dissatisfied mothers also described
treating themselves or others with food and asking for help with meals, but in addition they
skipped meals and traded-off personal and occasionally child nutrition to save time and energy.
Mothers with less family support described multiple trade-offs. One mother said, “If I don’t
have time to cook, I will just… microwave something quick… which I don’t like to do a lot…
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instead of the healthier meals that I want to cook.” All of these mothers described pushing
through, coping, and getting things done with the little time, energy, or resources available.

Fathers described fewer and less varied food choice strategies, although those with more
responsibility for food talked about speeding-up and making family meal trade-offs. A father
with one full time and two part-time jobs described some dissatisfactory trade offs:

“I never would have… been using like [brand name], uh, canned ravioli and stuff, but
the kids like it. … So, when time is short, and because it’s usually coupon-based and
on-sale, that’s in the cupboard, but it’s not… it’s not my first choice and it’s usually
done because… it’s either that or a fast food restaurant, so this would be 2
compromises that go against my jib, so to speak…”

Family adaptive strategies: changing jobs and changing attitudes—Mothers who
expressed satisfaction described family adaptive strategies they had used to ease up work and
family demands. These adaptations included changes in jobs and schedules and the number of
family evening and weekend activities. One mother described her choices this way: “My
number one thing is to make sure that my kids are well taken care of… … You can always
change jobs but you don’t want to see your kids mess up.” Satisfied mothers talked less about
guilt than other mothers and, although tired, were proud of their ability to manage multiple
demands and enjoy family meals. Dissatisfied mothers described having made few adaptations,
but many talked about wanting to make changes. One mother said, “[my job] gets very wearing,
and tired and boring. So I go ‘oh my god I need to find me another jooobb.”

Satisfied fathers adaptive strategies were more commonly described as changes in their
attitudes to ‘keep work issues at work,’ minimize family stress, and adapt to changes in
household food roles. One father had slowly transitioned to become the family cook when his
wife “finally told me “You’re gonna have to help me.” Then when I started doing it I realized
I enjoyed it… I know she was busy and after awhile it just got to the point where I prefer to do
it and I got better at it.” A few fathers wished they could change their jobs to spend more time
with the family, but none had done so. Rather they described job changes by their partners to
make things flow more smoothly at home.

DISCUSSION
Differences in the experiences and evaluations of mothers and fathers reflected intersecting
gender and structural explanations for the ways these employed parents managed and evaluated
personal and family food choices. While both mothers and fathers felt tired, rushed and stressed,
they evaluated these experiences to a large extent on their ability to enact household food roles.

A gender perspective suggests that differences in mothers’ and fathers’ use and evaluation of
food-choice coping strategies are related to persistent gender-role expectations that reinforce
gender inequality and power relationships between men and women (Sayer, 2005).
Descriptions of work and family demands in this study reflected between-gender differences
and similarities in affective, evaluative and behavioral domains. While both mothers and
fathers described feeling rushed, stressed and tired, only mothers expressed guilt about the
ways they integrated demands and how that affected their food-choice coping strategies. Most
mothers described working and trying to hold onto food roles at home as part of what has been
called an effort to sustain their “moral identities” as good mothers (Backett-Milburn, Airey, &
McKie, 2008 p. 16). Fathers, more than mothers, described financial worries. With a few
exceptions, fathers were trying to be good providers while trying to help out with food and
meals at home. These differences in interpretation reflect traditional gender orientations with
mothers holding cultural responsibility for food and meals (Charles & Kerr, 1988; DeVault,
1991; Murcott, 2000;Schafer & Schafer, 1989), and fathers for financial support.
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Mothers and fathers described a range of food-choice coping strategies but their use of
strategies reflected gender differences. Satisfied mothers reported many more food-choice
coping strategies and more frequent trade-offs. Fathers’ infrequent reports of trade-offs may
have reflected that mothers were often in charge, even if the work was shared. Mothers who
were responsible for family food and meals depended on skills and multiple trade-offs to find
balance. These findings are supported by quantitative differences in the food choice coping
strategies used by mothers and fathers in response to demanding work conditions (Devine et
al., in press). DeVault (1991) described mothers use of the resources at hand to make
adjustments and trade-offs. The strategies that were the focus of this study are typical of low
schedule control household tasks frequently done by women (Barnett & Shen, 1997).

Mothers and fathers also differed in their interpretation of shared responsibilities for cooking
and reasons for taking primary responsibility. Mothers managed their own skills and time,
sometimes requesting or receiving help. With some exceptions, fathers talked of providing
help to someone else, like Coltrane’s (1989) observation that cooking help is viewed differently
by the giver and the receiver. It is interesting that some fathers with primary food roles who
lived in two-parent households described this choice in terms of enjoying cooking or cooking
skills. Mothers who enjoyed cooking focused more on their ability to meet the needs of other
family members, especially children, as has been described previously (DeVault, 1991).

A structural perspective suggests that differences in use and evaluations of food-choice coping
strategies are related to gender-specific economic and structural conditions that affect access
to resources (Sayer, 2005). Our findings provide some support for this interpretation. Our small
purposive sample was like the population at large in that a greater proportion of mothers were
single parents, worked part-time, had lower incomes, and worked in service-sector jobs (BLS,
2006BLS, 2007). This combination left many of these mothers, especially the single mothers,
feeling the effects of work-family spillover more acutely, having less money, and usually less
time.

Adaptive strategies to reduce conflicting demands were more commonly described by mothers
in this study, consistent with the work of Keene and Reynolds (2005). These mothers may have
seen their employment as more expendable because they made less money or their caretaking
time at home was more valuable. Crompton (2006) has written that the high demands and low
satisfaction offered by many low-wage jobs means that low income women may seek
satisfaction at home. Many parents, but especially mothers, wished they could work fewer
hours or not at all, only one job, or different shifts to allow more time for children and family
meals. However, these adaptive strategies were not presented as possible by many respondents.
This reflects the low-wage jobs of our study participants and stands in contrast to studies of
higher income parents where mothers, in particular, reported using a variety of adaptive
strategies (Becker & Moen, 1999; Gerson, 1985).

The food roles of these parents mirrored the current population with more than half of married
or partnered participants saying mothers held the main responsibility for family food. This
matches the continued dominance of women as family food managers who spend twice as
much time as men on family food preparation. The shared cooking roles described by about a
fifth of the married study participants reflect the closing gap between men and women (Jabs,
2006; Murcott, 2000; Sayer, 2005; Schafer & Schafer, 1989). It was notable that participants
attributed shared cooking roles, not to mothers’ employment, but to employment conditions
(e.g. opposite shifts), family conditions (e.g. presence of an infant), or individual characteristics
(e.g. poor health). This is consistent with women’s roles as default family food managers. In
households where fathers had primary food responsibility, family conditions contributed to
this arrangement, but so did personal preferences and skills. Taking a lead cooking role at home
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and pride in cooking skills may be one of a number of new scripts for masculinity related to
food (Blake, Bisogni, Sobal, Jastran, & Devine, 2008; Sobal, 2005).

Our findings provide support for an interpretation in which work and family role conditions
such as quality, fit, and satisfaction provided clues to food-choice coping strategies (Barnett
& Gareis, 2006; Barnett, Gareis, & Brennan, 1999). Among these low-wage parents both work
and family conditions were described as contributors to the use of and evaluation of food-
choice coping strategies. Becker (1965) wrote of the dependence of household time allocation
on the skills held by and the opportunities open to family members. In our study fathers typically
reported higher incomes and mothers more cooking skills. When fathers had greater cooking
skills or mothers more earning opportunities, food roles were reversed. Parents, but especially
fathers, also expressed dissatisfaction with missing meals because of overtime or late shifts,
often undertaken for higher wages or reduced child care costs. Additional support for a
structural explanation is seen in the ways food roles changed with changing work and family
conditions. This is consistent with Swidler’s (1986) interpretation of culture in action in the
way that parents in this study expressed preferences for idealized traditional food roles but
were able to act strategically as the situation demanded.

The intersection of gender and structural explanations became most apparent when we
considered emergent within-gender differences in evaluations. Both mothers and fathers
described a level of satisfaction that was based on structural and demographic conditions,
interpreted in gendered ways. The relationship between food roles and dissatisfaction among
fathers and the relationship between help at home and dissatisfaction among mothers clearly
demonstrate the intersection of gendered and structural explanations. When both parents were
employed, fathers were most satisfied when work schedules allowed them to be home for meals
prepared by their partners, and mothers were most satisfied when their schedules were flexible
enough to allow them to prepare those meals, albeit with some help from other family members.

Goals for the integration of demands differed by gender. These mothers sought flexibility and
balance while fathers sought schedule stability. Like the young working women in Scotland
described by Backett-Milburn, Burley & Kemmer (2001), mothers who could achieve balance
through a flexible work schedule felt better able to adjust to the needs of their families. In fact,
mothers’ flexible work schedules allowed them to set up and implement personal and family
food routines that made schedule stability possible for the rest of the family. Family meals have
been recognized as highly symbolic rituals (Fiese et al., 2002) that, when routinized provide a
setting for enactment of family roles. Routines and rituals such as family meals have been
described as patterns of activity that demonstrate power relationships and sustain families
(DeVault, 1991). The schedule stability exemplified by regular family meals may have allowed
the fathers in our study to find a familiar place in families where formerly well-defined gender
roles had become blurred.

Overwhelmed mothers and overburdened fathers felt that they could not even attempt the goals
of balance and stability, so instead they coped by adjusting their goals downwards. It is striking
that in seven two-parent households no one took responsibility for food and eating. Devine et
al. (2006) have described the devaluing of food and meals among working parents when work
and family conflict. This raises questions about who will do the food work, if it is viewed as
no one’s responsibility. Brannen and Nilsen (2005) and Kristensen and Holm (2006) have
pointed out the need to consider the conditions in which people make choices, with particular
attention to whether the resources are available to meet needs and goals. Many of these parents
did not believe they had the time, money, or skills to achieve their ideals for family food and
meals. While some parents may be able to make adaptations and shift priorities to achieve their
food and eating ideals; many others will not be able to do this without broad societal support
for changes in work and family policies.
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This study had a number of strengths and some limitations. Low-wage workers are an important
group due to their higher risk for poor nutrition and health. Our focus on low- and medium-
wage parents allowed us to understand their perspectives in-depth, including important
differences in mothers’ and fathers’ experiences of work-family spillover. There is a need to
investigate these findings in a more economically diverse sample. Differences between mothers
and fathers in employment and family characteristics make this especially important. Those
who participated may have been able to better manage their time than parents who did not
participate.

Macintyre and Hunt (1997 p. 328) called for a need to understand how social structural
positions such as those created by employment and income “actually mean for the everyday
lives of men and women” and how these things “impact on health, health-related behaviour,
and ability to cope with threats in the physical and social environment.” The findings of this
study show the practical effect of the intersection of structural conditions, interpreted in
gendered ways, on working parents’ management of stressors from often conflicting work and
family demands and the effect on their food choices. The good news is that, in spite of often
considerable barriers, most of these mothers were striving to be actively involved in providing
healthy meals for their families and most of these fathers were striving to participate in family
meals. The bad news is that gendered work and household structures often served as significant
barriers to parents trying to fulfill these valued family food roles. Family meals have been
positively associated with diet quality (Gillman et al., 2000; Larson, Neumark-Sztainer,
Hannan, & Story, 2007; Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, Story, Croll, & Perry, 2003; Videon &
Manning, 2003) and protection from obesity among children and adolescents (Fulkerson,
Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & Story, 2008; Gable, Y., & Krull, 2007; Larson et al., 2007; Sen,
2006). In addition, mothers’ work status affects the frequency of family meals, with full-time
working mothers having fewer family meals than those who work part-time, who have fewer
than those who are not employed (Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2003). These relationships highlight
a need to address work-family spillover among employed parents as a way to promote child
nutrition and prevent excess weight gain.

Jacob et al., (2008) have recently shown a mediating effect of family dinnertime on some of
the negative outcomes of long work hours including success in personal life, family
relationships, and the perception of an emotionally healthy workplace. Among women, these
authors showed that being present for family dinners could reduce the work-family conflict
that has been associated with long work hours. Thus satisfaction with food and eating and being
able to participate in family dinners may have benefits for employers as well as employees and
their families.

Because we found a broad range of family food provisioning models and strategies, different
workplace policies and supports may be needed for workers with different work and family
conditions (Barnett & Rivers, 2004). Employers need to take into account the importance of
workplace policies and practices such as work hours, overtime work, work breaks, shift work
and schedules on their employees’ food choice strategies and satisfaction and foster parents’
ability to share healthy meals with their families. For example, these could include schedule
flexibility for working mothers, schedule stability for working fathers, or healthy take home
meals for parents.

These findings also point to the need to consider the intersecting influences of gender and social
structure in research on adults’ food choices and dietary intake. Research in this area needs to
acknowledge the different ways that mothers and fathers experience work and family
integration using a wide range of coping strategies.
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Figure 1.
Conceptual model of employed parents’ experiences of the integration of work and family
demands on everyday food choice coping strategies
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Table 1

Characteristics of Study Participants

Mothers (35) Fathers (34)

Children in the household
More than 2 10 7
Under age 5 14 12
Over age 13 13 11
Family living arrangements
Married/Partner 19 29
Single 15 5
Employment
Full-time 25 33
Partners’ employment
Full-time 16 18
Annual household income
<$20,000 13 5
$20–39,999 13 16
≥ $40,000 9 13
Primary home food and cooking role
Self 27 12
Shared 4 6
Partner 1 12
No one 3 4
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