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Family Strategiesfor Managing the Time Crunch

Abstract

Most American children no longer come home directly after schoal to play in the
yard with friends under the observant eye of a say-at-home mother. As have their
parents, children have begun to experience adedline in free time and an increase in the
gructure of the free time they do have. This paper addresses the Strategies families have
developed to manage their own activities and those of their children. Based upon
quditative interviews with 20 families with children between the ages of 8 and 12, we
describe the god's parents have for their children, the types of management strategies

families utilize, and their successes and difficultiesin managing their busy lives.



Introduction

Between 1981 and 1997 two major changes took place in the lives of American
children. Firgt, the amount of free time children have, defined astime not spent in
persona care, egting, deeping, and school declined from about 34 percent of achild's
week to 30 percent (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000). Second, children’stimeisincreasingly
scheduled and organized, with structured activities taking up much of the after-school
hours. In 1997, eementary school-age children’ s time spent in structured activities such
as sports, church, art, and socid activities averaged about 22 percent of their free time,
compared with 20 percent in 1981 (Hofferth & Sandberg, forthcoming). While one-
quarter of that free time continues to be spent watching televison, increasingly, children
are engaged in avariety of structured activities such as sports and youth groups. Between
1981 and 1997 children’ s participation in sports increased 27 percent. Recent research
has focused upon activities during the after-school hours (Hofferth & Jankuniene, 2000).
However, little research has focused upon how families organize and manage their
complex work and family activities. This paper focuses primarily on family godsand
drategies for management of the after-school activities of children. 1t also focuses upon
parentd reflections upon their gods and objectives in involving children in after-school

activities

Why has Children’s Activity Involvement Increased?
Involvement by children in structured activities is due primarily to both economic
and to culturd factors. Children’slives are not separate from those of their parents.

Women' sincreased schooling and expanded role in the economy and society have



increased pressures on families from outsde. The family isno longer an idand of peace
and calm, a haven from the heartlessworld. Socid forces from the outside world
permeste dl family interactions and transactions. In addition, it islikely that preferences
have changed. Ways of life common to more rura settings have given way to the hustle
and bustle of urban life. Asfamilies have spread out across the United States, activities
focused upon the family have declined and new forms of interaction and community
activities based upon interest and propinquity have developed. Families are responsible
for preparing children for life beyond the workday, and most parents are acutely aware of

the many demands on them and skills children will need.

Economic Factors

One of the mgor factorsinfluencing children’s activities is the increased
involvement by parentsin alarge variety of activities, including employment, which at
the minimum increases children’s out- of-home time in school and child care. In contrast
to 1981, when only about haf of mothers of young children were employed outside the
home, today over 2/3 of mothers of young children and more than 3/4 of mothers of
school-age children work outside the home (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999).

From the vantage point of children, parentd employment patterns have changed
dramaticaly in the past three decades. 1n 1963 only 1/3 of children lived in families with
more than one earner. By 1997, 56 percent of children had more than one earner, most
often with both earners working full-time (Waite & Nidsen, 1999). While this hashad a

major impact on family income, it has o crested new problems and pressures, such as



gress, conflict over household chores and respongbilities, and pressure on employers for
flexibility and family-friendly policies.

A mgor contributor to the rise in labor force participation is women' s increased
level of education. Today, in fact, many colleges enroll more young women than young
men. Highly educated women want the same out of life that men have dways enjoyed --
afull, active part in thelife of the family and community. Asaresult of increased
involvement in higher education and work, family formation has been delayed. Today
young women walit until about age 24 and young men about age 26 to marry, and many
cohabit before marriage (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991). Besides school and work, both
men and women participate actively in avarigty of activities outside the home;
involvement in nonfamily activities may aso continue after marriage. 'Y oung parents
today do not just give up al their prior activities, but may be involved in sudying, in

persona hobbies, exercise, and self-help groups.

Cultural and Developmenta Factors

Parents are very concerned that children develop their potentid skills and taents
to their fullest. Many fed that it isno longer sufficient to just master academic subjects.
Today parents want their children to learn socid, and emotiona skillsaswell as
cognitive skills to enable them to master and adapt to new environments. In addition,
parents may have very wdl-formed objectives about what they want for their children
and, therefore, encourage the kinds and numbers of activities children pursue to be
conggtent with these goas. They may congtrain children’s activities to be within certain

settings such as a church or culturd center. Additionaly, parents are congtrained by the



settings in which they live, their work environments, their children’s school schedules,
and neighborhood supports, including their community norms and values. Some settings
may provide more opportunities than others.

As families become burdened with their own responsbilities to employers outsde
the family, how families manage ther children is an especidly important concern. There
are anumber of gtrategies that families can take to baance the needs of children for
autonomy and growth and the needs of the family to meet their gods of ability, order,

and culturd integrity.

Types of Management Strategies

Y oung children’s early environments are made up in large part by family. As
they enter school, however, children’s environments are increasingly dominated by peers
(Adler & Adler, 1998; Harris, 1998). Parents continue to have a mgor influence on their
children’ s lives through geographic location and choice of schools. Even if parents are
congtrained by income or other factors, they can gtill engage in a process of managing
family and children’s activities in such away as to maximize the postive experiences and
minimize the negative (Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder & Sameroff, 1999). They make
contacts with other families, serve as advocates for their children in negotiating the
school bureaucracy, and atempt to garner resources for their family membersreative to
others. To do so they depend heavily on their ability to develop and take advantage of
socid relationships which help spread some of the burdens of locating resources and

obtaining information as well as providing ass stance when needed (Coleman, 1988).



According to Furstenberg and colleagues (1999), three family-management
drategies are particularly important to adolescent success. Thefirst is parenta
involvement in community organizations. A second gtrategy is investment of the parent,
such as spending time with the child, getting her involved in programs, and
communicating with the child. A third strategy is redtrictiveness, which monitors the
child s activities and limits hisher movement. Other strategies were identified, but they
were not linked to successful adolescent behavior. Inthis paper we document the goals
parents have for their children and the types of management drategies they have
developed. Our approach, which was open-ended, has the objective of identifying the
gods and the range of strategies parents use to achieve them and manage their

obligetions.

Data and M ethods

Data presented here are based on quditative interviews conducted with 20
familiesin amid-szed community in Michigan from November 1999 to May 2000.
“Riverview” (fictiond name) isasmdl city of approximately 40,000 residents, according
to the 1990 census. It boasts severa large corporations, a smal private university, and a
large hospital which provide a mix of white-collar and blue-collar jobs. According to the
1990 census, the population of this community is over 95 percent white, with smdll
portions of the population (<2% for each group) being African American, Latino, Asan
and Pacific Idander, and with less than 1% of the population being Native American.
Due to the presence of well- paying jols within the community, the median family income

in Riverview is between $45,000 and $50,000 in 1990 (compared with a median family



income of dl U.S. families of $35,353). Lessthan 7 percent of familiesin Riverview fell
below the poverty linein 1990, compared with 10.7 percent of dl U.S. families.
Although Riverview does not lie within alarge metropolitan areg, it is within easy
driving distance of other medium-sized communities in the region, and some Riverview
residents commute to jobs and participate in university dassesin nearby communities.

Interviews of Riverview families were conducted with one parent (usudly, but not
exclusvely, the mother) and one pre-adolescent child. For this study we targeted
families with children between the ages of 8 and 12 so that we could compare our
quditative findings to nationa survey data on children’ stime use (Hofferth & Sandberg,
forthcoming). We gained access to families through aloca public dementary and
middle school. Permission to use these schools as Sites to recruit parents and children
was granted by the superintendent of the Riverview public school didtrict.

With the ass stance of the e ementary school and middie school principaswe
mailed recruitment letters and brief surveysto 125 families (25 each in grades 3-7) to
ensure that we would have a diverse sample of respondents to contact and interview.
Having derted the principasto our interest in meeting with families from arange of
educational and occupationa backgrounds, the principas used the following procedures
for sdlecting which families received the letters at the respective schools. At the
elementary school the principa sdected atotd of 75 families (25 each in grades 3, 4, and
5) by randomly choosing one of the four classrooms per grade for distribution of the
invitations. The middle school principa did essentidly the same thing by sdecting a
sxth grade “team” and a seventh grade “team” out of the three teams per grade and then

he randomly selected about haf of the students in each of those teams. It isimportant to



note that in this smal city word travels relatively quickly that there is a research project
being conducted, causing some people to wonder why they are not included in the study.
For this reason the principas announced to their teachers and parents via newdetters and
school meetings that not everyone would be invited to participate, and thet it was a
“random” selection process.

Overdl, within two weeks of the mailing, we received responses from 42 parents
interested in participating in the project. Parents responsesto the brief survey alowed
us to determine the demographic profile of each family. For theinitid interviews we
have been contacting roughly equa numbers of sngle- and dua-earner families. We
have dso interviewed severd “one-and-a-hdf” earner families (i.e, familiesin which one
spouse works full-time and the other spouse, usualy the mother, works part-time). At
present we have conducted 20 interviews with parent-child pairs. Of these 20 familiesdl
but one had two parents residing in the household. In sum, these familiesinclude single-
earner, one-and-a hdf-earner, and dud-earner families, families where the wage earners
areinvolved in adiverse set of occupations and have completed varying levels of
education, and families whose household income ranged from $29,000 to over $150,000
per year, with most families interviewed having household incomes grester than $75,000.
Specificdly, we interviewed fifteen mothers and five fathers and even girls, and nine
boys ages 9 to 12 in grades 3 through 7.

Interviews with parents were conducted in locations most convenient to the parent
(e.g., ther place of work, their home, aloca restaurant, or their child's schooal).
Interviews with the elementary school children took place during the student’ s lunch hour

when they were normdly at recess, while middle school students were interviewed



immediately after schoal. Interviews with children at both schools took place in aquiet
gpace in the libraries of their respective schools. Parent interviews lasted between one
and two hours; interviews with children took between 20 and 40 minutes to complete.
The interview questions cover awide range of topics designed to dicit information about
the parent’ s and child’ s daily activities and weekly schedules, aswell as parents
agpirations and gods for their children (contact the authors for afull liting of parent and
child interview questions). The names of the parents and children have been changed to

miaintan confidentiality.

Results

In generd, the typicd leve of activity for children was two after-school activities.
Usudly children were involved in one athletic activity and one musicd (eg., piano,
vialin) or community activity (Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, 4-H) a any one given time (eg.,
fdl, soring). With regard to adults, most parents were involved with at least one of thelr
children’s activities in some cgpacity ranging from frequent participation to lessintense
involvement. For example, some parents (especidly fathers) coached one of their
daughter’ s or son’s athletic teams or served as advisors or volunteer assistants to
community activity organizations. Other parents served on community committees thet
organize teams and supervise leagues. All parents provided transportation for their
children and sometimes thair children’ s friends to and from the activities. The following

sections provide specificity with regard to these typica trends.

Parental Goals
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Parents had a variety of godsfor their children, articulated during the interviews.
While most had high educationd expectations, such as completing a college degree, their
expectations were broader. All wanted their children to be hedlthy and happy, regardiess
of what occupetion they chose. Parents expressed this preference as follows (parent/child
cover names listed at end of interview excerpt or vice versain quotes from children):

| don't care how much money. | don’t careif they’'re gay or straight. . . | kind of

have a preference, but | don't care if they’re artists or academics aslong as

they’ re happy and safe and hedlthy. (Kate/Darryl)

“So long as you' re happy with what you' re doing, then that’s dl | want for her.”
(Diane/Ledie)

| guessthat | would like him to be a peace with himsdf. It'saninner
contentment, that what you're doing is good, and it has meaning, and thet it's
vauable. To me, that's the secret that you're here for a purpose. Finding it and
doing it iswhat it'sal aout. (Mally/Dan)
One parent joked that she wanted the child to * be drop-dead gorgeous, rich, and take care
of her mother in old age.” Other types of goals and expectations included excellence, to
be themsdlves, to do what you can to your ability, to make good decisions, to share, to
cooperate, to go the extramile, to be physically active, polite, hel pful, responsible, sdif-
moativated, religious-based, have high sdlf-esteemn, have respect for others, to take pridein
your work, and to follow the Ten Commandmerts. Most parents expected their children
to marry and raise afamily.

The vast mgjority of parents described a connection between these gods and their
children’s participation in extracurricular activities. One parent was articulate in
expressing the connection:

There re opportunities outside of school that you can’t get in school, and that's

what | mean by enrichment. . . what | like about after-school activities [is that

these arg] . . . things they truly enjoy, so sometimes school is, yeah they enjoy it,
but it'snot apassion. And | aways admire people who have passons, grest
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passionsin their children, to nurture them ... [it] has been fun to watch.
(Judy/Serena).

In addition, most parents greetly vaued physica activity (exercise, sport). Asone parent
put it:
One of the things that we really encourage in our household isthat you take care
of your body aswell asyour mind. (Judy/Serena)
When asked “What isimportant about [involvement in] music?’ one parent replied:

... Something to do that [is] using another part of your brain, you know, and
maybe finding ataent, and if you have it, why not useit. I'mdl for exposure to
alot of different things, and then let the kids hone in on what they want to do.
(AngdaMark)

Findly, another parent thought socia skills were critica for children to learn:
It seems like what seems to have gotten me by most, more than anything dse, is
being able to deal with people. 1t doesn’t matter what job you have, what
occupation, whether you're in school, whether you're & home. Y ou haveto be
able to ded with people or you're going to get frustrated or they’ re going to get
frudtrated a you. (Diane/Ledie)
These are a sampling of the types of goas parents had. They aso recognized that
the world isalot different today than it was when they were growing up:
Kids have many more opportunities for outside activitiestoday. . . kids tended to

come home from schoal, play with kids in their neighborhood, and that was pretty
much the way it was. . . There are also alot more dangers today. (Billie/Tara)

In response to the question: “What do parents expect from children today compared with
what your parents expected when you grew up?’ the following comments from parents
weretypicd:
Wedon't just let our kidsgo . . . | think they need guidance and direction because
they’ re so influenced by their peers, and if the peer group has abad influence,
then it can be a problem. (Billie/Tara).
If there are pressures, it'sadifferent kind of peer pressure . . the drinking the

drugs, and the sex, and al that stuff.” But | think your basic expectations haven't
changed. (AngeaMark).



Severa mothers mentioned that, in the past, women did not have the numerous
opportunities for participation in sports that their daughters have today. Severa
mentioned that they were discouraged from participation in sports; others mentioned that
they had grown up with gender role stereotypes regarding the things they could do with

their lives, both sources of grest regret.

MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Employment and Work Hours

Two grategies to manage work and family life include the single earner mode,
where one of two parentsis available full-time for child care and children’ s out-of-home
extra-school activities, and the“1 1/2” earner model, wherein by working part-time one
parent is available for most of the children’s after-school time. A third Srategy conssts
of maintaining flexible work schedules, where one or both parents modify their work
schedulesin order to provide maximum time a home with children (especialy after
school). Thisoption is primarily used by familiesin which both parents work (either
part-time or full-time).

The single most widely used strategy was to modify the mother’ s employment
schedule. For some families this meant that the mother did not work and for others the
mother works part-time. Out of our sample of 20 families, we have 8 two-parent families
in which both parents are employed full-time; 7 Sngle-earner, two-parent families (1
where the mother isin schoal) in which the father works full-time; 4 two-parent families
in which the father works full-time and the mother works part-time; and 1 sngle parent

family in which the mother works. However, it isimportant to point out that even when
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mothers are not employed, this does not mean they are at home full-time. The mgority

of these mothers volunteered &t their children’s schools and were involved in avariety of
activities (e.g., Girl Scouts) outside the home. One mother worked part-time Spring
through Fal for the family business. Though she says she “stayshome,” she was

probably working as much as many of the employed mothers during the busy seasons.
Some of those at home would prefer to have a part-time job and most had worked before
their youngest child was born. In mogt of the cases in which the mother worked, she
worked part-time so that her hours corresponded to those of her children, basicdlly, the
school day. Mogt could be home when their children came home or they picked up their
children at school.

Findly, mogt of the working mothers said that they had flexibility at work and
that made it possible to maintain their family schedules. Though in dud-earner families
both parents can maximize thair flexibility by each working non standard schedules, we
did not see this gtrategy in Riverview. Most husbands kept their traditional employment
schedules. A few fathers said that they kept their schedule to 40 hours aweek and tried
to be a home as much as possible, including cutting back on some vacation activities
with male friends (such as hunting) to be with the family. Husbands' long working hours
puts alot of stress on the family, because as one mother explained:

the more hours he' s gone, the more hours I’'m doing home duty by mysdlf with
thekids. (JessicalJohn).

Thus modifications on who works, as well as how much and when each spouse
works, are key to family management. The issue did not appear to be restricted to two-
earner families only; families were incredibly busy, regardiess of their employment

schedules. Consequently, we discuss the other strategies families have devel oped
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without regard to the employment status of the mother. For the most part, among these
rather wdl-off families, the issue did not tend to be an economic one; rather, differences
in family priorities and strategies tended to be characteristics of the individua family

preferences and values. Most seemed fairly content with their work schedules.

Organization, Prioritiesand Technology

Many of the parents mentioned setting priorities as an important srategy. Most
families put priority on doing well in school, then most st a priority on family time, then
on extracurricular activities. Parents dso prioritized among activities. Mothers served a
key organizationd role:

| would say that | would be the timekeegper and the scheduler of events ... The
key to the whole thing is to be very, very organized. (Jana/Shawn).

Severa parents mentioned the use of the telephone to keep everyone up with what
was going on. In families where amother is not home during the after-school hoursthe
children immediatdy cal their mothers or fathers a work upon arriving home. Children
aso haveto ask permission to go over to their friends homes. In one case therewas a
problem because the mother was not available when something came up; in this case the
father picked up the child. While these families dl had computers, they did not gppear to
be heavy cdll-phone users.

Other grategies include giving reminders to children the evening before,
preparing meds ahead of time, and managing afamily cdendar. Some families explicitly
cut back. One family decided to smplify and scheduled *“down time’ for the kids:

.. .we had been scheduling severd activities each night, and “it just overwhelmed

the kids, it overwhelmed me. .. . we made a conscious decision this year to pick
the things we redlly wanted to do, and forget about everything dse. (BillieTara)

15



Some parents mentioned limiting the kids to one sport a atime; others mentioned
limiting time spent playing video games and playing with the computer, or usng such

time as areward for practicing musicd instruments or studying.

Help with Transportation and Babysitting

In many families mothers and fathers share the task of picking up children and
driving them to activities. One mother was delayed at one child's activity and caled her
husband to pick up the other child, so they both arrived at home together. Another
drategy was that children attended the activities of their Sblings; they read abook while
abrother or sister took a lesson.

Both in emergencies and as an on-going drategy parents eicit the hep of
relaives or neighbors for assistance with driving children to after-school activities.
Parents often st up mutudly beneficid arrangements with one or more families,
reciprocating as needed with driving tasks. One important strategy is to car-pool with
neighbors to take the children to and from school. Sometimes the children stayed with
the neighbor after school until their parent picked them up after work. While this strategy
was used by the single parent, it was aso used by other families to manage differing
family schedules.

Surprigngly, we found a subgtantid number of parents who drove their children
to school, even though their children could take the schoaol bus, walk, or ride their bikes
to school. Sometimes thiswas for the parent’ s convenience; other times it was because

the bus ride was long or because the child had a heavy musica insrument to carry.
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Many times parents picked children up after school and immediately took them to after-
school activities.

When parents are not available at home during the after-school hours, older teens
or neighbors are employed to “babyst” younger children for one or two hours until a
parent arives & home. In some families older sblings fulfill this task while the parent(s)
isare a work. One parent mentioned that ateenage girl “babysat” with the kidsfor an
hour after they got home from school 2 days per week and that on the other days the
children went home with friends to their friends home (where the mother was home) and
then were picked up there. Another parent mentioned that a neighboring mother offered
to pick up her child (dong with her own) and take them home with her for afew hours
after school, for which shewas paid. These arrangements were informally arranged.
Others mentioned the use of after-school programs for children when the children were
younger, and many mentioned an after-school study hour where their children worked on

homework while they waited for aride home or before going to an activity or practice.

Parental Participation in Children’ Activities

Onevery interesting strategy that severd parents mentioned was involvement by
the parentsin their children’s activities. One or more parents in the family participated in
one (or severd) child(ren)’ s activities through coaching, volunteer work, or helping with
organizationd tasks as noted above. Several mothers mentioned participation in scout
troops as leader or volunteer, working as an officer in the PTO, volunteering in their

children’s dlasses a school, and helping in children’s events such as fund-raisers,
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fedtivals, and carnivas. Fathers coached various activities and were involved in the PTO.
Thisinvolvement served at least two purposes. 1) to provide children and parent joint
activities and schedules and 2) to provide some control over the peer group. Inone
family, the father is an assstant Scout master, and coaches soccer and basketball, while
the mother volunteers at the schooal, including working with teachers, with the band, and
going on fidd trips. The mother in this family explained:
| think my hushband and | are involved with SO many activities because we like to
pull together these nice groups of kids . . .with afriendly supportive group of
other kids who have the same.. . . mord vaues, the same orientation toward life. .
if the peer group has a bad influence, then it can be aproblem. (Billie/Tara)
Overdl, parents expressed and exhibited a strong interest in participating in their
children’sactivities. Along these linesit isimportant to note that in some familiesin

which the parents could not attend a particular event they made sure that the grandparents

attended the events and provided transportation for their grandchildren.

Children’sInvolvement in Household Choresand Family Routines

One of theimportant activities mentioned by dmogt al parentsis that their
children were assigned chores around the house. These chores ranged from care of pets,
to vacuuming, to cleaning off the table and loading/unloading the dishwasher, to laundry.
Most children were required to pick up their own possessions and to keep their rooms
tidy and clean. In some families thiswas formaized in terms of a chore list and schedule
with alowance tied to the completion of these chores while in other families there was no
link with any reward or dlowance. About haf of the families provided alowancesto
their children, ranging from $5 to $10 per week, depending on the age of the child and

whether basics such as lunches were to come out of the alowance money.
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Almog dl families had regular dinner times.  Two were unable, for reasons
having nothing to do with schedule, to get together as an entire family. One family made
apoint of dtting down for one forma med aweek —Sunday dinner. The average family
managed a St-down med with everyone present on 3 days during the week. Other days,
dueto children’s and parents schedules, family members ate when they could. Most
thought a family dinner was agood idea and did it when they could, but much of thetime

it was an unattainable ided.

Parent-Child Communication and Negotiation

A number of parents were very explicit about their strategies of exposing children
to avarigty of activities in the hope that they could find something they liked and a
which they could become skilled. Parents used a variety of strategies to make sure that
the child liked these ectivities and closely monitored when it was time to drop them.
These drategies included using atest period for starting new activities and negotiation for
atrid period for dropping the activity. Most parents seemed very sengitive to the
expressed preferences of their children for activity involvement, as they explained:

Wheét I'vetried to do is offer the kids a variety of thingsto try. And then if

something isredly what they want to do, then we go in that direction.
(BillieTara)

Wetry red hard to, not so much tdl our children, but guide them, and give them
lots of choices and let them make some decisions. . . Kids by nature aren't redlly
naturaly very organized, and you want them to be. And thisway they get a
chance to make their own organizationa pattern and skills that work for them. . .
that’ s probably one thing that’ s hard about the structured school activities, isit
makes them alittle bit more organized than they redlly need to be at an early age.
.. but there' s tradeoffs... (Judy/Serena)
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Parents do provide pressure. In an answer to a question about why he chose to play
baseball, one 12-year-old boy sad:
My dad mostly encouraged me. | mean he, he used to play when he was alittle
kid, alot. (Shawn/Jana)

A few children did express problems with their schedules. For example, one boy
found himsdlf overextended when the soccer and baseball seasons overlapped more than
the family hed anticipated. With running involved in both activities he remarked:

“my legs get, sometimes my legs will get sore” (Shawn/Jana)

A 9-year old in an activity 3 hours aday 3 days aweek was pretty tired by Friday:

Like usudly on Fridays|'m like | don’t want to be here [but once I'm there]

sometimes | just pep right up. (SerenalJudy)

How do parents and children negotiate the end of an activity? Children and
parents often talked about how things were going, and children often asked to be dlowed
to quit. Sometimes parents negotiated to the end of the month or to the end of the season
depending upon the cost of the activity and how far dong the season was. Given that the
children seemed very compliant and did not often express dissatisfaction with their
schedules and activities, we asked parents how they knew when children were doing too
much.

[gymnastics] is one sport where you never redly have to worry about a parent

making achild do it, because if achild redly doesn't want to they’ll just find

ways not to do it. (Judy/Serena)

One parent said that she was very sengtive to stressindications (deep

disturbances, catching a cold, crying) (BillieTarad). Many parents commented on what
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they viewed as other parents placing excessve demands on or pushing their children to
participate in particular activities. For example, one mother said:

I’ve seen girlswho have to be there [at gymnastics practice], and they disrupt the

class so the other ones can't get their routine down. And it'sahasde, and findly

sometimes you just have to tell the parent they don't enjoy it, they’re causing
more problems here than they’ re worth on our team. Can you please remove

[them], rethink thisidea. It's not worth it, the kid's miserable, the parents are

grouchy. (Alyson/Pam)
Social Comparison Strategy.

One way that parents use to judtify and to help themsdlves fed satisfied with thelr
own choicesis by continualy comparing themsdvesto “other” families. Parents
compare their parenting and time-use strategies to those of “other” familieswhich are
adways presented in negative terms. Parents seem to recogni ze that they could be doing
“worse,” and use this knowledge to achieve a sense of balance between both the
conflicting needs of various family members and the desires of parerts and their children.

With regard to this last strategy a number of the parents were asked how they see
other familiesin the community coping with the time crunch. Invarigbly the parents
interviewed cogently state that they frequently see other parents in the community
“totaly stressed out,” rushing their children from schoal to activity to activity and
travelling out of town every weekend for yet another soccer or ice hockey tournament.
For example, the fallowing are typica comments along these lines from parents:

| know some people ... the parents redly push the kids to get involved in

not just school activities, but two or three other extracurricular activities at

ared young age. And thekids end up being very burned out, and then

don’t want to do anything. And [the parents say] ‘I’ veinvested dl this

time and energy and money into dance lessons over the last four years and

you will continue on. And then who is actudly doing it? Isit the parents
living through the child, or is it because the kids want to learn a skill?

(Erin/dudy)
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| think parents today in genera are very lax with ther kids. | think parents

today tend to give ther kids physicd things, objects, in place of giving

their kids time and attention. . . They have alot of money, the kids are

given $50 and told to go out and do whatever. . . (Billie/Tard)
It appears that the parents in Riverview draw on these vivid accounts of their harried
neighbors to gain a sense of calm and contentment from their belief thet, while they are
busy, they are not overdoing it like some of their peers. A number of our interviewees
are quite busy. But regardless of how hectic their lives are, every family can identify
another family that isbusier. A possible interpretation of the importance of these socid

comparisonsis that they provide the parents with some energy and satisfaction which

alows them to press on through the difficult days and busy weeks with their children.

Summary and Conclusons

While we have been collecting information through in-depth interviews with
regard to the management of time, what continues to strike us about the parents and
children we are getting to know is how articulate they are about their gods and how well
these busy families manage their weekly schedules and daily activities. We found that
parents were very aware of the importance of enrichment opportunitiesin their children's
lives. While some were more articulate than others, most had clear gods and felt as
though they were in control over their schedules and were making the best decisions for
their families and children’slives. If dressarose, they dedlt with it promptly. Asa

result, we found little evidence that children were overscheduled and under stress.



Through a combination of spending time with their children and through
participation in community activities, most families manage to mekeit. Thus,

Furgtenberg and his associates findings are certainly supported in this quditative study.
However, we found some additiona Strategies not identified in the previous research.
Thisincludes adjugting parental schedules to spend time with the family; calling upon
relaives, neighbors, and friends as well as paid assistants for support; the setting of
priorities, and the use of technology and organization Srategies, maintaining close
communication with children; establishing and keeping family routines; and utilizing
sociad comparison. In generd, it gppears that families use different combinations of the
drategies listed above a different points in time depending on their children’s ages and
the kinds of activitiesthey areinvolved in.

Findly, we found little support for the control/limit-setting strategy Furstenberg
and associates proposed. Instead, most of our parents were very aware of the importance
of granting autonomy to children and the danger of overcontrol. Of coursg, it should be
noted that this community isa smdl, rdatively homogeneous, and safe. Parents probably
have less to worry about than in other communities. In future research we will be
examining a different type of community to see whether these findings are community-

specific or can be generdized beyond Riverview.
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