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Abstract 

Work-family spillover revisited: Is there hope for marital happiness in the  

dual-earner family? 

In the past few decades social scientists have increasingly become aware 
of the dynamic qualities of gender and marital roles in the family. The 
changes taking place in terms of both the role contents and role behaviour 
of especially dual-earner couples have been identified as aspects affecting 
family life to a large extent. The increasing interface between the work and 
family spheres, based on the so-called work-family spillover model, has led 
to the conventional thesis that the non-traditional role behaviour of dual-
earner spouses and marital dissolution are causally related. The strenuous 
lifestyle associated with the dual-earner family may therefore have a 
detrimental effect on marital and familial relationships. 

This article gives, in the first place, an overview of the dilemmas the dual-
earner family may be confronted with. In the second place, possible 
intervening or mediating variables that may come into play in the process of 
facilitating a work-family fit in the dual-earner family are discussed. Recent 
research suggests that these intervening variables may not only help dual-
earner families to cope successfully with strenuous dilemmas, but may even 
contribute to the experience of higher levels of marital integration and 
happiness. 

1. Introduction 

One of the most significant trends of the past few decades, manifesting 
world wide as well as in South Africa and affecting family life extensively, 
is the continuous rise in the rate of married women entering the labour 
market and subsequently the increase in the incidence of dual-earner 
families in society (Smit, 2000a:1; Edwards, 2001:186). As high demands 
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are made on the time and commitment of the dual-earner couple, it 
stands to reason that the labour market participation of both spouses 
could have a profound impact on their marriage and family life. This may 
be due to the fact that the spouses’ labour force participation could 
increase the possibility of conflict between work and family roles, since 
not only men but also women are increasingly defining their career role 
as an additional primary role. Carlson (1990:271) is in this regard, for 
example, of the opinion that “... career and family involvement have 
never been combined easily in the same person”.  

The increasing interface between work and family life has led to the 
conventional belief that married women’s labour market participation and 
marital dissolution are causally related. This relationship may be ex-
plained by means of the work-family spillover model, stating that stress 
experienced in the work sphere may lead to a spillover effect into the 
family sphere and vice versa (Barnett, 1994:648; Paden & Buehler, 1995: 
101). In the light of the above, theorists such as Sekaran (1986) and 
Googins (1991) are of the opinion that the non-traditional lifestyle of the 
modern dual-earner family may result in the incidence of a number of 
challenging and sometimes strenuous dilemmas. The focus on these 
strenuous dilemmas has led, in my opinion, to the oversimplified con-
ventional female employment-divorce argument, stating that “… the 
increases in labor force participation of [married women] have led to the 
higher levels of divorce in advanced societies” (Edwards et al., 1992:59). 
If this is the case, one can therefore ask the question: is there any hope 
for marital happiness in the dual-earner family? 

In trying to answer this crucial question regarding the present and future 
quality of the dual-earner marriage, I turn to more recent studies where 
researchers are no longer concentrating only on the detrimental effects 
of the dual-earner family lifestyle. I am therefore suggesting a close 
scrutiny of research, such as that of Gelles (1995) and Smit (2000a), 
investigating intervening variables which may alleviate stress in the dual-
earner family and which may even contribute to an increase in the 
experience of marital integration and quality. In this article I shall not 
suffice to give only a brief overview of the stressful lifestyle of the dual-
earner family, but shall also focus on the possible intervening variables 
that may come into play in the process of facilitating a work-family fit. 

2. Stress in the dual-earner family 

In emphasising the existence of intervening variables I am, however, not 
negating the reality of the stressful non-traditional lifestyle of the dual-
earner family. The possible impact of these intervening variables on the 
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marital relationship is rather shown in its true light against the backdrop 
of a discussion regarding the stress in the dual-earner family. 

Due to the fact that an increasing number of women are these days 
perceiving their occupation/job as a second primary role alongside that of 
wife/mother, it may be said that there is an increase in the possible 
occurrence of inter-role conflict between the work and family roles. This 
higher incidence of the experience of role conflict and stress can be 
attributed to the competing demands made by the woman’s different 
roles in regard to her limited resources with reference to time and 
energy. This view acts as primary impetus for the argument stating that 
the woman’s labour market participation causes marital and familial 
disorganisation (Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000:986). 

The woman’s (non-traditional) role as labour market participant does not 
only bring about a quantitative increase in role obligations, but may also 
have a (negative) impact on the quality of her relationships with others in 
both the private (family) and public spheres. I would, however, also like 
to emphasise, in light of the rise in the ideology of the new fatherhood, 
that the same might apply to men who have taken on more responsibility 
regarding family activities traditionally associated with the role of the 
wife/mother. This may be attributable to the reciprocal spillover of 
negative, stressful feelings between the work and family environments 
(Sears & Galambos, 1992:789). Consequently, the members of the dual-
earner family may be confronted with a number of strenuous dilemmas. 

2.1 The career-compromise dilemma 

On account of the fact that the dual-earner family is characterised by the 
condition that both spouses are actively involved in the labour market, 
the process of reaching an equitable compromise regarding the value 
attached to each of the spouses’ jobs, can create a dilemma. According 
to Berger et al. (1978:23) the dual-earner couple strive for the ideal 
situation where both spouses have obtained working positions that will 
enable them to  

• reside in the same geographical area;  

• co-ordinate their daily schedules in such a way as to allow them to 
carry out both domestic and child-care task responsibilities;  

• co-ordinate their schedules that will enable them to have time for both 
individual relaxation and leisure time with his/her spouse;  

• obtain optimum satisfaction from their individual careers; and  

• be satisfied with their long-term career objectives.  
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In practice, however, it is not always possible to find the realisation of all 
the elements of this ideal-typical situation. This is especially true for 
career-orientated couples when career opportunities arise for one 
spouse while the other partner must make occupational sacrifices. This 
creates a situation where it is not only difficult for the spouses to reach a 
fair career compromise but which may also place strain on the marital 
relationship (Carter & Carter, 1995:6). From a feminist perspective it is 
important to qualify that due to the prevalence of traditional patriarchal 
values in some families, women are usually the ones in dual-earner 
relationships who have less bargaining power when it comes to 
furthering their careers and who are sometimes compelled to forego 
career-related advancements. 

Apart from the career compromise dilemma, the dual-earner couple may 
be confronted with a set of dilemmas that affect the husband-wife 
relationship extensively. 

2.2 Husband-wife relationship dilemma 

The dual-earner couple may experience a relationship dilemma as a 
consequence of the husband’s attitude towards his wife’s participation in 
the labour market. Whenever the husband has a negative or an apathetic 
attitude towards his wife’s career involvement, she may interpret his 
attitude as one of denying her the opportunity to emulate this traditional 
a-typical female role. The husband’s negative attitude may also be 
accompanied by his unwillingness to adapt to the changes that are 
brought about by a dual-earner family lifestyle (Holmstrom, 1972: 133). 
This may especially be a problem in unconventional asymmetrical marital 
relationships, where the wife has a higher financial income and/or a 
higher level of education (Safilios-Rothschild & Dijkers, 1978:62). 

In addition to the husband’s possible negative attitude towards his wife’s 
labour-force participation, researchers such as Cook (1992:204) and 
Wilkie et al. (1998:577) state that, notwithstanding the fact that husbands 
have become slightly more involved in household activities traditionally 
associated with the role of the wife, the working married woman is still 
responsible for most of the domestic and child-care responsibilities. This 
disparity in the allocation of household responsibilities is not only evident 
in countries such as the USA (Menaghan & Parcel, 1990:1085; Beno-
kraitis, 1996:266) and Canada (Brayfield, 1992:25), but is also prevalent 
in South Africa, as seen in the research of Maconachie (1992:115) and 
Smit (2000b:83). 

Combined with the manifold demands of the woman’s occupational role, 
these husband-wife relationship dilemmas may lead to high levels of role 
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overload and marital conflict (Kluwer et al., 1997:648). The spouses in 
the dual-earner family are not only confronted with husband-wife 
relationship dilemmas, but are also exposed to the possible experience 
of stressors relating to parenthood.  

2.3 Parenthood dilemma 

The dual-earner couple may experience feelings of guilt based on 
arguments by theorists such as Belsky and Eggebeen (1991:1083) that 
the mother’s occupational involvement may have a negative impact on 
her children. The dual-earner couple is, furthermore, confronted with 
arguments regarding the so-called absent father syndrome which, 
according to Biller (1995:74), may have a negative influence on a child’s 
self-esteem and intellectual and social proficiency. 

This experience of guilt may escalate in cases where the parents cannot 
afford the high financial costs of professional child-care facilities. Moen 
(1992:90) is of the opinion that in situations where parents, due to 
logistical and/or financial reasons, cannot make use of professional child-
care facilities, and thus have to rely on the help of family members and 
non-professional child-caretakers, parents may experience intense 
feelings of distress regarding their children’s physical, mental and 
psychological development and well-being. 

2.4 Social network dilemmas 

Due to a tight time schedule it is sometimes difficult for dual-earner 
couples to sustain ties with an extensive social network. This may create 
feelings of animosity on the part of friends and kin (Sekaran, 1986:187). 
It may also be the experience of these couples that members of their 
social network are critical of the non-traditional lifestyle of the dual-earner 
family. As also voiced by Wiersma (1994:213), I would like to emphasise 
that the decline in the quantity and/or quality of social network ties is 
paradoxical insofar as the dual-earner family, with its strenuous lifestyle, 
needs the support of significant others all the more. 

2.5 Role overload dilemma 

Due to the multiple role demands in both the work and family spheres, 
the dual-earner couple’s experience of role overload may be unavoid-
able. This role overload is not only the consequence of the numerical 
increase in role-obligations, but it is also related to the duality of 
emotional commitment to a multitude of sometimes conflicting role 
demands (Jordan et al., 1989:30; Benokraitis, 1996:395). 
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The role-overload dilemma can become even more problematic in cases 
where one or both the spouses are involved in a so-called greedy 
occupation (Handy, 1978:37). Individuals in these occupations are ex-
pected to be highly committed, not only to their jobs per se, but also to 
the larger organisation. Among the demands made by these occupations 
are long working hours, periodic geographical separation from the family 
and a constant preoccupation with work-related issues, which may lead 
to an escalation in marital tension (Pittman, 1994:207; Smit, 2000b:79). 

2.6 Time management dilemma 

When both spouses are employed full-time, their work-schedule rigidity 
may impede their ability to accommodate family-related responsibilities in 
their tight time schedules, resulting, according to Barnett (1994:648), in 
possible negative spillovers from the work to the family sphere. Although 
both spouses may experience this so-called “time crunch” (Crouter et al., 
1987:431), it is especially the working married woman who finds herself 
vulnerable to this dilemma. Hantrais (1990:150) says in this regard that:  

The price paid was the lack of personal time and the feeling of guilt if 
(an unusual occurrence) any free time was not used to be with children. 
Most women consequently found that they have to forego their own free 
time and, in some cases, reduce the amount of sleep they had, so that 
their children did not ‘suffer’ from having a working mother.  

The problematic result is that the working married woman, due to a lack 
of relaxation, may experience an accumulation of strain that can once 
again have a negative impact on her marital and familial relationships 
(Carter & Carter, 1995:9). 

2.7 Physical and mental health dilemma 

Although some theorists such as Moen (1992:52) argue that career 
women enjoy better health than women who do not participate in the 
labour market, other theorists are of the opinion that working married 
women do not only place their own health at risk, but also that of their 
families. Numerous studies indicate for example the relationship between 
occupational stress and the incidence of psychosomatic ailments such as 
hypertension, chronic fatigue, eating disorders, cardiovascular diseases 
and peptic ulcers (Davidson & Cooper, 1983:52, Long & Kahn, 1993:185, 
Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000:986). 

It seems, however, that it is not the woman’s occupational involvement 
per se that has a profound impact on her own and her family’s health, but 
rather the degree to which she may experience role overload and role 
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conflict as a result of combining a multitude of roles (Googins, 1991:135, 
Long & Kahn, 1993:185).  

Contradicting research results also exist regarding the relationship 
between job-related stress and the dual-earner couple’s emotional and 
mental well-being. According to Sekaran (1986:45) and Carter and 
Carter (1995:102) wives with professional careers fall in a high-risk 
category when it comes to the quality of their mental health. McGrath et 
al. (1993:86) note in this regard that: “Despite the obvious advantages of 
professional status, career women appear to struggle with a variety of 
conflicts and stressors ... and have a higher incidence of depression and 
suicide than women in the general population.” 

Linked to the quality of mental health, is the importance of the way in 
which the spouses view themselves with regard to their different family 
roles. 

2.8 Role-identity dilemma 

If the spouses in the dual-earner family have internalised the traditional 
gender ideology, they are more likely to experience the role-identity 
dilemma as a result of the conflict between their traditional gender-role 
orientation and their non-traditional dual-earner family lifestyle (Sekaran, 
1986:7). A man with a traditional gender-role orientation would for 
example be less willing to be responsible for those domestic and child-
care responsibilities traditionally associated with the role of wife/mother. 
As a result conflicts may arise due to the incongruence in the expected, 
preferred and enacted behaviour within the context of the dual-earner 
family (Greenstein, 2000:323; Smit, 2000a:100). 

It thus seems clear from a symbolic interactionist perspective that 
because of the individual’s blurred role-identity it may be difficult for the 
person to define the nature and contents of the expected role behaviour 
vis-à-vis his/her spouse and children. Consequently, although the 
spouses may try to bring about a marital relationship based on egali-
tarian principles, they occasionally tend to revert back to the stereotypical 
gender and marital role values. This state of affairs may have a negative 
impact on the conjugal relationship. 

2.9 Normative dilemma 

The normative dilemma arises as a result of an incongruence between 
society’s traditionally imposed gender and family-related values and the 
non-traditional lifestyle and role behaviour of the dual-earner family 
(Sekaran, 1986:188). 
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I find that the normative dilemma is best illustrated by the following: 
During the 1980s and the years that followed an ambivalent attitude 
developed towards career-orientated married women. On the one hand 
there is still the prevalence of a disapproving attitude towards married 
women (especially those with pre-school children) who deviate from the 
traditional role as homemaker and primary child-caretaker. On the other 
hand, however, society gives its moral support to those women who 
would like to have it all. This is evident in the emphasis placed on the 
superwoman ideology as portrayed inter alia by popular woman 
magazines. Due to the fact that not all women are able to live up to the 
expectations of this idealised picture of the perfect wife, mother and 
employee, the feeling of role overload may be unavoidable to many, 
especially those who have an external locus of control (Sekaran, 1986: 
188). 

It would create a gender-biased picture if one does not emphasise that 
with the rise of the ideology of the new fatherhood, men in the dual-
earner family have increasingly become aware of the experience of the 
normative dilemma. The ambiguity surrounding the role of husband/ 
father is evident in the following words of Griswold (1993:244): “... 
fatherhood of recent decades has become a kaleidoscope of images and 
trends, a sure sign that it has lost cultural coherence ... fatherhood ... is 
now fraught with ambiguity and confusion. Not so surprisingly, so, too, 
are the fathers themselves”. 

The high incidence of families who experience the aforementioned dual-
earner family-related dilemmas is used by some theorists to substantiate 
the conventional belief that married women’s employment and marital 
dissolution and even the formal termination of marital relationships are 
causally related (Edwards et al., 1992:59). According to this traditional 
argument, although not all dual-earner marriages end in divorce, the 
possibility does exist that the members of the dual-earner family might 
experience higher levels of stress and lower levels of marital integration 
in comparison to single-income families where the wives do not 
participate in the labour market. 

Without denying the fact that the dual-earner family lifestyle may bring 
about the experience of stress and strain, I see the necessity for shifting 
the emphasis away from only focusing on the detrimental effects of this 
non-traditional family lifestyle, to the existence of intervening variables 
that may not only alleviate the stress in the dual-earner family, but which 
may also contribute to higher levels of marital quality.  
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3. Possible intervening variables 

In the discussion of the existence of possible intervening variables, I take 
as my point of departure the so-called mediation hypothesis. According 
to this hypothesis a number of intervening variables may contribute to the 
notion of a work/family fit, conceptualised as the perception of balance in 
the complex exchange between the work and family spheres. These 
intervening variables act, therefore, as mediators in the relationship 
between the labour market participation of both spouses and the 
experience of marital integration (Pittman, 1994:189). Based on an 
overview of diverse, relevant and subject-related literature, two sets of 
intervening variables can be identified, i.e. family-related and work-
related variables. 

3.1 Family-related variables: the husband-wife relationship 

The following number of variables, associated with the conjugal 
relationship, may have an impact on the dual-earner couple’s experience 
of marital integration. 

3.1.1  The husband’s attitude towards his wife’s labour-market 

participation 

In contrast to marital relationships where husbands do not support their 
wives in their labour-market endeavours, both spouses experience 
higher levels of marital quality when the husband takes his wife’s career 
seriously, is proud of her occupational achievements and display a 
general attitude of supportiveness (Vannoy & Philliber, 1992:395). The 
husband’s general attitude towards the family’s dual-earner lifestyle 
manifests inter alia in his alacrity to become more involved in the 
household’s day-to-day domestic activities. 

3.1.2  The husband’s participation in domestic task responsibilities 

Theorists such as Benokraitis (1996:266), Wilkie et al. (1998:577) and 
Sandberg and Cornfield (2000:166) are of the opinion that, notwith-
standing the fact that wives still bear the brunt of the preponderance of 
the responsibilities for domestic tasks, husbands have become slightly 
more involved in household activities that are traditionally associated with 
the role of the wife. This tendency is quite significant in the light of 
research results that indicate that the spouses’ perceived equality in the 
allocation of domestic task responsibilities may not only contribute to 
their experience of enhanced marital happiness, but may also minimise 
their experience of role overload (Piña & Bengtson, 1993:902). This goes 
hand-in-hand with whether or not the dual-earner spouses define the 
division of labour as fair (Wilkie et al., 1998:577). Blair and Johnson 
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(1992:580) mention in this regard that “… [the] perception of fairness has 
to do with more than relieving the wife of onerous labour, probably with 
the symbolic value of men’s demonstration of their concern with fairness 
by contributing to household labour”. 

3.1.3  Emotion work 

Thompson (1991:186) and Smit (2000a:259) mention that although men 
are marginally more involved in the performance of domestic tasks, 
rather than equally sharing the domestic workload, these men are more 
prone to support their wives in a symbolic way by doing emotion work. 
Emotion work refers to the active, rational attempt to manage one’s own 
emotions to bring about a discernible facial, bodily and/or verbal ‘display’ 
in the endeavour to enhance the spouse’s emotional well-being 
(Hochschild, 1979:561; Erickson, 1993:888). Traditionally, according to 
Erickson (1993:890), the performance of emotion work was embedded 
within the wife/mother’s family responsibilities. Expressive qualities have, 
however, also become more manifest in the role of the husband/father, 
especially insofar as more men are actively becoming aware of the 
importance of the performance of emotion work vis-à-vis their wives. This 
is especially important in light of the possible relationship between the 
performance of emotion work and the enhancement of the experience of 
marital satisfaction (Smit, 2000a:655). 

3.1.4  Time management 

As a preventative measure against the experience of role overload, the 
implementation of time-management strategies such as sequencing 
and/or prioritising time investment in work and family activities and 
responsibilities can be invaluable (Johnson & Mortimer, 2000:220). 
Theorists such as Googins (1991:42) and Becker and Moen (1999:1003) 
are of the opinion that the more successful the dual-earner couple’s time 
management strategies, the more likely they will be to experience high 
levels of marital integration. It is, however, also important that provision is 
made in the couple’s time schedules for both individual and familial 
recreation and leisure activities (Googins, 1991:42). 

One of the ways in which time-management difficulties, due to the 
simultaneous incumbency of family and work roles, can be addressed is 
by accepting help from other family members (for example when 
grandparents keep an eye on their grandchildren, while the parents are 
working late). When discussing time management and the practical 
allocation of domestic labour in the household, I would like to stress the 
necessity to take into consideration the prevalence of domestic service in 
South Africa. A paid domestic worker may not only lighten the burden 
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regarding time consuming domestic task obligations in the dual-earner 
household, but may also be involved in child-care activities, and 
therefore alleviate the couple’s possible experience of role overload 
(Lewis, 1992:10).  

3.1.5  Commitment to growth in the marriage 

Although this variable is of cardinal importance in all marital relation-
ships, it is even of more importance in the dual-earner family. I am of the 
opinion that regardless of the positive impact of all the other family-
related intervening variables, if both the dual-earner spouses are not 
committed to growth in their marriage, the experience of a high level of 
marital integration and happiness will not be possible. Their commitment 
to “make their (dual-earner) marriage work”, may become a mediating 
factor in the possible negative relationship between the labour-market 
participation of both spouses and the experience of marital integration 
(Gelles, 1995:242).  

Apart from the family-related variables relating to the husband-wife 
relationship, a number of variables associated with the relationship 
between parent and child can also be of great importance. 

3.2 Family-related variables: the parent-child relationship 

The presence of children in the family brings about a number of 
additional intervening variables that may have a mediating influence on 
the dual-earner couple’s marital quality.  

3.2.1  The parents’ perception of the impact of parental labour-market 

participation on their children’s well-being 

Many theorists such as Belsky and Eggebeen (1991:1083) believe that 
maternal employment may have negative effects on child well-being. In 
more recent studies, however, no significant negative relationship was 
found between either maternal or paternal employment and children’s 
cognitive abilities (Parcel et al., 2000:190). Moen (1992:86) refers for 
example to research results indicating that children whose mothers are 
full-time employees are more likely to show independence and self-
assurance than children with mothers who do not participate in the labour 
market. These findings may bring about a more positive attitude towards 
parental employment and may consequently facilitate a better work-
family fit in the dual-earner family. 
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3.2.2  The husband’s participation in child-care responsibilities 

Theorists such as Lamb (1995:33) and Kalmijn (1999:409) have found 
that high levels of marital satisfaction are associated with high levels of 
paternal involvement in day-to-day child-care activities. Volling and 
Belsky (1991:472) and Smit (2000a:92) indicate in this regard that dual-
earner couples who share in child-care responsibilities experience higher 
levels of marital quality than those couples where only the wife is 
responsible for child-care. This can be attributed to the possibility that the 
spouses may take delight in each other’s as well as their children’s 
presence during activities where both parents participate in child-care. 
Due to time constraints, the dual-earner couple is usually unable, when it 
comes to child-care responsibilities, to cope on their own and is therefore 
compelled to make use of other forms of child-care assistance. 

3.2.3  Child-care 

In contrast to situations where high quality and affordable child-care is 
not readily available (Hofferth, 2000:136), the dual-earner couple may 
experience higher levels of mental well-being when they, according to 
Rowe (1978:98), adhere to the following principle regarding child-care: 
“… children are much likeliest to thrive if the parents are happy about 
their work and child-care decisions, and if the care takers are stable, 
responsive and consistent.” 

It is clear from the above discussion that the dual-earner couple’s marital 
quality may be influenced by both conjugal and parental intervening 
variables. Apart from these variables there are also variables related to 
the working environment that may have a mediating influence on the 
relationship between the couple’s labour-market participation and their 
experience of marital integration. 

3.3 Work-related variables 

Due to the fact that the spouses’ occupational involvement plays such a 
central role in their dual-earner family lifestyle, I find it to be important, in 
the light of the spillover model, to focus on work-related intervening 
variables that may alleviate potential stress in the dual-earner family. 

3.3.1  Career involvement and ambition 

Contrary to the general perception that the spouses’ high career ambition 
has a negative influence on their marital quality, theorists such as O’Neil 
and Greenberger (1994:109) and Smit (2000a:651) have found a com-
plementary relationship between a high commitment to success in the 
work arena and a high commitment to growth in the marriage. Hence, 
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according to Smit (2000a:67), the professional orientation and ambition 
of the dual-earner spouses may contribute positively to marital adjust-
ment, while marital adjustment may also be conducive to positive 
functioning in the occupational environment. Related to career involve-
ment and ambition is the spouses’ perception of their experienced 
occupational stress and satisfaction. 

3.3.2  Occupational stress and satisfaction 

It is clear from the research done by Zimbler et al. (1985:68) that the 
experience of stress can affect the individual both positively and 
negatively. Quick and Quick (1984:154) are of the opinion that each 
individual has his/her own optimal stress level when it comes to so-called 
functional stress (or eustress). Eustress is associated with positive well-
being, flexibility, adaptability and high performance levels. Once this 
optimal stress level is exceeded, the individual experiences the stress as 
a negative force and its influence as counter-productive. 

It is these negative qualities associated with stress in the working 
environment that may have a detrimental effect on family relationships. 
Occupational stress, due to inter alia long working hours and undesirable 
working conditions (Moen, 1989:8) may, according to Hughes et al. 
(1992:34) and Bumpus et al. (1999:466), contribute to an escalation in 
marital conflict and arguments.  

If the dual-earner spouses are, however, able to cope successfully with 
occupational stress (Barnett, 1994:647) or are experiencing high levels of 
occupational satisfaction, these positive qualities in the work sphere may 
have a spillover effect into the family environment. This positive spillover 
may, according to Hughes et al. (1992:40) and Pittman (1994:185), 
enhance the spouses’ experience of marital quality and companionship. 

3.3.3  Organisational culture 

There is an increasing demand in society for employers to be more 
accommodating towards their employees’ family responsibilities, without 
making any distinction between the employees on the basis of their 
gender. The closer the formal organisation move towards becoming a so-
called family-friendly employer or a pro-family workplace, the more 
opportunities are created for equal parenting to take place in the (dual-
earner) family (Gerson, 1993:237). This positive family-orientated organi-
sational culture is characterised in the first place by the availability of 
alternative (or flexible) employment patterns. These patterns include for 
example flexi-time; flexi-workplace; telecommuting; job-sharing and part-
time work (Carter & Carter, 1995:165; Becker & Moen, 1999:1004). 
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In the second place, in order to establish a pro-family organisational 
culture, it is important for an organisation to have a flexible parental 
policy. This policy must make provision for both on the one hand, 
parental leave (Sandberg & Cornfield, 2000:167) and on the other hand, 
child-care facilities and/or assistance (Moen, 1992:111; Hofferth, 2000: 
153). The smaller the so-called culture gap between the organisational 
culture and the employees’ (strenuous) dual-earner lifestyle, the easier it 
will become for the dual-earner couple to establish a work-family fit that 
can be conducive to marital integration (Bowen & Orthner, 1991:206; 
Smit, 2000a:75).      

4. Conclusion 

In order to maintain healthy marital and familial relationships, the dual-
earner couple needs to establish a workable work-family fit. This work-
family fit is imperative for the experience of marital integration, as is clear 
from the following statement made by Pittman (1994:203): “Work-family 
fit directly, and negatively, predicted marital tension. As fit increased, 
marital tension declined.” 

A work-family fit is of even more importance in the light of the fact that 
family roles in many societies, as in the case of South Africa, are in a 
process of (necessary) change. It is highly debatable whether these 
changes in gender and marital roles (especially the way in which they 
have changed in the dual-earner family) may be considered an antece-
dent factor for family decline, as voiced by Popenoe (1993). I believe that 
rather than these changes being elements of the “end-of-the-line family”, 
to use Popenoe’s (1993:540) concept, it may be indicative of adaptation 
to a changing social environment, which occurs to preserve and strength-
en families. 

Looking at the situation of the dual-earner family as a whole, there is 
evidence that the changes regarding gender and marital roles, such as 
the husband/father’s increased involvement in the domestic environment 
and the wife/mother’s labour-market participation, do not necessarily 
have a detrimental effect on family life as voiced by the supporters of the 
spillover model. This finding necessitates the theoretical revision of this 
spillover model, i.e. shifting the focus away from a simple negative 
cause-and-effect relationship to that of a model which takes into conside-
ration the possible existence of a multitude of variables that may mediate 
the relationship between the labour-market participation of both spouses 
and the nature of the quality of the marital relationship. It is furthermore 
important to stress the positive spillover that may take place between the 
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work and family milieu, and which may enhance the quality of 
relationships and role performance in both these life spheres. 

The crucial question asked in the title of this article, i.e. is there hope for 
marital happiness in the dual-earner family, may be answered in the 
affirmative based on the way work-related and family-related intervening 
variables interact to alleviate the stress caused by the dual-earner family 
lifestyle and even contribute to an increased experience of marital 
integration, marital happiness and quality of family life.  
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