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Executive	Summary	
Background:	In	the	past	fifty	years,	families	in	the	USA	have	changed	in	configuration,	size	and	
dynamics.	The	percentage	of	families	that	do	not	conform	to	the	traditional	family	unit	(married	
mother	and	father	with	children)	has	increased	as	there	are	more	single-parent	families,	LGBTQ	
families	 and	 interracial	 families.	 The	 proportion	 of	 unmarried	 or	 divorced	 families	 has	 also	
increased,	as	it	has	the	number	of	married	and	unmarried	couples	that	opt	to	not	have	children	
and,	 additionally,	more	 couples	 are	 opting	 for	 adoption	 and	 foster	 parenting	 (Pew	 Research	
Center	 2010).	 	 Furthermore,	 the	 percentage	 of	 households	 where	 all	 the	 adults	 work	 has	
increased,	 which	 impacts	 the	 amount	 and	 quality	 of	 time	 available	 for	 family	 activities	 and	
household	chores	(Bianchi,	Robinson	and	Milkie	2006).	These	and	other	trends	have	led	to	the	
identification	of	“work-family	balance”	as	an	important	challenge	of	our	times,	one	that	families	
have	 been	 facing	 for	 decades	 and	 that	 institutions	 are	 only	 starting	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	
(Hochschild	2013).	Although	there	are	many	aspects	of	family	life	that	are	challenging	to	balance	
with	workplace	demands,	childcare	has	been	specifically	identified	as	one	that	needs	attention	
(Desilver	2014).		

Methods:	 	Study	 goal:	 To	 describe	 the	perceptions	 that	 some	DU	 community	members	with	
children	 have	 about	 work-family	 balance	 with	 attention	 to	 challenges,	 difficulties	 and	
institutional	responses.	Study	design:	Descriptive,	cross-sectional,	qualitative	study.	Population	
and	sample:	We	recruited	63	University	of	Denver	students	(13),	staff	(14)	and	faculty	(36)	who	
are	 responsible	 of	 parenting	 at	 least	 one	 child	 under	 10	 years	 of	 age.	 We	 used	 purposive	
sampling.	which	consists	 in	actively	 finding	 individuals	who	meet	 the	criteria.	Data	collection:	
Semi	 structured	 interviews	 (January	 23-February	 8,	 2017),	 in	 person,	 audio	 recorded	 and	
transcribed	 within	 one	 week.	 Participants’	 autonomy,	 confidentiality	 and	 anonymity	 were	
protected	 throughout	 the	 process.	 Data	 analysis:	 Thematic	 analysis,	 which	 consists	 in	 the	
systematic	 identification	of	 themes	 in	 the	 interview	 transcripts,	 followed	by	 their	 conceptual	
organization	 and	 hierarchization.	 Research	 team:	 sixty-six	 undergraduate	 students	 taking	
Cultural	Anthropology	(ANTH	2010)	 in	winter	2017,	four	graduate	teaching	assistants	and	one	
course	instructor.	

Findings:	Student	participants	portrayed	work/life	balance	as	set	of	 interconnected	situations	
and	relations	that	go	from	the	deeply	personal	to	the	interpersonal,	communal	and	institutional.	
Aiming	at	capturing	such	complexity,	we	organized	our	findings	in	four	themes:	work/life	balance,	
family	dynamics,	personal	challenges	and	support.	Participants	told	us	about	their	struggles	when	
negotiating	work	and	life	responsibilities	which	often	lead	to	feelings	of	guilt,	which	are	mediated	
by	their	colleagues’	reactions,	schedule	flexibility,	their	job	situation	and	the	presence	or	absence	
of	maternity	 leave.	Family	dynamics	reflected	a	tension	between	a	narrative	of	 independence	
and	one	of	dependence	in	raising	children,	highlighting	the	importance	of	social	networks,	both	
of	which	are	also	affected	by	immigration	status	and	intra-household	negotiations	particularly,	
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with	their	partners.	Personal	challenges	relate	primarily	with	time	management	and	establishing	
clear	boundaries	between	work	and	family,	which	related	to	managing	emails,	organization	and	
scheduling	of	activities,	maintaining	a	financial	balance,	and	solving	transportation	needs,	all	of	
which	were	mediated	the	ability	parents	have	of	controlling	a	flexible	work	schedule,	an	ability	
greatly	diminished	among	students.	Support	parents	need	related	to	child	care	goes	from	the	
one	that	happens	in	interpersonal	interactions	with	neighbors,	friends,	relatives	and	colleagues,	
to	the	institutionalized	forms	of	support,	where	participants	expressed	their	frustration	for	the	
insufficiency	of	accessible	options	in	Denver,	the	lack	of	options	at	DU,	and	the	inaccessibility	of	
DU’s	Fisher	Early	Learning	Center.	

Conclusions	and	recommendations:	Participant’s	ability	to	control	their	schedules	together	with	
their	financial	and	social	capital	seem	to	shape	important	differences	in	the	ability	that	parents	
have	for	balancing	work	and	life.	Students,	single	parents	and	recent	immigrants	seem	to	have	a	
combination	of	elements	that	add	to	the	challenges.	At	the	interpersonal	 level,	simple	acts	of	
kindness,	 sympathy	 and	 empathy	 in	 the	 everyday	 interactions	 seem	 to	 make	 an	 important	
difference	to	parents.	The	perception	that	many	of	the	student	participants	expressed	about	the	
academy	not	being	comfortable	with	children,	families	or	parents	could	be	addressed	by	making	
it	normal	to	talk	about	all	these	aspects	of	life.	At	the	institutional	level,	efforts	could	be	made	at	
reaching	 out	 to	 parents,	 especially	 students	 and	 single	 parents,	 to	 offer	 them	 guidance	 and	
support	that	 is	already	in	place	at	DU,	such	as	counselling	and	wellbeing	resources,	as	well	as	
orientation	 related	 to	 institutional	 policies.	 Policies	 related	 to	maternity	 and	 paternity	 leave	
should	 be	 refined	 to	 ensure	 that	 they	 do	 not	 negatively	 affect	 those	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	
support.	 Convenient,	 affordable	 and	 sustainable	 on-campus	 child	 care	 options	 should	 be	
seriously	considered	given	that	they	would	enhance	the	possibilities	for	parents	to	participate	in	
activities	 at	DU.	Events	 should	be	organized	where	members	of	 the	DU	community	have	 the	
opportunity	to	share	not	as	students,	staff	or	faculty,	but	as	members	of	families.	

 


