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THE 500 HUNDRED FAMILY STUDY 
The Sloan Center on Parents, Children and Work completed an original data collection 
involving 500 families: 300 families with teenage children and 200 families with 
kindergarten-age children. In order to accomplish this massive data collection task, they 
trained and employed the interviewing skills of close to 40 graduate students, advanced 
undergraduates, post-doctoral fellows and faculty members. 

Families with teenage children were drawn from 7 cities across the United States. 
Families with kindergarten-age children were drawn from 3 local sites. With one 
exception, the study sites were also used in the Sloan Study of Youth and Social 
Development, a longitudinal study of adolescents conducted from 1992-1997. The sites 
were selected to allow follow up with a small number of families from the Alfred P. 
Sloan Study of Youth and Social Development. 

Sixty-three families from the Study of Youth and Social Development consented to 
participate in the working family study. The remaining families were recruited through 
the schools and solicitations by phone, mail, and newspaper advertisements. 

Data collection included surveys, qualitative interviews, standardized child assessments, 
and the Experience Sampling Method (ESM). The ESM is a signal-contingent data 
collection method in which participants wear specially programmed wristwatches that 
signal them to answer brief questionnaires at randomly chosen moments throughout the 
day for a 7-day period. To validate the data collected by the ESM, two experiments based 
on standard time diary methods were conducted during the course of the study. The 
results of these experiments are being used to compare the findings of ESM with other 
forms of time diary data collections. 

Supplementary Data Collection 

To supplement the data collected from families with teenage children, an abridged 
version of the adolescent survey was administered to a cohort of 527 ninth graders from 
one of the sites. The parents of all students who completed the survey in school were sent 
an abridged version of the parent survey to complete and return by mail. 

 
500 FAMILY STUDY RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1.How do dual career families manage and organize their resources and time between 
family and work? 

2.How do work conditions, including characteristics of the job and workplace 
environment, affect the quality of relationships among household members? 

3.How do dual career parents manage the moral and social development and learning 
experiences of their children? 

4.How do the work-related responsibilities of working parents affect their child’s 
moral, social, and educational development? 

5.What effect is consumerism and technology having on how working families direct 
the moral and social development of their children? 
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6.What do parents believe is their role regarding the child-care of their children and 
how they should fulfill that role both in terms of time and in the allocation of 
economic and social resources? What are some of the resources in the community 
that parents use to supervise their children? 

7.How do families regard the “free time” of adolescents and how they allocate 
adolescent “free time” in maintenance of the household? 

8.What is the quality of relationships among family members? 
 
Summary 
The Alfred P. Sloan Center on Parents, Children, and Work at the University of Chicago 
seeks to examine how working families make investments in time and resources, how 
these choices are made, the effects these investments have on the quality of family 
relationships, and the resulting socialization of school-age children and adolescents. The 
Center’s work focuses on analyzing existing databases as well as conducting original data 
collections. The Center conducted intensive interviews with several hundred working 
families to comprehensively investigate the social and economic contexts that impact 
family investments and relationships in both the household and workplace.  
 
STUDY OBJECTIVES 
The 500 Family Study was designed to obtain in-depth information on middle class dual-
career families across the United States. To fully grasp the complex dynamics facing 
today’s working families, over 500 families from eight cities across the country were 
studied. To address the different issues facing parents of with adolescents and younger 
children, both families with adolescents and kindergarteners were sampled. Multiple 
methods were used to learn about the work and family experiences of middle class, dual 
income families.  
 
Working mothers and fathers are now splitting their time between three jobs (and 2 
people), the responsibilities of the family as well as their respective occupations. This 
study of 500 families explores how work affects the lives and well being of parents and 
their children.  
 
SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS & SITES 
The 500 Family Study sample was comprised of (approximately) 500 dual-career, middle 
class families residing in 8 communities across the country. The initial sample (N = 300) 
was selected from the Sloan Study of Youth and Social Development. Seven of the 
communities included in SSYSD were selected for the 500 Family Study. An additional 
community was added to increase access to families with kindergarteners. 

 
In order to gather a representative sample, sites were located in the Midwest, Southeast, 
Northeast, as well as the West Coast. Five sites were located in the Midwest (Maple, 
Forest Bluff, Kingston, Metawa, and Cedar). [The school system in 1 of the Midwestern 
communities requested that an additional cohort of adolescents and their families be 
included in the study. Abridged versions of the instruments were administered to a cohort 
of 527 ninth graders and 182 of their parents.] One site was located in the Southeast 



(Feldnor), one site was located in the Northeast (Middle Brook), and one was located on 
the West Coast (Del Mar).  
 
All of these communities represent varying degrees of urbanization, labor force 
composition, and socioeconomic status. Half of the communities sampled were 
predominantly upper middle class. The majority (roughly 60-70%) of parents sampled 
were college educated professionals whose family incomes were above $50,000 per year. 
The remaining communities were predominantly middle and lower-middle class. 
Roughly 20-30% of adults in these communities had earned college or advanced degrees 
and the median family income ranged from $40,000 to $44,000.  
 
Families were solicited by phone, mail, and newspaper advertisements. In each of the 8 
communities permission from school administration was obtained to send out 
informational packets. In addition, families were referred to the study by parents already 
participating in the study.  
 
 
Family Type N 
Adolescent Families 327 
Kindergarten Families 157 
Adolescent and Kindergarten Families 28 
Total 512 
 
 
Key Sample Characteristics 

• The majority of parents in the study were married and living together (80%)1 
• In 4% of families, parents lived together in a marriage-like relationship, including 

6 same sex couples with children.  
• 11% of parents were divorced 
• 4% of families were headed by single mothers who do not live with their 

child(ren)’s fathers 
• 1% of parents were widowed 
• Parents in this study had higher education; in over 90% of families at least one 

parent has at least a college degree. 50% of mothers and 65% of fathers held at 
least a master’s degree. Parents in the sample worked in a variety of occupations 
with the highest proportion (over 30%) employed as executives or managers. 
Parents in this study also earn relatively high incomes. Over 50% of fathers 
earned more than $75,000 per year. Although mothers were less likely than their 
male counterparts to report high incomes, 14% of mothers reported annual 
incomes of more than $75,000 per year. Consistent with the occupational 
breakdown, parents in the study also reported long work hours. More than half of 
the fathers in the sample reported working 46 or more hours per week. More than 
20% of mothers reported similar work schedules. 

                                                 
1 The intent of the study was to examine dual-career couples with children, over time changed in the status 
of participating families occurred. Some parents lost their jobs, other separated, divorced, and remarried. 



• Study participation: One strength of the 500 Family Study is the high participation 
rates of fathers. In many large scale national studies information about the family 
is obtained from only one family member, usually the mother.  

• Adolescent breakdown: 52% female, 48% male. Most adolescents in the sample 
reported grades of B or higher. 

• Young children in the study were typically 5 or 6 years old and were enrolled in 
kindergarten. Similar to the adolescent sample, 52% male and 48% female.  

 
DATA COLLECTION/METHODOLOGY 
Data were collected from 1999 to 2000 during which time teams of researchers met with 
participating family members in their homes. To ensure confidentiality, all individuals 
were assigned identification numbers to label data with; names do not appear on any 
study materials. All study participants were given an orientation to the study and 
instruments. ESM signaling began the day after this orientation. To prevent family 
members from influencing each other’s responses, researchers asked that individuals 
keep their responses to themselves. Families were instructed to send their ESM booklets 
back to the Center immediately after completing their week. The quality of all the data 
was carefully monitored. In the event that survey items were missing, respondents were 
contacted to retrieve missing or un-interpretable information to ensure that each 
respondent had a complete set of data. 
 
Instruments/Methodology – 3 major methodologies (“triangulating data”) 
 
ESM 
The ESM is a unique method for examining how individuals spend their time, who they 
spend it with, and what activities they are engaged in over the course of a typical week. 
The ESM is useful for eliciting the subjective experiences of respondents when in their 
natural environments. It allows the respondents to report their activities as they occur, 
throughout the day, while simultaneously detailing their cognitive and affective states. 
This methodology allows researchers to examine how differences in time, location, 
physical, and social environments affect the quality of experience. For example, the ESM 
data allows researchers to identify what day-to-day activities respondents enjoy the least, 
find the most stressful, feel the most productive when engaged in, etc. For the purposes of 
this study, it allowed researchers to identify continuities and discontinuities in the lives of 
working families as well as the range of activities and experiences that occur in the 
socially diverse settings of their lives. It also allowed researchers to pinpoint high and 
low points as working families negotiate the worlds or work, school, and family.   
 
For this study respondents wore pre-programmed wrist watches that signaled the focal 
students randomly eight times each day at different intervals (no less than 30 minutes 
apart and no more than 2 hours apart) from 7:30am through 10:30pm over the course of a 
week. The predetermined schedule was designed to be unpredictable and changed each 
day. This provided researchers with a representative sample of each person’s moods and 
activities for that day and week. The emotion was recorded as it was experienced 
naturally rather than being experimentally induced in a laboratory.  
 



When possible, family members were placed on identical signaling schedules to provide 
researchers with a scope of family activities. At the time of each beep, participants were 
asked to complete a self-report form which asked them to answer a number of open-
ended questions about their location, activities, who they were with, and psychological 
states. Several Likert and semantic-differential scales were used to assess participants’ 
psychological states.  
 
Respondents provided over 45,000 ESM responses during the week of signaling. 
Participants were typically signaled 8 times a day for 7 consecutive days (56 signals per 
person/per week). In some cases, schedules were modified to accommodate respondents 
who were awake for substantially fewer or greater than 16 hours each day. Although 
respondents were asked to respond to all beeps at the time of signal, there were activities 
that made this impossible (i.e. while bathing, driving, or attending a sports practice). In 
such instances, participants were encouraged to fill out the ESM form as soon as possible. 
To note the discrepancy in time of signal and time of response, respondents were asked to 
record both. Response rates are detailed below: 
 
 On average, mothers responded to 44 out of 56 signals over the course of a week 
(roughly a 78% response rate), and fathers responded to 41 out of 56 signals (roughly a 
73% response rate). The response rate of adolescents was the lowest, 30 out of 56 signals, 
with girls having higher response rates than boys (34 out of 56 versus 27 out of 56, 
respectively). 
 
Instruments/Survey Data 
 
Parent Surveys 
The parent survey was designed to obtain information on parents’ family and work lives. 
Both parents were asked to complete different versions (one for mothers and one for 
fathers). Only mothers were asked to complete questions concerning household 
composition (number of family members, age, gender, relationship to focal child, etc.) to 
avoid response burden. Several items were taken from a variety of national data sets, 
including the 1990 U.S. Census, the Current Population Survey, the Quality of 
Employment Survey, and the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988-2000 
(NELS: 1998-2000).  
 
Parent surveys gathered basic demographic information from respondents as well as 
detailed information about parent’s occupation, job duties, income, work schedule, 
benefits (i.e. medical care, flexible work schedules, and family leave), and the 
consequences of their jobs (i.e. long hours, job stress, having to work weekends). Parents 
were also asked the extent to which they experienced work-family conflict and what 
might help them balance the demands of work and family. Respondents were also asked 
to rate their attitudes toward traditional household and family arrangements in order to 
examine gender roles.  
 
The other major focus of the parent surveys is how children are socialized in families 
with two parents who work. Questions concerning the frequency with which parents 



engage in certain activities with their children (e.g. talking, eating meals together, etc.). 
Parents of adolescents were also asked about the degree to which they monitor their 
children’s lives, school activities, plans for college, career plans, friendships, peer groups, 
and peer pressure. Parents were also asked how well their children were doing in school, 
their grades, and whether or not they had received any academic awards. Survey items 
measuring psychological well-being were also included to gauge how well working 
parents cope with the demands of their lives. Scales measuring depression and marital 
satisfaction were taken from the 20-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression 
(CES-D) scale2 and the 15-item ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale3. Additional items 
measuring anxiety, anger, self-esteem, and stress were drawn from Rosenberg’s Self-
Esteem Scale, Taylor’s Anxiety and Anger Inventories, and Cohen’s Perceived Stress 
Scale.4 An inventory of stressful life events was also taken from NELS: 1988-2000 and 
included. Parents of kindergarteners were also asked to complete a 20-item Parents 
Hassles Scale, developed by Crnic and Greenberg (1990), to assess the degree of stresses 
and difficulties parents of young children face on a daily basis.  
 
 
Adolescent Survey 
The adolescent surveys’ main foci are family relationships, school experiences, paid 
work, psychological well-being, and plans for the future. Items were drawn from national 
surveys to ensure comparability with national samples. Measures were taken from NELS: 
1988-2000, the Sloan Study of Youth and Social Development, the General Social 
Survey, and the Families and Communities Study. Several items from the Inventory of 
Parent and Peer Attachment were modified to measure adolescent attachment. To allow 
for family level comparison, several items were included in both the adolescent and 
parent surveys. These items include: the frequency with which parents and adolescents 
discuss school events; the college process, career plans, participation in religious 
activities, the division of household labor, gender roles and items measuring 
psychological states such as stress, depression, and anxiety.   
 
Physiological Stress Study – Cortisol Data 
A subsample of families participated in a study of physiological stress. Parents and 
teenagers who agreed to participate completed an additional two days of ESM data 
collection. During these two days they were signaled six times and asked to provide 
samples of salivary cortisol 20 minutes after each signal. Those participating also 
completed a health questionnaire that included questions about dietary and health factors 
that could affect cortisol levels. Parents were also asked questions about their child’s 
health. An abbreviated cortisol study was conducted with kindergarteners who were 
asked to provide cortisol samples when they woke up in the morning and right before 
they went to bed over the course of two days.   
 
 
 

                                                 
2 See Radloff 1977 for more information. 
3 See Olson, Fournier, and Druckman 1987 for more information. 
4 See Rosenberg 1979, Taylor and Tomasic 1996, and Cohen and Williamson 1988 for more information. 



Qualitative Data - Interviews 
The main purpose of the interviews was to explore topics addressed in the surveys in 
greater detail. Parent interviews were designed to examine how working parents cope 
with the demands of work and family life. Topics included: career history, changes in 
work life made in response to the demands of family; when parents decided to start a 
family; time allocated to work and family and how parents perceived themselves to be 
balancing the two; how parents cope with stress and time pressures; definitions of quality 
time; how parents monitor their children; and specific values and beliefs that parents hold 
and impart on their children.  
 
Adolescent interviews touched on similar themes but altered questions to gauge 
children’s perceptions of their parents’ work and family lives. Topics included: what 
parents did on a typical work day; what adolescents found interesting or disliked about 
their parents’ jobs; whether parents had difficulty balancing the demands of work and 
family and how these demands affected family life. Additional questions addressed 
adolescent future expectations, plans for marriage and children, how they cope with peer 
and family pressures, how comfortable they felt and how often they communicated with 
their families, and beliefs and values learned from both family members and others.  

 
 
FILE SET UP 
Data files are sorted by identification (ID) numbers. The ID numbers are assigned based 
on family type. Those in the 1000s denote families where the focal child is an adolescent, 
the 2000s denote families where the focal child is a kindergartner, and the 3000s denote 
families with both an adolescent and a kindergarten aged child. In addition to family type, 
the ID number also indicates the type of person (i.e. mother, father, focal child, etc.) by 
the last two digits in the ID number. All of the variables in the ESM and survey files 
should match questions asked in the instruments.  
 
Survey data files should be sorted based on respondent ID number and have 
corresponding variables for all measures asked. Questions that have multiple options and 
allow respondents to choose more than one should be recoded into separate dummy 
variables with yes/no codes for each. The same should be done for all questions with sub-
questions.  
 
 
ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES 

• To avoid response bias standardized z scores were computed for respondents’ 
subjective experience measures and used for analysis 

• Clusters of variables were transformed into composites (positive experience, 
productive state, self-esteem) using a person level mean based on several 
measures 

 
 
 
 



KEY FINDINGS 
• Work plays a significant role in the lives of dual-career families, not only in terms 

of time spent in work-related pursuits, but also with respect to parents' attitudes 
toward work when at home and with their children. It seems that work provides 
some challenges and intrinsic engagement not found at home, but that parents feel 
better at home than at work. 

• Work appears to have the strongest influence in the social interactions mothers 
and fathers have with each other and with their children, and these relationships 
can be especially negative if the parents spend long hours at jobs that have low in 
autonomy or self-direction. 

• The number of hours parents work and the complexity of their job profoundly 
affect adolescents' views of their own future roles.  

• For most working parents, trade-offs and compromises between family and work 
obligations appear unavoidable. Having to choose between undesirable 
alternatives often results in feelings of guilt and regret, particularly for mothers. 
Work becomes a problem for parents not because it is challenging or even 
demanding, but because the expectations of full-time professionals and other 
workers collide with and overpower family needs. 

• Overworking is pervasive among the families in the study, and parents aren’t 
necessarily working long hours by choice. Work is pursuing today’s families.  

• One reason people may want to work in demanding jobs is that they feel 
significantly more cognitively engaged and have higher self-esteem when at work 
than at home. For many parents, work provides an environment of challenge and 
interest that does not occur elsewhere. 

• Probing deeper into the lives of both satisfied and dissatisfied couples, our 
research shows that higher numbers of depressive symptoms and lower levels of 
self-esteem of parents are mediated by the couple relationship, particularly role 
management, spouse's personality and traits, communication, and affection and 
sexual relations. These results suggest that marital satisfaction involves not only 
role clarity but intimacy and communication.  

• In general, women devote more time to housework than men, especially when 
household management is included in the measurement of housework. However, 
when comparing experience sampling results to survey estimates, our researchers 
found that wives make accurate estimates of the amount of time husbands spend 
on housework, whereas husbands overestimate the amount of time wives spend on 
housework. Part of this discrepancy may be due to differences in definitions of 
housework, which often tend to underestimate the amount of time women are 
spending. 

• Children are affected by the work experiences of both their mothers and fathers. A 
particular weakness of previous research is that it has examined mothers' 
employment decisions and experiences in isolation rather than looking at such 
experiences within the context of the family. When fathers' attitudes and 
experiences are examined. 

• In order to cope with the demands of being a working parent, mothers and fathers 
are multi-tasking more than ever. This comes with a price, as the subjective 
experience is reduced when parents are multi-tasking.  



• Mothers are bearing more of the burden then fathers; mothers perform more 
household tasks/chores in addition to their regular jobs.  

• Today’s working parents are working 3 jobs: their respective occupations as well 
as the 2nd shift (of the day), parenting.  
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