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Abstract

This paper discusses the career development experiences among working spouses in
dual-career family (DCF) situation. The purpose of this research was to understand the
experiences and contributing factors that made spouses chose to be in dual-career family
situation, as well as their perceptions on the benefits and challenges of DCF on their career
development. This research was conducted using an exploratory qualitative method. Findings
indicate that being in a dual-career relationship impacts how working spouses made decisions
regarding their family responsibilities and career priorities within the family unit. The experiences
described by the participants reflect the salience of their family and work roles in parallel to one
another, thus creating unique career development pathways. The findings also revealed the
inseparable worlds of work and family experienced by DCF couples, including the challenges
faced and how they coped with it in order to advance in their career development.
Keywords: Career Development, Dual-Career Family, Dual-Career Spouses, Working Spouses.

Introduction

Over the past two decades, there has been an increase in the number of individuals, both
men and women, with significant responsibilities at work and with family (Carnicer, Sanchez,
Perez, & Jimenez, 2004; Okeke, Mbonu, Ndubuisi, 2018). The changing status of women in the
society in the last half of the twentieth century has been the main reason for the reconfiguration
of the traditional families. Prior to that, women were naturally given the responsibility related to
household chores and family care; whereas men were mainly tasked as the family breadwinner.
During that time, there was an obvious division of labour existed, where men provide for the
needs of the family (mostly monetary provision), whilst women perform the role of caregiver and
handling the household duties. The scenario has since shifted, where women are now entering
the world of working outside from home, thus changing the nature of family’s duties (Ugwu,
2009). Traditional family structures, gender role prescriptions, and the division of domestic labor
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have been extensively impacted by the shifting economic and social circumstances. More and
more married women began to engage in paid employment outside the home (Elloy & Smith,
2003). This type of restructuring of personal relationships has given rise to the surfacing of dual-
career families in the society.

Dual career family (DCF) refers to a couple who are married with children and live
together, where both currently employed outside of home (Ugwu, 2009; Ahmad, Mokshein, &
Husin, 2018). Various similar terms have been identified in the literature referring synonymously
to DCF, such as dual-earner family (e.g. Winkler, 1998; Waite and Nielsen, 2001) and dual-worker
family (e.g. Rizzo, 2009). Some authors also used the term “couples” instead of “family”, for
example, dual-earner couples (e.g. Bartley et al., 2005; Haddock et al., 2006; Brennan, 2011), and
dual-career couples (e.g. Bures et al., 2011; Lian, 2008). Since most of these studies were
primarily conducted in the Western setting, couples may also refer to two individuals who are
not married, but living together, with or without children. Since this study was conducted in a
Malaysian setting, the researchers chose to use the term dual-career family based on Ugwu’s
(2009) definition, referring to a working couple who are married, live and have children together.

The dual-career relationship between two individuals reflect the complex interaction of
career and gender roles in the modern society (Elloy & Smith, 2003). When both members in a
committed relationship have a career, personal lives can be complicated and become intertwined
with the individuals’ occupational lives. Being in dual-career lifestyle also highlights three critical
issues; namely career-related issues, family-system issues and individual issues (Kargewell, 2008).
Career-related issues refer to the tendency for conflicts to occur between the needs of one
spouse's career and the needs of the other’s. As for family-system issues, it discusses about the
division of roles, the division of power as well as marriage and family satisfaction. Meanwhile,
individual issues concern the conflicts that are related to the gender roles for each spouse.

Previous research suggests that most of the success of the dual-career family is due to
the couples’ willingness to move away from traditional gender role norms and find creative
solutions to the dilemmas faced in their daily lives involving both work and family. Because more
and more women are entering the workforce, this has led to the need for change in terms of
partner’s roles in the relationship (Spiker-Miller & Kees, 1995). Partners in dual-career
relationships develop a common understanding on the role behaviors of their family unit through
role-taking interactions (Budworth, Enns & Rowbotham, 2008). In today’s world, women are
increasingly dealing with career-related demands while preserving their family roles. As for men,
they are becoming more involved in family roles since they need to balance their roles between
work and family, particularly if their spouses are working too. This is a clear illustration of how
integral and inseparable the worlds of work and family have become, especially for couples in
dual-career family setting (Smith, 1997).

There are many reasons why people choose to be in a dual-career situation. Theunissen,
Van & Visser (2003) suggest one of the reasons may be to obtain a higher standard of living and
the needs to customize a career path. Many women, including those with young children,
entered the job market to earn their own income due to economic needs and desire for financial
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independence. According to Elloy & Smith (2003), working provides an opportunity for individuals
to achieve their personal fulfilment and financial rewards. Thus, in DCF situation where each
spouse earns an individual income, this enables them to provide better means for their children
and help their families achieve lasting economic stability (Bernadi, 1999; Julian & Kominski,
2011). In Malaysia in particular, the median monthly household income of Malaysians (as of
2016) is around RM5,000 (The Star Online, 2017). Most dual-career families have fully furnished
house (mortgage payment), have at least a car (two cars are becoming increasingly common in
each household), utilities, and at least two children to support, if not more. Due to financial
demand in the standard of living, both spouses need to work and contribute to the family’s
economic needs, thus dual-career families are becoming increasingly common here in Malaysia.

Additionally, past researchers also stated that dual-career couples are usually highly
educated; thus social recognition is also regarded as one of the reasons why couples chose to
work. Some identified as being a role model, especially to their children. Highly educated parents
can provide aspiration for career pathways for their own children, as they can influence their
children’s career and life choices (Domenico & Jones, 2006). In fact, the society recognize them
as individuals who are not only financially stable with high education level, but also have good
parenting style and socialize well with others.

However, Spiker-Miller & Kees (1995) noted that although being on the job provides
individuals with a lot of economic and psychological benefits, it also creates many pressures and
stresses, especially among dual-career families. According to Stockard (1990), work family
conflict had an impact on career progression either to men or women. Thus, the conflict may
increase the pressure in developing career, especially when couples struggle to balance their
work life and family responsibility. Due to family demands, some couples or individuals tend to
have difficulties in coping with competitive trend at their workplace, and distort their career
growth (Segal, 2005). Therefore, achieving work-life balance is key among working professionals
in DCF situations, where couples made decision and negotiate the time and efforts between their
work and family.

During the past decade, due to the growing number of women entering the workforce,
past research has focused primarily on woman perspectives in regards to their career challenges
instead of men. For example, a research done by Wood & Lindroff (2001) was on the barriers of
career development reported by women. Previous studies also focused more on the problems of
dual-career families faced solely from women’s perspectives. For example, according to Lirio
(2007), working women were also responsible for handling their family management and children
care. Eventually, some of them decided to leave the workforce due to the struggle in combining
complex routines between work and household responsibilities.

However, the experiences and conflicts faced by men in dual-career families typically
varied due to gender perspectives and different role expectations. In a pioneer research
conducted among 16 dual-career families, Rapoport & Rapoport (1969) reported that most DCF
experienced gender specific challenges and dilemmas in their lives. Due to the challenges that
came from balancing their work and family, one of the spouses usually have to sacrifice and take
a setback in their career. It is usually mothers who had to reduce their career involvement to
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alleviate work-family conflict such as turning down opportunity for career advancement and
promotion that requires higher responsibility and commitment, cutting back on work hours,
refusing promotions that require relocations and putting their career ‘on-hold’ (Cherpas, 1985).
However, women could have both a career and raise a family as long as their husbands are
supportive and willing to have shared responsibility in raising and caring for the family.

All these past research serve as a guideline for further research on this topic in Malaysia
context. Specifically, this study was guided by three research questions:

1. What are the contributing factors that made couples chose to be in dual-career families
situation?

2. What are the perception of couples regarding the benefits and challenges of being DCF
on their career development?

3. How do dual-career families overcome the challenges faced in their career development?

Theoretical Framework

This research used the Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) as the theoretical framework to
guide the study. Although the KCM was first introduced as an alternative lens to look at women’s
career development, it has been examined from both men and women’s perspectives in past
empirical research (Cabrera, 2007; Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007). There are three career parameters
that formed the basis of KCM; authenticity, balance, and challenge (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005).

[ Authencity ] [ Challenge ]

[ Balance ]

Figure 1. Kaleidoscope Career Model
These parameters reflect the premise in which men and women made decisions regarding
their career development. Sullivan & Mainiero (2008) define each of these parameters as follow:

1. Authenticity — defined as being true to oneself in the midst of constant interplay between
personal development and work and nonwork issues;

2. Balanced - defined as making decisions so that these different aspects of one’s life, both
work and nonwork, form a coherent whole; and
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3. Challenge — defined as engaging in activities that permit the individual to demonstrate
responsibility, control, and autonomy while learning and growing
(Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008, p. 7)

These three parameters are also referred to as the ABCs of Kaleidoscope. Like a
kaleidoscope, career is characterized as dynamic and in motion; as life changes, individuals will
alter their career involvement to adjust to these changes, rather than relinquishing control and
letting job demands dominate their lives. The combination of these three parameters, like three
mirrors inside the kaleidoscope, represent the different ways individuals lead their career
decision at different points in lives (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). This because “certain issues
predominate at different points in the life span, usually one parameter takes center stage, with
the remaining parameters remain active but take on a secondary role at that point in time”
(Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008, p. 8).

Using the parameters in KCM, this study seeks to explore the experiences of couples in
DCF on the integration of their work and life as part of their career development pathways.

Method

This study used the exploratory qualitative research design (Merriam, 2009). Because the
purpose of this study requires in-depth exploration on the topic of DCF, the sample selection
were a small number of participants with the appropriate information power (Malterud, Siersma,
& Guassora, 2015) Eight participants (i.e. four couples) who met the criteria defined as DCF were
selected for this study. All couples are married, lived and have children together, with both
spouses having a career of their own with a minimum of five years working experiences. All
participants in this study work as government employees in Malaysia.

The primary data collection was conducted using in-depth interviews. Although the unit
of analysis in this study was couples in DCF, the interview was conducted separately for each
husband and wife. This is to ensure that information solicited during the interviews were not
influenced by the present of the other spouse. For verification of accurate information being
collected and interpreted, all transcripts and preliminary findings went through a member’s
check process with the participants.

Data were thematically analyzed as guided by the research questions. The analysis went
through an iterative process of coding, sorting, and identifying the themes into meaningful
findings. All identifying information were anonymize to protect the confidentiality of all
participants, prior to presentation of the findings.

Findings

A total of eight participants, representing four DCF couples participated in this study.

Table 1 (next page) shows the profiles of these participants, including information about their
jobs and families. Six out of the eight participants work as teachers at government public schools,
whereas two other male participants work as officers in armed forces. All couples had at least
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one child that are still in schooling age. Years of service in their respective career ranged between
6 to 30 years of services. It was also noted that the couples’ years of service do not necessarily
equate to years of them being in DCF situations.

Table 1. Demographic Profiles of Study Participants

Participant Gender Ag Profession Educatio Years No. of Years
s e n Level of Children of
servic & Age being
e DCF
(years
)
Husban 32 Teacher Degree 8
Couple 1 d (Ministry of
Education) 2 children; 6
Wife 31 Teacher Degree 6 aged5&1
(Ministry of
Education)
Husban 52 Teacher Diploma 30
Couple 2 d (Ministry of 5 children;
Education) aged 24, 55
Wife 49 Teacher Diploma 24 23,21, &
(Ministry of 10
Education)
Husban 38 Police SPM 16
Couple 3 d (Ministry pf 4 children;
Home Affairs)
Wife 40 Teacher Diploma 19 aged 13, 14
. 10,7,&3
(Ministry of
Education)
Husban 46 Soldier SPM 25
Ecuelcs e (I\g;:::;)ﬁ 2 children;
Wife 42 Teacher Diploma 18 aged 15 & 16
. 7
(Ministry of
Education)
Themes

Theme 1: Factors contributing to couples choosing to be DCF
The first theme highlights the reasons why couples chose to be in DCF situations. Reasons
discussed include achieving self-interest, fulfiling economic needs, as well as receiving
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organizational support.

Most of the couples stated that being in dual-career families were the decisions made
mutually between both the husband and wife. Contrary to the traditional view of women’s job
as homemaker, women in this study wanted to work and have their own career to fulfill their
self-interest in achieving their childhood ambition and conveying knowledge and skills through
their jobs. One participant noted that she “dofes] not want to let go of the knowledge that | have
learned (throughout all my formal education) just like that...so | work to convey the knowledge |
have to my students because | like to teach people and love doing this job” As for the husbands,
letting their wives fulfilled their self-interest to have a career was seen as being supportive to
their wives’ psychological needs; it keeps the marriage steady and economically beneficial to the
family too.

As all participants were living in the main cities of Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya &
Ipoh, all of them also talked about the high cost of living that made being DCF became almost
necessary due to their economic needs. The women perceived that their husbands’ earnings are
not comfortably sufficient for the family; thus by working, these women believed it helped their
family achieve financial stability, especially in the case of rising living cost and/or unexpected
circumstances or life exigencies. In the words of one of the husbands, “One of the reasons why |
agreed for the both of us, especially my wife to work after we got married, is because we’re afraid
if something bad happen to me, at least my wife have a job, and can survive and care for the
children.”

At the same time, receiving the necessary organizational support, sustained through
government’s family friendly policies and benefits to their employees, was also noted as
important. For the women, they perceived the government of Malaysia provide equal
employment and career development opportunities regardless of gender, and thus supported
their needs to stay in employment, even though they are married and have children.
Furthermore, the government has also introduced numerous family-friendly policies that helped
alleviate the conflicts between family-work faced by DCF couples, such as flexible working hours,
90-days paid maternity leave, quarantine leave (for parents whose children contracted an
infectious disease), and extended leave to care for sick/nursing children. Therefore, under
various circumstances where conflicts arise between their job and family, these couples reported
that they have always been able to manage the situations throughout their careers.

Theme 2: Benefits & challenges as DCF

Couples in this study have been in DCF situation for almost as long as their marriage, the
shortest being 6 years while the longest was 25 years. Naturally, the overall experiences were
described both in the context of positive and negative experiences; highlighting benefits as well
as challenges they faced as DCF couples.

Overall, all couples in this study reported that they are satisfied with their current
life configuration as DCF because it was seen as a self-achievement not only for one, but both
spouses. With each of them having a career and job of their own, they perceived their family as
being financially stable and living comfortably. This sense of security thus contributed to their life
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satisfaction as a married couple. Financial stability, therefore, was also highlighted as a key
benefit. The women spoke of their willingness to share the responsibility of being a financial
provider, especially in providing additional support to their growing family. Some women also
spoke about their voluntary contribution to invest in their children’s education using their hard-
earned money. As for the men, it lessens their financial worries knowing that their spouses are
also bringing financial contribution to the family, in case of any shortcoming or increasing
financial needs. Furthermore, being working parents was also seen as bringing positive aspiration
to their children. These couples, hoped to convey positive influence to their children, especially
on their children’s career pathways as well as motivating their children to work hard in their
studies to achieve the career that they wish for.

Meanwhile, challenges as DCF include uneven domestic responsibility between the
spouses, and ongoing work-family conflicts. The women in particular, felt there are differences
in being career women versus career men, as the weightage of domestic responsibility falls more
on the wives/mothers. Some also shared how the nature of their husbands’ jobs (who work in
armed forces) made it even more challenging because their spouses are often away and work
long hours. Even the men felt it was usually more challenging for their wives, even when they
helped out at home, due to their wives’ own expectations of their role responsibilities. One male
participant said, “Although sometimes | still help my wife manage domestic chores and the
children, she still does everything to ensure the role she plays as mother and wife is successful in
my eyes..” In addition, being DCF complicates the schedules and routines for everyone in the
family, as each spouse have their own work demand, that comes in parallel with their family
needs. Conflicts between work and family often clash, and DCF couples sometimes faced
dilemmas in terms of deciding between them, who to take charge of the family while the other
pursue their work commitment as usual.

Theme 3: Coping & overcoming challenges as DCF

After being in DCF situation for years, the couples also shared their coping strategies to
overcome the challenges they faced. One of the key strategies is to practice work-life integration
between the demands of their careers as well as family needs. This was typically achieved through
constant negotiation and communication between the spouses, especially to find common
ground and agreement on the changing responsibility. The most important thing the couples
reported was on being flexible with the shared responsibilities, as things and routines are always
changing between their work and family domains. Couples also reported that during working
days, certain things have to be compromised (such as eating takeaway food), but compensation
will be made thereafter during weekends and holidays.

Furthermore, establishing key support system, not only between one another, but also
among immediate family and colleagues are also significant for DCF couples. Immediate family
(such as parents, parents in law, or siblings) can help out with family care, whereas colleagues
may help to provide support at work. Put together, it strengthens the DCF family’s support system
to ease their burden during time of work-home conflicts.
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Conclusion

The findings shed lights on the perspectives of both men and women in DCF situation. The
experiences reported by these couples are consistent with previous literature on the dynamic
nature of career development as influenced by various work and nonwork factors (Sullivan &
Mainiero, 2007). For DCF couples, due to the nature of their work-life integration, their career
development does not typically progress in a linear way, but rather, presents a unique pattern at
different stages of their lives (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2008). For the women in particular, role
expectations placed on themselves by themselves, made their experiences different than their
husbands. Although it was not described in negative ways, both women and men agreed that
women typically faced more challenges in their career development due to the women’s own
attachment to their role responsibility as wife and mother.

This study also highlights the importance of supportive employer’s policies and family-
friendly practices to support working parents, especially those in DCF situations, to cope with
their work-life conflicts. For these employees, their commitment to work was never seen as
secondary despite having family and children. Rather, it was about achieving a well-integrated
work-life balance to make them become a productive worker, as well as good spouse/parent.
More importantly, with effective work-life integration practices and support at the workplace,
more sustainable career development can be achieved in the long run for these employees.
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