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Abstract Various aspects of parental work schedules

affect the opportunities and constraints that parents

encounter when arranging care for their children. This

study examined the extent to which the combination of

couples’ work schedules was associated with their use of

different types of child care, focusing on parental, formal,

and informal child care. We considered multiple dimen-

sions of couples’ work schedules, namely, the timing of

work, schedule flexibility, and home-based telework. Data

from a recent Dutch survey were used, including infor-

mation about 1599 dual-earner couples with children aged

0–6 years. The results indicated that paid work during

nonstandard hours increased the amount of parental child

care that was provided by one parent while the other parent

was working, whereas work during evenings, nights, and

weekends decreased the likelihood of using both formal

and informal child care. Results further revealed gender

differences for nonstandard hours and schedule flexibility.

We found stronger effects of mothers’ work schedules,

indicating that a gender-neutral approach to parental work

is not justified. These results indicate that the timing of

parental work is important to consider when examining not

only parental child care but also formal and informal child-

care use. We provide recommendations for future research,

specifically regarding the possible consequences for par-

ental well-being.
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Introduction

Child-care arrangements are a key factor within working

families’ daily lives. In many families, parents outsource

part of their child care to formal and informal caregivers.

Child-care arrangements matter because they are central to

parents’ everyday life. On the one hand, they can facilitate

the combination of paid work and family life, an issue with

which parents nowadays often struggle (Duncan and Pet-

tigrew 2012). On the other hand, the coordination of child

care can be quite complex in itself (Sandstrom and Chau-

dry 2012). Child-care arrangements are also associated

with differences in child well-being (e.g., Bradley and

Vandell 2007). Prior research has demonstrated that the

extent to which parents outsource, and to whom they out-

source, depends on characteristics of the parents, such as

their work schedules, as well as on the characteristics of the

available care, such as the availability and the accessibility

(Kim and Fram 2009; Kimmel and Powell 2006; Van

Klaveren et al. 2013; for a review, see Liu 2013).

Although previous studies considered the demand and

supply arguments to be separate explanations, these argu-

ments can also be considered in conjunction. Namely,

parents’ child-care arrangements depend on what is pos-

sible within the constraints of their work schedules. Some

parents’ needs may not align with the availability and

accessibility of child care. This risk is likely to be highest

for parents who work outside of office hours: these parents

need to arrange care for their children during evenings,

nights, and weekends when most formal child care is

unavailable. At the same time, these parents may be better

able to coordinate their working hours with those of their

partner and the availability of their children. These alter-

natives present scholars with an interesting puzzle con-

cerning parents’ work and their use of different types of

& Melissa Verhoef

m.verhoef@uu.nl

1 Department of Sociology, Utrecht University,

PO Box 80.140, 3508 TC Utrecht, The Netherlands

123

J Child Fam Stud (2016) 25:1119–1130

DOI 10.1007/s10826-015-0289-1

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-015-0289-1&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-015-0289-1&amp;domain=pdf


child care. Prior research on parental work schedules ten-

ded to focus on the impact on parent–child time and

neglected alternative forms of child care, with a few

notable exceptions (Han 2004; Presser 2003). These alter-

native forms of care can be categorized into formal child

care—provided by professionals (Zinsser 2001)—and

informal child care—provided by relatives or friends

(Duncan et al. 2004).

Comparable to many other Western countries, various

types of formal child care are available in the Netherlands.

Parents can choose from day-care for preschoolers, out-of-

school care for school-aged children, and care provided by

childminders for children of all ages (Dutch Government

2014). Formal child care is partially subsidized by the

government depending on the parents’ income. In 2013,

parents’ share of child-care costs was, on average, 37 %

(Dutch Bureau of Statistics 2014). The price for 1 h of care

varied from €5.44 to €6.57, depending on the type of care

(Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment 2014).

A large proportion of Dutch parents use formal child care,

but this is often for only a limited amount of hours

(Plantenga and Remery 2009). Many Dutch parents also

use informal child care to cover their working hours.

Informal child care in the Netherlands covers a broad range

of care, including care provided by au pairs or in play-

groups, but the majority of informal care is provided by

relatives and friends (Plantenga and Remery 2009). In the

Netherlands, parental child care, defined as care that is

provided by one parent of the child while the other parent is

at work, is mainly provided by mothers. Recent fig-

ures show that Dutch mothers spend, on average, three

times as many hours on child care compared with Dutch

fathers (Merens et al. 2012). Although the Netherlands is

known for its high part-time employment rates (EU Labour

Force Survey 2013), the Netherlands also has a high per-

centage of dual-earner couples (Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD) Family Database

2012), indicating a need for child care. Furthermore, up to

30 % of Dutch parents work nonstandard schedules, which

places the Netherlands among the European countries with

the highest prevalence of parental nonstandard work

(Presser et al. 2008). Thus, a significant proportion of

Dutch parents have to arrange child care outside of stan-

dard service hours. This indicates that it is relevant to

examine the link between parental work and child-care

arrangements among Dutch parents.

Because the need for child care depends on the combi-

nation of parents’ schedules, both partners should be taken

into account. For example, the lack of child care outside

office hours is particularly problematic if both parents work

nonstandard hours. Although taking a couple-level

approach is increasingly common in time use research that

explains parental child care (e.g., Lesnard 2008; Roeters

et al. 2009), it is surprisingly uncommon in the literature on

nonparental child care. Although previous studies have

provided valuable insights into different types of nonstan-

dard work schedules, their focus has primarily been on

mothers (Han 2004; Presser 2003). However, Gareis et al.

(2003) demonstrate that parents are affected not only by the

timing of their own work, but also by that of their partner.

This points to the importance of taking a couple-level

approach.

The timing of work, however, is only one dimension of

work schedules. Scholars consider schedule flexibility and

the opportunity to work from home as resources that enable

parents to improve their combination of work and family

demands (e.g., Fleetwood 2007). These are dimensions of

work schedules that, similar to the timing of work, may

affect couples’ child-care opportunities and constraints

because they facilitate the combination of paid work and

child care (Osnowitz 2005; Tijdens and Dragstra 2007; Van

Wel and Knijn 2006). The effects of these other dimensions

of work schedules have been examined for parental child

care (Carriero et al. 2009; Täht and Mills 2012), but they

have not yet been examined for formal and informal child

care, although similar mechanisms are applicable. So,

when examining parents’ child-care arrangements, multiple

dimensions of work schedules need to be included, since

these create different opportunities and constraints. As a

result, parents evaluate parental, formal, and informal child

care differently.

In the remaining part of the Introduction, we elaborate

on how the work schedules of dual earners affect their use

of parental, formal and informal child care. By focusing on

the combination of work schedules, we exclude single

parents, a group that has been found to encounter child-

care related challenges more often than two-parent families

(Moilanen et al. in press). Nevertheless, we are interested

in the combination of work schedules and therefore we

consider two parent households. Although we recognize

that parents consider different types of child care simulta-

neously (Leslie et al. 2000), we discuss each type of child

care separately to unravel the factors that are associated

with arranging parental, formal, and informal child care. In

our discussion of the previous literature, we consider

multiple dimensions of couples’ work schedules: the tim-

ing of work, schedule flexibility, and home-based telework.

Each of these dimensions is likely to shape parents’

opportunities and constraints when arranging different

types of child care.

Starting with parental child care, the combination of

both parents’ work schedules, in terms of the timing of

work, schedule flexibility and home-based telework,

determines the availability and flexibility of parental care.

The time that parents spend on certain tasks, such as work,

is no longer available for other tasks, such as child care.
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Therefore, when discussing the time that couples have

available to care for their children, the combination of

parents’ work schedules needs to be considered as well as

the overlap between their work schedules.

Work during standard office hours, compared to other

types of work schedules, is positively related to the level of

overlap in parents’ working hours (Lesnard 2008), which

limits the time that parents have available to provide par-

ental care. Multiple scholars argue that parental availability

is higher when parents work nonstandard working hours,

due to lower overlap in parents’ working hours (e.g.,

Lesnard 2008; Presser 2003; Täht and Mills 2012). These

studies, however, do not distinguish between couples with

one or two nonstandard working schedules. This is a rel-

evant distinction because the level of overlap in parents’

work hours is likely to be larger when both work non-

standard hours. To illustrate, with two parents working

nonstandard hours it is likely that both work during the

evenings, whereas in couples in which only one parent

works nonstandard hours the other parent is likely to be at

home. Barnes et al. (2006) confirm this by showing that

there is a substantial degree of overlap in the working hours

of two nonstandard working parents, especially during the

weekends. The combination of one standard and one non-

standard work schedule is examined more often (e.g.,

Hattery 2001; Wight et al. 2008), with results indicating

that there is little overlap in parents’ working hours if one

parent works weekdays and the other parent works eve-

nings, nights, or weekends. This situation gives parents the

opportunity to ‘split-shift’ their parenting duties (Presser

2003), which allows parents to maximize child supervision

(but see Han 2004, for a slightly different view on this

subject). Thus, the level of overlap (and thus the need for

nonparental child care) is likely to be highest when both

parents work standard hours, lower when both work non-

standard hours and lowest when one parent works standard

and the other parent works nonstandard hours.

Concerning the link between the other dimensions of

couples’ work schedules and parental child care, previous

research has firstly shown that schedule flexibility gives

employees the opportunity to determine their working times

to a certain degree (Anderson et al. 2002). For example,

employees are able, within a range, to choose the hours of

their working day. Schedule flexibility has been found to

reduce work interference with family (Byron 2005), which

indicates that the ability to plan one’s own working hours

facilitates the combination of work and family. Parents

could use this flexibility to make their working hours more

compatible with their child-care needs, for example, by

reducing the overlap in their work schedules. In this way,

parents have more opportunities to care for their children

themselves than do parents who do not have schedule

flexibility. Second, home-based telework can be associated

with parents’ coordination of child care because this type of

work makes it possible to structure the day around chil-

dren’s schedules (Osnowitz 2005). Home-based telework

could therefore increase parents’ opportunities to care for

their children themselves compared with parents who do not

work from home, because parents can work when their

children are otherwise occupied (e.g., sleeping). Addition-

ally, home-based telework eliminates parents’ commuting

time (Peters and Den Dulk 2003), which leaves more time

available for other tasks, such as child care.

Turning to formal child care, it becomes apparent that

the availability in the Netherlands is mainly restricted to

standard service hours (8.00–18.00) on working days only

(Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency

(EACEA) 2009), although childminders offer somewhat

more extensive possibilities. The flexibility of formal child

care is also limited, because there is almost no variation

possible in dropping-off and picking-up times, particularly

at day-care institutions (Cloı̈n et al. 2010). When consid-

ering the availability and flexibility of formal child care,

this type of care seems to offer especially good opportu-

nities for dual-earner couples who have standard working

hours. This is due to the large degree of overlap between

parents’ standard working hours and the open hours of

formal child-care institutions. In addition, due to the nature

of their work schedules, the demand for flexibility is low,

which makes formal child care a good fit for dual-earner

couples who include two standard working parents. For

couples in which one parent works nonstandard hours, the

same reasoning applies to a certain extent, because the

standard working parent is able to drop off and pick up the

children during standard service hours. Yet, because these

parents cannot share the formal child-care responsibilities,

arranging formal child care could become problematic.

Availability and flexibility certainly form a constraint for

couples in which both parents work nonstandard hours,

because these couples need child care outside standard

service hours and preferably flexible in nature (Kimmel

and Powell 2006). Hence, formal child care will be a less

logical option for these couples.

With regard to the link between the other dimensions of

couples’ work schedules and formal child care, parents

with schedule flexibility are able to plan their work around

the open hours of formal child-care institutions. Because

the open hours of Dutch formal child-care institutions are

quite strict (EACEA 2009), schedule flexibility gives par-

ents the opportunity to match these open hours with their

working hours, thereby increasing the likelihood that they

will use formal child care. The same reasoning applies to

home-based telework, because working at home makes it

possible to structure the working day around the children

(Osnowitz 2005). Therefore, parents who work at home are

better able to work around the open hours of child-care
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institutions and have a higher likelihood of using formal

child care than parents who do not work from home.

Regarding informal child care, existing literature offers

three possible reasons why this type of care is most likely

to be used by parents who work outside office hours. First,

in contrast to formal child-care institutions, which often

have limited availability outside of office hours, the

availability of informal care is not restricted to particular

opening hours. Presser (2003) argued that as a result of the

wide availability of informal child care, parents who work

evenings, nights or weekends often rely on informal child

care. Second, parents might feel more comfortable to place

their children in informal care overnight (Brown-Lyons

et al. 2001). Third, parents perceive informal care as more

flexible than formal child care (Bakker and Karsten 2013),

which is likely to be another advantage of informal child

care that is especially relevant for parents with irregular

hours. Yet, the availability and flexibility of informal child

care can only go so far, because informal caregivers may

be otherwise engaged, for example in work responsibilities

(Chaudry 2004). Nonetheless, this type of care offers good

opportunities for parents with nonstandard working hours,

particularly when both parents work during evenings,

nights, or weekends. Due to their working hours, these

couples namely need flexible child care outside of standard

service hours (Kimmel and Powell 2006) and rely heavily

on informal care. The same reasoning applies, to a certain

extent, to couples in which one parent works nonstandard

hours. But because one parent works during standard hours

in these couples, flexibility may be less of an issue. These

couples, therefore, rely less heavily on informal child care

than do couples in which both parents work nonstandard

hours. The likelihood of using informal child care for

couples with two standard work schedules will be the

lowest, because these couples can benefit the most from the

opportunities offered by formal child-care services. Still,

because previous research has shown that Dutch parents

only use formal child care for a limited amount of hours

(Plantenga and Remery 2009), these parents will still use

informal child care to a certain degree.

Existing literature provides a less clear picture regarding

the associations between the other dimensions of couples’

work schedules and the use of informal child care. Informal

child care is perceived as flexible (Bakker and Karsten

2013) and usually unpaid (Wheelock and Jones 2002),

which makes it an affordable and accessible type of child

care. Therefore, arguments that are similar to the case of

formal child care are absent, which makes it hard to discuss

the likelihood of using informal child care for parents that

have schedule flexibility and/or work from home.

Previous research has provided more clear arguments

regarding the importance of differentiating between moth-

ers and fathers when examining work schedules of dual-

earner couples. According to Bielby (1992), mothers are

more motivated than fathers to use work-related resources

for the benefit of the family. This difference reflects a dis-

tinction in mothers and fathers’ sense of responsibility for

child care. In addition, mothers have greater responsibility

for managing family time, compared to fathers (Craig and

Powell 2011). Several time use studies confirmed this idea

by showing that, among dual-earner couples, mothers’ work

schedules are more strongly related to parent–child time,

compared to fathers’ work schedules (Lesnard 2008;

Roeters et al. 2010). Therefore, it is likely that mothers’

work schedules have a stronger association with child-care

arrangements than fathers’ work schedules do.

The current study aims to create more insight into the

association between couples’ work schedules and their

child-care arrangements among Dutch parents. We build on

earlier research by distinguishing between different types of

child care and taking a couple-level perspective. We com-

pare different schedule combinations in our hypotheses,

focusing on the timing of work, schedule flexibility and

home-based telework. We expect that: (1) the amount of

provided parental child care will be highest if one parents

works nonstandard hours, lower if both parents work non-

standard hours, and lowest if both parents work standard

hours; (2) the amount of provided parental child care will be

higher if one parent (a) has schedule flexibility or (b) works

from home than if both parents have no schedule flexibility,

and do not work from home; (3) the likelihood of using

formal child care will be highest if both parents work

standard hours, lower if one parent works nonstandard

hours, and lowest if both parents work nonstandard hours;

(4) the likelihood of using formal child care will be higher if

one parent (a) has schedule flexibility or (b) works from

home than if both parents have no schedule flexibility, and

do not work from home; and (5) the likelihood of using

informal child care will be highest if both parents work

nonstandard hours, lower if one parents works nonstandard

hours, and lowest if both parents work standard hours. For

Hypotheses 2 and 4, we expect the associations to be

stronger if both parents have schedule flexibility or work

from home. We differentiate between mothers and fathers,

because the associations between parental work and child

care are expected to be more pronounced for mothers. This

only refers to parental child care, because decisions on

formal and informal child care are made on the family level.

Method

Participants

For this paper, we analyzed data from the 2013 ‘Krimp in

Kinderopvang’ (KiK) study on child-care use in the

1122 J Child Fam Stud (2016) 25:1119–1130

123



Netherlands (Netherlands Institute for Social Research &

Dutch Bureau of Statistics, 2013). This is a rich dataset

containing recent information about how Dutch parents

arrange the care of their children. The data are cross-sec-

tional, which prevents us from making causal inferences.

For example, couples with certain child-care preferences

may select themselves into specific work schedules.

Nonetheless, we believe that our study provides valuable

insights into the child-care issues many working parents

have to deal with.

The total sample consisted of 2178 parents with children

aged six or younger. Because the focus of this paper is on

dual earners, 116 parents were excluded for not having a

partner. Another 384 parents were excluded because they

reported that either they (n = 248) or their partner

(n = 92) did not have a job. Lastly, because most of the

variables that are included in the analyses have a few

missing values (ranging from 0.06 to 2.93 %), another 123

parents were excluded due to listwise deletion. The final

sample consists of 1599 dual-earner couples. In 1473

(92.12 %) of the cases, the mother responded to the

questionnaire. A comparison of the characteristics of the

sample with the general Dutch population with children

showed that our sample is higher educated and has a higher

household income (Dutch Bureau of Statistics 2012a, b).

The majority of the mothers (54.35 %) and 46.03 % of the

fathers finished at least postsecondary education. The

average yearly household income was €89,384

(SD = 43,367) before taxes.

Procedure

Two groups of parents were approached; the parents were

randomly selected based on the characteristics of their

children by using information from the Dutch Municipal

Personal Records Database and the Dutch Tax Adminis-

tration (Portegijs et al. 2014). The first group consisted of

81,617 parents who had their first child in 2012, of whom

2500 parents were randomly selected to participate in the

survey. The second group consisted of 83,335 parents

whose first child started primary school in 2012, of whom

another 2500 randomly selected parents were invited to

participate. A paper-and-pencil questionnaire was attached

to the letter of invitation along with a link to the digital

questionnaire, which enabled parents to choose the most

convenient way to respond to the survey. One parent per

family responded to the survey, with the majority

(91.32 %) being female. Parents were instructed to answer

all of the child-related questions with information about

either their child who was born in 2012 or their child who

started primary school in 2012 (i.e., the target child). Each

respondent also provided information about his or her

partner, such as information on the partner’s background,

child-care provision, and work schedule. Data collection

took place between September and November 2013. The

response rate of the survey was 43.56 %, which is com-

parable to that of other family surveys in the Netherlands

(e.g., Dykstra et al. 2005). In the Netherlands, response

rates are often lower than in other countries (De Leeuw and

De Heer 2001).

Measures

Child-Care Use

The amount of parental child care that couples provide was

measured by asking whether the respondent or their partner

was at home during workdays to care for their child while

the other parent was at work. Respondents could either

reply no or yes, after which they were asked for how many

days a week. This information was used to calculate the

amount of days that parents were at home to care for their

child while their partner was at work, which represents the

amount of provided parental child care.

Formal and informal child-care use was assessed by

asking whether the target child was regularly (at least half a

day on a weekly basis) cared for by someone other than the

respondent or their partner while they were at work. If so,

the next question asked about who cared for the child, for

which the respondents could choose day-care, out-of-

school care, childminder, and relatives, friends, or

acquaintances. From these questions, two binary variables

were computed: formal child care for those whose child

was cared for in day-care, out-of-school care, or by a

childminder (0 = no, 1 = yes), and informal child care for

those whose child was cared for by relatives, friends, or

acquaintances (0 = no, 1 = yes). Please note that these

binary variables are not mutually exclusive; it is possible

that couples reported using both formal and informal child

care.

Timing of Work

Respondents were asked about the timing of their work in

the following way: ‘Do your official working hours always

take place on weekdays between 7 a.m. and 6 p.m.?’

Respondents could reply yes, or they could reply no, which

would mean that they (also) worked outside office hours or

during the weekend. Respondents were also asked about

the timing of their partner’s work, using the same question.

The combination of couples’ responses was divided into

three categories, for which dummy variables were created

(0 = no, 1 = yes): both parents work a standard schedule;

one parent works a standard schedule, and the other parent

works a nonstandard schedule; both parents work a non-

standard schedule.
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Schedule Flexibility

Schedule flexibility was measured by asking whether

respondents were able to adjust their working hours to their

child-care needs by, for example, starting later or finishing

earlier. Respondents also provided information on the

schedule flexibility of their partner. The answer categories

varied from 1 (Yes, I do this often, on average once a week)

to 4 (No). Three dummy variables were created that indi-

cated whether none, one, or both parents within a dual-

earner couple actively used schedule flexibility (0 = no,

1 = yes). Actively using schedule flexibility implied that

parents adjusted their working hours at least once a month.

Home-Based Telework

To measure home-based telework, respondents were asked

whether they or their partner were able to work from home.

Answer categories varied from 1 (Yes, I do this often, on

average once a week) to 4 (No). Again, three dummy

variables were created that indicated whether none, one, or

both parents actively worked from home (0 = no,

1 = yes). Actively working from home implied that par-

ents did this at least once a month.

Control Variables

We controlled for the couples’ mean educational level

(0 = secondary education or lower, 1 = postsecondary

education or higher), the family’s yearly household

income, the age of the target child and the number of

children in the household. Parents’ likelihood of using

formal child care is expected to be higher if parents are

more highly educated (Early and Burchinal 2001) or have a

higher income (Ehrle et al. 2001). Furthermore, the like-

lihood of using any form of child care is expected to be

lower if children are older (Casper and Smith 2004),

whereas parents are expected to provide more parental

child care if they have more children (OECD Family

Database 2009). We also controlled for working overtime,

to avoid accidentally capturing overwork instead of non-

standard work (0 = no, 1 = yes, by at least one of the

parents), and for mothers’ and fathers’ actual weekly

working hours.

Data Analyses

Our analytical strategy consisted of three parts. First,

couples’ amount of provided parental child care was ana-

lyzed using an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. In

this analysis, we included the control variables, the dummy

variables that represented couples’ timing of work combi-

nations, and the dummy variables for schedule flexibility

and home-based telework. Second, couples’ likelihood of

using formal and informal child care was examined using

multivariate logistic regression. This method of analysis

entails more precision, compared to two separate logistic

regression analyses, because it uses all information about

both outcome variables and it takes into account the cor-

relation between dependent variables (Lu and Yang 2012).

For this analysis, the same variables were included as in the

examination of parental child care. Third, additional anal-

yses were performed to examine gender differences in

parental work schedules for parental, formal, and informal

child care. Analyses were performed using Stata 12.

Results

Descriptives are presented in Table 1. Dual-earner couples

provide parental child care for just over 2.5 days a week,

on average. Regarding nonparental child care, Table 1

shows that the majority of the parents use formal and

informal child care. Almost half of the respondents are part

of a dual-earner couple in which both parents work stan-

dard hours. Couples in which one of the parents works

nonstandard hours are slightly less common; couples with

two nonstandard working parents are quite rare.

Table 1 further indicates that in just over half of the

couples, either one or both of the parents switch their

working hours at least once a month. Parents work from

home less frequently; less than half of the parents work at

home at least once a month. Almost half of the couples

reported working overtime on a weekly basis. The amount

of weekly working hours is indicative of the Dutch one-

and-a-half earner model (Mills et al. 2008), with mothers

working part-time (M = 27.28, SD = 8.04) and fathers

working full-time (M = 38.16, SD = 4.79).

The results of the OLS regression analysis for the

amount of provided parental child care are presented in the

second column of Table 2. The results indicate that couples

in which one parent works during nonstandard hours pro-

vide more parental child care than couples in which two

parents work a standard work schedule (B = 0.46,

p\ .001). For couples in which both parents work non-

standard hours, the effect was even larger (B = 0.94,

p\ .001). Alternating the reference category showed that

couples with two nonstandard working parents provide

significantly more parental child care than couples in which

one parent works nonstandard hours (B = 0.47, p\ .001).

These findings were partially unforeseen because with our

first hypothesis we expected that couples in which only one

parent worked nonstandard hours would provide the

highest levels of parental child care. Table 2 further shows

that schedule flexibility was not related to parental child

care, whereas the association with home-based telework
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was only marginally significant. Couples in which one of

the parents works from home provide significantly more

parental child care than couples in which neither parent

works from home (B = 0.13, p = .063). This effect was

somewhat larger for couples in which both parents work

from home (B = 0.18, p = .075). No significant differ-

ences were found between couples in which one or both

parents work from home. These results partially confirm

Hypothesis 2b, whereas we found no results that were

consistent with Hypothesis 2a. The results of the control

variables show that couples provide less parental child care

if they have attained a higher level of education

(B = -0.26, p =\ .001) and if they have a higher yearly

household income (B = -0.04, p =\ .001). The work-

related control variables proved to be of importance as

well, because couples provide less parental child care if

they work overtime on a weekly basis (B = -0.19,

p = .001) and if mothers and fathers work more hours

(respectively B = -0.05, p\ .001 and B = -0.03,

p\ .001).

The results of the multivariate logistic regression anal-

ysis concerning formal and informal child care are pre-

sented in the third and fourth column of Table 2. We would

like to stress again that although the two types of care are

analyzed simultaneously, formal and informal child care

represent two separate binary variables that are not mutu-

ally exclusive.

Concerning the likelihood of using formal child care,

Table 2 shows that couples in which one parent works

nonstandard hours are significantly less likely to use formal

child care than couples who only work standard hours

(OR = 0.83, p = .014). This result indicates that so-called

split-shift couples have a lower likelihood of using formal

child care compared to standard working couples. More

specifically, the predicted probability of split-shift couples

using formal child care is 17 % lower than that of standard

working couples. This negative association was stronger

for couples in which both parents work nonstandard hours

(OR = 0.71, p = .001). The difference between couples in

which one or both parents work nonstandard hours was not

Table 1 Descriptives of child-

care variables, work variables,

and control variables

(N = 1599)

Variables M SD Range

Amount of provided parental child care (in days per week) 2.62 1.24 0–5

Formal child-care usea 0.62 0–1

Informal child-care useb 0.67 0–1

Timing of work

Standard/standard 0.45 0–1

Standard/nonstandard 0.40 0–1

Nonstandard/nonstandard 0.15 0–1

Schedule flexibility

None of the parents 0.45 0–1

One of the parents 0.32 0–1

Both of the parents 0.23 0–1

Home-based telework

None of the parents 0.60 0–1

One of the parents 0.28 0–1

Both of the parents 0.12 0–1

Couples’ mean educationc 0.39 0–1

Yearly household income (in 10,000 €) 8.94 4.34 0.41–44.86

Age of target child 3.08 2.02 0–6

Number of children 1.46 0.64 1–4

Weekly overtime workd 0.46 0–1

Actual weekly working hours

Mothers 27.28 8.04 2–60

Fathers 38.16 4.79 10–60

SD is not reported for dichotomous variables
a Formal child-care use: 0 = no, 1 = yes
b Informal child-care use: 0 = no, 1 = yes
c Couples’ mean education: 0 = secondary education or lower, 1 = postsecondary education or higher
d Weekly overtime work: 0 = no, 1 = yes, by at least one of the parents

Source: KiK’13
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significant. These results are partially consistent with

Hypothesis 3. No significant effects were found for

schedule flexibility or home-based telework for predicting

couples’ likelihood of using formal child care, indicating

that we found no results that were consistent with

Hypotheses 4a or 4b. The effects of the control variables

show that couples’ likelihood of using formal child care is

higher if they have attained a higher level of education

(OR = 1.43, p =\ .001), if they have a higher yearly

household income (OR = 1.05, p =\ .001), and if the

mother works more hours (OR = 1.03, p =\ .001). On

the other hand, having an older target child decreased the

likelihood of using formal child care (OR = 0.95,

p = .042).

Finally, the fourth column of Table 2 presents the

results concerning the likelihood of using informal child

care. The results indicate that couples in which one

(OR = 0.85, p = .042) or both parents (OR = 0.79,

p = .021) work nonstandard hours are significantly less

likely to use informal child care than couples with two

standard working parents. This negative association was

somewhat stronger for couples in which both parents work

nonstandard hours. More specifically, the predicted prob-

ability of using informal child care is respectively 15 and

21 % lower for split-shift couples and nonstandard working

couples compared to standard working couples. There was

no significant difference between couples in which one or

both parents work nonstandard hours. These findings are in

contrast with Hypothesis 5 because we expected couples in

which both parents work standard hours to have the lowest

likelihood of using informal child care. Neither schedule

flexibility nor home-based telework was significantly

associated with the likelihood of using informal child care.

The results of the control variables indicate that the like-

lihood of using informal child care is lower if couples have

attained a higher level of education (OR = 0.82,

Table 2 Summary of OLS and logistic regression analyses for variables that predict the amount of provided parental child care, and couples’

likelihood of using formal and informal child care (N = 1599)

Variable Parental child care Formal child care Informal child care

B SE B b B SE B OR B SE B OR

Timing of work (ref. = standard/standard)

Standard/nonstandard 0.46 0.06 .18*** -0.19 0.08 0.83* -0.16 0.08 0.85*

Nonstandard/nonstandard 0.94 0.08 .27***a -0.34 0.10 0.71** -0.24 0.10 0.79*

Schedule flexibility (ref. = none)

One of the parents -0.02 0.07 -.01 -0.00 0.08 1.00 -0.04 0.08 0.96

Both of the parents -0.01 0.08 -.00 0.14 0.11 1.16 -0.12 0.10 0.88

Home-based telework (ref. = none)

One of the parents 0.13 0.07 .05� -0.11 0.09 0.90 0.06 0.09 1.06

Both of the parents 0.18 0.10 .05� -0.18 0.13 0.83 -0.06 0.12 0.94

Couples’ mean educationb -0.26 0.07 -.10*** 0.36 0.08 1.43*** -0.20 0.08 0.82*

Yearly household income (in 10,000 €) -0.04 0.01 -.12*** 0.05 0.01 1.05*** -0.01 0.01 0.99

Age of target child -0.02 0.02 -.02 -0.05 0.02 0.95* -0.15 0.02 0.86***

Number of children 0.06 0.06 .03 -0.02 0.07 0.98 0.15 0.07 1.16�

Weekly overtime workc -0.19 0.06 -.08** 0.08 0.08 1.08 0.07 0.07 1.07

Actual weekly working hours

Mothers -0.05 0.00 -.32*** 0.03 0.00 1.03*** 0.00 0.00 1.00

Fathers -0.03 0.01 -.12*** 0.01 0.01 1.01 0.00 0.01 1.00

Constant 5.26*** -0.90** 0.89**

R2 .27

v2 (df) 259.82 (26)***

% used formal child care 62.16

% used informal child care 67.35

� p\ .10; * p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001
a p\ .001 (compared to standard/nonstandard)
b Couples’ mean education: 0 = secondary education or lower, 1 = postsecondary education or higher
c Weekly overtime work: 0 = no, 1 = yes, by at least one of the parents

Source: KiK’13
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p = .016), and if the target child is older (OR = 0.86,

p\ .001). Alternatively, having more children increased

couples’ likelihood of using informal child care

(OR = 0.15, p = .050).

In addition to the gender-neutral analyses, we performed

additional analyses (not shown; available upon request) to

examine possible gender differences in the effects of par-

ental work schedules. First, concerning the amount of

provided parental child care, we found that couples in

which only the mother works nonstandard hours provide

significantly more parental child care than couples in which

only the father works nonstandard hours (B = 0.22,

p = .014), which is consistent with our gender-specific

expectations concerning parental child care. Regarding

schedule flexibility and home-based telework, we found no

significant gender differences in the amount of provided

parental child care. This finding is in contrast with our

gender-specific expectations because we expected mothers’

additional working conditions to have a stronger associa-

tion with parental child care than those of fathers. Second,

regarding the likelihood of using formal child care, we

found no gender differences. Third, the likelihood of using

informal child care was lower for couples in which only the

mother had schedule flexibility than for couples in which

this was only the case for fathers (OR = 0.80, p = .077).

No further gender differences were found.

Discussion

In this study, we examined the associations between cou-

ples’ work schedules and child-care arrangements among

1599 dual-earner couples in the Netherlands. We improved

upon prior research by considering both parental and

nonparental child care and by examining multiple dimen-

sions of parental work schedules. We also tested whether

the associations between parental work and child-care

arrangements differed between mothers and fathers.

Previous research on the timing of parental work and

child care has mainly focused on the care that parents

themselves provide (Carriero et al. 2009; Täht and Mills

2012). We extended this line of research by considering

nonparental care. For this type of care, the timing of par-

ental work plays a central role as well; we found that

working nonstandard hours decreased the likelihood of

using both formal and informal child care. Because the use

of both types of nonparental child care decreased, non-

standard working couples seem to not be less likely to use

formal child care due to a lack of availability (Kim and

Fram 2009). If this were true, the results would have shown

an increase in the likelihood of using informal child care.

Contrary to previous studies (Han 2004; Presser 2003),

which found that nonstandard working couples relied

heavily on informal child care, we found that nonstandard

work made couples less likely to use care provided by

relatives or friends. This divergent finding may be due to

our sample, which included many families with only one

child, whereas Thomese and Liefbroer (2013) showed that

the involvement of Dutch grandparents is higher if parents

have more than one child. The specific context of the Dutch

labor market, with the high prevalence of part-time work

(EU Labour Force Survey 2013), may also have resulted in

different findings compared with previous studies. Even

though we controlled for weekly working hours, the work

schedules of Dutch parents are likely to be less restrictive

due to the shorter working time. Hence, the parents in our

sample might have a lower need of nonparental child care.

We also replicated previous research in our examination

of the associations between parental work and parental

child care, defined here as care that is provided by one

parent while the other parent is at work. Our results show

that nonstandard working hours increased the amount of

provided parental child care. Parental child care was

highest among couples in which both parents worked

nonstandard hours, which is in contrast to Presser’s (2003)

notion about split-shift couples. In the Netherlands, how-

ever, different labor legislation and regulations exist (Täht

and Mills 2012), which may make Dutch nonstandard work

more suitable for dividing care between two nonstandard

working parents. Indeed, previous research has indicated

that Dutch parents tend to de-synchronize their working

hours, whereas parents from other countries tend to do the

opposite (Carriero et al. 2009).

To obtain more insight into couples’ child-care oppor-

tunities and constraints, we looked beyond the timing of

the work and examined schedule flexibility and home-

based telework. Our results show that home-based telework

increased the amount of care parents provide themselves.

This is in line with our expectations; working from home

enables parents to better combine work and family

demands because this type of work makes it possible to

structure the day around children’s schedules and provide

more child care (Osnowitz 2005). This finding implies that

it is not sufficient to focus on one dimension of parental

work; work schedules should be examined using a broad

perspective. In addition, a gender-neutral approach is not

justified because our results show that couples in which

only the mother worked nonstandard hours provided more

parental child care than couples in which only the father

worked nonstandard hours. Additionally, couples in which

only the mother has schedule flexibility were less likely to

use informal child care than were coupes in which only the

father has schedule flexibility.

Our findings are partially consistent with our theoretical

framework. We applied an opportunities and constrains

framework that incorporated multiple dimensions of
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parental work that were likely to affect parents’ opportu-

nities and constraints when arranging different types of

child care. Although not all of the dimensions of parental

work were linked to child care, our approach indicates that

if we want to understand parents’ child-care arrangements

we have to consider when parents work and how they

organize their working day. Our results namely indicate

that not only nonstandard working hours, but also home-

based telework increases parents’ opportunities to provide

parental child care.

Although this study provided more insight into the child-

care arrangements of Dutch dual earners, there is still con-

siderable room for improvement. First, the data were self-

reported and cross-sectional, which makes it difficult to rule

out selection effects. Parents may choose to work a certain

schedule because they want to minimize their use of non-

parental child care. Ideally, we would like to study how

parents’ work schedules change over the life course to

ensure that we capture how their work is related to their

child-care decisions. Second, our measure of nonstandard

work was less detailed than in previous studies. For exam-

ple, parents who work standard hours with one additional

evening every week could, in our study, have been classified

as working nonstandard hours, which may have blurred our

results. Additionally, our measure of nonstandard work was

not able to capture the actual overlap in couples’ work

schedules, although overlap is an important mechanism.

Therefore, a more accurate measure that differentiates

between nonstandard hours and days (Presser 2003) and

measures actual overlap (Lesnard 2008) is desirable. Third,

although this paper focuses on dual-earner couples, the data

were only collected from one of the parents within these

couples. Although we expect respondents to be quite accu-

rate about their partner’s timing of work or working hours,

they may be less aware of the schedule flexibility of their

partner. A multi-actor approach could provide more insight

into possible differences between partners.

In our attempt to deepen the understanding of how

parents arrange the care for their children we focused on

parental work schedules. We hereby assumed that the level

of overlap would be highest for two standard working

parents, lower for two nonstandard working parents and

lowest for split-shift couples. However, we are not aware

of any empirical tests of this assumption. Lesnard (2008)

takes an important step in this direction, but does not seem

to include families in which both partners work during

nonstandard hours. So far, a surprisingly limited number of

studies examined this group of parents. Future research

could therefore focus on measuring the level of overlap in

the working hours of nonstandard working couples and

compare this with other schedule combinations. Yet, other

micro and macro factors may also affect parents’ oppor-

tunities and constraints. Previous research has indicated

that the supply of formal child care is strongly related to

parents’ child-care choices (Liu 2013). Aspects like the

proximity or the opening hours of child-care institutions, or

the quality of the caregivers, are therefore important factors

to consider. Future research could take the supply of child

care into account and study whether parents with non-

standard schedules respond differently to this. Furthermore,

parental norms may also relevant, especially in the

Netherlands where parents believe children should not

spend too much time in formal child care (Merens et al.

2012). Future research on the link between parental work

and child care should explore how parental norms affect

this decision-making process. Another interesting venue

for future research would be to focus on work-family

policies. For example, policies on parental leave have been

found to affect both parental work and the use of non-

parental child care (Saraceno 2011). Scholars may there-

fore want examine how work-family policies affect

parents’ opportunities and constraints when arranging child

care. Lastly, future research could try to disentangle the

relationship between child-care arrangements and parental

well-being. Couples who provide a significant amount of

parental child care may, for instance, reduce their hours of

sleep or their couple time (Wight et al. 2008), which could

negatively affect parental well-being. Thus, the decisions

that parents make regarding their child’s benefit may be

harmful to themselves.

In conclusion, our study showed that parental nonstan-

dard work enhances parental child care, whereas work

during evenings, nights, and weekends decreases couples’

likelihood of using nonparental child care. Moreover, we

showed that home-based telework increases parental child

care. By taking a couple-level approach and distinguishing

between mothers and fathers we showed that gender mod-

erated the effects of work schedules on child-care use. If we

consider our results from the perspective of child well-be-

ing, which is enhanced by parental care (e.g., Hsin 2008;

Wurtz 2008), our results suggest that policy makers could

capitalize on the positive effects of nonstandard work and

home-based telework on parental care. Currently, Dutch

interest groups defending the rights of workers mostly focus

on the negative consequences of work during evenings,

nights, and weekends (e.g., ‘‘Alles over onregelmatig werk’’

2015). Our study, in contrast, suggests that it could be an

instrument to maximize parental care and could therefore

also be considered as a possible resource. By also consid-

ering possible positive consequences for family life, policy

makers can introduce a more balanced view towards non-

standard work. Dutch policies regarding home-based tele-

work have recently been adapted, now enabling employees

to request the right to work from home (‘‘Thuiswerken

wordt wettelijk recht’’ 2015). However, since employers are

still able to deny this request, policy makers need to continue
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to make sure that home-based telework is actually used. For

example, the national and local government could lead by

example or inform employees and employers about the

benefits. If these two work conditions are enhanced, policy

makers may be able to help parents balance the coordination

of everyday life and reduce feelings of conflict and time

pressure.
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