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mothers take a hit 
Firms trimming 
benefits in tight 
job environment 

After Melissa Kimball's son 
was born, she asked her com- 
pany to let herwork part time on 
apermanent basis. 

When the company said no, 
Kirnballsaidgoodbye. 

"I didn't want to quit. I loved 
my job," says Kimball, 36, an ar- 
chitect in Washington, D.C., 
who left her job in April to stay 

1 months. 
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homewith Chance, 20 
"But I felt like, if I'ni uvr "ad- 

able enough for them to make 
familv-friendlv ~olicies work. 
then ;he job isn't for me," she 
said. 

Companies that once touted 
family-friendly benefits are cut- 
tine back in this tieht iob mar- 
ket; slashing pro@m4 that let 
emplovees telecommute, work 
nart&e. share iobs ortake~aid 
iamily leave. ~ h k  reversalis'hav- 
inea~rofoundim~act onanum- 
bc'; of working inothers now 
stmgglingwirh whetherto leave 
jobs:- - 

The labor force participation 
rate of mothers ages 15-44 with 
children under 1 year old slid 

from a record 59 percent i 
1998 to 55 percent in 200: 
part of the first downward 
slide since the Census Bureau 
began tracking the figure in 
1976. While those women 
may represent a return to 
more traditional family ar- 
rangements, some workplace 
experts suspect they also may 
beleavingthe workforce-r 
least temporarily - becaus 
they can't find the flexibilit 
they seek. 

"Some of t he  reasons 
women are going to the home 
is because organizations are 
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Family-fi,c,mum, dnefits decline 
170 The percentage of employers offering certain 

55% family-friendly benefits has dropped: 

,-.A:-- Teiecommut~ng' Child care . Adoption Lactation 
referral ance program 
service I Source: aocleryrar ~ u m a n  Resource Managemi 

Benefits Survev of neanv 6W members. _I GNS 
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~t stepping up to the plate. 
Some organizations are cutting 
back," says Lisa Levey of Cata- 
lyst, a research and advisory 
groupinNewYork 

Few programs are being 
ared. The number of employ- 
s offering paid family leave 
opped from 27 percent in 2001 
23 percent last year, according 
a Society for Human Resource 
anagement survey of nearly 
0 members. Those offering 

rlexible work hours tumbled 
from 64 percent in 2002 to 55 
percent in 2003. Job sharing 
dropped from 26 percent in 2001 
+- 22 percent last year. 
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ot family fiendly 
A separate srudv by tax and raigeiientsthar they'll be forced 
~sincss information provider ropickwho~ctsrhc~crk 
:H of more than 400-employ- 
s also found that family- 
endlyprograms are gettingthe 
:, with job sharing dropping 
,m 37 percent in 2002 to 30 
rcent in 2003. Telecommuting 

cost-cuttingis just one reason for 
the change. 

In this competitive business 
environment where being acces- 
sible to clients is critical, some 
employers are reducing family- 
friendly programs because they 
perceive a greater need to have 
everyone in the office. Others 
have tried the programs but 
thinkthey don'twork: More than 
a quarter of supervisors say tele- 
commuting can impair job per- 
formance, according to a 2001 
study by Menlo Park, Calif.- 
based staffing services firm Of- 
ficeTeam. 

And some employers remain 
uncomfortable with the benefits. 
Thev w o w  that some workers 
will~buse arrangements such as 
telecommutingand that so manv 

:I from 47 percent 10.15 perceii 
ouring the same time. And those 
offeryng compressed work- 
weeks, which generally let work- 
ers ~ u t  in their hours over four 
davs rather than five, slipped 
from 49 percenr in 2002 to -1U 

emolovees will want the a;- 

percent last year. 
Not all companies are slashing 

l--nefits, and some work-family 
perts say employers won't go 
ofarbecause these benefits are 
valued by employees. But the 
tbacks have left some working 
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others feeling squeezed. 
After being laid off from her 
Ies job rw(;months ago, Krista 
veeney, 33, dpcided she'd had 
tough of the inflexibiliy. In- 
?ad of looking fot.another cor- 
Irate lob, she launched a Web 
e. a resource for moms called 

~ o ~ s ~ o i c e . c o m ,  and she is sell- 
ing health-care benefits from 
h&e so she can spend more 
iime with hersons,Tyler, l0,and 

ephan, 1. 
"It's much more flexible. I can 
: here for my chiidren," says 
veeney, of Redmond, Wash. '7 

don't have to ask for sick time, 
vacation time. I can go to my 
son's games and plays, the 
things I couldn't do before. They 

e that family is important, not 
e dollar." 
Companics arc scaling hack 
?!I ; i " i c  % itltrprc .'I ,x~n,in ,,art 

because they'reon :cost-cu&ng 
?nzy. Work-life programs are 
metimes scratched as Dart of 
at eifo1.t and because ihey're 

beenas benefitingonl.vsorne em- . ~ 

ployees. 
But many of these programs 

don'tcost much to im~lement, so 

"1n an era when employers 
have the upper hand, there's 
little upside to family-friendly 
policies," says Steven Friedman, 
a New York lawyer who chairs 
the benefits practice at law firm 
Littler Mendelson. "In the 1990s, 
there was this feeling that these 
policies were necess~ry. l'hel.e's 
beenquitea turnaround." 

Vanishing benefits 
While a number of work-fam- 

ily experts believe companies 
will expand those programs 
once the economy improves, 
others say the economy's health 
is so uncertain that any come- 
back will take time. Meanwhile, 
workins mothers sav it's fms- 
tratingTo make 1ife"decisions 
based on benefits that canvanish 
as quickly as stockmarket gains. 

But it's not iust an issue for 
mothers. Chilbless employees 
who want to spend less time in 
the office and working fathers 
also say they're facing more re- 
sistance. 

It was a rough lesson for Rob- 
ert Smith, 30, a father of four 
children, all younger than 9. His 
wife also worked for a tele- 
marketing company and the 
children were in day care. In 
2002, Smith worked at a public 
relations job, but he oftenmissed 
work when his chiidren got sick. 
His company allowed 12 days to 
be missed for personal reasons 
or illness in a year. On the 13th 
absence, Smith says he was 
fired. 

"It's rhetoric. CompaniesSay 
they're family friendly, but it's 
only pro-family if nothing goes 
wrong," says Smith of Rockford, 
Dl., who has started his ownpub- 
lic relations business, Robert 
Smith & Associates PR "I was 
biting my nails, wondering, 
'Howare wegoin~to eat?' " r . 


