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Parental socialization is an important way we learn about the worlds of work and
family. This study investigates the content and gendered nature of over 900 parental
work, family, and balance memorable messages. A total of 21 inductively coded
message categories are detailed in terms of message frequency and content. Overall,
men and women reported receiving similar messages from parents about the role that
work and family should play in adult life. Additional chi-square analyses demon-
strate that women received significantly different messages than men about choosing
particular careers and exiting the paid labor force in relation to anticipated family ob-
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ligations. Possible ideological implications of these findings are delineated in the dis-
cussion section including: work as personal fulfillment, the gendered nature of work
choice, and reinforcing family in young men’s lives. Limitations and future direc-
tions of this study are also addressed.

“Your work defines you—it makes you who you are.”

“Family is unconditional and means more than anything else.”

“It’s important to establish yourself in a career before you raise a family.”

Communicated by family, friends, coworkers, or through the media, messages
such as these contribute to meaning construction about work and family in contem-
porary society. Mothers advising daughters that “It’s important to establish your-
self in a career before you raise a family” both constitutes and perpetuates particu-
lar gendered understandings about the relationship between paid work and
childrearing. Such messages provide frameworks for sensemaking within specific
interactions; they may also become powerful linguistic tools if drawn on to inter-
pret meaning in future communicative experiences. The purpose of this study is to
explore the nature of socializing communication between parents and young adults
regarding possible intersections between work and personal life. In so doing, we
hope to provide a uniquely communicative contribution to our knowledge about
how we produce or reproduce, and potentially transform, the boundaries between
our work and our family lives through language.

The justification for this study is three-fold. First, making life choices and con-
structing identity in relation to work and family issues is a significant and practical
dilemma today (Coltrane, 1996; Kaufman & Quigley, 2000). Although communi-
cation scholars explore how adults construct work and family choices and related
identities in the midst of contradiction (Golden, 2001; Medved & Kirby, 2005),
limited research to date has explored the various ways in which parental communi-
cation enables and constrains young adults’ current interpretations of their future
work and family life choices. Parents provide key information to young adults
about future work and family arrangements (Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 2000;
Piotrkowski, 1979), but the nature of the messages shared in these interactions is
largely unknown. Overlooking this aspect of socialization leaves communication
scholars unable to meaningfully contribute to academic and popular dialogues on
generational differences work and family sensemaking (e.g., Booth, Crouter, &
Shanahan, 1999; Work and Families Institute, 2004). In this study, we take a de-
tailed look at messages about work, family, and balance as a means to contribute to
this important social dialogue from our unique disciplinary lens. Second, this
study aims to contribute to knowledge construction on socializing communication
more broadly. Recently, researchers called for new approaches to the study of so-

162 MEDVED ET AL.



cialization, particularly in the organizational arena (Bullis, 1993; Clair, 1999;
Smith & Turner, 1995). Socialization can be understood more richly as an ongoing
process of meaning construction, rather than one of sequential role replication
(Giddens, 1979). In addition, it is also a process that is inherently ideological in na-
ture (Clair, 1996). Thus, not only do we investigate a large dataset of messages, we
also look across these data and critique ways this parental advice about work, fam-
ily, and balance may serve to perpetuate or challenge dominant ideologies about
the intersections between the public and private spheres.

Third, we argue that studies of socialization are too often contextual in nature.
The family is seen as a crucial site or social location for learning about, for exam-
ple, family identity (Galvin, 2003) or perceptions on aging (Holladay, 2002). At
the same time, organizational communication scholars independently investigate
workplace interactions and attempt to assess what these messages teach us about
the world of paid labor (Stohl, 1986; see also Barge & Schlueter, 2004; Hart,
Miller, & Johnson, 2003; Harter & Krone, 2001). We aim to break down these con-
textual barriers. Furthermore, how we come to know what we do and who we are as
paid laborers and family members through language is a co-constructive process.
Work–family socialization is interconnected; that is, it is not “contained” in one
sphere or context. This study explores the interconnections between work and fam-
ily socialization with the hope of potentially offering unique insight into how we
come to understand our social world through communication.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Socialization and Memorable Messages

Social theorist Anthony Giddens (1979) argued “one cannot refer to the process of
socialization except very loosely” (p. 129). Similar to Giddens, this study sees so-
cialization not as the inevitable adoption of socially prescribed roles, but as an on-
going mutual interplay between agency and structure, both reflected and produced
partly through processes of signification. To fully capture the communicative re-
production (and possibly transformation) of social knowledge, detailed attention
needs to be paid to the critical messages and interactions shaping how we make
sense out of our social worlds over the course of a lifetime. At times, memorable
messages (Knapp, Stohl, & Reardon, 1981) may serve as powerful forms of social-
izing communication and may be “pulled forward” in ongoing processes of indi-
vidual and societal sensemaking. Individuals are in process just as societies or as
Giddens explained, “socialisation [sic] is thus most appropriately regarded not as
the ‘incorporation of the child into society’ but the succession of the generations”
(p. 130).

A memorable message is a verbal message that appears to be remembered for
a long period of time, was received early in life, and is perceived to have a major
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influence on people’s lives (Knapp et al., 1981). As a unit for communication
analysis, memorable messages have been used to explore issues of organiza-
tional socialization (Barge & Schlueter, 2004; Dallimore, 2003; Gundry & Rous-
seau, 1995; Stohl, 1986), gender socialization (Dallimore, 2003; Heisler, 2000),
perceptions on aging (Holladay, 2002), and self-assessment of behavior (Smith
& Butler-Ellis, 2001; Smith, Butler-Ellis, & Yoo, 2001). This approach allows
researchers to engage in work that is strongly anchored in communication and,
in light of the previously mentioned reconsiderations of socialization processes,
provides an excellent complementary framework for this study. We agree with
Stohl (1986) that memorable messages may become powerful discursive frag-
ments or personal proverbs that actors draw on to interpret their social world.
Meanings brought into novel situations are the product of understandings or
traces of meaning developed in past interactions or imagined interactions, or
both (Knapp et al., 1981) and may (or may not) be used as a means of “seeking
guidance and explanation for our current life situation” (p. 36). This study fo-
cuses on messages shared between the generations, particularly parental commu-
nication with young adults regarding the roles that work and family should play
in contemporary society.

We also note that meaning is always embedded in historical, political, cultural,
and material conditions (Giddens, 1984). Thus, socializing messages and contexts
are not neutral or devoid of power and power relations. Meaning construction in
any context can potentially, albeit unintentionally, reproduce inequitable power re-
lations. Clair’s (1996) study of work socialization, for instance, focused on how
discourse reflects and creates social order in relation to occupational choice. She
argued that socialization into our work lives is simultaneously a process of learn-
ing about class ideologies. Similarly, Sillars (1995) noted how ideal models for
parent–child communication are embedded in Western, middle class ways of
knowing. Thus, we would be remiss not to reflect in the final section of this article
on the possible ideological nature of our findings or what we call the “socially sig-
nificant” (vs. statistically significant) implications of this work.

Work and Family Socialization Scholarship

Jablin and colleagues extensively investigated various stages of organizational so-
cialization for over 30 years (see Jablin, 2001, for a review). At the same time, the
study of family socialization has had an equally long-running and productive re-
cord of tracing how we learn communication skills or strategies (or both) through
interactions with parents and siblings (e.g., Sillars, 1995; Stafford & Bayer, 1993).
Yet one shortcoming of both of these areas of scholarship is their lack of cross fer-
tilization. As argued previously, we posit that work and family socialization is a
co-constructive process. Next, we review select findings from both of these areas
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of scholarship as a point of departure for our study of work, family, and balance
memorable messages.

First, organizational socialization has been argued to follow a three-stage pro-
cess: vocational–entry, assimilation, exit–disengagement (Jablin, 2001). Although
scholars have challenged this linear, compartmentalized view of socialization
(Clair, 1996, 1999; Smith & Turner, 1995), it is useful for our purposes to review
research conducted under the rubric of anticipatory vocational socialization; that
is, work that explores how we learn about the occupational world prior to entering
into significant paid employment. Through communication with parents, children
may learn how to perform skills that may be of use in future work situations such as
soliciting assistance or delegating (e.g., Goodnow, Bowes, Warton, Dawes, & Tay-
lor, 1991; Goodnow & Delaney, 1989). Direct or indirect messages from parents
are also an early source of information about attitudes toward work and occupa-
tional choice (Freeman, 1997; Galinsky, 1999). Little attention in this literature,
however, has focused on the content of messages and its relationship (implicit or
explicit) to meaning construction about our family lives and roles.

Next, we turn to the family socialization literature in communication studies in
which it is often argued that family interactions are the primary means for most
early socialization experiences about how to interact with others (Fitzpatrick &
Caughlin, 2002; Streeck, 2002). As early as the age of 5, some studies have found,
children begin to self-monitor their communicative behaviors, including evaluat-
ing their own messages and becoming skilled at sending socially appropriate mes-
sages (Haslett & Samter, 1997). By observing and interacting with family mem-
bers early in life, most people learn the requisite skills for social interaction as well
as ways to think about communication (Bruner, 1990). Communication rules
learned early on in life play a role in helping shape the way children and adults co-
ordinate meaning with others (Pearce, 1976). Family communication scholars
more often focus on how communication skills or styles are taught through inter-
action and less on the reproduction of particular meanings or values. Thus, al-
though research in each of these two substantive areas of scholarship is important
in its own right, little scholarship has attempted to study the co-constructive con-
tent of socializing messages about work and family, as well as explicit messages
sharing advice about how to balance these two central life spheres. Thus, we pose
the following research question.

RQ1: What meanings are reflected in memorable messages provided by parents
to their young adult children regarding work, family, and balance?

Socializing Gender, Work, and Family

One additional explanatory variable not yet addressed in this article, but argued to
play an important role in both work and family socializing communication pro-
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cesses, is gender (Kirby, Golden, Medved, Jorgenson, & Buzzanell, 2003). And al-
though parents’ key role in gender socialization is generally accepted throughout
social research, albeit to varying degrees (see Gerson, 1985), limited empirical
study exists exploring the content of parents’verbal and nonverbal messages about
gender in relation to work and family roles (e.g., Freeman, 1997). We do know,
however, that early work socialization with parents may teach children about the
gendered nature of occupational roles (Ahlander & Bahr, 1995), as well as tradi-
tional sex stereotypes for particular kinds of work (Peters, 1994); for example,
through talking about and assigning sex-specific chores in the home (Etaugh &
Liss, 1992).

Women have also reported that mothers and fathers provide different types of
messages about occupational choice. Mothers, for example, may tell their daugh-
ters early on in life not to repeat their own work and family choices, whereas fa-
thers’messages may focus more specifically on the need to develop particular cog-
nitive or problem-solving skills (Freeman, 1997). In addition, psychodynamic
theories of gender and personality development have argued that mothering behav-
iors (and men’s “breadwinning” orientations) have been shown to be encouraged
in young girls (and boys) through mechanisms such as role modeling, psychologi-
cal attachment processes, and even the support of differential “play” behaviors
such as playing with dolls versus playing with trucks (Astin, 1975; Chodorow,
1979). And although the gendered nature of the construction and enactment of our
work and family lives is acknowledged, men’s early interactions and experiences
are relatively absent in our research. As Mumby (1998) noted, men must also be
central to our discussions of gender. If we continue to study and define work–fam-
ily as only a woman’s issue, we devalue men’s experiences and also constrain pos-
sibilities for change. Thus, parental messages about work and family for both
young women and men are intricately intertwined with messages about gender and
gender relations—studying socializing communication in this context in absence
of critical attention to gender would miss much of what is “going on” and the po-
tential long-term effects on young adults’ sensemaking processes. As a result, we
pose a second question.

RQ2: Do women and men report receiving different memorable messages about
work, family, and balance?

METHOD

Participants

Data analyzed for this study were taken from a larger dataset (N = 544) collected
from students enrolled in communication courses at a midsized, midwest
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university. Survey responses from a total of 312 participants were used to conduct
the analyses reported in this study. All participants were 25 years of age or youn-
ger, single, and without children. The gender composition of the sample was 64%
women (n = 199), 36% men (n = 111), and 2 nonresponses. The mean age of partic-
ipants was 20 years old (M = 19.97, SD = 1.28). Ethnically, this sample was fairly
homogenous: 92.6% White, 2.2% Black, 1.0% Asian, and 2.1% participants who
reported being of other ethnic backgrounds (1.9% nonresponse).

Soliciting Memorable Messages

In a survey based on the work of Heisler (2000), participants were asked to provide
and explain three separate messages. Each participant recalled a message about (a)
the role that work should play in life, (b) the role that family should play in life, and
(c) the best way to balance work and family. Participants were instructed up front
that “memorable messages are ones that are vividly remembered and believed to
have had a large impact on how we behave, the attitudes we hold, and the decisions
we make or anticipate making in the future.” After reporting each message, partici-
pants described the situation–context in which they heard the message, who said
the message (parents or other “parental figures” such as aunt, uncle, grandmother,
grandfather, or other),1 how old they were at the time, and whether it was said di-
rectly to them. Finally, participants provided their own understanding of the mes-
sage being reported.

Message Coding

Given the volume of messages collected, an inductive coding procedure was used
to organize the data. After accounting for missing data and eliminating noncodable
responses, a total of 928 messages remained: 310 work messages, 310 family mes-
sages, and 308 balance messages. A coding scheme for each broad category of
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1The results reported in this study represent a subset of a larger dataset that includes 544 partici-
pants. Originally, participants were allowed to report messages from sources other than biological or
step-parent relations (e.g., aunts, uncles, and grandmothers). This broader range of message sources
was offered in an attempt to be inclusive of the nontraditional family forms evident in contemporary
family life. Early analyses of the data, however, revealed that the vast percentage of messages reported
by participants indeed fell into the categories of “mother” and “father.” These two categories were
broadly defined as biological, or stepparents, or other individuals who respondents perceived to take on
a primary caregiving role in their lives. Thus, although data collection instruments were designed to be
mindful of nontraditional family arrangements, this particular sample of participants did not prove to be
diverse in terms of family types. As a result, nonparental data were eliminated from this study for clarity
and manageability of analysis. Findings from the full dataset analysis can be acquired by contacting
Caryn E. Medved.



messages was developed through a grounded coding process (Strauss & Corbin,
1998) that included iterations of reading messages, developing categories, piloting
coding schemes, and then revising categories (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A final
categorization scheme was then decided on and two members of the research team
completed the coding used for analysis in this study. Cohen’s kappa (Cohen, 1960)
for message categories was calculated based on a 15% sample of the data2 and re-
sulted in intercoder agreements for work, family, and balance messages of .86, .83,
and .79, respectively. The coding unit was a single message. This unit of analysis
was decided on because participants’ responses often included one to three sen-
tences that comprised a single message. If, however, one participant’s response in-
cluded two separate and distinct messages, only the first message was coded as a
part of the dataset for clarity and manageability. Disagreements were resolved
through discussion. When message content was difficult to place in a particular
category, coders used the message interpretations provided by study participants.
This allowed for an additional perspective on possible message interpretations.

RESULTS

RQ1: Exploring Message Categories

Data are explored next through detailing the work, family, and balance messages
categories generated in order of most to least frequently reported. To manage the
sheer volume of data analysis, only the four most frequently reported categories
are discussed at length with a more extensive listing of categories available in Ta-
bles 1, 2, and 3. Message examples are also provided.

Work messages. The 310 categorizable work messages were coded into 7
categories: (a) career enjoyment, (b) work–career choice, (c) financial necessity,
(d) work ethic, (e) role of education, (f) prioritize family, and (g) prioritize work
(see Table 1 for frequencies of work messages by categories and sex). The first cat-
egory, career enjoyment, deals with messages that specify the need to be happy in a
career or that link a particular career choice with happiness in life (or both). The
category of career enjoyment represents the most frequently reported work mes-
sage category (n = 142, 45.8%). Messages in this category include the following:
“If you enjoy what you’re doing, work isn’t really like work,” “Do something you
will enjoy,” “If you don’t love what you’re doing, quit your job,” and “Have fun at
your job. Otherwise it’s no fun to go to.”
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The next category, general work–career choice, includes messages concerning
the general role of work in life and, at times, specifically the issues of career choice
(n = 48, 15.8%). Messages include the following: “Whatever you want to be is al-
right with me,” “Be a teacher,” and “You need a career that has a wide range of jobs
for you.” Our third category of messages centers on advice framing work in rela-
tion to financial necessity (n = 49, 15.5%). This category consists of statements
talking about making money as a means of supporting a family or its necessity as a
means to support oneself or be independent and self-sufficient. Examples of mes-
sages reported are as follows: “It is important to be able to afford to raise your fam-
ily comfortably,” “Get a job that you can make a lot of money,” and “Work sucks
but without it we could not have this house.”

The fourth category, work ethic messages, focuses broadly on the value of hard
work in life (n = 28, 9.0%). That is, these messages discuss responsibility, hard
work, or perseverance in relation to career success. Messages reported include the
following: “You have to work for what you earn,” “The only way to get ahead in
life is to be a good worker,” and “No matter what the job is do it to the best of your
ability and success will come a lot easier.” This category also contains advice em-
phasizing the importance of not overworking and neglecting other life demands.

Family messages. Next, 310 family memorable messages were coded into
6 categories: (a) family importance, (b) family permanency, (c) prioritize family,
(d) sibling relations, (e) reciprocity, and (f) family financial support (see Table 2
for frequencies of family messages by category and sex). The most frequently re-
ported category of family messages is family importance (n = 107; 34.5%). This
category includes messages that describe the importance or centrality of family re-
lationships or privilege particular qualities of family relationships such as uncon-
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TABLE 1
Frequency of Work Messages by Sex

Work Message

Frequency of
Occurrence Within

Work Categorya

Frequency of Occurrence
Within Women’s Work

Messages

Frequency of
Occurrence Within

Men’s Work Messages

Career enjoyment 142 (45.8%) 95 (47.7%) 46 (42.2%)
Work–Career choice

general
48 (15.5%) 33 (16.6%) 14 (12.8%)

Financial necessity 49 (15.8%) 30 (15.1%) 19 (17.4%)
Work ethic 28 (9.0%) 13 (6.5%) 15 (13.8%)
Role of education 23 (7.4%) 13 (6.5%) 10 (8.2%)
Prioritize family 9 (2.9%) 8 (4.0%) 1 (0.9%)
Prioritize work 2 (0.6%) 1 (0.5%) 1 (0.9%)
Other 9 (2.9%) 6 (3.0%) 3 (2.8%)

aValid percentages with categories are indicated in parentheses.



ditional acceptance; emotional support; love; and closeness, excluding messages
of permanency. Examples of messages received include the following: “Families
are supposed to stick together and help each other out,” “Family is more important
than your friends,” and “Blood is thicker than water.”

Our second grouping of messages focuses on issues of permanency in family
relationships (n = 83, 26.8%). These messages stress the dependability of the fam-
ily unit, permanence, longevity, or consistency among family members. The focus
of messages in this category was on relationships over a period of time, often using
language such as “always” or “over time.” Messages reported include statements
as follows: “In the end, family’s all that’s left,” “Know that you can always count
on your family,” and “Family will always be there no matter what.”

The third category of family messages focuses on placing family first (N = 69,
22.3%). As noted previously, prioritizing family messages were also represented
in participants’ work messages (5th-most popular category). Prioritizing family
messages included statements that clearly advocate that family must come before
work or other things in life including career-related decisions. These messages ar-
gue that family should come first or that family should be first in a time-ordered se-
quence. Messages reported include items as follows: “Family is most important”
[emphasis added], “Family is more important than anything else,” “Family is num-
ber one,” and “Family comes before work.” Sibling relationships are at the heart of
the fourth category of family messages (n = 7, 2.3%). Messages in this category in-
clude statements advising individuals to value and cherish their siblings and the re-
lationships with their siblings. Messages provided include the following: “They
are always going to be your sisters so treat them in a loving way,” “When you grow
up, your sisters will be some of the most important people in your life,” and “No
matter how much you fight now, your brother and sister will be your best friends to
the end.”
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TABLE 2
Frequency of Family Messages by Sex

Family Message

Frequency of
Occurrence Within
Family Categorya

Frequency of
Occurrence Within
Women’s Family

Category

Frequency of
Occurrence Within

Men’s Family
Category

Importance 107 (34.5%) 67 (33.8%) 39 (35.5%)
Permanency 83 (26.8%) 55 (27.8%) 27 (24.5%)
Prioritize family 69 (22.3%) 41 (20.7%) 28 (25.5%)
Sibling relationships 7 (2.3%) 7 (3.5%) 0 (0.0%)
Reciprocity 4 (1.3%) 3 (1.5%) 1 (0.9%)
Family financial support 4 (1.3%) 1 (0.5%) 3 (2.7%)
Other 36 (11.6%) 24 (12.1%) 12 (10.9%)

aValid percentages with categories are indicated in parentheses.



Balance messages. Finally, participants recalled 308 balance messages
that were coded into 8 categories including: (a) work choice, (b) life planning, (c)
combining, (d) prioritize family, (e) stopping work, (f) financial necessity, (g) en-
joyment of work, and (h) segmenting (see Table 3 for frequencies of balance mes-
sages by category and sex). The most frequently reported balance messages focus
on issues of work choice (n = 71, 23.1%). These messages advocate picking a par-
ticular career or job because it allows for the possibility of enjoying family, or bal-
ancing family responsibilities with those of paid labor. Messages reported include
the following: “My mom always said I should be a teacher because she’s one and
you get summers off,” “Choose a job that you can easily spend time with your fam-
ily,” “That job is a lot of fun, but it is a lot of traveling so if you ever want a family it
may be tough,” and “You should work in government because salary will be stable
and you can have enough break, which is good for family too.” Additionally, some
of the messages in this category warned individuals against certain careers that
may inhibit their family time.

Life planning and combining messages were reported with the same frequency.
Life planning messages (n = 52, 16.9%) advocate having a particular plan, ratio-
nale, or order to life events such as getting married, focusing on a career, or having
a family. There is a temporal dimension to the messages in the life planning cate-
gory. Messages reported included these statements: “Have a career and be estab-
lished before you start a family,” and “Don’t have kids right away, you should work
for a while and have a life of your own.” The combining message category is fo-
cused on the necessity of including work, family, and other interests in life (n = 52,
16.9%). These messages mention the need to balance and make time for every-
thing in life. Messages reported include the following: “Be successful and have a
family … don’t sacrifice one for the other. You can find a balance,” “You won’t be
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TABLE 3
Frequency of Balance Messages by Sex

Balance Message

Frequency of
Occurrence Within
Balance Categorya

Frequency of Occurrence
Within Women’s Balance

Category

Frequency of Occurrence
Within Men’s Balance

Category

Work choice 71 (23.1%) 53 (27.0%) 18 (16.4%)
Life planning 52 (16.9%) 37 (18.9%) 15 (13.6%)
Combining 52 (16.9%) 30 (15.3%) 22 (20.0%)
Prioritize family 48 (15.6%) 25 (12.8%) 22 (20.0%)
Stopping work 33 (10.7%) 23 (11.7%) 9 (8.2%)
Financial necessity 20 (6.5%) 11 (5.6%) 9 (8.2%)
Enjoyment of work 7 (2.3%) 3 (1.5%) 4 (3.6%)
Segmenting 10 (3.2%) 4 (2.0%) 6 (5.5%)
Other 15 (4.8%) 10 (5.1%) 5 (4.5%)

aValid percentages with categories are indicated in parentheses.



satisfied at home if you’re not satisfied at work and vice versa,” and “You can be a
mom and have a career.”

The next most populated category of balance messages argues again to put fam-
ily first (n = 48, 15.6%). Prioritize family messages advocate that family should
come before work or other things in life. Again, similar sentiments were reported
in response to both the “family message” and “work message” prompts. Messages
in this category clearly privilege the family. Messages reported include these state-
ments: “Family should come first,” “Family is more important than work,” “Do ev-
erything for your kids, and then think about work,” and “Working is okay, but al-
ways spend time with your family.”

RQ2: The Gendered Nature of Memorable Messages

First, we report whether men and women reported receiving different types of
work, family, and balance messages. Chi-square analysis demonstrate that there
was not a significant association between type of work message and participant
sex, χ2(7, n = 308) = 8.592, p = .283. That is, men and women did not report receiv-
ing different types of message about work. Similarly, chi-square tests indicate that
there was no significant association between participant sex, χ2(6, n = 308) =
7.909, p = .245, and type of family message. This finding demonstrates that men
and women received similar messages about the role that family should play in life.
For example, both men (n = 39, 35.5%) and women (n = 67, 33.8%) in this study
received messages about the importance or centrality of family in life at a similar
rate. They were also told to prioritize family with the same frequency: men (n = 28,
25.5%) and women (n = 41, 20.7%).

Finally, although there was not an overall significant association between the
types of balance messages received and the gender of the recipient, χ2(8, n = 306) =
13.407, p = .099, further follow-up investigations found two significant effects for
individual messages and participant sex. First, women reported more often than
men that they were advised to stop work with the arrival of children. A chi-square
test indicates that that distribution of men and women receiving “stopping work”
messages significantly differs from the null hypothesis that the variables are inde-
pendent, χ2(1, n = 32) = 4.54, p < .05. Moreover, additional close interrogation of
these data demonstrate when men reported receiving stopping work messages, the
language used did not advise them to stop working but were often their mothers’
reflections on choosing to stay at home, or not, with her son. Stopping work mes-
sages reported by women, on the other hand, often included a mild warning such
as, “don’t miss your children growing up.” Second, women reported receiving
messages recommending that they choose work structures that accommodate the
eventuality of family priorities, whereas men received such messages less fre-
quently, χ2(1, n = 71) = 4.50, p < .05. Thus, women were more often advised than
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men that exiting the paid labor force might be an option or a necessity when or if
children eventually become a part of these young women’s lives.

DISCUSSION

The findings presented in this study provide a modest yet important contribution to
the literature on socializing communication. Young adults were often advised to
find a type of work that would provide them enjoyment or fulfillment; they were also
simultaneously told that work would make them happier or lead more enjoyable
lives in the long run. Young men and women received relatively similar messages
about the role that work and family should play in life. Finally, balance messages re-
called by young women, more often than men, advised them to leave the paid work
force and make career choices based on anticipated family responsibilities.

By examining discourses of work and family outside of any particular organiza-
tional context, this study has furthered our understandings of how people come to
understand, deeply and generally, the ideas of work, family, and their relative rela-
tion. That is, as participants learned about possible roles that family should play in
their lives, they also learned how familial boundaries may (or may not) be shaped
by the various ways of positioning work in our daily lives. Although organizational
communication scholars have challenged disciplinary use of the “container” view
of the organization (Putnam, Phillips, & Chapman, 1996), less progress has been
made at re-envisioning how discourses of work and organizing simultaneously
produce and reproduce how we come to view other interconnected spheres of our
lives such as family and community. In addition, the intermingling of talk about
work and family cannot be disentangled from meaning construction about gender
and, we argue in our future directions next, issues of race and class. And although
we have explored messages parents have shared with their young adult children,
we recognize that this process is a lifetime of ongoing and dynamic sensemaking.

Another contribution of this analysis, however, lies not only with its reporting of
work and family message categories and gender differences, but also in providing a
point of departure for further interrogation of these findings. As explained in the the-
oretical grounding of this study, socialization cannot and, we argue, should not be
studied devoid of potential implications for the reproduction of power and power re-
lations. Thus, the remainder of this article departs from “traditional” discussion sec-
tion formats that usually detail a study’s theoretical and practical contributions. In-
stead, we devote the remainder of this article to considerations of how these findings
potentially reflect (or challenge) ideological aspects of work and family discourses.
The following question guides these considerations: How do the content and
genderedpatternsof thesemessagesserve toreify (or transform)particular ideolog-
ical aspects of work and family discourses? This discussion is purposively specula-
tive and we believe can serve to expand our own as well as disciplinary thinking
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about thepossiblesocial significanceof this typeofscholarship. Inparticular,wecri-
tique enabling and constraining elements of three dominant themes in our findings:
(a) work as personal fulfillment, (b) work choice as a gendered discourse, and (c) re-
inforcing family in young men’s lives. After discussion of these themes, we finish
with study limitations and additional directions for research.

Work as Personal Fulfillment

As demonstrated previously, an overwhelming number of our messages advised
these young adults that work should be enjoyable, personally enriching, or a means
to balance in life (or a combination of these). At times, enjoyment of work was tied
to work choice through messages such as, “Be sure to find a career you enjoy,” of-
ten putting the onus on the individual to seek out or find enjoyable work. Pleasur-
able work is also situated in relation to the long-term consequences of paid labor;
for example, “If you enjoy your work, you’ll never work a day in your life.” Thus,
finding enjoyable work for a lifetime allows for doing particular activities that,
ironically, “don’t feel like work” and will, with luck, make life happier. We argue
that these messages can be read to perpetuate ideological discourses that privilege
paid labor in life and the construction of the self (Clair, 1996). On one hand, con-
structing work as personally fulfilling and enjoyable can provide a positive vision
of careers and organizational life for young adults. That we do not deny. If we ac-
cept the premise that work will be a primary activity in our lives, it makes “good
sense” to want to spend time doing something enjoyable—something more mean-
ingful than only a generator of income. Such a meaning, however, can also simul-
taneously serve to obscure power relations between the individual (private) and the
organization (public).

Discursively positioning paid work as essential to personal fulfillment implic-
itly grants the organization considerable power over an individual’s personal sense
of self-worth and happiness. Pervasive framing of work as needing to be enjoyable
has the potential to obscure the economic nature of the employment relationship.
Working long hours can certainly be personally fulfilling, but it most often serves
to financially benefit the organization more so than the individual. As aptly stated
by Joanne Ciulla (2000), “[O]f all the institutions in our society, why would we let
one of the most precarious ones supply our social, spiritual, and psychological
needs?” (p. 223). Thus, we interpret these data to provide evidence of how the priv-
ileging of work is reproduced through everyday family interactions. Admittedly,
we provide evidence that is limited and partial, yet worthy of our attention in that
these data reveal how the tension between the organization and the individual are
played out in parental socializing messages. Future studies should more specifi-
cally interrogate the reproduction of power through socializing communication
about work, perhaps also in connection to issues of race and class (Clair, 1996).
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Work Choice as a Gendered Discourse

The idea of work choice was embedded across these messages and message cate-
gories and, we argue, may serve to perpetuate gendered assumptions of rationality
often underlying work and family discourses. “Choosing work” as a way of discur-
sively constructing “balance” encompassed two message categories: work choice
and stopping work. The messages in these two categories accounted for over 30%
of women’s balance messages. In essence, women in this study report being told to
consider (future) family obligations when making choices about potential careers
more often than men. Work choice messages, as mentioned previously, typically
advised young women to enter into, or avoid, a particular type of work to accom-
modate family responsibilities. We know early career choices significantly influ-
ence women’s career progression (Leuptow, 1996). Stopping work messages were
reported to be received primarily by women. These messages tend to insist that
full-time care giving is the only way to be a good mother or to avoid regretting the
“missing out” of a child’s early years. Overall, the importance of considering fam-
ily when making career choices or anticipating future work and family conflicts
was constructed through advice provided to many of the young women, but not the
young men, who participated in this study.

Thus, in particular as these young women (and men) receive guidance about
initial career and life decisions, they were simultaneously and unobtrusively ad-
vised about appropriate ways of enacting femininity. Ironically, although these
women were encouraged similarly to male participants to find enjoyable and
meaningful work, they were also urged to choose a particular career for family
reasons, stop working once children are introduced into their lives, and plan
ahead for life choices by taking future familial responsibilities into account. We
argue these data illustrate the communicative reproduction of the double bind so
many adult women often report facing while in the workforce. Meeting both of
these, at times, conflicting criteria might minimally foreshadow possible future
frustrations and internal conflict for these young women. If these messages are
recalled and used for decision rules as these participants make initial career op-
tions, these women might limit their career options in light of this advice. From
one interpretation, these work and family socializing messages can be seen to
perpetuate the gendered logics of work and family and obscure the privileging of
masculine assumptions of paid work and family division of labor. And although
a myriad of controllable and uncontrollable factors will surely shape these young
women’s eventual work and family choices (Gerson, 1985), the role of significa-
tion through language must not be overlooked. Future studies may attempt to
gain greater detail in how young women interpret such arguably conflicting mes-
sages and how they make sense of memorable absences; that is, what meaning is
constructed through the absence or lack of messages about possible work and
family choices (Dallimore, 2003).
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Reinforcing Family in Young Men’s Lives

The data reported in this study clearly highlight the central meaning that individu-
als continue to attach to family relations in life. These messages for women cer-
tainly can be seen to reinforce traditional gendered assumptions about work and
family responsibilities. However, these data also point to the production of one
counter-discourse of gender that we believe is worth noting. Although men were
not often advised to choose particular careers because of future family obligations
or to exit the workforce after the birth of a child, they were told frequently of the
importance of family, or to create space in their lives for family. This finding may
indicate some shifting in traditional gendered ideologies of men’s roles in work
and family. That is, historically prevailing notions that men are to primarily per-
form the breadwinner role may be changing. These young men are being told to
play an active part in their children’s lives and to often place family responsibilities
above paid labor. Messages to men such as “Children always come first” or “You
must save time for kids, they are the most important thing you’ll have” reflect a
value for men being present in their kids’ daily lives. Although these data are cer-
tainly not wholesale evidence of the transformation of gendered ideologies of
work and family, they may indicate a slight shift in our discourse. Incorporation of
research in masculinity studies (Connell, 1995) and the meaning of family and
work in men’s lives (Coltrane, 1996) offer exciting extensions of our work. Com-
munication scholars could explore, for example, how stay-at-home fathers enact
their identities and roles as domestic and care laborers.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR
RESEARCH

In this final section, three additional directions for future research are discussed in
relation to the limitations of this study. First, this study relied on critiques of the so-
cialization process primarily rooted in the work of Anthony Giddens (1979). His
thinking provided a fundamental challenge to more functional approaches to the
study of social reproduction. This singular insight from his extensive corpus of the-
ory, however, represents only one possibility for the study of work and family so-
cialization. Future research could more fully adopt his structurationist framework
to explore these issues (Giddens, 1984), including the ideas of the duality of struc-
ture and dialectic of control, as well as practical–discursive consciousness. For ex-
ample, could memorable messages more richly be understood as “memory traces”
implicated in the process of structuration as parental figures, or knowledgeable ac-
tors, draw on their discursive consciousness about work and family in interactions
with their children? To do so, additional methods of data collection would be
needed including, but not limited to, participant observation, interviews, and per-
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haps daily interaction journals. Future efforts could also focus on gathering more
extensive contextual information and interpretation of these messages from young
adults and parental figures.

Second, data collection limitations in this study must also be addressed. The
findings of this study were based on analysis of a large dataset inclusive of over
900 messages from over 300 participants. Admittedly, however, the sample was
drawn from a fairly narrow population of participants. All participants were col-
lege students attending a midsized midwest institution, and we must be careful
to interpret these findings in light of the characteristics of our sample. Additional
research needs to explore the social knowledge being reproduced in daily family
communication among members of more diverse communities in terms of socio-
economic status, racial and ethnic composition, sexual orientation, and family
structures. This will give us a broader picture of work and family socializing
communication. Future efforts must also carefully trace the historical and con-
temporary social conditions that shape this social knowledge—not simply pro-
vide an uninformed comparison of message types across minority or economi-
cally disadvantaged groups. In addition to collecting data from a more diverse
set of participants, studies need to be conducted that simply allow for a larger
number of messages to be collected and analyzed. Given the detailed level of
coding necessary to make this type of analysis meaningful, having a larger num-
ber of messages within each subcategory will allow for researchers to conduct
more extensive analysis.

Finally, future research should use additional methods of data collection to
complement the memorable messages “methodology.” Participants were asked to
report their recollections of messages from isolated interactions. And although
some supporting information was gathered, messages were not recorded in situ as
talk in interaction. In addition, coding was conducted from the researcher’s per-
spectives—not the participants’ understandings of the message context and the re-
lational histories of the interactants. The use of focus group data, more extensive
interviewing techniques, or daily message journals could provide additional data
from which to contextualize and interpret possible meanings of memorable mes-
sages. Clair (1996), for example, explored narratives describing the colloquialism
a “real job” to gain information about the co-constructive nature of these mes-
sages. Narratives methodologies could be used and allow participants to expand on
their understandings of memorable messages.
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