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Effects of maternal employment on children

Abstract

The movement of females into the working force is a significant social change affecting families in the
United States today. Changes taking place in the structure and lifestyle of the dual-working family have
been studied by several researchers. Hall and Hall (1979) report that 42% of couples living in the United
States are both employed. The traditional style of family ceases to be the norm (Hall & Hall, 1979; Bennett
& Reardon, 1985; Hoffman, 1979, 1980; Hohenshil, Hummel & Maddy-Bernstein, 1980). In the early 1980s,
only 7 out of 100 United States families consisted of a working father, an unemployed wife, and children
(Hoffman, 1979; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1981; Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1984).
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EFFECTS OF MATERNAL EMPLOYMENT ON CHILDREN

The movement of females into the working force is a
significant social change affecting families in the United
States today. Changes taking place in the structure and
lifestyle of the dual-working family have been studied by
several researchers. Hall and Hall (1979) report that 42%
of couples living in the United States are both employed.
The traditional style of family ceases to be the norm
(Hall & Hall, 1979; Bennett & Reardon, 1985; Hoffman, 1979,
1980; Hohenshil, Hummel & Maddy-Bernstein, 1980). 1In the
early 1980's, only 7 out of 100 United States families
consisted of a working father, an unemployed wife, and
children (Hoffman, 1979; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1981;
Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1984).

Hoffman (1979) lists changes during the last two
and a half decades that have influenced mothers to seek
employment outside of the home. These factors are: more
streamlined household operations, necessity of wife to be
employed oﬁtside of the home in order to maintain an
acceptable standard of living (objective or subjective),
fewer children, having the last child at an earlier age,
higher education for more women and their demands for
better jobs, and more female-headed households.
Acknowledging the fact that more mothers are employed, how

has this affected the development of children?



Much research has been done concerning the effects
of maternal employment on children, and differing points
of view appear in the literature (Hoffman, 1980; Bennett
& Reardon, 1985; Boswell, 1981). One group of researchers
and psychologists support the view that if the mother is
employed, especially during the infant and preschool years
of the child's life, the child's development will be
harmed. This conclusion stems primarily from the
psychoanalytic view that children can only be raised by
their mothers. These researchers and psychologists that
bonding does not get a chance to take place if mother and
child are separated. However, once the child is of school
age, the child may benefit from the mother's employment
(Boswell, 1981; Fraiberg, 1977; Nagera, 1975; Etaugh, 1974;
Bennett & Reardon, 1985).

Other research supports the proposition that a child
can attach to both a mother and a caretaker without having
ad justment problems (Etaugh, 1980; Bennett & Reardon,
1985). Schubert (1974) reported that mother-infant
communication is not seriously affected by maternal
employment.

Studies of attachment behavior in infants and

preschoolers while not focusing on maternal

employment per se, indicate that strength of

attachment to the mother is a function of the



quality and intensity of mother-child

interactions, rather than the sheer

availability of the mother or the number

of caretakers. (Etaugh, 1974, p. 861).

Belsky and Sternberg (1978) and Hoffman (1979) found no
adverse effects of quality day care for infants and young
children.

Hoffman (1979) stated that "all children need to feel
good about themselves...feel loved, capable and effective"
(p. 862). Howell, (cited in 0lds, 1978) after extensive
research on the effects of maternal employment on children,
found that, "almost every childhood behavior characteristic
and its opposite, can be found among the children of
employed mothers" (p. 15). Howell concluded that the
following were significant in the lives of children
whether their mothers were employed or not;

...equally likely to make friends easily or to

have problems getting along with other children,

to be good students academically or to fail, to

get in trouble or to show model behavior...to

love and feel loved by parents or to reject or

feel rejected by them. (p. 5)

Farel (1980), Hoffman (1979), and Boswell (1981) also
reported that few differences were found between children

of employed and nonemployed mothers.



Ad justment of children is a concern of parents.
Anderson (1980) found that parental warmth and acceptance
are consistently antecedents of child independence and
adjustment. Adjustment of elementary children is not
adversely affected by maternal employment (Etaugh, 1974;
Bennett & Reardon, 1985; Farel & Dobelstein, 1982).
Schachter (1981) found that preschool children of employed
mothers may be different socially and emotionally from
children of nonemployed mothers, but are not necessarily
better or worse in their overall personality adjustments.
Etaugh (1974) reported that a "consistent finding
concerning both black and white children is that satisfied
mothers, employed or nonemployed, have the best adjusted
children" (p. 77). Hoffman (1979) and Stuckey, McGhee and
Bell (1982) also reported that satisfied mothers have more
positive interactions with their children than do
dissatisfied mothers.

With mothers working outside of the home, fathers
tend to become more involved with child rearing. Research
points to positive effects of greater father involvement
in child raising (Booth & Edwards, 1980). Easterbrooks
and Goldberg (1984) stated that "the extent of father |
involvement in child rearing was positively associated
with toddler development" (p. 751). Fathers sharing more

in parenting tasks has been linked to increased adjustment



in children, higher achievement by girls and enhanced
social adjustment in boys. These children tend to have
better relationships with their peers, a better sense of
humor, and to have stronger self concepts (Brazelton, 1983;
Hoffman, 1974; Boswell, 1981; Bennett & Reardon, 1985).

Concerning the amount of time that parents spend
with children, Bennett and Reardon (1985) found that
employed mothers spent as much time with children as
nonemployed mothers do. Hunt and Kiker (1984), however,
found that employed mothers spent virtually the same
amount of time with preschoolers but that employed mothers
spent less time than nonemployed mothers with adolescent
children. Smith (1970) observed that "the employed
mother may spend less time with her children, but may
gain respect from her children for the expertise she has
in the world outside of her home" (p. 872). This respect
is not likely to be felt until the children are older
(Acock, Barker & Bengston, 1982).

Fathers are spending more time with their children
(Acock, Barker & Bengston, 1982; Booth & Edwards, 1980).
As a result, fathers are becoming more nurturant. Divorced
fathers who are extensively involved in child care
reported increased expressiveness and sensitivity to the
needs of others (Baruch & Barnett, 1981). Mothers and

fathers in families where both parents are employed may be



more similar in their parent-child interaction than is the
case for the traditional single earner (male) families
(Stuckey, McGhee & Bell, 1982; Acock, Barker & Bengston,
1982; Vogel, Broverman, Broverman, Clarkson & Rosenkrantz,
1970; Bennett & Reardon, 1985; Hoffman, 1974, 1979).
Fathers in a dual career family are less likely to become
workaholics and to have more time to enjoy their children
(Boswell, 1981). It appears that parents that care do
make time for their children, even when both of them are
employed.

The research on the effects of maternal employment on
the intellectual ability levels of children is not
consistent for boys. Some studies have found that boys in
the middle class score lower on intellectual indices. This
finding has occurred frequently enough to merit further
investigation, reports Hoffman (1979). However, most
studies have reported no differences between the
achievement and competence levels of girls and boys of
employed and nonemployed mothers (Etaugh, 1974; Bennett &
Reardon, 1985; Farel, 1980).

Looking at another variable, Brazelton (1983) reported
that children whose fathers were actively involved with
their infancy enter school with higher IQ scores.

Research has shown that high-achieving women often show a

close relationship with a warm and encouraging father



(Hoffmén, 1974; Price-Bonham & Murphy, 1980). It appears
that the effects of maternal employment on children are
not as significant as the situational variables that
affect families, such as father involvement, amount of
income or lack thereof, and showing acceptance of the child
(Brazelton, 1983).

What developmental characteristics are frequently
found in children whose mothers are employed? Hoffman
and Nye (1974), Schachter (1981), and Price-Bonham and
Murphy (1980), report that the children of employed
mothers are more peer-oriented, independent, and
resourceful. Independence and responsibility seem to go
hand in hand. Dual career parents encourage their
children to accept responsibility and to take part in the
family chores. Working mothers were less overprotective
and more supportive of independence than were the
nonworking mothers (Hoffman, 1974).

Children of employed mothers have broadened, less
stereotyped, and more positive sex-role concepts (Hoffman,
1974 ; Bennett & Reardon, 1985; Etaugh, 1974). Hoffman
(1979) observed that if their mother is employed, boys
see men as warmer and women as more competent. However,
Gold and Andres (1978) found that lower class boys of
working mothers viewed their fathers more negatively

than did boys with nonemployed mothers.



Daughters have a higher evaluation of human
competence and are more approving of maternal employment,
if their mother is employed (Marantz & Mansfield, 1977;
Hoffman, 1974, 1980; Rallings & Nye, 1979; Acock, Barker
& Bengston, 1982). The more involved the father is in
family raising, the more accepting the children are of
their mother's employment (Etaugh, 1974; Hoffman, 1974,
1979; Bennett & Reardon, 1985). Etaugh (1974) found that
educational aspirations generally are higher among both
sons and daughters of employed mothers.

Maternal employment appears to broaden both the roles
of the mother and of the father. This could have a
positive effect for the children of working parents,
because it will prepare them for what is ahead. Hoffman
(1979) reported that the broader range of emotions and
skills that each parent presents are more consistent with
the adult role the child will play. Parents teach by the
roles they play. They do not lose their combined
influence on their children when the mother is employed
(Acock, Barker & Bengston, 1982). 1In fact, relating to
both parents in a more balanced way is usually viewed as
preferable to relating to one parent most of the time
(Hoffman, 1979).

Significant social changes are taking place as

dual-working families adopt new lifestyles, but societal



accommodations for those changes are often slow in coming.
Hoffman (1979) stated that "social institutions, community
services, jobs, government policies, mass media
presentations, children's literature and individual
attitudes all lag behind the facts in their recognition

of how common maternal employment has become" (p. 864).
There are still few resources  for lessening the strains of
managing a home and employment.

Much of the recent research of the 1980's focuses on
the additional stress and conflict inherent in dual-working
families (Bennett & Reardon, 1985). Googins and Burden
(cited in Waterloo Courier, Nov. 12, 1985), in a recent
Boston University Study, indicate that dual-working families
feel that they are "left alone in their struggle to work
effectively and juggle family responsibilities also"

(p. 6). 1In the same article, they state: "Corporations
are beginning to realize there is a correlation between
performance and parenting” (p. 6). Thus, there are
indications that ways to better meet the needs of dual
working families are beginning to be recognized.

Restructuring in the workplace is needed to
accommodate more easily the greater involvement of the
father with children (Bennett & Reardon, 1985). New work
schedules are being experimented with by businesses,

industries and government to give employees more freedom
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in planning their daily lives. The four-day, 35-40 hour
workweek is one alternative. This makes possible a
three?day weekend which can provide longer uninterrupted
time to spend with families. Job sharing is a variation
of work scheduling. Two people actually share a job. A
variety of schemes have been successfully used in job
sharing, ranging from rotating six months on the job and
six months off the job to splitting each workday
(Hohenshil, Hummel & Maddy-Bernstein, 1980; Norris &
Miller, 1979).

Opportunities for part-time employment for mother or
father during the years when children are in the home
would allow child rearing responsibilities to be shared
by both parents. This should be possible without being
a deteriment to job success of either parent.

Providing adequate maternity leave could enhance
women's abilities to hold good jobs and concurrently meet
the needs of the children. All industralized nations
provide more maternity benefits than does the United
States (Beck, 1986).

Paternity leave is another benefit to help families
better cope with the stress of adjusting to a newborn and
perhaps, to extenuating circumstances surrounding the
birth of a child (Waterloo Courier, Nov. 12, 1985;

Brazelton, 1983; Farel & Dobelstein, 1982).
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Supervised quality child care at the business or
institutional site would make it possible for parents to
be closer to and more a part of, the child's day when
necessary or appropriate. An infant could easily be breast
fed by the mother, because of the convenience of location
or a parent could attend a preschool program or conference
with little loss of work time (Bodin & Mitelman, 1983).

Disability leave for illness or crisis in the family
would enable families to make it through difficult times
more easily (Brazelton, 1983; Farel & Dobelstein, 1982;
Hohenshil, Hummel & Maddy-Bernstein, 1980).

Hoffman (1980) reported that schools need to adapt
more readily to the schedules of parents. School hours,
lunch time policies, meetings and special school
performances, the time of parent teacher conferences,
and vacation schedules need to be more in harmony with
the population of parents that the school serves.

After school programs or services could be set up
for children who otherwise would be alone after school
until their parents arrive home from work. Googins and
Burden (cited in Waterloo Courier, Nov. 12, 1985) found
that twenty-five percent of the parents with children
aged 6-12 reported that their children cared for
themselves at home after school. Parents stated that

this "creates a source of anxiety" (p. 6).
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Parents can help preserve the quality of family life.
They can make efforts to spend quality time with children,
cut back on outside commitments, share household tasks,
and hire outside help if needed (Boswell, 1981). Gray
(1980) stated; "Strong positive associations were found
between satisfaction and the strategies of having family
members share household tasks, reducing standards within
certain roles, and considering personal interest
important” (p. 45).

Counselors can support couples as they attempt to
make their new lifestyles work for them (Boswell, 1981).
They can help women and men evaluate their options and
develop strategies for coping with potential conflicts
when trying to combine career and family {(Gray, 1980;
Maples, 1981). Decision-making skills, communication
skills, and values clarification skills have been found
useful to couples as they adjust to their roles and
role-modeling for their children (Boswell, 1981).
Attention needs to be drawn to any sex differentiation in
teacher behavior, course content, course selection and
career counseling, and steps must be taken to lessen the
differentiation so that girls and boys can see themselves
taking on work roles and family care roles (Hoffman, 1980).
Boys as well as girls should be taught homemaking and

child care skills (Farel & Dobelstein, 1982).
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Maternal employment is a part of modern family life. It
is a response to other social changes and is meeting
needs of the family that the full-time homemaker role
could not do. Children are the greatest natural resource
of our nation. To provide the best for our children
requires research into and evaluation of, the old methods
and the new. Developing ways to help dual-working
families to adjust, and to enable them to meet their
children's needs, is challenging. The research indicates
that there are positive and negative aspects to this new
way of living. Schools, social institutions, government,
and places of employment all need to adjust. It takes
time, education, and effort to change attitudes about
what is so basic to each of us--the lifestyle of our

~ families.
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