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The conception of maternal employment 
as a s i n g l e , powerful va r iab le that 
dominates c h i l d r e n ' s development, 
usual ly in a detrimental fash ion , is no 
longer adequate. C r i t i c a l examinations 
of the research on the development of 
ch i ld ren with employed mothers have i n 
dicated that the var iab le of maternal 
employment is heterogeneous and that i t 
interacts with other var iab les such as 
the sex of c h i l d , the socioeconomic 
status of the fami ly , the a t t i t udes , 
motivation and behaviours of the par
ents , the c h i l d r e n ' s age, and other 
factors to inf luence the development of 
the ch i l d r en . (Etaugh, 1 9 7 4 ; Hoffman, 
1 9 7 4 ; Wal lston, 1973 ) The material re 
ported in th is paper is based on a se r 
ies of projects examining the develop-



ment of boys and g i r l s at d i f f e r e n t 
ages with employed and nonemployed 
mothers from middle and working-class 
Anglophone and Francophone f a m i l i e s . 

The theore t i ca l background for the 
studies is derived from the s o c i a l i z a 
t ion theories of David L y n n . ( 1 9 6 9 ) 
Lynn has argued that s ince g i r l s are 
p r imar i l y so c i a l i z ed by a same-sex 
adult and boys by an opposite-sex 
adu l t , the processes and content of 
sex-role i d e n t i f i c a t i o n d i f f e r for 
g i r l s and boys. These d i f fe rences lead 
to the development of d i f f e r i n g cogn i 
t i ve a b i l i t i e s and persona l i t y charac
t e r i s t i c s in g i r l s and boys. The con
stant presence of mothers makes sex-
ro le i d e n t i f i c a t i o n eas ie r for g i r l s , 
who ident i f y simply by imi ta t ing the i r 
mothers. Consequently, the i d e n t i f i 
ca t ion process requires and develops 
less problem-solving s k i l l s and less 
i n i t i a t i v e and independence in g i r l s . 
In add i t i on , the t r ad i t i ona l female 
model does not emphasize i n t e l l e c tua l 
achievement and independence and so 
these cha r a c t e r i s t i c s are not made 
s a l i en t to g i r l s . The s i t ua t i on is 
d i f f e r en t for boys. Since fathers 
have much less contact with the i r 
ch i ld ren than do mothers, boys a lso 
i n i t i a l l y ident i f y with the i r mothers 
and then must t ransfer the i r i d e n t i f i 
ca t ion to a male r o l e , a role exempl i 
f i ed by usual ly absent f a the rs . The 
achieving of th is t ransfer leads boys 
to make a po l a r i z a t i on o f sex ro l e s , 
wi th male roles becoming valued p o s i 

t i v e l y and female r o l e s , negat ive ly . 
The successful so lu t ion of th is problem 
of sex-role i d e n t i f i c a t i o n requires and 
helps develop problem so lv ing s k i l l s in 
the young boy. (Lynn, 1969) 

Employed mothers change both the models 
and processes of sex-role i den t i f i c a t i on 
and these changes have d i f f e r en t e f f ec t s 
on ch i ld ren of d i f f e r en t sex and back
ground. The process of sex-role iden
t i f i c a t i o n for g i r l s in homes with em
ployed mothers becomes somewhat more 
akin to the process usual ly experienced 
by boys. The employed mothers present 
a more ac t i ve and independent model en
gaged in a broader range of a c t i v i t i e s 
than the t r ad i t i ona l housewife model. 
The mothers necessar i l y have less phys i 
cal proximity to the i r ch i l d ren , which 
might a l so lead to the greater mother-
daughter distance that is associated 
with bet ter cogn i t i ve a b i l i t i e s in 
daughters. (Lynn, 1969) Therefore, 
daughters of employed mothers compared 
to daughters of nonemployed mothers 
should have less t r a d i t i o n a l l y feminine 
views of the i r own roles and of sex 
roles in general and should a lso have 
enhanced cogni t i ve a b i l i t i e s . However, 
the e f f e c t s of maternal employment on 
the daughters' sex i d e n t i f i c a t i o n pro
cess should be mit igated by the fact 
that the subs t i tu te care givers are a l 
most invar iab ly female and by the fact 
that most employed mothers s t i l l spend 
a great deal of time with and assume 
major r e spons ib i l i t y for the ch i l d r en . 



Maternal employment should be associated 
with d i f f e r en t e f fec ts on boys' develop
ment. The jobs of the mothers should 
ra ise the i r s ta tus , lower the re l a t i ve 
status of the fathers compared to the 
mothers, make the two roles more s im i l a r 
and so hinder the usual po l a r i za t i on of 
sex roles by boys. The increased d i f 
f i c u l t y of so lv ing the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
problem for sons of employed mothers 
should hinder the i r development of cog
n i t i v e s k i l l s compared to sons of non-
employed mothers. However, i f the hus
bands of employed mothers become more 
involved in ch i ld-care a c t i v i t y , the 
greater contact with male models 
should lessen the d i f f i c u l t y of the 
sons forming the appropriate sex-role 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . Father-son a c t i v i t y 
should therefore be pos i t i v e l y a ssoc i a 
ted with the sons' masculine ident i ty 
and cogni t ive development. 

The greater role s i m i l a r i t y of the par
ents associated with maternal employ
ment leads both sons and daughters to 
have broader conceptions of the i r own 
sex roles than ch i ldren with nonemployed 
mothers. This is bene f i c i a l for daugh
te rs , but i t does not appear to be so 
for sons at an ear ly stage in the i r 
development. The benef i t for daughters 
stems from the i r being able to expand 
the i r sex ro l e , which is s o l i d l y based 
upon contact with the i r mothers and 
other females, by adopting cha rac te r i s 
t i cs considered masculine and of greater 
soc ia l p res t ige . The disadvantage 
for sons of the greater parental ro le 
s i m i l a r i t y is due to the i r not having 

the same-sex parent and other male-
models as ava i l ab l e to them as do 
daughters and therefore not having as 
immediate and d i r ec t a way of estab
l i s h i n g the i r sex i den t i t y . The grea
ter f l e x i b i l i t y of sex roles then i n 
creases the sons' d i f f i c u l t y in d i f 
f e r en t i a t i ng the i r roles from that of 
the less s o c i a l l y p res t ig ious female 
r o l e . The sons of employed mothers do 
not benef i t from the c l e a r l y d i s t i n g 
uished and super ior status of the male 
to the same extent as do sons of non-
employed mothers. 

The main hypotheses of the study are 
therefore that both sons and daughters 
of employed mothers should have broader 
conceptions of sex- roles than ch i ld ren 
of nonemployed mothers but that the 
sons should have poorer cogni t ive 
development while the daughters should 
have enhanced cogn i t i ve development 
compared to the i r counterparts with 
nonemployed mothers. The adjustment of 
the ch i ld ren was a lso examined. Since 
working-class fami l ies express more 
s t rongly sex-typed roles (Hess, 1970), 

maternal employment should not inf luence 
the parents ' ro les in these fami l i es as 
great ly as in middle-class f am i l i e s . 
Therefore, i t was predicted that ma
ternal employment should be associated 
with stronger e f f e c t s in middle than in 
working-class f am i l i e s . F i n a l l y , i t 
was predicted that the c loser the 
father-son r e l a t i onsh ip , the more fav 
ourable the development of the boys. 



Procedure 
The cooperation of fami l i es was ob ta in 
ed with the ass is tance of four school 
boards. Chi ldren in grades four and 
f i v e , whose parents had consented to 
pa r t i c i pa t e in the study, completed a 
ser ies of quest ionnaires in the schoo ls . 
The quest ionnaires examined the i r sex-
role concepts (Lambert,1969), the i r 
educational achievements and a s p i r a 
t ions and the i r adjustment. (Thorpe, 
Clarke and T r i g s , 1953) Achievement 
test scores were obtained for some of 
the ch i ld ren from school records. The 
parents were sent quest ionnaires to 
complete and mail to the un i ve r s i t y . 
The quest ionnaires assessed the par
en t ' s work h i s t o r y , ch i ldca re arrange
ments (Woods, 1968, 1972), motivation 
and s a t i s f a c t i o n with parental r o l e s , 
sex-role concepts (K i rkpa t r i ck , T967), 
behaviours in the home (Lambert, 1969), 
at t i tudes towards ch i l d r ea r i ng (Hurley 
and Hohn, 1971) and descr ip t ions of 
thei r ch i Id ren . 

Only the data from two-parent, Anglo
phone fami l i es with no h i s to ry of 
d ivorce or parental death and in which 
the mothers had been employed or non-
employed on an uninterrupted basis for 
at least four years were used in th is 
study. Table 1 descr ibes the charac
t e r i s t i c s of the sample. The analyses 
for th i s study used the data of the 
c h i l d , mother and father from 223 fam
i l i e s who met these c r i t e r i a . The fam
i l i e s were c lassed as e i the r middle or 
working-class according to the ra t ing 

of the f a the r ' s occupation on the 
Bl ishen sca l e . (B l ishen, 1967) The 223 
fami l ies comprised e ight groups accord 
ing to the employment status of the 
mother, the socioeconomic c lass of the 
family and the sex o f the c h i l d . 

Results 
Although the data were subjected to 
s t a t i s t i c a l ana l y s i s , th is paper w i l l 
present the resu l ts in nons t a t i s t i c a l 
terms. It should be understood that 
when d i f ferences in the ch i l d r en ' s or 
parent 's scores are reported, these r e 
fe r to s t a t i s t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t d i f 
ferences in scores between groups. 

Ch i ld ren ' s Data: Ana lys is of the c h i l 
dren 's sex-role concepts indicates that 
the ch i ld ren o f employed mothers d i f 
f e rent i a te less in the i r descr ip t ions 
of males and females. They descr ibe 
the behaviour and cha rac t e r i s t i c s o f 
the two sexes, the kinds of jobs that 
are su i tab le for them, the appropriate 
way for boys and g i r l s to interact with 
adults and with the i r f r i ends , in more 
s im i l a r terms than do the ch i ld ren with 
nonemployed mothers. The only excep
t ion to th is f ind ing occurs in the case 
of working-class sons with employed 
mothers, who perceive the roles of boys 
and g i r l s when in terac t ing with adults 
as being very d i f f e r e n t . 

The adjustment of the ch i ld ren at th is 
age is r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e a f fec ted by 
maternal employment s ta tus . The sex of 
the c h i l d and the soc ia l c lass of the 
family are much more c lose l y re lated to 



DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE OF 10-YEAR-OLD CHILDREN AND PARENTS 

Table 1 

Maternal Employment 
Status Employed Nonemployed 

Social Class of Middle Working Middle Working 
Family 

Sex of Chi ld Male Female Male Female Male Fema1e Male Fema1e 

Mean Bl i shen 2.1 2.4 4 . 6 4 . 3 2.0 1.9 4 . 5 4 . 4 
Rati ng 

Mean Age 10.3 10.2 9.8 10.2 10.1 10.2 9.7 10.1 
Mean School Grade 4 . 6 5.0 4 . 4 4 . 7 4 . 8 5.0 4 . 6 4 . 7 
Mean Mother 1s 37-8 37.0 35.8 36.7 37.1 36.9 35.8 36.6 

Age 
36.6 

Mean Father 's 4 1 . 3 4 2 . 6 4 0 . 8 39.9 39.4 41 . 2 4 2 . 3 40 . 2 
Age 

Mean Education 14 . 0 13-1 11.5 11.9 12.5 12.3 10.4 10.2 
of Mother 

Mean Education 14 . 9 13-2 11.7 11.6 13.4 13-4 10.4 10.9 
of Father 

13-4 

Mean Number of 
Years Mother 7.7 6.8 8.0 5.8 
Employed 

or 
Nonemployed 12.1 11.1 11.0 11.1 

Total n per 
group 30 25 20 22 36 36 28 26 



the c h i l d r e n ' s soc i a l and persona l i t y 
adjustment scores . However, maternal 
employment status does show some a s 
soc ia t ion to the adjustment of working-
c lass boys with employed mothers. These 
boys have the poorest school re la t ions 
scores . In add i t i on , the fathers of 
these boys report having more problems 
with the i r c h i l d r e n ' s behaviour. These 
fathers a l so descr ibe the i r ch i ld ren 
least favourably on an ad jec t i ve check 
l i s t compared to the other fa thers . 

There are two types of academic data in 
th is study. Scores on a standardized 
achievement test (King, L indquis t and 
Hieronymus, 1968) were ava i l ab l e for 
145 ch i ld ren who had pa r t i c ipa ted in 
the study. In a d d i t i o n , there are a l so 
the c h i l d r e n ' s responses to the aca 
demic items on the c h i l d r e n ' s ques t ion -

na i res. 

Two out of four academic achievement 
test resu l ts were re la ted to maternal 
employment s ta tus . Middle-class sons 
with employed mothers have lower l an 
guage and mathematics achievement 
scores than do the middle-class sons 
with nonemployed mothers. Middle-class 
daughters with employed mothers con
s i s t e n t l y a t t a i n the highest scores 
but do not d i f f e r s i g n i f i c a n t l y from 
middle-class daughters of nonemployed 
mothers. 

The only other f ind ing in the academic 
data is cons is tent with the resu l ts of 
the adjustment data. Working-class 
boys with employed mothers report grea 

ter d i s l i k e of school and poorer grades 
than do the other working-class c h i l 
dren. 
Parental Data: When the mothers are 
employed, the i r husbands pa r t i c i pa te 
more in superv is ing the c h i l d r e n , a l 
though the mothers s t i l l have the grea
ter r e spons ib i l i t y for care of the 
ch i l d r en . Very few ch i ld ren receive 
superv is ion that appears inadequate 
even by the most s t r ingent c r i t e r i o n 
but of those who are r e l a t i v e l y un
supervised most are boys. The boys 
were c lassed as supervised or unsuper
vised and the i r adjustment and academic 
scores were compared. The unsuper
v ised boys scored cons i s ten t l y lower 
but none of these d i f ferences were 
s t a t i s t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t . 

The parental data concerning the par 
ents ' own roles and a t t i tudes indicate 
that both the employed mothers and 
the i r husbands are much happier with 
the mothers' roles than the nonemployed 
mothers and the i r husbands. A lso the 
employed mothers and the i r husbands 
descr ibe themselves as behaving in a 
less sex-typed and in a more s im i l a r 
fashion in domestic and ch i ldcare 
a c t i v i t i e s at home. This is caused by 
the fa thers ' increasing the i r p a r t i c i 
pation in domestic a c t i v i t y , although 
both parents report that the mother is 
more ac t i ve in domestic a c t i v i t i e s . 
The employed mothers and the i r husbands 
have much more pro-feminist a t t i tudes 
than do the nonemployed mothers and 
the i r husbands. F i n a l l y , the parents ' 
a t t i tudes towards the i r ch i ld ren do not 



vary with maternal employment s ta tus . 
There are no s i g n i f i c a n t d i f fe rences 
among the groups of parents in the i r 
scores assessing the i r tendencies to 
re ject or overprotect the i r ch i ld ren 
or to put pressure on the ch i ld ren to 
ach ieve. 

Relat ions between Parental and Ch i ld 
Data: The cor re la t ions between the 
parents ' behaviours and a t t i tudes and 
the ch i l d r en ' s scores were examined. 
The cor re l a t ions are of moderate 
strength at most and, as expected, vary 
both in strength and d i r ec t i on with the 
employment status of the mother, the 
soc ia l c lass of the family and the sex 
of the ch i Id . 

The sex-role concepts of the ch i ld ren 
do not appear to be great ly inf luenced 
by parental a t t i t udes , although daugh
ters tend to have more stereotyped sex-
role concepts i f the parents descr ibe 
the i r domestic a c t i v i t i e s in a sex-
typed fash ion . The adjustment of the 
ch i ld ren is more c lose l y associated 
with parental a t t i t udes , with greater 
paternal involvement in the home r e l a 
t ing to better adjustment scores for 
ch i ld ren with employed mothers. Paren
tal a t t i tudes of re jec t ion and achieve
ment pressure general ly are negat ive ly 
re lated to the ch i l d r en ' s adjustment. 
The strongest assoc ia t ion between the 
ch i l d r en ' s adjustment and a parental 
var iab le occurs for the number of years 
middle-class mothers have been employed 
and the i r son's adjustment scores . The 
assoc ia t ion is cons i s ten t l y negative 

and does not vary with the type of 
supervisory arrangement made. 

The c h i l d r e n ' s academic data is most 
s t rongly assoc iated with the amount of 
the f a the r ' s in te rac t ion with the c h i l 
dren. For ch i ld ren with employed 
mothers, the more the father is i n v o l 
ved in a c t i v i t i e s with the c h i l d r e n , 
the higher the c h i l d reports his or her 
grades and educat ional a sp i r a t i ons . 

Discussion 
The resu l ts of th is study indicate that 
at th is age maternal employment has few 
e f f ec t s on the development of g i r l s , 
except to broaden the i r concepts of sex 
ro l es . Maternal employment status is 
more strongly associated with the de
velopment of boys, with some e f f ec t s 
being pos i t i v e and some, negat ive. The 
assoc ia t ions between maternal employ
ment status and the son 's development 
a l so vary somewhat with soc ia l c l a s s . 
The present f ind ings indicate that 
fathers have an important inf luence on 
the development of ch i ld ren of employed 
mothers. More pa r t i c i p a t i on in family 
and household a c t i v i t i e s by the fathers 
is l inked favourably with the c h i l d r e n ' s 
adjustment and academic development. 

Although the a t t i tudes and behaviours 
of the parents are involved in media
t ing the e f f e c t s of maternal employment 
on these c h i l d r e n , the parental a t t i 
tudes are not as s t rongly re lated to 
the c h i l d r e n ' s behaviour as they have 
been found to be in fami l ies where the 



parents and chi1dren are younger. A 
comparison of the parents in th is study 
with the parents o f nursery aged c h i l 
dren indicates that employment of 
mothers of nursery aged ch i ld ren is 
assoc iated with more changes in paren
tal behaviour than is employment o f 
mothers of 10-year-old ch i l d r en . The 
parents o f the younger ch i ld ren show 
less t r ad i t i ona l sex-typed ro le behav
iour in the home where the mother is 
employed. 

The resu l t s of th is study a l so ind icate 
that the nonemployment of mothers has 
e f f e c t s on the development of c h i l d r e n . 
The ch i l d ren with nonemployed mothers 
adhere to a greater extent to narrower, 
more t r ad i t i ona l conceptions of sex-
ro l e s . 

No simple conclusions or recommenda
t ions can emerge from the s tudy 's 
f i nd ings . The e f f e c t s of maternal em
ployment on c h i l d r e n ' s development are 
complex and vary not only with the sex 
of c h i l d , age o f c h i l d and soc i a l 
c lass of family but a lso with the de
velopmental area s tud ied . Furthermore, 
i t can be predicted that e f f e c t s found 
present ly in ch i ld ren w i l l l i k e l y be 
a l te red in the fu ture . As the f r e 
quency of employed mothers increases 
and a t t i tudes towards maternal employ
ment change, the e f f e c t s o f maternal 
employment on c h i l d r e n , both pos i t i ve 
and negat ive, should be reduced. 
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