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Broader structural changes to the U.S. economy, along with short-term 

fluctuations in the country’s economic health, have transformed the nature of work. In 

response to a more unstable and round-the-clock work environment family life is 

changing, especially for mothers and their children. Increasingly, social scientists are 

examining these family implications of employment experiences. This research has 

highlighted that whether mothers work in the paid labor force or not matters less to their 

own wellbeing and their children’s development than the precariousness of their positions 

when they do work. This evidence that certain characteristics of work, such as job 

instability and nonstandard schedules, seem to influence the adjustment and functioning 

of women for their and their children’s wellbeing needs to be extended by efforts to 

understand how these effects come to be. Parenting, I argue, is an oft hypothesized yet 

underexplored component by which women’s employment affects them and their 

children. This dissertation, therefore, is comprised of three studies that examine how 

diverse and unstable experiences that mothers have at work shape how they engage in 

their parenting roles at home while their children are very young. Drawing from 
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sociological and developmental theoretical frameworks and rich, multi-method 

longitudinal data sets, I examine: (1) whether both mothers’ and fathers’ nonstandard 

work schedules are associated with mothers’ parenting and how shared family dynamics 

explain these associations; (2) the intersection between mothers’ nonstandard work 

schedules, children’s care settings, and maternal sensitivity, and; (3) how entries into new 

jobs, voluntary exits from jobs, and job loss disrupt mothers’ sensitive parenting. The 

findings from these three aims demonstrate that mothers who have nonstandard work 

schedules and experience involuntary job loss are less likely to engage in sensitive and 

cognitively-supportive parenting in the first two years of their children’s lives. Because 

children’s care settings are associated with these patterns in protective ways, they 

represent a policy lever to assist parents in disadvantageous employment situations. 

Overall, this dissertation uncovers connections between the work and family domains that 

may play a role in the health and wellbeing of women as well as the transmission of 

advantage across generations. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Long-term changes in the labor market have transformed the nature of work, 

creating new and diverse employment experiences (Presser, 2003). In addition to these 

larger changes that have exacerbated societal structural inequalities, short-term 

fluctuations in economic health, such as recessions, inject more complexity into the work 

positions and trajectories of individuals and have tied both more closely to human capital 

(Goldin & Katz, 2010). These economic trends have happened in tandem with the mass 

entry of women into the labor force and, more recently, the stagnation and diversification 

of women’s work experiences. A long line of research has demonstrated how experiences 

in the labor market have implications for family dynamics, including how women handle 

family responsibilities and how children are reared (Kohn & Schooler, 1973). This 

research tradition can now be advanced by greater appreciation of the growing 

complexity of work and family life in the modern age. 

To better address this complexity, this dissertation draws from several 

sociological and developmental perspectives and two longitudinal data sources to 

examine how new diverse work experiences in the new economy—namely, nonstandard 

work schedules (i.e., work conducted outside the 8am-6pm workday) and job 

transitions—affect mothers’ sensitive, responsive, and cognitively-supportive parenting 

behavior. Here, I view parenting as an aspect of maternal adjustment and functioning, as 

it taps into how well mothers are able to translate their values and expectations of 

parenting into behavioral reality, while also emphasizing that it is a pathway through 
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which parents’ work experiences affect child wellbeing. Despite the large body of 

research that has highlighted the negative association between nonstandard work 

schedules and job loss on one hand and women’s wellbeing and children’s development 

on the other, we still need to know more about how these associations arise. This 

dissertation, therefore, extends the already rich literature on women’s employment, their 

wellbeing, and child development by examining mothers’ parenting. I conceptualize 

parenting as the sensitive and responsive parenting that most mothers want to engage in 

and that has long-term effects on children, and operationalize it with measures derived 

from observer-validated mother-child interactions (Belsky & Fearson, 2002; De Wolff & 

van Ijzendoorn, 1997; Raby, Roisman, Fraley, & Simpson, 2015).  

Importantly, this dissertation examines the association between mothers’ work 

experiences and their parenting when their children are young (birth through age four 

years), a particularly vulnerable time characterized by exits, entries, and temporary 

absences from the workforce as mothers transition to parenthood or add to their existing 

family (Han, Ruhm, Waldfogel, & Washbrook, 2008). With the arrival of new children 

come adjustments in individual identities and negotiations and changes surrounding 

existing family dynamics (Cast, 2004; Katz-Wise, Priess, & Hyde, 2010). These changes 

are also happening during early adulthood, a period when career trajectories are being set 

and employment is particularly unstable, relative to later life periods (Danziger & Ratner, 

2010; Holzer & LaLonde, 2002). Perhaps crucially, though, early childhood is 

increasingly considered a critical developmental period and early marker of persistent 

inequalities, one that has outsized benefits to policy investments (Heckman, 2006). In this 
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way, early childhood and the relative diverse and unstable employment patterns that 

parents’ experience during this stressful time of high parental expectations and demands 

make this a critical juncture for the study of work-family dynamics.  

Specifically, this dissertation explores mothers’ parenting behavior in the context 

of their work schedules, their movements into and out of jobs over time, the interplay of 

their work and their partners’ work, and their navigation of the child care market—a 

major policy support for and concern of parents of young children—with special attention 

to the mechanisms of and variability in the interplay of these factors. This dissertation is 

composed of three related but stand-alone studies, with each chapter (2 through 4) 

focusing on a specific study: 

 Nonstandard Work Schedules, Family Dynamics, and Mother-Child Interactions 

During Early Childhood: Chapter 2 addresses how both mothers’ and fathers’ 

nonstandard work schedules are associated with mothers’ cognitively-supportive and 

sensitive parenting. Using a family systems perspective, this study sheds light on how 

shared intra-family processes, such as family routines, relationship stress, and the 

division of parenting tasks, explains the negative association between both parents’ 

nonstandard work schedules and mothers’ parenting behaviors. 

 Mothers’ Nonstandard Work Schedules, Child Care Settings, and Their Sensitivity to 

Young Children’s Development: Chapter 3 explores the intersection of mothers’ work 

lives, home lives, and experiences in the child care market by examining whether the 

quality, stability, and availability of their children’s care mediates or moderates the 

association between their nonstandard work schedules and sensitive and responsive 
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parenting. This study draws on an ecological systems perspective to disentangle the 

link between the settings that mothers share with their children (family), arrange for 

their children (child care), and experience independently of their children (work).  

 Mothers’ Work Transitions and Their Sensitivity to Young Children’s Development: 

Motivated by the new era of increased employment instability, Chapter 4 compares 

mothers’ movements into and out of jobs, with a particular focus on involuntary job 

loss, and what this means for their parenting sensitivity. Drawing from a life course 

perspective, this study also explores factors that potentially explain the link between 

job loss and parenting and for which mothers job losses matter most. 

All three studies draw on longitudinal data sets, examining mothers’ parenting at 

multiple points across their children’s early years using fixed and random effect modeling 

techniques to address issues of selection bias. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-

Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) used in Chapter 2 is nationally representative and draws from a 

rich array of information on both mothers’ and fathers’ work lives in addition to 

observer-rated mother-child interactions. Chapters 3 and 4 used the NICHD Study of 

Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), an in-depth longitudinal survey 

with frequent touch-points (every three months) with mothers. These touch-points allow 

for a more complete picture of employment diversity and instability not available in most 

other studies. Importantly, the SECCYD was also designed to capture in-depth 

information on child care settings and contains observer-rated mother-child interactions. 

In addition to advancing understanding of an important mechanism through which 

mothers’ work lives affect their own adjustment and functioning in ways that are also 
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developmentally significant for their children, this research has important implications 

for policy. The U.S. work-family policy landscape is much more sparse compared to 

other developed nations in terms of policy interventions and safety nets (Bogenschneider 

& Corbett, 2010; Cooke & Baxter, 2010). In fact, work itself and the movement of 

parents into the workforce, particularly low-income single mothers, are some of the most 

important mechanisms through which current policy attempts to assist families. 

Understanding the pathways through which these diverse and unstable work 

experiences—those that also happen to be most prevalent among the group policy often 

targets—can enhance or create inequality among mothers and children is an important 

piece of the socioeconomic disadvantages of women and the intergenerational 

transmission of socioeconomic status to their children. 

  



 

 

6 

Chapter 2:  Nonstandard Work Schedules, Family Dynamics, and 

Mother-Child Interactions During Early Childhood 

ABSTRACT 

The rising number of parents who work nonstandard schedules has led to a 

growing body of research concerned with what this trend means for children. The 

negative outcomes for children of parents who work nonstandard hours are thought to 

arise from the disruptions these schedules introduce to family life and, through this 

channel, parents’ abilities to follow through on their efforts to cognitively and 

emotionally support children’s development, particularly when children are young. Using 

a nationally-representative sample of two-parent families (the Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study-Birth cohort, n = 3,650), this study examined whether mothers’ and 

their partners’ nonstandard work schedules were associated with mothers’ parenting 

when children were two- and four-years old. Random effects models revealed that 

mothers’ and their partners’ nonstandard work schedules were associated with mothers’ 

lower scores on measures of positive and involved parenting than mothers who worked 

standard daytime schedules. These associations were mediated by fathers’ lower levels of 

participation in cognitively-supportive parenting and greater imbalance in cognitively-

supportive tasks conducted by mothers versus fathers, providing considerations for 

policies supporting families with diverse work schedules. 

INTRODUCTION 

The emergence and persistence of an increasingly diverse and unstable labor 

market has been a major feature of the economy in the past half-century. In particular, the 

growth of the service sector, which is disproportionately occupied by women, has 
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increased the demand for services during non-daytime hours while technological change 

has reduced the costs of labor, allowing for work around the clock (Presser, 2003). In the 

U.S., approximately one-third of dual-earner families include a parent who works a 

nonstandard schedule (Presser & Ward, 2011). This employment trend, like others that 

have transformed family life, such as the rise of maternal employment, has generated a 

great deal of research on what it means for children (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010). For the 

most part, this research has shown that nonstandard work schedules among mothers are 

associated with lower cognitive development, academic achievement, socioemotional 

adjustment, and health among children (Han, 2005; Johnson, Kalil, & Dunifon, 2012; Li 

et al., 2014).  

A hypothesized yet underexplored pathway connecting mothers’ nonstandard 

work to children’s outcomes is through their parenting behavior. The implicit and explicit 

assumption of this literature is that nonstandard work schedules disrupt the ability of 

mothers to engage in the types of stimulating and sensitive parenting behaviors that we 

know have direct implications for child development, such as their cognitive and 

socioemotional outcomes (Presser, 2003). What is it about nonstandard work that would 

lead to such developmentally consequential changes in parenting? For some parents, 

nonstandard work imposes an unpredictable time constraint that is difficult to manage 

physically and emotionally. Other parents see it is a financial necessity and the only way 

to manage child care in an increasingly unaffordable market. Some see it as taking away 

time with children while others see it as protecting time with children. For some, the 

distance it puts between spouses is intolerable, and, for others, it is a worthy sacrifice 
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(Han, 2004; Hattery, 2001; Täht & Mills, 2011). Adjudicating among these intra-family 

mechanisms linking mothers’ nonstandard work to their developmentally significant 

parenting behavior while elucidating for whom they hold is a crucial component of 

understanding of how the rise of the 24-7 economy has been good or bad for U.S. 

children. A aq2 family systems perspective that emphasizes the importance of the 

interconnectedness among all family members and certain relationships within families 

(Cox & Paley, 1997), I argue, can advance this cause. 

This study, therefore, draws on the family systems perspective to examine how 

partnered mothers’ engagement in stimulating and sensitive parenting with children is 

associated with their experiences employed in jobs that require working nonstandard 

schedules (i.e., those outside the 8am-6pm daytime hours) as well as their partners’ 

experiences in such jobs. I then explore how changes in the shared, negotiated, and 

interactive space between mothers and their partners in the family (e.g., relationship 

stress, family routines, paternal parenting support of mothers, arrangements for child 

care) explain these links between mothers’ nonstandard work and their engagement in 

developmentally significant parenting. These aims will be pursued by applying random 

effect regression to two waves of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Birth cohort 

(ELCS-B)—a nationally representative sample of children born in the U.S. in 2001—

when children are 2- and 4-years old. The importance of this line of research lies in the 

fact that diverse work schedules are becoming an increasingly frequent experience in the 

U.S., particularly among low-income families most often targeted by social policy. The 

potential contribution is strengthened by focusing on mothers of young children, given 
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that early childhood is an incredibly malleable developmental period in which changes in 

parenting—and, therefore, the external systems that lead to these changes—can have 

outsized effects on lifelong development (Heckman, 2006; Raby, Roisman, Fraley, & 

Simpson, 2015). 

BACKGROUND 

Overview of the Significance of Maternal Nonstandard Work Schedules 

Nonstandard work schedules generally refer to work schedules conducted 

regularly outside of daytime hours (e.g., 8am through 6pm), such as schedules that 

require work in the evenings or throughout the night (Presser, 2003). Although 

nonstandard work schedules are prevalent in a range of occupations and industries, they 

are generally most common in service and blue-collar sectors with below-average wage 

(Enchautegui, 2013). As is the case with so many work-family topics, the growing 

research base on nonstandard work has tended to focus on the implications of mothers’ 

nonstandard work for children’s wellbeing. The evidence is clear that mothers’ 

nonstandard work—net of other negative dimensions often characteristic of nonstandard 

schedules (e.g., low pay, instability)—is associated with poorer outcomes for children in 

a wide variety of domains, particularly those concerning the development of early 

cognitive skills that matter for educational attainment in the long run (Li et al., 2014). 

Efforts to explain this disadvantageous link between mothers’ nonstandard work 

and children’s developmental outcomes have typically focused on parenting, particularly 

the potential for such work to disrupt mothers’ engagement in sensitive and stimulating 

behaviors of early childhood that have such long-term consequences for children. The 
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conceptualization of this parenting mechanism is that nonstandard work creates stress, 

taxes time, and disrupts routines in such a way that mothers are not able to follow 

through on their best parenting intentions (Hseuh & Yoshikawa, 2007; Tuttle & Garr, 

2012; Goodman et al., 2011). Given how consistently this conceptual argument is made 

in the literature, it is surprisingly light on direct empirical evidence. Most assessments of 

the links between mothers’ nonstandard work and parenting have relied on time-use data 

that count the amount of time mothers spend with children in various activities (Connelly 

& Kimmel, 2007; Rapoport & Le Bourdais, 2008; Wight, Raley, & Bianchi, 2008). This 

evidence is mixed because nonstandard work scheduling can allow some parents to 

maximize time with their children even as it interferes with their general family routines, 

rituals, and activities (Täht & Mills, 2011; Wight et al., 2008). Following recent debates 

about the value of measuring the substance of parenting activities in addition to the time 

spent on such activities (Kalil & Mayer, 2015), this literature can be advanced by 

exploring the implications of mothers’ nonstandard work for her engagement in specific 

dimensions of parenting known to have long-term effects on children’s life courses, 

including their sensitivity and responsiveness toward and cognitively-supportive 

interactions with their children (Belsky, 1984; Kawabata et al., 2011; Raby et al., 2015).  

The first aim of this study, then, is to test the hypothesis that mothers’ 

nonstandard work schedules (defined as requiring work outside regular daytime hours) 

will be associated with less engagement in sensitive, responsive, positive, and 

cognitively-supportive behaviors thought to typify high-quality parenting in early 

childhood. 
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Embedding Nonstandard Work Schedules in the Family System 

Family systems theory advocates examining the interconnections among various 

people and relationships within the family—how what is going on in one relationship can 

be better understood by examining what is going on in other relationships connected to it 

(Cox & Paley, 1997). This perspective calls for new approaches to the study of 

nonstandard work, by, for example, paying attention to how it facilitates “tag-team 

parenting” in which parents desynchronize their work hours so that they can jointly 

manage the care of their young children in ways that go beyond the mother-child dyad 

(Hattery, 2001; Täht & Mills, 2011). This approach recognizes that studying mothers’ 

nonstandard work and her parenting is incomplete without considering what is happening 

with fathers.  

As a starting point, a father’s work schedule may matter to a mother’s parenting 

above and beyond her own work schedule. The time constraints, instability, and stress 

that a nonstandard work schedule imposes on a family occur no matter who is working 

that schedule because of the importance of both parents to the management of everyday 

home life. Just as a mother’s ability to engage in sensitive and stimulating parenting with 

a young child may be disrupted by working outside regular daytime hours, it may also be 

disrupted when a father’s nonstandard schedule interferes with his consistent input into 

childrearing and family functioning more generally. In other words, her schedule may 

directly constrain what she can do in the way of parenting, but his schedule may 

indirectly constrain her by reducing help and assistance (Heinrich, 2014). The second aim 

of this study, therefore, is to test the hypothesis that fathers’ nonstandard schedules will 
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be negatively associated with mothers’ engagement in sensitive and stimulating parenting 

when children are young, although less so than mothers’ own schedules.  

Besides expanding the scope of study to include fathers’ nonstandard work 

schedules as a potential component of mothers’ parenting, family systems theory also 

points to the conceptualization of the links between nonstandard work schedules 

(mothers’ and fathers’) and mothers’ parenting as channeled through the shared space of 

mothers’ and fathers’ management of the family. By shared space, I refer to how parents 

negotiate, interact with each other, and balance their tasks and responsibilities. More 

specifically, I focus on three aspects of shared space that could be complicated by 

mothers’ and fathers’ nonstandard work schedules on one hand and disrupt mothers’ 

parenting on the other.  

First, structural family system factors refer to changes in family organization or 

contexts as a result of parents’ negotiations around work, captured here by the quality and 

stability of child care settings that parents arrange to accommodate their work. For 

example, although two-parent families often state that they use nonstandard work 

schedules as strategy for balancing work and child care (Han, 2004; Li et al., 2014), those 

who work alternative shifts are also at higher risk of using unstable, lower quality, and 

patchwork care arrangements (Han, 2004; Henly, Ananat, & Danziger, 2006). High 

quality and consistent child care, in turn, has been found to be associated with mothers’ 

greater parenting self-efficacy, sensitivity to children, and general quality of attachment 

to children (Burchinal, Campbell, Bryant, Wasik, & Ramey, 1997; Crosnoe, Augustine, 

& Huston, 2012; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network [ECCRN], 1999). In this 
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way, parental work schedules could be associated with differences in maternal parenting 

through the differences in the types of non-parental child care arrangements parents 

juggle while balancing their diverse schedules. 

Second, interpersonal family system factors refer to changes in the quality and 

tone of the social psychological interactions between parents related to their respective 

work schedules. Nonstandard work is associated with increased risk of relationship 

conflict and stress (Barnett, Gareis, & Brennan, 2008; Maume & Sebastian, 2012) and 

less couple time for nurturing relationships (Hattery, 2001; Wight et al., 2008). These 

interpersonal factors are, in turn, associated with increased maternal stress and 

depression, psychological conditions that have been shown to affect mothers’ 

responsiveness and sensitivity to their children (Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 

2000). In this way, additional relationship strain associated with nonstandard work 

schedules in two-parent families, whether mothers or fathers or both are doing the 

nonstandard work, could be a mechanism linking such schedules to reductions in 

mothers’ engagement in stimulating and sensitive parenting. 

Third, parenting support refers to the way nonstandard work schedules 

experienced by one or both parents create barriers to ‘family togetherness’ and/or reduce 

equality in the division of parenting tasks. One oft-studied aspect of parenting support is 

regular family dinners, which are related to children’s outcomes and are vulnerable to 

being disrupted by work conducted outside the standard 9-to-5 work day (e.g., Hammons 

& Fiese, 2011; Presser, 2003). When nonstandard work interferes with family dinners, 

the inconsistency of routines and lack of regular family time may affect the way that 
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mothers parent by increasing uncertainty and diminishing opportunities for face-to-face 

interaction (Hetherington, 1989; Mindell, Telofski, Wiegand, & Kurtz, 2009). Another 

aspect of parenting support is fathers’ engagement in child-focused tasks. For example, 

fathers’ nonstandard work schedules could affect the time (because of work-family 

conflicts that interfere with bedtimes, for example) that they can devote to certain tasks 

and also the quality of those tasks (e.g., reading books to children vs. watching television) 

(Rosenbaum & Morett, 2009; Goodman et al., 2011). Fathers’ time investment in 

parenting can, in turn, affect the quality of mothers’ parenting by changing the types of 

activities that she needs to do and by diminishing her support to follow through on a 

consistent parenting style (Daly, 2004). In this way, the potential for nonstandard work 

schedules to disrupt family routines managed by parents and to create imbalance in 

maternal-paternal inputs into household management and child-rearing could help to 

explain why mothers may be less stimulating with and sensitive to children when they 

and their partners work nonstandard schedules. 

The third aim of this study, therefore, is to test the hypothesis that associations 

between mothers’ and fathers’ nonstandard work schedules on one hand and mothers’ 

engagement in sensitive and stimulating parenting of young children on the other will be 

mediated by lower quality and more unstable child care, greater relationship conflict, and 

less family routine and paternal involvement in parenting-related tasks.  

Taken together, these three aims extend the already rich literature on maternal 

nonstandard work schedules and child outcomes by focusing on the primary mechanism 

of this link—mothers’ engagement in parenting practices clearly associated with 
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children’s lifelong development—and then using family systems theory to reorient the 

focus towards what fathers are doing at work and how mothers and fathers jointly 

manage family life. Importantly, this theoretically grounded approach can offer policy-

and practitioner-relevant insights into how best to support these working families. 

METHOD 

Data and Sample 

The ECLS-B is a nationally-representative sample of children born in the U.S. in 

2001. Following 10,600 children from birth, it was designed to help understand the early 

home and educational contexts that contribute to children’s wellbeing (Snow et al., 

2009). In-home interviews were conducted when children were 9-months, 2-years, 4-

years, and 5-years old. For this study, I use the 2-year and 4-year waves, when detailed 

aspects of parenting were measured. The analytical sample included 3,650 children who 

were living with their mother and her male partner (predominately their biological 

fathers) at the 2-year and 4-year interview (excluding 4,400 children) and whose mothers 

participated in the home-based parenting assessments at each wave (excluding 1,450 

children). A further 1,200 children were excluded due to attrition or not being 

interviewed at the 2-year and 4-year interviews. Longitudinal sampling weights within 

the ECLS-B accounted for differential rates of attrition across the study period. With 

these weights, this analytical sample is effectively representative of U.S. children living 

with two parents. 
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Measurement 

Mothers’ stimulating and sensitive parenting. At the 2- and 4-year interviews, 

mother-child interactions were assessed through video-tape of them completing the Two 

Bags Task, a modified version of the Three Boxes Procedure for examining patterns of 

parenting behaviors (Owen et al., 1993). This task involved mother and child reading a 

book (the activity in the first bag) and playing with Play-Doh and cookie cutters (the 

second bag activity) while trained coders scored their interactions on stimulating 

cognitive development, positive regard (at the 2-year wave only), sensitivity (at the 2-

year wave only), and emotional support (at the 4-year wave only) (all ranging from 

values of 1 = very low through 7 = very high). This study’s scale of stimulating and 

sensitive parenting was created through latent factor analysis, with the sensitivity, 

positive regard, and stimulating cognitive development subscales at the 2-year interview 

and emotional support and stimulating cognitive development subscales at the 4-year 

interview identified as variables that clustered together (M = 4.44, Cronbach’s alpha  = 

.81 at 2-years wave and .74 at 4-year wave). Because of differences in the subscale 

variables used to create the parenting scale at each wave and potential differences in 

parenting associated with children’s age-graded development, the scale was age-

standardized into z-scores. 

Work schedule. A series of dummy variables captured nonstandard work 

schedules for both mothers and fathers. The six groups were: (1) standard work schedule 

(full- or part-time hours); (2) full-time evening/night hours; (3) full-time shift hours; (4) 

part-time evening/night/shift hours; (5) unemployed, looking for work; and (6) not 

employed, not looking for work (homemakers). 
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Family system mediators. For structural mediators, I focused on several aspects of 

child care settings that parents arrange for their children. Child care type was captured by 

dummy variables indicating whether the child was in: (1) any nonrelative care (e.g., 

informal, home-based care); (2) any relative (non-parental) care; and/or (3) any child care 

center (e.g., formal care). Although measures of quality were not available for all types of 

care, these measurements are associated with aspects of quality and stability, whereby 

formal settings are often of higher quality and offer more stability than other settings 

(Love et al., 2003). Number of non-parental care arrangements was a continuous 

variable measuring the number of different non-parental care arrangements the child was 

currently in, and the number of hours in non-parental care was a continuous measure. 

For interpersonal mediators, I focused on aspects of mothers’ relationships with 

their partners. Relationship happiness was a continuous scale ranging from 1 (very 

happy) through 3 (not too happy) reflecting mothers’ response to the question “would 

you say that your marriage/relationship is…” Frequency of arguments was measured by 

three variables, ranging from 1 (never) through 4 (often), based on mother-reported 

responses to ten questions on the frequency that she and her partner argued about certain 

things. Factor analysis grouped the ten original variables into three distinct groups. This 

three scale variables averaged scores of the variables that clustered together: frequency of 

arguments about intimacy (sex and showing love and affection; M = 1.07, Cronbach’s 

alpha  = .76 at 2-year wave and .74 at 4-year wave), home tasks (chores and 

responsibilities, children, and money; M = 2.39, Cronbach’s alpha  = .74 at 2-year wave 
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and .72 at 4-year wave), and external issues (drinking, other women or men, and in-laws; 

M = 1.45, Cronbach’s alpha  = .53 at 2-year wave and .44 at 4-year wave).  

For parenting support, family routines were captured with two continuous scales 

ranging from 0 through 7: (1) the number of days per week dinner is typically served at a 

regular time; (2) the number of days per week dinner is typically eaten as family. Factor 

analysis revealed three groups of fathers in terms of their reported frequency of child-

focused activities. Help with basic child tasks was a scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) 

through 6 (more than once a day), that reflected the average response to a series of 

questions about how often fathers helped with brushing their child’s teeth, giving them a 

bath, playing with them, putting them to bed, dressing them, and preparing food for their 

child (M = 4.08, Cronbach’s alpha = .83 at both waves). Participation in cognitively 

supportive tasks was a scale (1 = not at all, 4 = every day) indicating how often in a 

typical week fathers reported reading to their child, telling stories to their child, and 

singing songs with their child (M = 2.43, Cronbach’s alpha  = .67 at 2-year wave and .66 

at 4-year wave). Independent care of the child was a scale, ranging from 1 (never) 

through 5 (every day or almost every day), of how often the father looked after their child 

during the past month while the child’s mother did other things (M = 4.02). Finally, a 

difference scale in cognitively supportive tasks was created to reflect the difference 

between the frequency that mothers participated in cognitive supportive tasks and the 

fathers’ cognitively supportive tasks scale. Positive values on this scale indicated that 

mothers were more likely to report conducting cognitively supportive tasks with their 

children.  
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Covariates. A wide range of time-invariant and time-variant measures were 

included in the multivariate models to account for factors potentially endogenous to both 

work schedules and parenting. Time-invariant variables, typically captured at the baseline 

interview (i.e., 9-month interview), included maternal education (four dummy variables 

indicating highest educational attainment was either a college degree or more, an 

associate’s degree or some college experience, a high school diploma or GED, or less 

than a high school diploma/GED), paternal education (coded the same way as maternal 

education), maternal race/ethnicity (four dummy variables indicating non-Hispanic 

white, non-Hispanic black, Hispanic white, or some other race/ethnicity), English 

language not spoken at home (a binary variable), mother employed prior to pregnancy (a 

binary variable indicating mother was working in paid employment prior to becoming 

pregnant with focal child), and child gender (female or not).  

Time-variant measures included annual household income (a scale from 1 = 

$5,000 or less through 13 = $200,001 or more), family structure (three dummy variables 

indicating mother was married to the child’s biological father, cohabiting with the 

biological father, or married/cohabiting with a male partner who was not the child’s 

biological father), and number of siblings (a continuous scale representing number of 

other children living in the household). Maternal depression was a scale ranging from 1 

(rarely or never) from 4 (most or all days a week) indicating how often the mother 

reported feeling anxious, bother, or sad to 12 questions that represent a modified version 

of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression (CES-D) Scale (Radloff, 1977). 

These questions were not asked at the 2-year interview, so the maternal depression score 
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at the 9-month and 4-interviews were averaged to create a score for the 2-year interview 

period. Maternal self-reported health was represented by a scale ranging from 1 (poor) 

through 5 (excellent), indicating mothers’ answer to question “In general, would you say 

your health is…”, and child health indicated mothers’ answer to the question “Would you 

say child’s health is…” (1 = poor through 5 = excellent). Geographic region was 

captured as four dummy variables indicating whether the family lived in the Northeast, 

South, Midwest, or West. Finally, child’s age at the interview wave is controlled for 

using a binary variable. 

Analytical Plan 

The first step was to examine whether mothers’ and fathers’ work schedules were 

associated with the maternal parenting outcome, net of controls for other factors 

potentially endogenous to parents’ work schedules and maternal parenting. The next step 

was to investigate potential mediators of any significant associations from the first step. 

The multivariate analyses employed a longitudinal random effect framework. The 

data were structured in long form, whereby each mother was included in the dataset 

twice, with one row of data associated with data collected at the 2-year interview and 

another row associated with data from the 4-year interview. Random effects is a class of 

hierarchical models that can adjust for the auto-correlation in repeated measures of 

parenting (in this analyses) by correlating the errors within mothers but letting them vary 

between the mothers in the sample. In this way, random effect models help account for 

unmeasured factors that could explain the association between work schedules and 

parenting that are stable across time (Allison, 2009). 
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Multiple imputation procedures in mice produced 100 fully imputed data sets, and 

the suite of mi estimate commands conducted the estimations to address the problem of 

item-level missing on the covariates. Approximately 1% of the data were imputed. There 

were no missing data on maternal work schedules, and mothers who did not complete the 

in-home parenting assessment were not included in the analytical sample. 

RESULTS 

Table 2.1 describes the sample by mothers’ work schedule at the 2-year interview. 

Differences across work schedules were similar at the 4-year interview, although a 

greater proportion of mothers were in paid employment by the 4-year interview. Overall, 

43% of mothers were in paid employment and working standard day schedules, whereas 

41% of mothers were not employed and not seeking paid employment. Nonstandard work 

schedules and unemployment were a far less frequent experience, with 8% of mothers 

working part-time evening or shift work, 3% unemployed and seeking work, 2.5% 

working full-time evening/night schedules, and 2% working full-time shift hours 2%. 

Mothers were more likely to have partners who were working nonstandard/shift 

schedules when they themselves were working full-time nonstandard or shift schedules 

than when they were working standard schedules or were not in the labor force. For 

example, 19% of mothers’ who worked full-time nonstandard schedules had partners’ 

who worked full-time nonstandard schedules, compared with 8% of mothers who worked 

standard work schedules. In addition, mothers who worked nonstandard schedules were 

more likely to have a partner who was unemployed (12% vs. 3%). In part, this pattern is 

likely due to the differences in the socioeconomic characteristics of the parents who do 
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and do not work nonstandard schedules, with mothers who worked full-time nonstandard 

schedules having lower levels of education and household income than mothers who 

worked standard schedules. 

Table 2.2 displays the bivariate associations of the maternal parenting scale and 

potential mediators with mothers’ work schedules at the 2-year interview. Again, these 

patterns were similar at the 4-year interview, although a much greater proportion of 

mothers at the 4-year interview were using child care centers. Focusing on differences 

between mothers who were employed in standard work schedules and those in 

nonstandard or shift schedules, mothers in the first group had higher scores on the 

parenting scale than those in the second. Bivariate associations also revealed that mothers 

working nonstandard schedules reported lower use of formal child care centers (16% vs. 

28% of mothers working standard schedules), more relationship unhappiness (1.52 vs. 

1.25), more frequent arguments around intimacy (2.42 vs. 2.02) and home tasks (2.73 vs. 

2.43), and less frequent family dinners (5.05 vs. 5.98). Fathers with female partners 

working nonstandard hours, however, were more frequently involved in helping their 

children with basic tasks (4.60 vs. 4.29 of fathers with partners working standard 

schedules) and taking care of their children while their partners were doing something 

else (4.56 vs. 4.17). 

Table 2.3 is the same as Table 2.2 except that it focuses on paternal rather than 

maternal schedules at the 2-year interview. The results were similar although not as 

pronounced. Having a partner who worked full-time evening/night hours versus one who 

worked standard work hours was correlated with lower parenting scores among mothers 
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(4.28 vs. 4.54). In addition, mothers with partners who worked nonstandard work hours 

were less likely to use formal care centers for their children, had greater relationship 

unhappiness and conflict, and were less likely to have family dinners together or at a 

regular time. Similar to differences in father involvement by mothers’ work schedule, 

fathers who worked nonstandard schedules were more likely to report taking care of the 

child on their own while their partner was doing something else (4.19 vs. 3.95). 

Parents’ Nonstandard Work Schedules and Mothers’ Parenting 

Turning to the multivariate models, Table 2.4 displays the estimates from the 

random effect models predicting the age-standardized parenting z-score for mothers by 

maternal work schedules (first aim) and by paternal work schedules (second aim). In 

Model 1, which included no covariates, mothers who were working full-time nonstandard 

schedules (b = -0.335; p < .001) or who had a partner who worked full-time nonstandard 

schedules (b = -0.200; p < .001) had lower scores on the parenting scale than mothers 

who were working standard work schedules or had partners working standard work 

schedules, respectively. The coefficient for mothers’ own schedules was 54% larger than 

then coefficient for their partners’ schedules. In addition, mothers’ full-time shift hours 

were correlated with lower parenting scores. Thus, this initial modeling step provided 

some support for hypotheses 1 and 2. 

Model 2 added the full set of time-variant and time-invariant covariates. The 

associations of both maternal and partner work schedules with mothers’ scores on the 

parenting scale were attenuated by these inclusions, although the coefficient for mothers’ 

full-time evening/night hours remained significant. As a comparison, the effect size of the 
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difference in the parenting score between mothers working full-time nonstandard 

schedule versus standard work hours was similar to the difference between having a 

college degree versus a high school diploma. The associations of mothers’ full-time shift 

work and fathers’ full-time evening/night hours with mothers’ parenting scores were now 

only marginally significant (p < .10). Overall, then, socioeconomic and demographic 

factors associated with nonstandard schedules explained large portions—but not all—of 

the previously observed associations between parents’ work schedules and mothers’ 

parenting.  

The third aim of this study was to examine potential family system mechanisms 

that might explain why mothers’ parenting was related to their work schedules and their 

partners’ work schedules. Models 3-6 in Table 2.4 iteratively added the variables tapping 

into these mechanisms to the fully controlled baseline models. In Model 3, the addition of 

variables that captured child care settings did little to attenuated the coefficient for 

mothers’ nonstandard work schedules (from -0.175 to -0.174). In Model 4, the addition of 

the interpersonal factors strengthened the coefficients for nonstandard work schedules, 

with arguments around external issues (e.g., other men/women, drinking) predicting 

decreases in this scale (b = -0.098; p <.001) and the focal association increasing by 

0.005. Although the frequency of arguments about other women/men, drinking, and in-

laws were negatively correlated with mothers’ scores on the parenting scale, they were 

not significantly associated with parents’ work schedules in the bivariate analysis. Taken 

together, these two sets of findings could indicate that, net of socioeconomic and 

demographic factors associated with working nonstandard schedules, there may be less 
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time together to argue or less time to potentially drink that may cause conflict in dyads in 

which a parent works a nonstandard work schedule (Bushnell, Colombi, Caruso, & Tak, 

2010). Model 5, which added the parenting support factors, revealed the largest 

attenuation of the association between parents’ nonstandard work schedules and mothers’ 

parenting, decreasing the association of mothers’ nonstandard work schedules by 0.009 

and fathers’ by 0.013 (and from marginal significance to nonsignificance). Fathers’ 

participation in cognitively supportive tasks (b = 0.180; p < .001) and the difference in 

mothers’ and fathers’ reported participation in those tasks (b = 0.130; p < .001) were 

associated with higher parenting scores. Interestingly, in addition to fathers’ participation 

serving as an important predictor of maternal parenting and a mediator of the association 

between parents’ nonstandard work hours and maternal parenting, so too did mothers’ 

maintenance of a larger share of parenting responsibilities. The results from Model 6, 

which examined all three sets of mediators simultaneously, were similar to those in 

Models 3-5.  

Although there are some problems with the application of Sobel tests to this 

modeling framework, post-estimation Sobel tests with bootstrapped errors were 

conducted to provide further support for the potential that these variables are mediating 

the association between nonstandard work schedules and maternal parenting. These tests 

revealed a statistically significant (p < .05) indirect association for fathers’ participation 

in cognitively-supportive activities as a mediator of maternal nonstandard work 

schedules, and indirect association for the share of parenting responsibilities as a 

mediator of paternal nonstandard work schedules.  
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The bottom line of these results, therefore, is that shared family interactions and 

negotiations played some mediational role in the association between parents’ 

nonstandard work schedules and lower maternal parenting scores, primarily through 

fathers’ lower rates of participation in cognitively supportive tasks and mothers’ 

decreased likelihood of having a greater share of these tasks due to her nonstandard 

schedule. Child care settings had a negligible mediational role. 

DISCUSSION 

A diverse economy that allows for work around the clock has led to more interest 

in what this work variability means for family life. In particular, nonstandard work 

schedules are an emerging but common experience that has caused concern. Despite their 

prevalence, research has highlighted generally negative associations between parents’ 

nonstandard work schedules and children’s cognitive and socioemotional development, in 

addition to creating work-family spillover, relationship, and personal stress (Li et al., 

2014). This study built on these findings to examine how nonstandard work schedules in 

two-parent families affect the quality of mothers’ parenting, an oft-hypothesized but 

under examined proximate mechanism through which nonstandard work schedules are 

thought to influence children’s wellbeing. I focused on these processes during the 

preschool years, a sensitive period for children’s long-term developmental trajectories 

and in which in-home experiences have yet to “share space” with children’s experiences 

in formal schooling (Heckman, 2006; Raby et al., 2015). Importantly, this study went 

further by also examining mother-father shared processes linked to nonstandard work 

schedules, such as decisions around child care, relationship stress, disruption to family 
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routines, and paternal parenting involvement, to understand nonstandard work schedule-

related differences in family dynamics that might spillover into the way mothers parent.  

Two important findings emerged from this analysis. First, mothers’, and to a 

lesser extent fathers’, full-time employment in jobs that were primarily worked in the 

evenings or at night was associated with lower scores on observer-rated cognitively- and 

emotionally-supportive mother-child interactions. These findings persisted net of key 

covariates often linked to employment experiences and parenting, such as parents’ 

education and income. Second, fathers’ less frequent participation in cognitively-

supportive tasks with their children (such as reading books) and larger imbalances 

between mothers’ and fathers’ reports of their own participation in cognitively-supportive 

tasks explained some of the association between nonstandard work schedules and 

mothers’ lower parenting scores. Importantly, these findings point to the dyadic processes 

through which mothers’ direct and indirect (through her partners’) nonstandard work 

experiences affect their interactions with their children that could potentially interfere (or 

at least not support) their children’s cognitive and socioemotional development.  

On the one hand, qualitative research on two-parent families where at least one 

parent works nonstandard hours highlights how these diverse schedules are employed to 

create work schedule ‘discordance’ so parents can maximize time with their young 

children (Hattery, 2001; Täht & Mills, 2011). On the other, nonstandard work schedules 

are associated with stressors that might net out the potential benefits of additional time to 

invest in parenting (Hseuh & Yoshikawa, 2007; Tuttle & Garr, 2012; Goodman et al., 

2011). Overall, this study appears to support the latter—that mothers’ own and their 
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partners’ nonstandard schedules appear to have reprecussions for their ability to follow 

through on the types of parenting behaviors known to matter of their children’s 

development. Future research, however, should examine the interaction of mothers’ and 

fathers’ work schedules to better understand what work schedule discordance, 

specifically, means for family life. In this study, for example, approximately 65% of 

couples where at least one parent worked a nonstandard or shift schedule (full- or part-

time) had work schedule discordance with their spouse. It is important to investigate 

whether the associations between parents’ nonstandard work schedules and mothers’ 

parenting is stronger for those where couples’ are not achieving schedule discordance—

beyond accounting for their own and their spouses’ individual schedules.  

Of course, parents’ experiences of nonstandard work schedules are not random. 

For example, in this study, parents who worked nonstandard hours had lower educational 

attainment and household incomes compared to parents in most other work situations. 

Importantly, prior research has shown that high quality child care may be more important 

for children from low-SES families—the same children most likely to have parents who 

work nonstandard hours and a mechanism through which these schedules also influence 

their mothers’ parenting (Burchinal et al., 1997). In this way, policies that target the lack 

of access to appropriate and affordable child care options for parents who work night 

schedules (or greater access to jobs that allow parents to maintain consistent daytime 

work schedules) could help alleviate some of the negative consequences these work 

schedules have for families (Henly & Lambert, 2005). Likewise, parenting programs for 

low-income families need to address the unique challenges of families who may miss 
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opportunities to participate in cognitively-supportive parenting tasks because of their 

work schedules and incorporate content that addresses the routine and co-parenting 

disruptions created by nonstandard work schedules. 
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Table 2.1: Sample description by maternal work schedule at 2-year interview 

 

 

 

 

Total 

Full/part 

time, 

standard 

work hours 

 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work 

  n % / Mean % / Mean 

Paternal work schedule 

        Full/part time, standard work hours 2,700  76.4 76.2bce 57.1adf 59.9adf 77.8bce 64.7adf 79.1bce 

Full-time evening/ night hours 300  8.0 7.9b 19.2adf 4.1 5.7b 6.3 8.2b 

Full-time shift hours 350  8.0 8.2c 6.5 15.1af 9.5 10.0 7.0c 

Part-time evening/ night/shift hours 100  2.0 2.3f 1.6 8.4f 3.1 2.1 1.2ac 

Unemployed 100  3.1 2.7be 12.4adf 5.4ef 2.7be 10.4acdf 2.3bce 

Not employed, not looking for work 100  2.6 2.7ce 3.2 7.0ad 1.2ce 6.4adf 2.2e 

Maternal education 

        Less than HS diploma/GED 450  14.6 9.2cef 9.9de 9.4ae 7.2bef 39.9abcdf 20.4ade 

HS diploma/GED 900  26.4 23.7bef 43.0af 30.9 26.3 33.6a 27.7ab 

Some college/associate's degree 1,000  26.8 27.7e 37.2ef 36.4ae 31.2ef 17.3bcdf 24.5bde 

College degree or more 1,250  32.3 39.4bcdef 10.0adf 23.4ade 35.4abce 9.1acdf 27.5abe 

Paternal education 

        Less than HS diploma/GED 550  15.6 12.8bef 24.0ade 19.3e 9.8bef 39.5abcdf 17.1ade 

HS diploma/GED 800  22.3 22.0b 44.8adef 21.4 18.1b 25.0b 22.0b 

Some college/associate's degree 1,050  29.4 30.1 21.9 35.4 30.0 28.7 28.7 

College degree or more 1,300  32.8 35.0bce 9.4adf 23.9aef 42.2be 6.8acdf 32.2bce 

English not spoken at home 750  17.9 14.7def 20.2d 5.2 7.6abef 29.1ad 23.1ad 

Maternal age at child's birth 3,650  28.77 29.62bdef 27.75ae 28.81e 28.60ae 24.37abcdf 28.29ae 

Maternal race/ethnicity         

Non-Hispanic white 2,000  66.4 69.0bde 51.4acdf 74.5be 80.0abef 44.9acdf 63.3bde 

Table 2.1 continued on next page         
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Table 2.1 continued from previous page         

 

 

 

 

Total 

Full/part-

time, 

standard 

work hours 

 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work   n % / Mean % / Mean 

Non-Hispanic black 300  6.3 7.4bdef 15.1adf 4.2e 4.4abe 13.9acdf 4.5abe 

Hispanic white 650  22.2 19.1def 26.0d 11.3ef 10.1abef 35.6acd 27.1acd 

Other 750  5.1 4.6b 7.6ad 10.0 5.6be 5.6d 5.1 

Family structure         

Married biological parents 3,150  85.6 88.4be 64.4acdef 93.7be 86.7be 47.9abcdf 86.3be 

Cohabiting biological parents 450  11.9 9.5be 34.6adf 6.1e 11.3be 40.9acdf 11.3be 

Married/cohabiting nonbiological father 100  2.5 2.1e 1.0e 0.3e 2.0e 11.2abcdf 2.5e 

Household income (scale 1-13) 3,650  8.59 9.36bcdef 7.57ace 9.21aef 8.56ae 6.23abcdf 8.00ace 

Number of siblings 3,650  1.14 0.96bf 1.31a 1.16 1.01f 1.04f 1.35ade 

Region 

        Northeast 550  16.9 19.0f 16.2 19.6 17.1 16.5 14.7a 

South 1,200  34.9 34.3d 36.1 43.8d 27.8acef 43.5d 35.9d 

Midwest 900  24.3 27.1
f
 27.0 16.7 29.4

ef
 22.6

d
 20.7

ad
 

West 1,000  23.8 19.6f 20.1 20.0 25.8 17.4 28.7a 

Mother employed prior to pregnancy 3,650  74.3 92.4def 88.2ef 97.2def 86.1acef 61.4abcdf 51.9abcde 

Maternal depression (1-4) 3,650  1.36 1.33ef 1.45e 1.44 1.37e 1.53abdf 1.37ae 

Maternal self-reported health (1-5) 3,650  4.03 4.10bef 3.93ae 4.16e 4.04e 3.58abcf 3.99ae 

Child is female 1,800  47.7 46.5 48.6 50.3 48.6 48.6 48.6 

Maternal-reported child health (1-5) 3,650  4.52 4.52e 4.62e 4.57e 4.55e 4.25abcf 4.52e 

n 3,650  100.0 1,600  100 50 300 150 1,450 

Proportion of sample 

 

100.0 43.4 2.5 1.9 8.2 3.1 41.0 

Note: Unweighted ns, weighted percents. ns rounded to nearest 50 per NCES guidelines. 
a T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full/part-time standard work hours at p < .05 

 
b T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time nonstandard work hours at p < .05 

 
c T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time shift hours at p < .05 

 
d T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from part-time evening/night/shift hours at p < .05 

 
e T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from unemployed at p < .05 

 
f T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from not employed, not looking for work at p < .05 
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Table 2.2: Maternal parenting measures and mediators by maternal work schedule at 2-year interview 

 

 

 

 

Total 

Full/part-

time, 

standard 

work hours 

 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work 

  % / Mean (std. err.) 

Parenting measures 

       Positive parenting scale (1-5) 4.51 4.62bcef 4.06acdf 4.59abde 4.63bcef 4.13acdf 4.42abde 

 

(0.87) (0.83) (0.83) (0.83) (0.81) (0.85) (0.89) 

Positive parenting age-standardized z-score 0.04 0.17bcef -0.49acdf 0.13abde 0.18bcef -0.40acdf -0.06abde 

 

(1.02) (0.98) (0.98) (0.98) (0.95) (1.01) (1.05) 

Mediators 

       Child care mediators 

       Child in any nonrelative care 17.1 31.4bdef 18.8aef 17.0ef 16.3aef 1.6abcd 3.2abcd 

Child in any relative care 17.7 28.8
bdef

 39.1
adef

 35.1
def

 22.7
abcef

 8.4
abcdf

 3.5
abcde

 

Child in any child care center 16.3 28.2bdef 6.6acdf 35.2bdef 12.2abcef 3.2acd 5.2abcd 

Number of non-parental care arrangements 1.01 1.36bdef 1.13acef 1.37bdef 1.12acef 0.52abcd 0.63abcd 

 

(0.82) (0.79) (0.90) (0.85) (0.82) (0.65) (0.65) 

Number of hours in non-parental care 13.85 26.82bcdef 15.5acdef 19.27abdef 7.96abcf 4.02abcf 1.70abcde 

 

(17.91) (17.58) (16.56) (15.99) (11.79) (12.71) (6.77) 

Relationship factor mediators 

       Relationship happiness (reverse coded, 1-3) 1.24 1.25bcdf 1.52adef 1.29adf 1.25abce 1.24bdf 1.21abce 

 

(0.45) (0.46) (0.59) (0.53) (0.45) (0.47) (0.43) 

Argue about intimacy (1-4) 1.99 2.02bf 2.42adef 1.97f 2.05bf 1.97b 1.93abcd 

 

(0.81) (0.78) (0.88) (0.98) (0.77) (0.96) (0.81) 

Argue about home tasks (1-4) 2.41 2.43bf 2.73adf 2.43f 2.36bf 2.33f 2.38abcde 

 

(0.69) (0.65) (0.67) (0.72) (0.62) (0.88) (0.71) 

Table 2.2 continued on next page        
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Table 2.2 continued from previous page        

 Total 

Full/part- 

time, 

standard 

work hours 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work 

 % / Mean (std. err.) 

Argue about external issues (1-4) 1.44 1.44cef 1.58f 1.50adf 1.45ce 1.55adf 1.43abce 

 (0.49) (0.46) (0.51) (0.54) (0.47) (0.69) (0.50) 

Family routine and parenting support mediators        

Days dinner served at regular time (0-7) 5.56 5.49bcf 5.00adef 5.03adef 5.45bcf 5.65bc 5.70abcd 

 

(2.04) (2.08) (2.24) (2.49) (2.07) (1.94) (1.96) 

Days dinner eaten as a family (0-7) 6.06 5.98bcf 5.05adef 5.58adef 5.89bcef 6.33bcd 6.20abcd 

 

(1.70) (1.72) (2.24) (2.16) (1.66) (1.58) (1.62) 

Helps with basic child tasks (1-6) 4.17 4.29bf 4.60acdef 4.44bf 4.26bf 4.23bf 4.00abcde 

 

(0.82) (0.80) (0.77) (0.76) (0.62) (0.91) (0.85) 

Participates in cognitively supportive tasks (1-4) 2.48 2.53f 2.46 2.81ef 2.52f 2.28c 2.41acd 

 

(0.71) (0.74) (0.72) (0.70) (0.63) (0.71) (0.68) 

Takes care of child independently (1-5) 4.02 4.17bcdef 4.56adef 4.49adef 4.35abcef 3.98abcdf 3.74abcde 

 

(0.93) (0.87) (0.85) (0.62) (0.79) (1.06) (0.93) 

Mother-father dif. in cognitively supportive tasks 0.73 0.68f 0.59df 0.53f 0.73bf 0.78f 0.81abcde 

 (0.78) (0.79) (0.70) (0.90) (0.76) (0.87) (0.76) 

n 3,650  1,600  100 50 300 150 1,450 

Note: Unweighted ns, weighted percents. ns rounded to nearest 50 per NCES guidelines. 
a T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full/part-time standard work hours at p < .05 

 b T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time nonstandard work hours at p < .05 
 c T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time shift hours at p < .05 
 d T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from part-time evening/night/shift hours at p < .05 
 e T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from unemployed at p < .05 
 f T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from not employed, not looking for work at p < .05 
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Table 2.3: Maternal parenting measures and mediators by paternal work schedule at 2-year interview 

 

 

 

 

Total 

Full/part-

time, 

standard 

work hours 

 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work 

  % / Mean (std. err.) 

Parenting measures 

       Positive parenting scale (1-5) 4.51 4.54bef 4.28acd 4.57bef 4.63bef 4.28acd 4.35acd 

 

(0.87) (0.86) (0.91) (0.80) (0.91) (0.83) (0.76) 

Positive parenting age-standardized z-score 0.04 0.07bef -0.23acd 0.11be 0.18bef -0.24acd -0.14ad 

 

(1.02) (1.02) (1.07) (0.95) (1.07) (0.98) (0.90) 

Mediators 

       Child care mediators 

       Child in any nonrelative care 17.1 18.1bef 14.6af 18.8ef 18.0f 7.7ac 3.3abcd 

Child in any relative care 17.7 16.9bf 21.0af 20.1f 19.9 22.0 13.5abc 

Child in any child care center 16.3 17.9be 8.5acf 12.6be 14.6 7.8acf 17.4be 

Number of non-parental care arrangements 1.01 1.04bef 0.81acf 1.04bef 1.09ef 0.74acd 0.69abcd 

 

(0.82) (0.80) (0.84) (0.81) (0.92) (0.79) (0.75) 

Number of hours in non-parental care 13.85 14.64bcdef 11.06a 13.02aef 10.47a 8.37ac 11.03ac 

 

(17.90) (18.21) (16.45) (17.11) (14.39) (14.88) (19.40) 

Relationship factor mediators 

       Relationship happiness (reverse coded, 1-3) 1.24 1.23bef 1.30ae 1.22e 1.34 1.42abc 1.20a 

 

(0.45) (0.45) (0.47) (0.44) (0.52) (0.56) (0.44) 

Argue about intimacy (1-4) 1.99 1.99e 2.08 1.98e 1.96 2.07acf 1.89e 

 

(0.81) (0.80) (0.82) (0.85) (0.77) (0.88) (0.78) 

Argue about home tasks (1-4) 2.41 2.39bef 2.46ae 2.41e 2.47 2.68abc 2.37a 

 

(0.69) (0.69) (0.68) (0.65) (0.71) (0.70) (0.64) 

Table 2.3 continued on next page        
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Table 2.3 continued from previous page        

 

 

 

 

Total 

Full/part- 

time, 

standard 

work hours 

 

Full-time 

evening/ 

night hours 

 

 

Full-time 

shift hours 

Part-time 

evening/ 

night/shift 

hours 

 

 

 

Unemployed 

Not 

employed, 

not looking 

for work 

 % / Mean (std. err.) 

Argue about external issues (1-4) 1.44 1.43e 1.48e 1.41e 1.38e 1.70abcdf 1.43e 

 (0.49) (0.47) (0.52) (0.44) (0.43) (0.77) (0.60) 

Family routine and parenting support mediators        

Days dinner served at regular time (0-7) 5.56 5.63bcdf 5.47a 5.24a 5.35a 5.16 5.46a 

 

(2.04) (1.98) (2.19) (2.22) (2.16) (2.39) (2.01) 

Days dinner eaten as a family (0-7) 6.06 6.13bc 5.44acdef 5.92abde 6.06bc 6.21bc 6.17b 

 

(1.70) (1.65) (2.10) (1.68) (1.89) (1.46) (1.60) 

Helps with basic child tasks (1-6) 4.17 4.13def 4.14def 4.13def 4.60abce 4.70abcdf 4.71abce 

 

(0.82) (0.80) (0.86) (0.84) (0.88) (0.84) (0.75) 

Participates in cognitively supportive tasks (1-4) 2.48 2.48cef 2.42def 2.40adef 2.51bc 2.53abc 2.62abc 

 

(0.70) (0.71) (0.70) (0.69) (0.70) (0.71) (0.72) 

Takes care of child independently (1-5) 4.02 3.95bdef 4.19acdef 4.04bdef 4.53abc 4.40abc 4.64abc 

 

(0.93) (0.91) (0.89) (1.00) (0.82) (0.94) (0.63) 

Mother-father dif. in cognitively supportive tasks 0.73 0.74cef 0.69ce 0.82abdef 0.66c 0.66abc 0.51ac 

 (0.78) (0.78) (0.80) (0.75) (0.78) (0.88) (0.76) 

n 3,650  2,700 300 350 100 100 100 

Note: Unweighted ns, weighted percents. ns rounded to nearest 50th per NCES guidelines. 
a T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full/part-time standard work hours at p < .05 

 b T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time nonstandard work hours at p < .05 

 c T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from full-time shift hours at p < .05 

 d T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from part-time evening/night/shift hours at p < .05 

 e T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from unemployed at p < .05 

 f T-test or chi2-test indicating statistically different from not employed, not looking for work at p < .05 
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Table 2.4: Random effect models predicting parenting age-standardized z-score 

 Standardized coefficients (std. err.) 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Maternal work schedule (ref: standard work hours) 

      Full-time evening/night hours -0.335*** -0.175** -0.174** -0.180** -0.166** -0.167** 

 

(0.065) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.062) 

Full-time shift hours -0.187* -0.125+ -0.131+ -0.124+ -0.132+ -0.136+ 

 

(0.074) (0.070) (0.070) (0.070) (0.070) (0.070) 

Part-time evening/night/shift hours 0.079+ 0.067+ 0.050 0.066 0.068+ 0.058 

 

(0.043) (0.041) (0.042) (0.041) (0.040) (0.042) 

Unemployed -0.282*** 0.014 -0.004 0.019 0.006 0.003 

 

(0.062) (0.059) (0.060) (0.059) (0.059) (0.061) 

Not employed, not looking for work -0.134*** 0.002 -0.018 0.003 -0.012 -0.020 

 

(0.027) (0.026) (0.030) (0.026) (0.027) (0.031) 

Paternal work schedule (ref: standard work hours) 

      Full-time evening/night hours -0.200*** -0.074+ -0.071+ -0.075+ -0.061 -0.058 

 

(0.045) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) 

Full-time shift hours 0.004 0.022 0.022 0.019 0.020 0.019 

 

(0.040) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 

Part-time evening/night/shift hours 0.065 0.178* 0.170* 0.175* 0.173* 0.165* 

 

(0.083) (0.078) (0.078) (0.078) (0.078) (0.078) 

Unemployed -0.189** -0.038 -0.043 -0.038 -0.036 -0.042 

 

(0.071) (0.068) (0.068) (0.068) (0.068) (0.068) 

Not employed, not looking for work -0.096 0.051 0.044 0.047 0.050 0.040 

 

(0.062) (0.058) (0.058) (0.058) (0.058) (0.058) 

Child care mediators 

      Child in any nonrelative care 

  

-0.013 

  

-0.012 

   

(0.043) 

  

(0.043) 

Child in any relative care 

  

-0.077+ 

  

-0.066 

   

(0.042) 

  

(0.041) 

Child in any child care center 

  

0.091** 

  

0.093** 

   

(0.031) 

  

(0.031) 

Number of non-parental care arrangements 

  

0.037 

  

0.032 

   

(0.023) 

  

(0.023) 

Number of hours in non-parental care 

  

-0.002+ 

  

-0.001 

   

(0.001) 

  

(0.001) 

Table 2.4 continued on next page       
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Table 2.4 continued from previous page  

 Standardized coefficients (std. err.) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Relationship factor mediators       

Relationship happiness (reverse coded, 1-3 scale)    0.015  0.024 

    (0.026)  (0.026) 

Argue about intimacy (1-4)    0.016  0.022 

    (0.017)  (0.016) 

Argue about home tasks (1-4)    0.017  0.017 

    (0.019)  (0.019) 

Argue about external issues (1-4) 

   

-0.098*** 

 

-0.099*** 

    

(0.025) 

 

(0.025) 

Family routine and parenting support mediators 

      Days dinner served at regular time (0-7) 

    

-0.009 -0.009+ 

     

(0.006) (0.006) 

Days dinner eaten as a family (0-7) 

    

0.010 0.010 

     

(0.007) (0.007) 

Helps with basic child tasks (1-6) 

    

0.004 0.006 

     

(0.017) (0.017) 

Participates in cognitively supportive tasks (1-4) 

    

0.180*** 0.180*** 

     

(0.025) (0.025) 

Takes care of child independently (1-5) 

    

-0.020 -0.021 

     

(0.014) (0.014) 

Mother-father difference in cognitively supportive tasks 

    

0.130*** 0.130*** 

     

(0.022) (0.022) 

Constant 0.087*** -1.095*** -1.096*** -1.033*** -1.552*** -1.524*** 

 

(0.020) (0.122) (0.123) (0.128) (0.154) (0.162) 

Observation n 7,350 7,350 7,350 7,350 7,350 7,350 

Person n 3,650 3,650 3,650 3,650 3,650 3,650 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses, *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1. ns rounded to nearest 50 per NCES guidelines. 

Controlling for: Maternal education, paternal education, child age, English language spoken at home, maternal age, maternal race/ethnicity, 

family structure, household income, siblings, region, maternal employment prior to pregnancy, maternal depression, maternal self-reported 

health, child gender, maternal-reported child health. 
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Chapter 3:  Mothers’ Nonstandard Work Schedules, Child Care 

Settings, and Their Sensitivity to Young Children’s Development 

ABSTRACT 

Mothers’ employment in jobs that call for work outside the standard 9-to-5 day 

can disrupt family life and household organization in many ways, and these disruptions 

may interfere with the degree to which women are able to provide the kind of high-

quality attention to children that they value. In examining this potential association, this 

study focuses on a key market and ecological context connecting family and work life, 

early child care, that is sensitive to mothers’ work schedules and that can either support 

of undermine their parenting. Applying fixed effects modeling to longitudinal multi-

method data from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (n = 

1,302) revealed that mothers’ nonstandard work schedules were negatively associated 

with observer assessments of their sensitivity to children. Differences in their children’s 

care arrangements had a nuanced, but overall net affect on this association. These 

findings highlight important considerations for policy targeting parents who work 

nonstandard schedules.  

INTRODUCTION 

The emergence of the 24/7 economy has led to increasing diversity in when and 

where work can be conducted, with 20% of all U.S. workers working outside the daytime 

9am-5pm standard work day (Presser & Ward, 2011). This trend has sparked a new wave 

of research on the ways in which families organize around and negotiate work 

commitments. One of the main themes of this research is that nonstandard schedules are 

particularly difficult for mothers, undermining their emotional wellbeing, relationships 
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with their partners, and general participation in family life (e.g., Barnett, Gareis, & 

Brennan, 2007; Mills & Täht, 2010; Presser, 2000; Strazdins, Clements, Korda, Broom, 

& D’Souza, 2006). Partly as a result, children have poorer developmental outcomes when 

their mothers work nonstandard schedules, even when income and a host of other job 

characteristics (e.g., flexibility) are taken into account (Li et al., 2014). A prominently 

hypothesized—yet underexplored—pathway for these negative family implications of 

nonstandard work is through mothers’ engagement in the kinds of supportive and 

stimulating parenting behaviors that mothers aspire to and that have well-documented 

effects on children. The potential for nonstandard work to disrupt the translation of 

parenting values into behavior is a lens in which to see how both mothers and children 

are negatively affected by this contemporary change in paid work. 

If nonstandard work does undermine the quality and not just quantity of parenting 

when children are young, one mechanism underlying this association lies outside the 

intimate context of family processes and also outside the more formalized context of job 

responsibilities and demands. Instead, it connects these two contexts. Early child care is a 

market that parents use to manage work and family roles, and the type of care that parents 

use has implications for their children’s short- and long-term development both in 

relation to and apart from their parenting. On one hand, nonstandard schedules are 

associated with lower-quality and more unstable early child care outside of the formal 

care market (Chaudry, Pedroza, & Sandstorm, 2012; Henly, Ananat, & Danziger, 2006; 

Henly & Lambert, 2005). On the other, high-quality formal care also appears to help 

mothers be more efficacious and sensitive in their parenting (Burchinal, Campbell, 
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Bryant, Wasik, & Ramey, 1997; Crosnoe, Augustine, & Huston, 2012; NICHD Early 

Child Care Research Network [ECCRN], 1999). In ecological terms, therefore, mothers’ 

nonstandard schedules in the labor market, the early child care that they arrange for 

children in and out of the home, and their parenting of children in the home represent a 

complex mesosystem of overlapping and interactive processes that need to be studied as 

such (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Drawing on this ecological systems perspective, therefore, this study examines 

how mothers’ experience working nonstandard schedules is associated with their parental 

sensitivity with very young children and how this association is mediated and moderated 

by the type, quantity, and quality of the care settings that they arrange for those children, 

I pursue these aims using fixed effect regression on three waves of the NICHD Study of 

Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), which has in-depth measures of 

mothers’ employment, their children’s care settings, and external evaluations of their 

parenting at multiple time points over early childhood. Doing so contributes to this 

family-work literature and to policy aimed at supporting the wellbeing of working parents 

and their children’s healthy development in three key ways: (1) examining one of the 

best-documented conceptual dimensions of parenting quality with a gold standard 

measurement approach (Raby, Roisman, Fraley, & Simpson, 2014); (2) focusing on the 

work-family nexus during early childhood, a malleable developmental period in which 

environmental conditions can have enduring lifelong dividends (Heckman, 2006); and (3) 

considering early child care as a mechanism, given that it is a popular target of federal- 

and state-level policies aimed at supporting low-income working families and improving 
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children’s cognitive outcomes and school readiness (Scarr, 1998).  

BACKGROUND 

Nonstandard Work Schedules and Parenting 

Generally, nonstandard work schedules, which refers to work conducted in the 

evenings and at night (outside of the standard 8am through 6pm daytime hours), has 

associations with a variety of negative outcomes among mothers, such as depressive 

symptoms, family conflict, relationship instability and dissatisfaction (Barnett, Gareis, & 

Brennan, 2007; Mills & Täht, 2010; Presser, 2000; Strazdins, Clements, Korda, Broom, 

& D’Souza, 2006). At the same time, it is negatively association with their children’s 

early cognitive skills and socioemotional development (see Li et al., 2014 for a review). 

True, some of these effects on mothers and children are driven by the fact that the jobs 

that are most likely to have nonstandard schedules—low wage work in the unstable 

service and blue-collar sectors—have others characteristics that might also be 

problematic for families, but the schedules themselves do seem to matter on their own 

(Enchautegui, 2013). 

Parenting, I argue, is a way to understand how and why nonstandard work 

schedules are difficult for women in ways that trickle down to their children. This 

argument is commonly conceptualized in the work-family and child development 

literatures, which posit that nonstandard schedules create stress, disrupt family routines, 

and demand time in a way that decreases the ability of parents to follow through on the 

types of parenting behaviors that they believe are good for their children and that research 

shows supports children’s positive development (Hseuh & Yoshikawa, 2007; Tuttle & 
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Garr, 2012; Goodman et al., 2011). Empirical evidence of this parenting pathway, 

however, is underdeveloped, with a predominant focus on time-use data to examine how 

nonstandard schedules constrain mothers’ time with children (Connelly & Kimmel, 2007; 

Rapoport & Le Bourdais, 2008; Wight, Raley, & Bianchi, 2008). The findings from these 

time-use studies are mixed, possibly because some parents (especially partnered parents) 

use nonstandard work schedules to maximize time with children. In light of recent 

debates about whether and how much parental time (an indicator of quantity) reflects 

what is going on in parents lives and really matters for children (Kalil & Mayer, 2015), 

more consideration of the quality of parenting is vitally needed. If nonstandard schedules 

disrupt how well parents engage in developmentally significant parenting, not just how 

often, then costs of new changes to work for families will be clearer. 

Mothers’ engagement in high-quality parenting, therefore, connects the family 

context and the work context within the general ecological system. In this ecological 

framework (see Figure 1), the former is a microsystem, as it a setting of children’s daily 

lives that directly influences their development. The latter is an exosystem, as it affects 

children even though they do not have direct contact with it.  Their connection occurs at 

the mesosystem level, or the overlapping and interactive web of contextual influences in 

which children grow up. More specifically, this night and evening work (exosystem) 

translate into less responsive and cognitively-supportive parenting (microsystem) by 

disrupting schedules, routines, and face-to-face interactions and by introducing emotional 

stressors. This interaction is important in its own right as it speaks to the work-family 

conflicts of mothers, but it is also important because it creates the ecological mesosystem 



 43 

for developing children (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  

The first aim of this study, then, is to test the hypothesis that mothers who work 

nonstandard schedules demonstrate lower levels of sensitive and responsive parenting 

with very young children than mothers who work standard daytime schedules (A1, Figure 

3.1). Maternal sensitivity—defined as the way mothers respond and adapt to their young 

children’s needs—is an important conceptualization and operationalization of high-

quality parenting for several reasons. Not only is maternal sensitivity the foundation of 

parent-child attachment in early childhood and, as such, one of the strongest and enduring 

predictors of children’s long-term development (Raby et al., 2014), it is likely more 

reactive to external contexts and experiences than aspects of parenting that are less 

concerned with the interactional responsiveness of parents to children. More practically, 

observational protocols for measuring maternal sensitivity are a more reliable and 

externally validated than the self-reported parenting measures that are often the norm in 

the work-family literature. 

Nonstandard Work Schedules, Child Care, and Parenting 

If work and family contexts are connected in an ecological microsystem, then 

what is connecting them? I argue that a third context—early child care—deserves 

attention because it is theoretically and empirically linked to the other two but also 

because it is amenable to policy intervention.  

Beginning with the connection between work and early child care, when and how 

much a mother works is strongly predictive of the type of care available to them. Indeed, 

nonstandard work schedules are often employed in two-parent families to ensure children 
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spend a greater number of hours in family members’ care, often because of preference for 

parental care or the lack of affordability or availability of alternate care providers 

(Hattery, 2001; Täht & Mills, 2011). When parents who work nonstandard schedules do 

rely on care outside the home, however, the hours they work mean less access to the 

types of consistent and quality care available to parents who work standard day time 

hours (Chaudry et al., 2012; Henly, Ananat, & Danziger, 2006; Henly & Lambert, 2005). 

This connection has important implications for working mothers because the availability 

and difficulty of arranging child care is associated with their psychological wellbeing 

(Ross & Mirowsky, 1988). It also has implications for the wellbeing of children because 

unstable lower-quality child care, especially in informal settings are negatively correlated 

with children’s cognitive and socioemotional outcomes (NICHD ECCRN, 2005).  

Turning to the link between early child care and parenting, a number of studies 

have revealed that mothers are more likely to engage in sensitive and stimulating 

parenting with young children when their children are in stable high-quality child care 

outside the home. The two most common explanations are that relationships with and 

support from care providers allows mothers to gain more self-efficacy and pleasure from 

their parenting and that high-quality caregiving promotes positive child behavior that 

then elicits more sensitivity from parents (Burchinal et al., 1997; Crosnoe et al., 2012; 

NICHD ECCRN, 1999; Ross & Mirowsky, 1988). These observed effects of early child 

care on parenting are particularly prominent among socioeconomically disadvantaged 

mothers who, importantly, are also the women most likely to occupy jobs requiring 

nonstandard schedules (Enchautegui, 2013; NICHD ECCRN, 1999). 
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If early child care is linked to both nonstandard work schedules and parenting, 

then it likely connects the two. The second aim of this study, then, is to examine how 

much of the association between mothers’ nonstandard work hours and their sensitive 

parenting of young children could be attributable to the characteristics of the early child 

care settings that they use to accommodate those schedules. The pathways A2a and A2b 

in Figure 3.1 illustrate this mediational hypothesis, which will be tested with attention to 

four dimensions of early child care. Quality is proxied by the type of care setting, as 

formal care centers typically provide more structured opportunities for cognitively-

supportive interactions that scaffold development than informal home-based settings 

(Love et al., 2003). Next, quantity is measured by the number of hours children spend in 

non-parental care. Research consistently shows diminishing returns to even the highest-

quality care for child development, with a large amount of time in care related to more 

problematic outcomes for children and more emotional distress on the part of mothers 

(Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2005). Stability of care is captured in the number of non-

parental care settings and the number of new non-parental settings over time. Care 

‘patchworks’ (i.e., multiple settings with stops and starts with different care providers) 

are typically associated with poor child outcomes, threaten the potential benefits of close 

relationships with care providers, and are a source of stress and distress for mothers more 

generally (Ross & Mirowsky, 1998). Finally, availability of care is measured by the 

number of care providers in the county. Mothers in counties with fewer child care options 

may be less likely to find care settings that they prefer and, hence, might not receive the 

same benefits from that care (Chaudry et al., 2012). 
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My examination of the interplay among work, family, and early child care, 

however, goes beyond this mediation. Given the stressors involved with nonstandard 

work and prior research suggesting that quality care settings may matter most for the 

parenting of mothers in more disadvantaged circumstances (NICHD ECCRN, 1999), the 

third aim of this study is to examine whether early child care arrangements moderate the 

association between mothers’ nonstandard work schedules and their engagement in 

sensitive parenting. The hypothesis is that the potential for nonstandard schedules to 

disrupt sensitive parenting will be weaker among the minority of mothers working such 

schedules who are still able to secure stable formal care (A3, Figure 3.1). In this 

moderation hypothesis, positive child care characteristics act as protective factors that 

buffer mothers from the stressors and constraints of work that interfere with their ability 

to act on their parenting values. 

This study extends the prior literature on nonstandard work, women’s wellbeing, 

and child development in several ways. It focuses on the first two years of life—a 

developmentally critical time with enduring effects for children’s wellbeing and a period 

in which there is bipartisan support for policy intervention. In doing so, I pay close 

attention to potentially positive and negative roles played by early child care which is 

important given that one of the primary reasons why families choose nonstandard 

schedules (i.e., to meet their preferred child care needs through tag-team parenting and/or 

affordability) may have potential unintended consequences for their parenting. Moreover, 

early child care is a popular policy lever that federal and state governments target to 

support low-income working families. This study also has more practical contributions. 
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For example, by examining an observer-rated measure of maternal sensitivity with strong 

evidence of its causal link to child development (Belsky & Fearon, 2002; De Wolff & 

Ijzendoorn, 1997), I complement and supplement the broader literature on parents’ time 

investment with a consideration of actual parenting behavior. Finally, this study employs 

a more rigorous analytical framework (i.e., fixed effect regression) than other studies 

examining nonstandard schedules and parenting, helping to promote causal inference.  

METHOD 

Data and Sample 

In 1991, the SECCYD enrolled 1,364 infants and their families from 10 different 

U.S. locations to study children’s environments and developmental outcomes over time 

(NICHD ECCRN, 2005). Recruited from hospitals, participants met the eligibility criteria 

if they were at least 18 years old, spoke English, did not plan on moving within the next 

year, and their infant was a singleton without a disability. Although the SECCYD is more 

socioeconomically advantaged than the U.S. population, participants are still diverse in 

terms of income, race/ethnicity, and education. A major benefit of the SECCYD for this 

study is the frequency and depth of the collection of observational measures of parenting 

and children’s care settings. I used data collected at three major interviews and 

observations when the child was 6-months, 15-months, and 24-months old as well as 

from the minor interviews that were conducted by telephone at three-month intervals 

between the major interviews. Overall, the analytical sample consisted of 1,302 mothers 

who participated in the 6-month interview when maternal sensitivity was first assessed. 
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Measurement 

Maternal sensitivity. At each major interview, mothers were videotaped 

interacting with their children in their homes. Study personnel examined their 

sensitivity/responsivity to non-distress, positive regard for the child, and instrusiveness 

(reversed coded), which were standardized and averaged to create a composite score of 

sensitivity with values ranging from 0 through 12. Despite being measured on the same 

scale at each interview, maternal sensitivity scores differed across children’s ages. To 

account for over-time variation, multivariate analyses used an age-standardized z-score of 

maternal sensitivity, indicating the deviation away from the sample mean at each age. 

Maternal work schedules. At major interviews, mothers reported whether they 

worked in paid employment and, if so, for how many hours and at what time. These three 

pieces of information were used to create six dummy variables: (1) full-time (30 hours or 

more each week) standard schedule (work predominately conducted between 7am and 

5pm); (2) part-time (less than 30 hours per week) standard schedules; (3) full-time 

nonstandard schedule (work predominately conducted in the evenings, during the night, 

or shift work); (4) part-time nonstandard schedule; (5) unemployed (those not working 

but seeking paid employment); and (6) not working (i.e., homemakers, those not working 

and not seeking paid employment). 

Early child care setting. A range of child care characteristics were used to 

examine type the four main dimensions of care. Type was measured with four dummy 

variables indicating where the child spent the most hours: (1) relative or paternal care; (2) 

informal care (e.g., nonrelative home-based care); (3) formal care (e.g., day care centers); 

and (4) maternal care only. Hours was a continuous measure of the number of hours 
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spent weekly in all non-maternal care. Number of arrangements ranged from 0 (no non-

parental care settings) through 3 (three or more care settings). Starts was a continuous 

measure indicating the number of new care arrangements the child began between major 

interviews. Number of care providers in county was a continuous measure constructed 

using U.S. Census County Business Patterns data from 1991 through 1993, with data 

matched to the person record depending on the year of the interview (U.S. Census 

Bureau, n.d.).  

Covariates. A number of covariates were used in the multivariate analyses to 

account for factors that may confound associations between work schedules, early child 

care settings, and maternal sensitivity. Due to the use of fixed effect models in the 

multivariate analyses, all covariates were time varying. Family income was a continuous 

measure of annual family income in thousands of dollars. Family structure was coded as 

four dummy variables: (1) mother married to child’s biological father; (2) mother 

cohabiting with child’s biological father; (3) mother married/cohabiting with male partner 

who is not the child’s biological father; (4) single. Maternal depression was a continuous 

variable ranging from 0 through 54 based on the CES-D scale, with higher scores 

representing higher frequency of reported depression symptoms (Radloff, 1974). 

Maternal self-reported health and maternal-reported child health were scales ranging 

from 0 (poor) through 4 (excellent). Child age was included as dummy variables (6 

months, 15 months, and 24 months). 

Analytical Plan 

The first step of the multivariate analyses was to examine whether nonstandard 
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work schedules were associated with lower maternal sensitivity, net of time-varying 

covariates. The second step involved including measures of child care settings in the 

models, to see whether (1) child care settings were associated with maternal sensitivity, 

and (2) whether child care settings were mediators that attenuated the association 

between nonstandard work schedules and maternal sensitivity. The third step used 

interaction terms between mothers’ work schedules and child care settings to examine 

whether child care settings moderated the association between work schedules and 

maternal sensitivity. 

These multivariate analyses used a fixed effect strategy that helped address some 

selectivity that may persist despite the inclusion of a diverse range of controls. A fixed 

effect approach makes comparisons within a person over time, compared to between 

people as in traditional regression models such as OLS. In this case, models compared 

sensitivity during times when mothers were working nonstandard schedules to times 

when they were not. In this way, within-person models control for unobserved confounds 

that are stable across time, such as personality traits. 

Analyses were conducted in Stata. Item-level missing was addressed through mice 

which used multiple imputation to produce 100 fully imputed data sets. Approximately 

1.3% of the analytical data were imputed, with the suite of mi estimate commands used to 

analyze the imputed data sets. 

RESULTS 

Table 3.1 presents a description of the sample, overall and by whether mothers 

ever experienced a specific work schedule status. Note that these groups are not mutually 
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exclusive since mothers can (and typically did) experience different work statuses and 

schedules during the study period. Overall, 53% of mothers worked a full-time standard 

schedule and 28% experienced a part-time standard schedule. Thirteen percent had 

experience working a full-time nonstandard schedule, and about as many (15%) worked 

nonstandard hours on a part-time basis. Over half of the sample were at some point not 

working, with 13% unemployed at an interview wave (not working in paid employment, 

but seeking work), and 42% not working in paid employment and not looking for work 

(i.e., homemakers). As expected, mothers who had experience working full-time 

nonstandard schedules were more socioeconomically disadvantaged than mothers who 

worked standard hours. Compared to the sample average, they had, on average, lower 

household incomes ($40,770 annual household income vs. $48,270), were less likely to 

be married to their child’s biological father (64.1% vs. 77.9%), and had higher depression 

scores (10.54 vs. 8.98). Mothers who experienced full-time standard work schedules were 

more advantaged than the sample average on these indicators. Mothers who experienced 

full-time nonstandard work schedules were more likely to rely on relative care and less 

likely to use formal care than mothers who experienced full-time standard work 

schedules.  

Turning to the bivariate findings, Table 3.2 displays observation level (period x 

person) means and percents for maternal sensitivity and early child care settings by 

mothers’ work schedule. Overall, maternal sensitivity was highest (around 9.6 on a 0 

through 12 scale) during periods when mothers worked part-time hours (less than 30 

hours a week), regardless of what time of the day or night those hours were worked. 
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These part-time periods were followed by periods when mothers worked full-time 

standard schedules (9.4) or were homemakers (9.2). Periods when mothers worked full-

time nonstandard hours (9.0) or were unemployed (8.4) were characterized by the lowest 

levels of maternal sensitivity.  

Examining child care settings by work schedules highlighted that mothers were 

much more likely to rely on relative (paternal and other relative) care when they were 

working full-time nonstandard schedules than when they were working full-time standard 

schedules (50.6% vs. 27.6%, respectively) and also likely to have fewer non-parental care 

arrangements (0.68 vs. 0.82). These patterns are in line with research that suggests that 

nonstandard schedules might be used as a strategy by parents to keep care of their young 

children within the family or point to a lack of appropriate care alternatives. In addition, 

mothers were much less likely to use formal care when they worked full-time 

nonstandard schedules than when they worked standard schedules (8.2% vs. 20.4%). 

During periods of nonstandard work, mothers also experienced more care instability. On 

average, they had 1.56 new care starts between such periods compared to 1.37 when they 

worked full-time standard schedules. 

Table 3.3 shows the average maternal sensitivity score by child care setting at the 

observation level (period x person). Note that, for descriptive purposes, the continuous 

variables (i.e., hours in non-parental care, number of non-parental care arrangements, 

number of care starts, and number of care providers in the county) have been grouped 

into categories. For the most part, these results highlight that quality and stable care was 

associated with higher maternal sensitivity scores. For example, the average maternal 
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sensitivity score for mothers during periods when their children’s primary care type was a 

formal setting was 9.65 compared to 9.49 when the primary care type was an informal 

setting. These findings, taken together with the bivariate results presented in Table 2, 

provide preliminary support for the study hypotheses that full-time nonstandard work 

schedules and lower quality and less stable child care settings would be associated with 

lower maternal sensitivity scores and that some of the association between nonstandard 

work and maternal sensitivity may be explained by the work-related differences in early 

child care settings. The multivariate analyses presented next test this possibility. 

Nonstandard Work Schedules and Maternal Sensitivity 

Table 3.4 presents the estimates from the fixed effect models predicting age-

standardized maternal sensitivity z-scores. All models included the full set of controls. 

Model 1 shows the associations between work schedule status and maternal sensitivity. 

Controlling for potential time-varying confounds and in a fixed effect framework that 

controls for stable unobservable and observable confounds, the only work schedule status 

that remained significantly different from mothers who worked full-time standard work 

schedules was the full-time nonstandard schedule status. Specifically, nonstandard work 

schedules were associated with comparatively lower maternal sensitivity (b = -0.0181). 

To put this coefficient into perspective, its effect size was more than four times greater 

than being a single mother (vs. being married to the child’s biological father) and 50% 

larger than cohabiting with the child’s father (covariate coefficients not shown in table). 

These results provide evidence for the first hypothesis that nonstandard work schedules 

would be associated with lower maternal sensitivity scores. 
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Nonstandard Work Schedules, Early Child Care Settings, and Maternal Sensitivity 

Models 2 through 6 in Table 3.4 added each element of care settings: quality 

(Model 2), quantity (Model 3), stability (Models 4 and 5), and availability (Model 6). 

Contrary to the second hypothesis that child care factors would mediate associations 

between mothers’ nonstandard work and their sensitivity scores, overall, there appeared 

to be little to no attenuation of this association. The two models that showed the most 

promise were Model 3 (hours in non-parental care) and Model 5 (number of care starts). 

Hours in non-parental care and care starts were positively and negatively, respectively, 

associated with maternal sensitivity, in line with prior studies that suggest time in non-

parental and more stable care settings are associated with mothers’ parenting efficacy. 

The size of the coefficients in these Models only attenuated marginally (from -0.181 to -

0.176 in Model 3 and from -0.181 to -0.179 in Model 5). 

As for the other models, primary care type (quality), the number of care 

arrangements (stability), and the number of care providers in a county (availability) were 

not significant predictors of maternal sensitivity, and their inclusion had a very marginal 

suppression effect on the full-time nonstandard work schedule coefficient.  

The inclusion of all child care setting variables in Model 7 produced consistent 

findings with the individual models (1 through 6). Overall, accounting for aspects of 

early child care associated with working nonstandard work schedules appears to have a 

net effect on the association between work schedules and maternal sensitivity, and each 

individual model have little affect on the association between nonstandard work 

schedules and maternal sensitivity. 
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Lastly, interaction terms between the various work schedules and early child care 

variables were added to each model (results not shown, but available upon request) to test 

the third hypothesis about moderation. None of these interaction terms were significant, 

suggesting that seemingly advantageous child care settings did not provide help to buffer 

against the risks that nonstandard work posed to maternal sensitivity.  

DISCUSSION 

Concern about what a 24/7 economy means for families has created a large 

literature examining how nonstandard work schedules cut across the rhythm of daily life 

and, in the process, affect mothers, children, and the relationships between them (Li et al., 

2014). Although this body of research is fairly clear that evening and night work has 

negative repercussions for mothers and children, exactly why these apparent risks come 

to be is less understood. Directly examining the implicit and explicit arguments of this 

literature, this study examined parenting as a way that mothers are affected by work that 

could then have implications for their children, focusing more on quality than quantity 

and drawing on higher-quality measurement than most studies in the past. In doing so, I 

took a fuller view of the work-family dynamic in the ecological mesosystem by also 

considering how early child care arrangements—used by mothers, experienced by 

children—might connect the two sides of that dynamic (Burchinal et al., 1997; Crosnoe 

et al., 2012; NICHD ECCRN, 1999). I highlight three patterns that this approach revealed 

that I believe are important for theory, policy, or both. 

First, periods when mothers’ were working full-time nonstandard schedules were 

associated with lower maternal sensitivity compared to when they worked full-time 
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standard daytime schedules, net of potential confounds and in an analytically rigorous 

fixed effect framework. This finding provides evidence for what prior studies on the 

association between nonstandard work schedules and children’s wellbeing have alluded 

to—that nonstandard work schedules are correlated with qualitative differences in the 

kinds of parenting that are known to matter for children’s development. Directly linking 

maternal sensitivity to children’s outcomes and explicitly exploring its mediational role 

of links between nonstandard work and child outcomes is an important next step. 

Importantly, differences between nonstandard and standard work only appeared when 

work was conducted for more than 30 hours a week. That is, the same negative 

association for full-time nonstandard schedule workers was not observed among part-

time workers. In this way, part-time hours that can be conducted in the evenings and 

night may offer flexibility so that they do not disrupt family life in the way full-time 

evening and night work does. This null finding highlights the sometimes contradictory 

nature of nonstandard work schedules, in that they can be used to balance work and 

family life while also create disruption to routines that center round the 9-to-5 day (such 

as school and meals). It also shows the importance of incorporating both work status and 

schedule when seeking to understand the effect of round-the-clock work on family life. 

Second, differences in the quality, quantity, stability, and availability of care 

appeared to not be able to explain how nonstandard work schedules are associated with 

maternal sensitivity. Although this is contrary to the original hypothesis, this null finding 

deserves further exploration. For example, the way parents who work nonstandard 

schedules negotiate child care and the options available to them when they do need to use 
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care outside the family are likely different than those who work standard schedules. In 

this way, despite an attempt at a more holistic consideration of child care settings, these 

settings themselves may operate very differently depending on work schedule. Similarly, 

there are likely other factors that, although some controlled for (i.e., family structure) but 

others not (such as care preferences), create within work status variability that might 

affect the explanatory power of these child care measures. Given such stark differences in 

the care arrangements used by parents who work standard versus nonstandard schedules 

and the documented link between care settings and mothers’ parenting efficacy, this is an 

important area for further investigation.  

Third, these analyses did not find that child care settings provided additional 

benefits for mothers who worked full-time nonstandard schedules. Although better 

quality and more stable child care settings might not offer outsized benefits for mothers 

who work full-time nonstandard schedules, the association between some child care 

measures and maternal sensitivity still suggests that access to better care options could 

offer an amenable mechanisms for reducing inequalities between these mothers. 

Furthermore, this null finding might also be due to a lack of statistical power. For 

example, only 9 of 170 mothers who had experience working full-time standard and 

nonstandard work hours during the study period (important for fixed effect models that 

make comparisons within person) had used both formal and informal care for their 

children. Future research, perhaps with larger datasets or with greater variability in work 

and care settings, is needed to test the hypothesis that quality child care settings might 

provide greater benefits for women who are in disadvantaged work positions. 
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In sum, this study highlights the potential that depreciable differences in mothers’ 

sensitive parenting might, in part, explain the well-documented association between 

mothers’ nonstandard work schedules and their children’s poorer outcomes. Regardless 

of whether this association translates into differences in children’s wellbeing, though, this 

finding provides evidence that nonstandard work schedules appear to matter for the way 

mothers’ work spills over and affects her interactions at home.  

Although this study used an analytical framework that attempts to deal with issues 

of selection bias that lead some mothers into full-time nonstandard work schedules, it 

needs to be noted that the mothers in this work status had less education, were more 

likely to be of racial/ethnic minority, be single mothers, and have lower incomes. Policies 

that seek to support parents who work the night shift need to also carefully consider the 

constellation of factors that might limit the impact of potential policy solutions—such as 

expansion of child care subsidies or universal pre-K programs—because of the care 

preferences or affordability of care available to these parents. Indeed, the null findings in 

this study that suggest the interaction between care settings and work schedules may be 

overstated speak more to the potential that work schedules themselves give rise to 

different configurations and meanings of care that make less nuanced considerations of 

the preferences and differences in care settings insufficient for understanding these work-

family dynamics. 
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Table 3.1: Sample description by whether ever experienced work status during study period (n = 1,302) 

 
Total 

Standard schedule Nonstandard schedule Unemployed, 

seeking work 

Not 

working 
 

Full time Part time Full time Part time 
  n % %  / Mean 

Work status experience over study period 
        Standard, full time 671 52.7 100.0 37.6* 54.1* 23.7* 29.7* 23.5* 

Standard, part time 356 27.9 20.0* 100.0 12.4* 33.0* 17.6* 24.1* 
Nonstandard, full time 170 13.3 13.7* 5.9* 100.0 16.5* 13.3* 6.2* 
Nonstandard, part time 194 15.2 6.9* 18.0* 18.8* 100.0 15.2* 12.6* 
Unemployed, seeking work 165 13.0 7.3* 8.2* 12.9* 12.9* 100.0 18.4* 
Not working, not seeking work 532 41.8 18.6* 36.0* 19.4* 34.5* 59.4* 100.0 

Covariates at 6-month interview 
        Household income at 6 months (1000s) 
 

48.27 53.29* 50.58* 40.77* 48.13 26.53* 39.56* 
Family structure 

        Married to biological father 990 77.9 80.6* 86.8* 64.1* 80.4* 56.4* 71.9* 
Cohabitng with biological father 96 7.6 7.5* 5.1* 12.9* 8.3* 12.1* 10.2* 
Married/cohabiting with nonbiological father 11 0.9 0.5* 0.8* 1.2* 1.0* 1.8* 1.3* 
Single 174 13.7 11.5* 7.3* 21.8* 10.3* 29.7* 16.6* 

Maternal depression (0-52 scale) 
 

8.98 8.02* 8.04* 10.54* 8.32 12.68* 10.39* 
Maternal self-reported health (0-4 scale) 

 
3.28 3.33 3.34 3.18 3.32 2.95* 3.19* 

Maternal-reported child health (0-4 scale) 3.34 3.30 3.45* 3.34 3.38 3.20* 3.35 
Child care settings at 6-month interview 

        Primary child care type 
        Maternal care only 457 35.9 17.6* 36.0* 20.0* 33.5* 59.2* 67.0* 

Relative care 366 28.8 31.7* 32.6* 47.7* 42.8* 25.6* 18.9* 
Informal care 333 26.2 36.7* 23.6* 23.5* 21.1* 13.4* 10.8* 
Formal care 116 9.1 14.0* 7.9* 8.8* 2.6* 1.8* 3.4* 

Hours in non-maternal care 
 

22.35 33.58* 16.78* 30.01* 15.35* 13.26* 8.64* 
Number of care arrangements 

 
0.49 0.67* 0.45 0.53 0.40* 0.29* 0.23* 

Number of care starts 
 

1.17 1.46* 1.18 1.46* 1.33 1.04 0.71* 
Number of care providers in county 

 
193.02 178.23* 198.26 182.48 215.70 208.16 202.55 

Percent of total sample   100.0 52.7 27.9 13.3 15.2 13.0 41.8 
N 1,302 

 
671 356 170 194 165 532 

Note: * T-test indicating mean statistically different from total sample mean (p <.05). 
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Table 3.2: Maternal sensitivity and child care settings by work schedule (n = 3,712) 

 

Standard schedule Nonstandard schedule 

Unemployed 

Not 

working 

 

Full time Part time Full time Part time 

 % / Mean (std. err.) 

       Maternal sensitivity (0-12 scale) 9.44bcef 9.66acef 9.00abde 9.63cef 8.35abcdf 9.16abcde 

 

(1.68) (0.92) (1.83) (1.64) (1.95) (1.72) 

Age std. maternal sensitivity 0.07bcef 0.20acef -0.20abde 0.18cef -0.57abcdf -0.09abcde 

 

(0.97) (0.92) (1.05) (0.95) (1.13) (0.99) 

Child care settings 

      Primary child care type 

      Maternal care only 8.3bdef 25.1acef 9.5bdef 25.5acef 74.5abcd 73.4abcd 

Relative care 27.6
cdef

 30.8
cdef

 50.6
abef

 49.0
abef

 14.7
abcd

 10.8
abcd

 

Informal care 43.8bcdef 31.3adef 31.7adef 21.7abcef 10.3abcd 11.3abcd 

Formal care 20.4bcdef 12.9adef 8.2adef 3.9abce 0.5abcdf 4.6abce 

Hours in non-parental care 41.74bcdef 18.95acdef 38.59abdef 15.15abcef 6.89abcd 5.50abcd 

Number of non-parental care arrangements 0.82bcdef 0.60adef 0.68adef 0.41acef 0.13abcdf 0.23abcde 

Number of care starts 1.37bcef 1.24acef 1.56abdef 1.31cef 0.84abcd 0.70abcd 

Number of care providers in county 175.00bdef 202.38a 177.58d 220.70ac 189.67a 200.45a 

       Percent of observations 38.4 14.7 6.6 7.8 5.4 27.1 

N  1,411  542 244 285 198 996 

Note:  a T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from standard, full-time schedule (p <.05). 

          b T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from standard, part-time schedule (p <.05). 

          c T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from nonstandard, full-time schedule (p <.05). 

          d T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from nonstandard, part-time schedule (p <.05). 

          e T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from unemployed (p <.05). 

          f T-test or chi2 test indicating statistically different from not working (p <.05). 
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Table 3.3: Maternal sensitivity by child care settings (n = 3, 712) 

 N 

Scale score Age. std. score 

  Mean 

Primary child care type 

   Maternal care only  1,218  9.08 -0.14 

Relative care  945  9.29 -0.01 

Informal care  1,051  9.49 0.10 

Formal care  435  9.65 0.19 

Hours in non-parental care 

   No hours  1,079  9.04 -0.16 

1-20 hours  611  9.61 0.16 

21-40 hours  1,044  9.37 0.03 

More than 40 hours  927  9.41 0.05 

Number of non-parental care arrangements 

   0  1,798  9.12 -0.12 

1  1,731  9.52 0.12 

2 or more  133  9.48 0.09 

Number of care starts 

   0  1,358  9.34 0.01 

1  1,119  9.33 0.01 

2 or more  1,157  9.30 -0.01 

Number of care providers in county 

   0-49 providers  788  9.21 -0.06 

50-149 providers   673  9.53 0.12 

150 or more providers  1,395  9.45 0.08 
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Table 3.4: Fixed effect models predicting age-standardized maternal sensitivity 
  Standardized coefficients (std. err.) 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Work status (ref: Standard, full time)               
Standard, part time -0.082 -0.085 -0.036 -0.093 -0.089 -0.082 -0.030 

 
(0.068) (0.069) (0.072) (0.069) (0.068) (0.068) (0.072) 

Nonstandard, full time -0.181* -0.188* -0.176* -0.186* -0.179* -0.182* -0.180* 

 
(0.086) (0.087) (0.086) (0.086) (0.086) (0.086) (0.087) 

Nonstandard, part time -0.064 -0.076 -0.012 -0.077 -0.072 -0.063 -0.016 

 
(0.089) (0.089) (0.092) (0.089) (0.089) (0.089) (0.093) 

Unemployed -0.052 -0.056 0.038 -0.081 -0.076 -0.049 0.025 

 
(0.090) (0.094) (0.100) (0.092) (0.090) (0.090) (0.100) 

Not working -0.067 -0.069 0.012 -0.090 -0.087 -0.066 0.006 

 
(0.067) (0.071) (0.078) (0.069) (0.068) (0.067) (0.078) 

Child care setting 
       Primary care type (ref: maternal care) 

      Relative care 
 

0.042 
    

0.021 

  
(0.062) 

    
(0.071) 

Informal care 
 

-0.078 
    

-0.066 

  
(0.066) 

    
(0.084) 

Formal care 
 

0.013 
    

0.018 

  
(0.086) 

    
(0.102) 

Hours in non-parental care 
  

0.003* 
   

0.005** 

   
(0.002) 

   
(0.002) 

Number of care arrangements 
   

-0.059 
  

-0.055 

    
(0.041) 

  
(0.054) 

Number of care starts 
    

-0.035* 
 

-0.035* 

     
(0.015) 

 
(0.016) 

Number of care providers in county 
     

0.000 0.000 

      
(0.000) (0.000) 

Constant 0.143 0.156 0.041 0.178 0.180 0.111 0.052 

 
(0.143) (0.148) (0.151) (0.145) (0.143) (0.163) (0.172) 

Observations 3,712 3,712 3,712 3,712 3,712 3,712 3,712 
Number of mothers 1,302 1,302 1,302 1,302 1,302 1,302 1,302 
Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05.  
Controls for: Family income, maternal depression, family structure, maternal self-rated health, maternal-reported child health, child age. 
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Figure 3.1: Ecological systems model of maternal work, child care, and family (maternal sensitivity) predicting child wellbeing 
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Chapter 4:  Mothers’ Work Transitions and Their Sensitivity to Young 

Children’s Development 

ABSTRACT 

As the economy diversifies and stratifies, more mothers experience job instability 

while their children are young. To advance understanding of the implications of this 

trend, this study examines the role of job instability in maternal sensitivity, a crucial 

component of child development, during their children’s first two years of life, a critical 

period in their long-term trajectories. Fixed effect models with longitudinal multi-method 

data from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (n = 1,296) 

revealed that mothers’ involuntary job losses, but not their job entries or voluntary job 

exits, were negatively associated with observer assessments of their sensitivity to 

children, especially among mothers with low levels of education. Evidence that this 

association was mediated by changes in family income and child care arrangements point 

to policy-relevant mechanisms for reducing inequalities among children. Overall, the 

presence of mothers in the labor market seems to be less important than the 

precariousness of their positions. 

INTRODUCTION 

As women steadily entered the labor force over the past half century, a large 

literature evolved to understand what mothers’ work meant for how children were reared. 

Over time, a general consensus has emerged that work per se does not matter so much as 

the nature of work, leading to more multi-dimensional and nuanced conceptualizations of 

maternal employment (Crosnoe & Cavanagh, 2010). This focus is in line with larger 

economic trends that have created more diverse and fluid employment experiences 
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(Kalleberg, 2011; Presser, 2003). The increasing financial necessity of dual-income 

households, higher rates of single-mothers households, and minimal U.S. federal 

maternal leave policies that necessitate women exit and potentially prematurely re-enter 

the work force after the birth of a child make new mothers particularly vulnerable to this 

job fluidity and instability (Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010). The widespread 

assumption in the literature that changes in parenting are a channel through which this job 

instability affects young children warrants more attention, especially given that it has 

potential to point to policy-malleable strategies for helping families and children navigate 

this crucial developmental period. 

This study, therefore, examines whether mothers’ work instability during their 

children’s first two years of life disrupts mothers’ abilities to be responsive and sensitive 

to their children—a dimension of parenting with perhaps the most consistently strong 

effects on social, emotional, and cognitive development—during the critical early stage 

of their children’s lives that lays the foundation for their lifelong trajectories of status 

attainment, social competence, and health (Raby, Roisman, Fraley, & Simpson, 2015). 

Several questions guide this investigation: (1) do job entries and exits (voluntary and not) 

matter for maternal sensitivity? (2) what are the primary mechanisms through which 

work transitions are associated with this crucial aspect of parenting? and (3) are women 

with more disadvantaged socioeconomic histories more vulnerable to the potential 

consequences work transitions have for maternal sensitivity? To examine these questions, 

I applied statistical procedures geared towards increasing causal inference to longitudinal 

data from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), 
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which includes external evaluations of maternal sensitivity and detailed work histories 

from numerous time points. 

Understanding these work-family processes during children’s early years is 

particularly important given that this developmental period is when the intergenerational 

transmission of inequality is set in motion, mothers’ return to paid employment during 

infancy has become a normative path, and child-focused interventions are increasingly 

garnering bipartisan support (Cooper & Costa, 2012; Heckman, 2006; Ruhm & Teague, 

1997). Thus, a greater understanding of what types of transitions matter as well as how 

and for whom they matter during this period can allow for more targeted policy supports 

to address this specific layer of inequality that contributes to the diverging destinies of 

U.S. children in high versus low SES families (McLanahan, 2004). 

BACKGROUND 

Maternal Job Instability During Early Childhood 

The birth of a child is a vulnerable period that changes the rhythm of daily life. In 

the U.S., these changes often require negotiations around whether to return to work after 

a baby is born and, if so, when (Feeney, Hohaus, Noller, & Alexander, 2001). Compared 

to other developed nations, no policies exist at the federal level in the U.S. that provide or 

protect paid maternal leave (Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010). In addition, paid 

employment for both parents in two-parent households and the only parent in single-

parent families is an economic necessity for remaining part of the ‘middle-class’ or 

staying out of the poverty, respectively (Sawhill & Haskins, 2003). These features of the 

American labor landscape contribute to a diverse set of decisions among new mothers 
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surrounding the normative path back to work. Not only is there enormous variation in the 

initial work re-entry after a child is born, the first couple of years of a child’s life 

complicate parents’ work lives due to decisions around more intensive child care (relative 

to the child care needs of older children) and returning to more unstable or mismatched 

employment situations that have the potential to disrupt consistent employment 

(Laughlin, 2011; Reynolds & Johnson, 2012). Moreover, family formation typically 

happens during early adulthood when career trajectories are being set and employment 

prospects are most precarious (Danziger & Ratner, 2010). Overall, then, these frequent 

work stops and starts have the potential to disrupt the daily routines and formation of 

mother-child bonds, above and beyond the nature of work itself. Thus, they represent an 

important but understudied aspect of the way mothers’ work might matter for her 

children, given the substantial evidence of the great developmental significance of early 

mother-child attachment (Raby et al., 2015). 

Maternal Work Transitions and Maternal Sensitivity 

Indeed, this scenario that work instability influences how mothers’ parent is 

supported by theory. The conceptual model of this study is depicted in Figure 1. Its core 

feature is the link between mothers’ job instability and their sensitivity to their young 

children’s development. This feature is well aligned with sociological and psychological 

models of parenting. Life course approaches to child development highlight the linked 

lives of parents and children, how the social and institutional pathways of parents filter 

down into the developmental trajectories of their children through parenting. In these 

linked lives, employment is a major parental pathway that unfolds over long periods and 
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is structured by concrete transitions between jobs and related experiences  (Elder, 1998; 

Elder, Nguyen, & Caspi, 1985). Similarly, the parenting process model highlights the 

ways in which the life histories of parents and their current social networks and work 

experiences (along with personality and other factors) converge to shape parents’ general 

orientation to parenting and their abilities to consistently translate their parenting values 

into behavior (Belsky, 1984). Both models emphasize the need to view parents’ life 

pathways as dynamic, with changes in statuses—not just the statuses themselves—salient 

to how they rear their children. Just as attention to parents’ marital transitions and marital 

instability, not just whether or not they are married, has significantly advanced 

understanding of both parenting and the child outcomes it influences (see Cavanagh & 

Huston, 2006; Fomby & Cherlin, 2007), considering work transitions and work instability 

can elucidate why parents parent the way they do. Adding another layer of complexity to 

work transitions is the fact that entries and exits can be voluntarily initiated by workers 

(such as those seeking better opportunities) or involuntarily by employers (i.e., being 

fired or laid off). Clearly, a worker might feel differently about one transition versus 

another. The agency that mothers have in initiating job transitions, then, may be 

important for disentangling how job instability affects maternal sensitivity. 

For the most part, however, the link between work instability and parenting is 

underdeveloped in empirical studies. The suggestion that work transitions could affect the 

way parents parent comes from the more recent literature revealing negative associations 

between parental job loss and children’s academic and behavioral outcomes (Ananat, 

Gassman-Pines, Francis, & Gibson-Davis, 2013; Coelli, 2011; Kalil, 2009; Oreopolous, 
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Page, & Stevens, 2005; Rege, Telle, & Votruba, 2011). These studies, however, often do 

not directly examine the mechanisms linking parents’ employment transitions to 

children’s outcomes beyond identifying a partial mediating role of income volatility 

(Beyer, 1995; Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008). Generally, discussions of mechanisms highlight 

job-related change in parenting, even if these mechanisms are rarely tested directly 

(Ananat et al., 2013; Beyer, 1995; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 

2008). This study, therefore, directly examines how fluctuations in work status are 

followed by alterations in a developmentally significant aspect of parenting. Doing so in 

the context of early childhood is motivated by the evidence that parents’ extrafamilial 

experiences (including work) and parenting have outsized effects during this period and 

that policies targeting this period bring greater returns to investment (Heckman, 2006; 

Raby et al., 2015). 

Testing this link between the dynamic nature of parental work and parenting is the 

first aim of this study. To that end, I conceptualize mothers’ job changes as major life 

events that have the potential to alter parenting behaviors while being careful to 

differentiate among different types of transitions rather than measuring simple exposure 

to instability. For example, prior research has more consistently linked involuntary job 

loss with poorer child wellbeing than ‘voluntary’ job transitions, such as entries and exits, 

suggesting job loss may be more strongly associated with parenting changes (Kalil, 

2009). Moreover, the instability and change perspective, which concerns the cumulative 

effects of multiple family structure transitions on children’s wellbeing (Cavanagh & 

Huston, 2006), suggests that each additional work transition has an additive effect for 
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mothers’ parenting. Accounting for transition type and degree of exposure goes beyond 

past research in this tradition, which typically focuses on basic job characteristics and 

statuses or tracks changes over short windows of time (Gassman-Pines, 2011; Han & 

Fox, 2011; Roeters, van der Lippe, & Kluwer, 2010; Starzdins et al., 2006). For the 

parenting component of this aim, I focus on maternal sensitivity, defined as the way that 

mothers respond and adapt to the needs of their young children, one of the strongest 

predictors of child outcomes in the entire parenting literature (Raby et al., 2015). Studies 

have provided evidence that sensitive mothering influences a broad range of 

developmental outcomes, including by contributing to infants’ and children’s attachment 

security (Belsky & Fearon 2002; De Wolff & van Ijzendoorn, 1997). Focusing on 

maternal sensitivity goes beyond most research in this tradition by highlighting a basic 

style of parental responsiveness that is likely to be more reactive to external shocks than 

specific parenting practices and by drawing on observational assessments of parenting 

that are more reliable and valid than the survey reports that dominate the literature.  

The guiding hypothesis is that job instability will be associated with changes in 

maternal sensitivity. This general hypothesis subsumes a set of hypotheses related to each 

form of job instability. First, the inverse association between maternal work transitions 

and sensitivity will be strongest for involuntary job loss. Second, multiple exposures to 

involuntary job loss will be more strongly correlated with maternal sensitivity than a 

single job loss. 

Mediators and Moderators of Work-Family Exchanges 

The conceptual model in Figure 4.1 posits that parenting is a primary mechanism 
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by which job instability has implications for child wellbeing, and so this study is 

examining the crux of that process by focusing on the link between job instability and 

parenting. Following both life course and parenting process models, two important ways 

to elucidate that foundational process are to examine why it unfolds the way that it does 

(i.e., what mediates the link between job instability and parenting?) and how it might 

unfold differently across different settings and groups (e.g., what moderates this link?). 

The remaining parts of the conceptual model delve into these important issues. 

Beginning with mediation, the life course perspective and the parenting process 

model both highlight the potential role of structural, institutional, interpersonal, and 

personal experiences in employment circumstances in relation to parenting. This study 

poses four potential mediators that cut across these experiences. First, job changes 

typically come with fluctuations in income, which can be sources of stress or relief that 

affect the way mothers interact with their young children or change access to physical 

resources (such as story books and extracurricular activities) that facilitate interactive 

parenting. Second, changing jobs results in changing contexts of work, as moving in or 

out of different institutional environments that structure mothers’ days can affect amount 

of time to be with children and their routines (Waldfogel et al., 2002). Third, job 

transitions can affect the supply-demand equation in the child care market and alter the 

institutional settings of children and the interpersonal dynamics among parents, 

caregivers, and children (Adams & Rohacek, 2010). For example, having children in 

stable and high quality non-parental care is linked to mothers’ greater self-efficacy, 

parenting pleasure, and sensitivity, especially among low-SES mothers (NICHD ECCRN, 
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1999; Ross & Mirowsky, 1988), and children’s positive engagement with peers and 

adults in care settings has been associated with stronger mother-child attachment 

(Burchinal, Campbell, Bryant, Wasik, & Ramey, 1997). Fourth, a job change can be an 

emotional experience, with different people reacting in different ways that are reflected in 

aspects of mental health that shape parenting, such as distress and depression (Lovejoy, 

Graczyk, Hare, & Neuman, 2000). The second aim of this study, therefore, is to test the 

hypothesis that negative associations between mothers’ job changes and their sensitivity 

to children will be explained by declining family income, less desirable work conditions, 

instability in child care, and poorer mental health. 

Turning to moderation, the life course perspective and the parenting process 

model both highlight the importance of understanding the life histories of parents before 

any event that seems to be significant, suggesting the need to consider how parents might 

experience that event in different ways if they took different routes to it. Here, I focus on 

maternal education—a life course status that taps into the personal histories preceding a 

job transition. I focus on maternal education, as opposed to other aspects such as marital 

status and income, for two reasons. First, education is an important determinant of the 

types of rewards gained from the labor market in terms of higher incomes and other less 

tangible benefits associated with ‘good’ jobs (such as cognitively-rewarding tasks, 

autonomy, and flexibility) (Golden & Katz, 2010). Importantly, job loss may be 

experienced differently by people with more education who occupy these ‘good’ jobs, 

with periods of unemployment often shorter (Riddell & Song, 2011). Second, and in line 

with a larger body of the research that examines the role of education in parenting, 
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education is thought to provide a set of psychosocial resources that might be able to 

moderate the effect of disadvantageous employment situations. For example, mothers’ 

higher education may “buffer” against the stress and upheaval of job loss (Augustine, 

2014). Associations between work transitions and maternal sensitivity, then, may be 

dulled because of the psychosocial resources and structural advantages of higher 

education that either allow mothers’ to better protect their mother-child bond or lessen 

the consequences of job loss. 

The third aim of this study, therefore, is to test the hypothesis that mothers’ job 

transitions will do more to disrupt their sensitivity to children’s development among 

women with low levels of education. 

METHOD 

Data and Sample 

The SECCYD is a longitudinal study of children’s environments and 

developmental outcomes (NICHD ECCRN, 2005). In 1991, 1,364 infants and their 

families were enrolled from 10 locations across the U.S. Participants were recruited from 

hospitals and met the study eligibility criteria if mothers were 18 years or older, they did 

not plan on moving within the next year, the birth was a singleton without a disability, 

and the mother spoke English. Mothers in this multi-state study, although still diverse in 

terms of income, education, and racial/ethnic composition, were slightly more 

socioeconomically advantaged than the general population.  

Two major benefits of the SECCYD for this study are its frequency of parent data 

collections and its psychometric depth of measurement of parenting and child 
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development, both unparalleled in other large studies. I discuss the latter in the 

measurement section. As for the former, major interviews used here in which maternal 

sensitivity was measured were conducted in person when the child was 6-months, 15-

months, and 24-months old. Between these major interviews, parents were also contacted 

at three-month intervals by telephone and asked a variety of consistent questions about 

work, child care, and other factors. I drew on data from the major assessments and other 

assessments from birth through the second year to capture more dynamic change in 

parents’ lives than is the norm in this literature. The analytical sample for this study 

consists of 1,296 mothers who were not lost to attrition by the 6-month interview, the 

first interview when maternal sensitivity was assessed.  

Measurement 

Maternal sensitivity. Study personnel videotaped in-home mother-child 

interactions at the 6-, 15-, and 24-month interviews, examining sensitivity/responsivity to 

non-distress, positive regard for the child, and intrusiveness (reverse coded). The 

observations were standardized and averaged to create a composite score of observed 

early maternal sensitivity. The composite score was a scale ranging from 0 through 12, 

with higher scores indicating greater sensitivity. For the multivariate analyses, the scale 

was age-standardized indicating the deviation away from the maternal sensitivity sample 

mean at each age. Although maternal sensitivity was measured on the same scale over the 

period examined in this study, t-tests revealed that the maternal sensitivity mean score 

statistically differed across children’s ages. Standardizing the score in this way helped 

address these differences.  
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Job instability. Multiple measures were constructed from data collected at the 

major (1-, 6-, 15-, and 24-month interviews) and minor interviews (3-, 9-, 12-, 18-, and 

21-month interviews). At both, mothers were asked about their current paid employment 

and any changes in paid employment in the last three months. Here, information on the 

primary job was used to examine transitions into and out of employment. Starting a job at 

a new place of employment or leaving a place of employment were counted as 

transitions. Returning from maternity leave after the first month was counted as a 

workforce entry (since it necessitates a change in the daily family routine). Vertical or 

horizontal moves within a workplace were not counted as transitions. Counts of job 

transitions were then constructed between each interview (i.e., transitions between each 

interview over a 3-month period). These counts were then summed together to indicate 

the number of transitions between each major interview when measures of maternal 

sensitivity were collected.  

Similar to the construction of the cumulative transition count, cumulative counts 

were made for number of job entries, number of voluntary job exits, and number of 

involuntary job exits. Voluntary and involuntary job losses were distinguished by 

whether the exit was employee- or employer-initiated. That is, although having to leave a 

job because of baby’s health needs could be considered an ‘involuntary’ exit, it was not 

coded as such since the main concern in distinguishing between involuntary and 

voluntary job loss was whether the mother or the employer made the decision to 

terminate employment. This conceptualization is similar to prior studies. Voluntary and 

involuntary job exits were identified using follow-up questions asked of mothers who 
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reported leaving a job. Involuntary job exits included those where the respondent 

reported she left because she was fired, laid off, or for other employer reasons. Voluntary 

job exits were all other reasons, including problems with child care, the baby’s or 

mother’s health, returning to school, the birth of a new baby, work-family demands, or to 

improve job situation. The wording of these questions differed slightly across interviews. 

Table 4.1 provides more detail on how reasons for job exits were coded as voluntary 

versus involuntary across interview waves. These cumulative counts were used to create 

several binary variables that indicated whether the mother experienced any job transition, 

a job entry, a voluntary job exit, or an involuntary job exit between waves. 

Mediators. Change in family income was calculated as a percent change in family 

income between major interview waves. Percent change, instead of absolute change in 

dollars, was used to account for how changes in income may have a differential effect 

depending on the income status of a family. Change in work hours was a continuous 

measure indicating the difference in total weekly hours worked in paid employment 

between waves, with negative values indicating decreases in work hours and vice versa. 

Similarly, changes in work situation satisfaction was a scale between -4 and 4 indicating 

the difference between waves in the response to the question “how satisfied are you with 

your decision about working/going to school/not working during the next year?,” with 

responses ranging from 1 (very dissatisfied) through 5 (very satisfied). Child care starts 

was a continuous variable of the number of new arrangements begun between waves. 

Change in non-parental care hours and change in number of non-parental care 

arrangements were continuous variables indicating the differences in time spent in non-
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parental care and the number of care arrangements between waves. Change in primary 

child care type was measured as a series of dummy variables (no change, change to 

parental care, change to formal care, change to informal care). Finally, change in 

maternal depression was the difference in the maternal depression scale (ranging from 0 

through 54), assessed at each wave using the Center of Epidemiological Studies 

Depression Scale (CES-D) (Radloff, 1977). 

Moderator. Maternal education indicated mothers’ highest educational attainment 

at baseline using four dummy variables (no high school diploma/GED, high school 

diploma/GED, some college experience/associate’s degree, college degree or higher).  

Covariates. A range of factors were measured to account for possible confounds 

in the association between employment stability and maternal sensitivity. Family income 

was a time-variant variable measured at each major interview indicating annual family 

income in thousands. Family structure was a time-variant measure coded as four dummy 

variables indicating whether the child lived with: (1) married biological parents; (2) 

cohabiting biological parents; (3) biological mother and married or cohabiting stepfather; 

or (4) biological mother only. Hours worked in paid employment was a continuous 

variable and working nonstandard hours/shift hours was a binary variable indicating 

whether the mother worked outside the standard 9am to 5pm work schedule or did shift 

work. Satisfaction with current work situation was a scale ranging from 1 (very 

dissatisfied) through 5 (very satisfied) (as discussed above). Maternal depression was a 

scale ranging from 0 through 54 using the CES-D scale and maternal self-rated health 

was a scale from 0 (poor) through 4 (excellent). To account for economic factors that 
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may affect mothers’ job stability, county unemployment rates were merged with the 

SECCYD (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). A series of child care measures were also 

measured to account for the quality and quantity of care. Primary child care arrangement 

was a series of dummy variables indicating whether the child’s main care arrangement 

was in parental care, formal care (e.g., center care), or informal care (e.g., care by a non-

parent relative, home-based day care, in-home sitters). Number of hours in non-parental 

care was a continuous variable of average weekly hours in non-parental care. Child’s age 

was included as three dummy variables (1-month, 6-months, 15-months).  

Analytical Plan 

In the multivariate analyses, I first examined whether the type of work transition 

was associated with maternal sensitivity and, if so, whether accounting for the cumulative 

number of transitions strengthened this association. To preview, involuntary job loss, not 

work entries or voluntary job exits, were statistically associated with maternal sensitivity. 

I then investigated whether the inclusion of potential mediators attenuated the 

coefficients for any significant job variable and maternal sensitivity. Finally, I explored 

the moderation of any observed maternal job transition effects on maternal sensitivity by 

interacting focal job variables with maternal education. 

These multivariate analyses used a fixed effect strategy and controlled for a wide 

range of time-varying covariates (described earlier) that are potentially endogenous to 

both mothers’ experience of job instability and their parenting. Fixed effect models are 

one method for addressing selectively where, despite using a wide range of controls, 

there are still likely to be unobserved (or unmeasurable) characteristics correlated with 
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both predictor and outcome. A fixed effect approach increases the degree to which 

unobserved confounds can be controlled by making comparisons within a person over 

time versus between others in the sample (Allison, 2009). In this study, for example, 

maternal sensitivity in a time period when mothers experienced job transitions was 

compared to another time period when they did not, instead of comparing the maternal 

sensitivity of mothers who experienced transitions to the maternal sensitivity of mothers 

who did not. In this way, fixed effects control for both stable observed and unobserved 

factors by comparing mothers to themselves. Although fixed effect models do not 

eliminate the possibility that some time-variant unobserved factor may be influencing the 

findings, comparing the ‘between person’ (i.e., OLS) versus ‘within person’ (i.e., fixed 

effect) models can provide a sense of how much of any association between job 

transitions and maternal sensitivity might be a product of factors that select some women 

into more stable or unstable job experiences and also correlate with their parenting. 

All analyses were conducted in Stata. To address issues of item-level missing, 

multiple imputation procedures using mice produced 100 fully imputed data sets. The 

suite of mi estimate commands were then used to analyze these data sets. In total 0.9% of 

the analytical data were imputed.  

RESULTS 

Table 4.2 presents a description of the sample of mothers overall and by whether 

they experienced a job transition during the study period (i.e., entry, voluntary exit, 

involuntary exit). Overall, close to 80% of mothers in the sample experienced a job 

transition. More than three-quarters experienced a job entry, 39% a voluntary job exit, 
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and 12% an involuntary job exit. Looking at differences in sociodemographic factors 

highlights that mothers who experienced job entries were relatively more advantaged.  

Compared to mothers who experienced job exits, they had more education, higher 

incomes at the 1-month interview, and were more likely to be married to their children’s 

biological fathers. Importantly, mothers who experienced involuntary job exits were the 

most disadvantaged in terms of their sociodemographic characteristics.  

Similarly, Table 4.3 presents sample means and percents at the observation-level 

(period x person) for both the time-invariant and time-variant measures, overall and 

during periods when mothers experienced a job transition. Mothers experienced a job 

transition during 44% of the observations, a job entry during 37% of the observations, a 

voluntary job exit during 17% of the observations, and an involuntary exit during 5% of 

the observations. Much of the time, mothers experienced multiple transitions between 

interviews. For example, in 39% of periods when a mother experienced a job entry, she 

also experienced a voluntary job exit. Similarly, in 71% of the periods when a mother 

experienced an involuntary job exit, she also experienced a job entry.  

Examining changes in the time-variant mediators, job entries were accompanied, 

on average, by larger percent increases in income, decreases in maternal depression, and 

increases in work hours and work satisfaction. Job entries were also associated with more 

changes in child care than job exits, including increases in non-parental care hours (20 

hours, on average) and the number of non-parental care arrangements (0.4 arrangements), 

and changes in primary child care type (53% of the time in periods when mothers entered 

new jobs). In comparison, during periods in which mothers experienced voluntary job 
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exits, they also tended to experience increases in family income (potentially because 

voluntary job exits may be due to mothers moving to jobs with better financial rewards) 

and decreases in maternal depression, although not to the same extent as during periods 

when job entries were experienced. There were no income benefits or decreases in 

maternal depression during periods when mothers experienced involuntary job exits.  

Turning to the bivariate results, Table 4.4 displays the mean maternal sensitivity 

scores during periods when job transitions were experienced and by mothers’ educational 

attainment. Overall, the maternal sensitivity scale was lower during periods when a job 

transition occurred (9.2 vs. 9.4). This discrepancy may be driven by the statistically lower 

maternal sensitivity scores recorded for mothers during periods when they experienced 

involuntary job exits. Within periods, maternal sensitivity was higher for mothers with 

higher levels of education. For example, mothers with college degrees had over all 

periods, on average, higher maternal sensitivity (score of 10.0) than mothers with less 

than a high school diploma (8.0), a high school diploma/GED (8.6), or some college 

experience/associate’s degree (9.3). These findings, taken together with the results 

presented in Tables 1 and 2, highlight how key characteristics associated with who 

experienced job instability are also likely endogenous, to some extent, with maternal 

sensitivity, pointing to the need for a fixed effect multivariate framework that can account 

for this stable endogeneity. 

Expanding on the findings in Table 4.4, Figure 4.2 explores whether the number 

of job transitions experienced by mothers may be important beyond any exposure to such 

transitions. Multiple transitions did appear to have a cumulative negative association with 
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maternal sensitivity, but the degree to which each additional transition mattered varied by 

transition type. For example, one job entry or voluntary job exit within a period did not 

have a significantly depreciable association with maternal sensitivity, but experiencing 

two or more such transitions did. Each involuntary job loss within a period, however, was 

associated with a similar negative decrease in maternal sensitivity. These findings 

highlight that higher levels of instability, generally, might matter, but that much of this 

association is driven by experiencing multiple involuntary job exits. 

Job Transitions and Maternal Sensitivity 

The following multivariate analyses used fixed effect models to examine whether 

job transitions were associated with an age-standardized measure of maternal sensitivity, 

controlling for an extensive set of covariates. First, Table 4.5 explores whether instability, 

generally, or type of job transition was associated with maternal sensitivity, and if so, 

whether there was a cumulative effect of transitions experienced during a given period. 

Similar to the bivariate findings, Model 1 revealed that any job transition was associated 

with a decrease in maternal sensitivity. This coefficient, however, was only marginally 

significant (p < .10). Separating this variable into three binary indicators job entry, 

voluntary job exit, or involuntary job exit, Model 2 highlighted that much of this original 

finding was driven by an involuntary job loss, suggesting that transition type mattered 

more so than instability more generally. Indeed, although not statistically significant, job 

entry was positively associated with maternal sensitivity.  

Models 3 and 4 replicated Models 1 and 2, respectively, but instead captured the 

number of transitions experienced during the period (as opposed to binary measures of 
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any transition experienced). Similarly, a count of all transitions (Model 3) was not 

significantly associated with maternal sensitivity. In Model 4, I accounted for the number 

of transitions by type, which produced a statistically significant association between the 

number of involuntary job exits and maternal sensitivity. Each additional involuntary job 

loss was associated with a -0.157 decrease in the age-standardized measure of maternal 

sensitivity. Put another way, experiencing one involuntary job loss was equivalent to the 

effect of having a mother reporting being in poor health versus good health (per the 

coefficient sizes in the full model results, available from the author upon request). As 

another example, two involuntary job losses within a given period had a larger observed 

effect on maternal sensitivity than the difference between being married to the child’s 

biological father and being a single mother.  

Mediators of the Association between Job Loss and Maternal Sensitivity 

Turning to the question of mediation. I focused on the sole significant association 

between job transitions and maternal sensitivity: involuntary job loss. The first model in 

Table 4.6 shows the original model with no mediators included, Models 2 through 5 

tested a different mediator, and Model 6 included all potential mediators. Only changes in 

income (Model 2) and child care settings (Model 4) were statistically significant 

predictors of maternal sensitivity, and so I focus on these two models. 

In Model 2, percent increases in family income between periods predicted 

increased maternal sensitivity, and the inclusion of this factor appeared to mediate the 

association between involuntary job loss and maternal sensitivity. Specifically, its 

inclusion decreased the involuntary job loss coefficient by 9% and reduced it to 
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marginally significance. Taken together, these findings suggest that part of the 

association between involuntary job losses and maternal sensitivity was explained by 

income losses accompanying job losses. 

In Model 4, number of child care starts (p < .10), changes in the number of non-

parental care arrangements (p< .10), and a change to parental care as the primary care 

type (p< .05) were all associated with lower maternal sensitivity, and changes in non-

parental care hours (p< .05) was associated with higher sensitivity. The inclusion of these 

variables attenuated the association between involuntary job loss and maternal sensitivity 

by decreasing the involuntary job loss coefficient size and significance below traditional 

or marginal levels. Thus, instability in care settings and changes that resulted in more 

time in parental care appeared to be child care factors that mediated the association 

between involuntary job loss and sensitivity. 

Changes in work satisfaction and hours (Model 3) and maternal depression 

(Model 5) were not significant predictors of maternal sensitivity, although changes in 

work satisfaction and hours did appear to attenuate the association between involuntary 

job loss and sensitivity. Overall, the findings from the individual models (Models 2 

through 5) were consistent with the final model (Model 6) which included all mediators. 

Post-estimation Sobel tests with bootstrapped errors were conducted to further 

detect for mediation. Despite there being some issues with the application of Sobel tests 

to a fixed effect modeling framework, these tests provided support for the role changes in 

income play in mediating the association between involuntary job loss and maternal 
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sensitivity, revealing a statistically significant (p < .05) indirect association for change in 

family income.  

Education as a Moderator of the Association between Job Loss and Maternal 

Sensitivity 

To examine moderation, I continued to focus on the central association between 

involuntary job loss and maternal sensitivity. Model 7 in Table 4.6 presents the fixed 

effect model results that included an interaction term between job loss and maternal 

education. In line with the hypothesis that the association between mothers’ job losses 

and sensitivity would be stronger at lower levels of maternal education, this association 

was stronger among women with some college experience/associate’s degree or a high 

school diploma/GED than among those who were college-educated. Conversely, not 

having a high school diploma/GED and experiencing involuntary job loss was associated 

with greater maternal sensitivity, but only at marginally significant levels (p <.10). One 

explanation could be that mothers with low levels of education were much more likely to 

occupy jobs with characteristics associated with lower maternal sensitivity and intensive 

parenting beyond those accounted for as controls (i.e., work hours, nonstandard work 

schedules, job situation satisfaction). These characteristics could be more detrimental to 

mothers’ sensitivity than the experience of involuntary job loss.  

Other life course statuses, such as family income and family structure, were also 

included as moderators in preliminary analyses to further test whether positions that are 

typically considered more disadvantaged (e.g., living in poverty, single motherhood) 

exaggerated the association between job loss and maternal sensitivity. None of the 

interaction terms in these tests were statistically significant at traditional or marginal 
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levels. Interestingly, then, the moderator most directly tied to mothers’ job stability, 

employment rewards, and parenting—maternal education—was also the only moderator 

that appeared to have any significant conditioning effects. 

DISCUSSION 

Prompted by a new era of increased job instability, more research and policy 

attention has focused on the consequences of work transitions generally, and job loss 

specifically, for families. In line with an extensive body of research that has tried to 

understand what rising rates of maternal employment have meant for children, this study 

also examined whether employment instability mattered for children’s wellbeing. 

Although past research has typically found that job loss is associated with negative 

outcomes for children, many of these studies did not directly test parenting—the 

hypothesized mechanism through which the consequences of job instability operate. This 

literature has laid the foundation for this study, which examines the association between 

mothers’ job instability and maternal sensitivity during the first two years of a child’s 

life. Maternal sensitivity is a strong and consistent predictor of short- and long-tern child 

wellbeing and one that has shown to be responsive to maternal employment in prior 

research (Raby et al., 2015). In addition, this study went further by detangling different 

types of instability, examining the potential mechanisms through which work instability 

affects maternal sensitivity, and identifying for whom it might matter most. Three 

important findings emerged.  

First, the type of work transition and degree of exposure mattered. Involuntary job 

loss, but neither job entries nor voluntary job exits, was negatively associated with 
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maternal sensitivity. Moreover, the number of involuntary job exits was more strongly 

correlated with maternal sensitivity than any exposure, indicating that cumulative 

instability driven by involuntary job loss may have an additive affect on sensitivity. This 

finding is important, especially in light of policy interventions that overwhelmingly 

emphasize preparing mothers for job entry (Zedlewski, 2012), whereas helping mothers 

(and assisting employers in the process of) maintaining consistent employment may have 

a greater impact in terms of their and their children’s wellbeing.  

Second, decreases in family income and instability in child care arrangements 

appeared to be primary mechanisms through which job loss affected maternal sensitivity. 

Whereas the association between income and parenting is more developed in the 

literature (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997), the findings that child care instability, and in 

particular changes to parental care were associated with maternal sensitivity are less 

straightforward. Research has shown job loss is associated with greater child care 

instability. Following on, quality and stable child care has been linked with greater 

maternal sensitivity. Combining these two pieces of research with this study’s finding 

that job loss is most detrimental for mothers with less education—those least likely to 

practice ‘concerted cultivation’ style parenting—provides insight into why changes to 

parental care and care instability were important for explaining the link between job loss 

and maternal sensitivity.  

That income and child care are the most important mechanisms explaining the 

association between job loss and maternal sensitivity is promising from a policy 

perspective. Indeed, compared to the other mechanisms examined in this study (i.e., 
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changes in maternal depression, hours worked, and work situation satisfaction), child care 

and income are existing policy levers that are seen as more amenable to intervention than 

many other aspects of family life (Scarr, 1998). Further research should examine state-

level variation in and individual-level receipt of child care subsidies and unemployment 

insurance that attempt to stabilize income and child care in the event of job exits in 

relation to the association between job loss and parenting. 

Third, the association between job loss and maternal sensitivity was strongest for 

mothers whose highest level of education was a high school diploma/GED or associate’s 

degree/some college experience (compared to mothers with a college degree). 

Importantly, maternal education is one of the strongest factors in inequalities among 

children (McLanahan, 2004), a trend that persists in this study in terms of the disparate 

effects of job instability. Conversely, however, I also found a positive conditional effect 

of the lowest category of maternal education (i.e., mothers without a high school 

diploma/GED), although this finding was only marginally significant. One potential 

explanation is that the very different structural constraints and rewards of the labor 

market for the least educated are not fully accounted for in my models. Also important to 

interpreting this unexpected finding is the much lower rates of labor force participation 

among these least educated women (only one third of women with less than a high school 

diploma participate vs. three-quarters of female college graduates) (U.S. Census, 2012). 

A primary concern of research on job transitions, and job loss more specifically, 

has been how much of the association between job loss and a wide array of negative 

outcomes for children and their parents is due to unobserved and unmeasurable factors 
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that might be endogenous to work experiences and parenting, such as ‘personality’ or 

‘effort.’ In addition to controlling for a wide range of covariates potentially associated 

with both work stability and parenting, this study used fixed effect models—a more 

rigorous longitudinal modeling technique that accounts for stable unobserved 

characteristics of mothers—providing greater support for a causal association between 

job loss and maternal sensitivity. Using a fixed effect framework, although statistically 

rigorous, does not account for all potential sources of endogeneity such as time-variant 

unobserved factors that could be related to both job loss and sensitivity, which makes 

completely ruling out a spurious correlation difficult. 

Early childhood is increasingly recognized as a crucial period for child 

development—one that is consistently linked with children’s short- and long-term 

wellbeing and implicated in the intergenerational transmission of inequality. Not 

surprisingly, then, interventions aimed at families with young children have broad 

bipartisan political and policy support. The findings from this study provided further 

evidence of the importance of this period for targeted interventions. Not only is this 

period a vulnerable time generally for mothers as they transition into parenthood, this 

vulnerability is heightened by increased job instability typically experienced as mothers 

exit and potentially prematurely re-enter the work force in lieu of more flexible maternity 

leave policies to which mothers in all other developed countries are entitled 

(Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010). The findings from this study suggest that targeting 

the work stability of mothers with young children directly, or indirectly assisting mothers 

who experience job loss through changes to eligibility requirements that stabilize or 
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expand child care subsidies and unemployment insurance, are potential policy levers that 

can help protect children from the new era of increased job instability. 
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Table 4.1: Classification of voluntary versus involuntary job exits 

Interview month Voluntary job exit Involuntary job exit 

3, 9, 12 Your health Employer reasons 

 Baby’s health  

 Child care problems  

 Other  

6, 15, 24 Improve job situation Laid off or fired 

 Go to school  

 Mother’s health  

 Child’s health  

 Child care problems  

 Wanted to spend more time 

with child 

 

 Work-family demands in 

conflict 

 

 New baby  

 Other  

18, 21 New baby Employer reasons 

 Health  

 Baby’s health  

 Child care problems  

 Other  
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Table 4.2: Sample description 

 

 

Total sample 

 

Ever entry 

Ever 

voluntary 

exit 

Ever 

involuntary 

exit 

  n % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean 

Job transitions, ever experienced 

     Ever experienced any job transition 1,019  79.67 100.00 100.00 100.00 

Ever experienced job entry 977  76.39 100.00 93.12* 92.05* 

Ever experienced voluntary job exit 494  38.62 47.08* 100.00 47.68* 

Ever experienced involuntary job exit 151  11.81 14.23* 14.57* 100.00 

Moderator and key controls at 1-month interview 

     Maternal education (at child's birth) 

     No HS diploma/GED  116  9.07 7.68* 11.54* 17.22* 

HS diploma/GED 268  20.95 20.78* 20.85* 21.85* 

Some college/associate's degree  428  33.46 34.80* 36.03* 36.42* 

College degree or higher 467  36.51 36.75* 31.58* 24.50* 

Family income (1,000s) 1,197  38.84 36.08* 33.58* 31.64* 

Family structure 

     Married, biological father 999  78.17 79.20* 77.33* 65.56* 

Cohabiting, biological father  101  7.90 7.79* 9.31* 13.25* 

Stepfather (married or cohabiting) 7  0.55 0.61* 0.20* 0.66* 

Single 171  13.38 12.40* 13.16* 20.53* 

Person-level N 1,279  1,279  977 494 151 

Note: *T-test indicating mean statistically different from total sample mean (p <.05). 
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Table 4.3: Sample description - period observation 

 

Total sample Entry 

Voluntary 

exit 

Involuntary 

exit 

  n % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean 

Maternal sensitivity (scale 0 - 12)  3,651  9.33 9.29 9.22 8.83* 

  

(1.73) (1.77) (1.79) (1.92) 

Age-standardized maternal sensitivity 3,651  0.01 0.01 -0.07 -0.29* 

  

(1.00) (1.02) (1.05) (1.12) 

Job transitions, during wave 

     Any job transition 1,616  43.81 100.00 100.00 100.00 

Job entry 1,368  37.04 100.00 67.15* 70.06* 

Voluntary job exit  615  16.65 30.19* 100.00 15.57* 

Involuntary job exit 167 4.52 8.55* 4.23* 100.00 

Number of job transitions  3,651  0.62 1.49* 1.93* 2.10* 

Number of job entries 3,651  0.40 1.07* 0.80* 0.86* 

Number of voluntary job exits 3,651  0.18 0.33* 1.08* 0.18 

Number of involuntary job exits  3,651  0.05 0.09* 0.05 1.06* 

Controls 

     Family income (1,000s) 3,595  45.48 38.26* 40.52* 38.13* 

Family structure 

     Married, biological father 2,886  78.30 78.75* 75.04* 67.47* 

Cohabiting, biological father  277  7.51 8.13* 9.46* 13.86* 

Stepfather (married or cohabiting)  34  0.92 0.88* 1.14* 2.41* 

Single 489  13.27 12.23* 14.36* 16.27* 

Hours worked per week 3,693  14.73 7.89* 20.92* 18.82* 

Working nonstandard hours/shift work  386  10.47 6.21* 18.37* 17.96* 

Satisfaction with current work situation (scale 1-5)  3,693  3.85 3.63* 3.71* 3.56* 

Maternal depression (scale 0-54)   3,693  9.76 9.95 10.01 10.87 

Maternal self-rated health (scale 1-4)   3,693  3.33 3.38* 3.24* 3.20* 

Primary child care type 

     Parental care   2,339  63.33 77.04* 52.20* 62.27* 

Formal care      247  6.69 4.17* 8.29* 6.59* 

Informal care   1,107  29.98 18.79* 39.51* 31.14* 

Number of hours in non-parental care   3,693  15.97 9.91* 21.61* 19.73* 

Number of non-parental care arrangements   3,693  0.35 0.22* 0.48* 0.37 

County unemployment rate 2,879  5.75 5.74 5.82 6.03 

Mediators      

Percent change in income  3,571  15.49 34.97* 6.80* 2.57 

Change in work hours 3,686  6.95 20.98* -2.46* -4.16* 

Change in work situation satisfaction 3,690  0.09 0.23* 0.22* 0.21 

Number of child care starts 3,693  1.15 1.49* 1.36* 1.44* 

Change in non-parental care hours  3,684  8.48 20.49* 1.06* 0.83* 

Change in number of non-parental care arrangements  3,686  0.20 0.42* 0.06* 0.11 

Table 4.3 continued on next page      
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Table 4.3 continued from previous page      

 

Total sample Entry 

Voluntary 

exit 

Involuntary 

exit 

  n % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean % / Mean 

Change in primary child care type      

No change 2,434  66.03 47.00* 62.38* 64.45* 

Change to parental care 213  5.78 3.95* 14.82* 12.05* 

Change to formal child care 275  7.46 10.69* 6.68* 6.63* 

Change to informal care  764  20.73 38.36* 16.12* 16.87* 

Change in maternal depression scale 3,602  -0.62 -1.14* 0.29* -0.31 

Observation N (waves)  3,693  3,693   1,368  615   167  

Note: *T-test indicating mean statistically different from total sample mean (p <.05).  



 95 

Table 4.4: Maternal sensitivity by job transition experience and key moderators 

(waves) (n = 3,693) 

 

 

 

Maternal        

sensitivity 

Age-

standardized 

maternal 

sensitivity 

  Mean Mean 

Job transitions during wave 

  Any job transition 9.24* -0.02* 

No job transition 9.39 0.04 

Job entry during wave 

  Any job entry 9.29 0.01 

No job entry 9.34 0.01 

Voluntary job exit during wave 

  Any voluntary job exit 9.22 -0.07* 

No voluntary job exit 9.35 0.03 

Involuntary job exit during wave 

  Any involuntary job exit 8.83* -0.29* 

No involuntary job exit 9.35 0.03 

Moderator and key controls 

  Maternal education 

  No HS diploma/GED 8.00bcd -0.75bcd 

HS diploma/GED 8.63acd -0.39acd 

Some college/associate's degree 9.30abd 0.00abd 

College degree or higher 10.04abc 0.43abc 
Note: * Chi2 test indicating statistically different from no transition (p <.05). 

          a Chi2 test indicating statistically different from no HS diploma/GED (p <.05). 

          b Chi2 test indicating statistically different from HS diploma/GED (p <.05). 

          c Chi2 test indicating statistically different from some college/associate’s degree (p <.05). 

          d Chi2 test indicating statistically different from college degree or higher (p <.05). 
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Table 4.5: Fixed effect models predicting standardized maternal sensitivity 

  Standardized coefficients (SE) 

 

1 2 3 4 

Any transition -0.068+ 

   

 

(0.040) 

   Any job entry 

 

0.017 

  

  

(0.047) 

  Any voluntary job exit 

 

-0.061 

  

  

(0.052) 

  Any involuntary job exit 

 

-0.144+ 

  

  

(0.085) 

  Number of transitions 

  

-0.030 

 

   

(0.021) 

 Number of job entries 

   

0.017 

    

(0.043) 

Number of voluntary job exits 

   

-0.059 

    

(0.049) 

Number of involuntary job exits 

   

-0.159* 

    

(0.079) 

     Constant -0.251 -0.322 -0.309 -0.315 

 

(0.206) (0.211) (0.211) (0.214) 

Observations 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693 

Number of mothers 1,296 1,296 1,296 1,296 

Note: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1. Standard errors in parentheses. 

Controls for: Maternal work hours, working nonstandard/shift hours, satisfaction with current work 

situation, maternal depression, family income, family structure, county unemployment rate, maternal 

self-rated health, primary child care arrangement type, number of hours in non-parental care, number 

of non-parental care arrangements, and child age. 
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Table 4.6: Fixed effect models predicting standardized maternal sensitivity with mediators and education interaction 

   Standardized coefficients (std. err.) 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Number of job entries 0.017 0.006 0.001 0.002 0.017 0.004 0.013 

 

(0.043) (0.043) (0.049) (0.046) (0.043) (0.049) (0.043) 

Number of voluntary job exits -0.059 -0.050 -0.044 -0.021 -0.059 -0.025 -0.051 

 

(0.049) (0.049) (0.053) (0.050) (0.049) (0.053) (0.049) 

Number of involuntary job exits -0.159* -0.145+ -0.142+ -0.124 -0.159* -0.125 0.007 

 

(0.079) (0.079) (0.083) (0.080) (0.079) (0.083) (0.146) 

Mediators        

Percent change in family income  0.001+    0.001+  

 

 (0.000)    (0.000)  

Change in maternal work hours   0.001   -0.001  

   (0.002)   (0.002)  

Change in work situation satisfaction   0.008   0.005  

   (0.020)   (0.020)  

Number of child care starts    -0.028+  -0.028+  

    (0.016)  (0.016)  

Change in non-parental care hours    0.003*  0.004*  

    (0.002)  (0.002)  

Change in number of non-parental care arrangements    -0.096+  -0.100+  

    (0.053)  (0.054)  

Change in primary care arrangement (ref: no change)        

Change to parental care    -0.211*  -0.207*  

    (0.087)  (0.087)  

Change to informal care    -0.009  -0.011  

    (0.069)  (0.069)  

Change to formal care    -0.005  -0.010  

    (0.086)  (0.086)  

Change in maternal depression     0.000 -0.000  

     (0.003) (0.003)  

Table 4.6 continued on next page        
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Table 4.6 continued from previous page       

 Standardized coefficients (std. err.) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Moderator        

Maternal education (ref: College or higher)        

Less than high school/GED X involuntary job exits       0.448+ 

       (0.243) 

High school/GED X involuntary job exits       -0.412* 

       (0.209) 

Some college/associate's degree X involuntary job exits       -0.385* 

       (0.196) 

Constant -0.315 -0.374+ -0.367 -0.302 -0.316 -0.373 -0.305 

 (0.214) (0.216) (0.234) (0.214) (0.216) (0.240) (0.213) 

Observations 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693 

Number of id 1,296 1,296 1,296 1,296 1,296 1,296 1,296 

Note: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1. Standard errors in parentheses. 

Controls for: Maternal work hours, working nonstandard/shift hours, satisfaction with current work situation, maternal depression, 

family income, family structure, county unemployment rate, maternal self-rated health, primary child care arrangement type, number of 

hours in non-parental care, number non-parental care arrangements, and child age. 
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Figure 4.1: Conceptual model linking work instability to child outcomes 
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Figure 4.2: Maternal sensitivity by number of job transitions (by type) experienced within 

period (n = 3,693) 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion 

OVERVIEW 

A wealth of research during the 20
th

 century focused on what the steady increase 

in women’s participation in the labor force meant for women and, in turn, how children 

are raised. Despite the grim prognosis, this research established that maternal 

employment in and of itself was not detrimental to the wellbeing of mothers and children. 

As the economic returns from work increasingly diverged and stratified, so too did 

people’s work experiences, leading researchers to ask which kinds of work mattered to 

families. This research, in part looking at mothers and also often focused on children’s 

outcomes, has generally found negative associations between more precarious work 

positions—such as nonstandard work schedules and job loss—and a variety of outcomes 

in both generations.  

This dissertation sought to elucidate these patterns by focusing on mothers’ 

parenting behavior, which is relevant to how mothers and children are both affected by 

contemporary trends in labor force experiences. The primary aims of this dissertation 

were to identify whether mothers’ nonstandard work schedules and work transitions were 

associated with their sensitive, responsive, and cognitively-supportive parenting, which 

they value and which has outsized effects on children’s long-term development in early 

childhood (Raby et al. 2014). It then went a step further by exploring potential 

explanations for these associations and examining them in tandem with other contexts, 

such as within the family unit, with their children’s child care arrangements, and larger 
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systems of socioeconomic stratification. Although the findings and implications of each 

study have been discussed within each chapter, I will reiterate two key overall findings.  

First, nonstandard schedules and involuntary job loss were negatively associated 

with mothers’ sensitive and cognitively-supportive parenting. This consistent thread 

throughout the dissertation provides support for the idea that more disadvantageous work 

experiences translate into tangible differences in the way mothers are able to follow 

through on prevailing values about cognitively-supportive parenting. Providing stronger 

evidence for this conclusion is the fixed effect framework that compares mothers to 

themselves over time. This framework essentially showed mothers who experienced both 

nonstandard work (or job losses) and standard work (and job stability) tended to engage 

in less sensitive parenting during the former experiences than the latter. 

Second, child care played an important role in the association between job loss 

and mothers’ parenting. Not only does this finding provide more evidence for the 

importance of policy that supports child care solutions to work-family conflict, an 

existing policy lever, it also connects two elements, work and child care, that have 

individually been shown to matter for women’s work-family conflict, their parenting, and 

their children’s wellbeing. Despite this promise, this finding was not consistent when 

examining nonstandard work schedules. Although the nonsignificant findings is curious, 

it does point to the importance of better understanding the agency parents have in 

working nonstandard schedules versus job loss and how that may differ depending on the 

type of familial (both partner and other relatives) support families have access to and rely 

on.  
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These conclusions advance our understanding of the work-family nexus in several 

ways. They are based on a research integrating sociological and developmental theories 

that allowed new questions to be asked about “old” issues. Combining these theoretical 

frameworks captured the dynamism and interactive nature of work that allowed for a 

more holistic understanding of work experiences. They also suggest that parenting is 

likely to be a significant pathway through which maternal work experiences affect 

children. These conclusions are based on rigorous, longitudinal analytical approaches that 

account for many selection biases that are of concern in the work-family literature. 

Finally, these conclusions emphasize the importance of including child care in studies 

that seek to understand the work-family nexus. How families negotiate who cares for 

children—both within and outside the family—is a vital component of understanding 

how work affects mothers (who negotiate care) and children (who experience it).  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

These potential contributions need to be considered in light of two overarching 

study limitations. The first limitation is that, although a rich set of controls and rigorous 

modeling strategies were used to account for characteristics that select some women into 

certain types of jobs and influence their parenting, I could not establish a truly causal link 

between work characteristics and mothers’ parenting. For example, fixed effect models 

implicitly controlled for unmeasured, time-invariant characteristics of the mother (both 

observed and unobserved) such as personality, but they could not rule out that their 

unmeasureable attributes that systematically change with certain types of work 

experiences that might also be endogenous to the way mothers’ parent. Indeed, this 
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selection problem is why studies on the effects of parental job losses on child wellbeing 

take advantage of mass plant closings or economic downturns to conduct quasi-

experimental designs that are considered more rigorous than others (Kalil, 2009).  

A second limitation is that, although examining what mothers’ work experiences 

means for their parenting is important for understanding work-family dynamics, the value 

of studying how work affects mothers is usually couched in the argument that it affects 

children. This dissertation was in part also motivated by this premise, but it did not go on 

to directly test parenting as a mediating pathway between work experiences and child 

outcomes. Despite this limitation, there is good evidence to support that the parenting 

measures used in these studies—namely, maternal sensitivity—would matter for children 

in the short and long term, given research showing children to be particularly affected by 

this aspect of parenting (Belsky & Fearson, 2002; De Wolff & van Ijzendoorn, 1997). 

Again, I argue, however, studying how work affects mothers’ ability to follow through on 

the types of parenting they want to, their emotional wellbeing, and participation in family 

life is important unto itself. 

As discussed already, this dissertation contributed to the existing literature by 

connecting diverse work experiences to mothers’ parenting. Future research, however, 

could extend the findings from these studies in important ways. One direction would 

involve exploring in greater detail how broader contexts shape the association between 

precarious work positions and mothers’ parenting, such as state-level variation in policies 

that support low-income working families, differences in family-friendly company 

policies, and neighborhood-level employment experiences. Indeed, the life course and 
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ecological systems perspectives that framed this dissertation explicitly acknowledge the 

importance of considering a hierarchy of factors that shape behaviors and allow for these 

broader macrosystems to be incorporated into people’s experiences. 

Another direction for future research is incorporating not only a dynamic 

approach to work experiences, as done here, but also to explore cumulative employment 

trajectories and what these experiences mean for parents’ expectations and commitments 

to parenting. For example, is employment instability as consequential for parenting as 

stable employment over time in a “bad” job? A broader exploration of cumulative 

trajectory experiences might provide insight into the toll frequent disruptions or persistent 

stressors place on families, and any enduring associations these trajectories have with 

family dynamics at a later point in time.  

Finally, as noted earlier, this dissertation did not go on to connect work 

experiences through parenting to child wellbeing. An important question to be asked is 

whether, in fact, the direct association between work experiences and maternal parenting 

indirectly links work experience to child outcomes? And if so, how much of the 

association between work experiences and child outcomes is explained by parenting? 

Answering these questions has important implications for policy, particularly those with 

two-generation approaches. 

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 

In this vein, this dissertation highlights how characteristics of mothers’ work, and 

nonstandard schedules within family units, affects their interactions with children, 

lending greater support for intergenerational policies targeting working families. Indeed, 
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in two of the three studies presented here, child care contexts played a role in explaining 

the negative associations between job instability and nonstandard work schedules and 

mothers’ sensitive and cognitively-supportive parenting. To reiterate what I have already 

argued above, policies that aim to support working families should be intricately coupled 

with policies that make high quality child care affordable and responsive to the needs of 

parents in diverse employment situations. 

This dissertation has focused primarily on how more diverse and precarious work 

experiences stymie mothers’ ability to follow through on more cognitively-supportive 

parenting. Lessons for policy can be learned, however, from more attention paid to what 

types of work help mothers balance their work and family life in ways that support their 

emotional wellbeing that can also translate into more fulfilling interactions with their 

children. Further disentangling characteristics associated with “good” jobs, and a greater 

understanding of mothers’ preferences and happiness about their work-family balance 

would help to understand what aspects of good jobs could be legislated or encouraged to 

support mothers working nonstandard schedules or who are most susceptible to job 

instability. Addressing what about work does and does not help is important for 

addressing this layer that contributes to the divergent experiences of U.S. families. 
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