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The purpose of this study is to examine the associations between employment 

and parenting stress among unmarried mothers with welfare history who have at 

least one child at age one. This study focuses on the potential mediating effects of 

problems related to inflexible work schedules on the relationship between 

employment and parenting stress. Also, this study investigates two moderating 

effects – current maternal welfare status and maternal relationship status—on the 

relationship between employment and parenting stress. Furthermore, this study 

compares unmarried mothers with a welfare history to unmarried mothers without a 

welfare history in order to reveal the unique relationship between employment and 

parenting stress specifically for unmarried mothers with welfare history. In order to 

best identify the aforementioned associations, this study also takes into account a 

wide array of background factors: family, maternal, and child characteristics. This 

study utilizes data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, which 
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follows a birth cohort of approximately 4,800 children of both unmarried and 

married parents, with births to unmarried parents substantially over-sampled (75%). 

Overall, mothers with a welfare history show significantly higher levels of  

parenting stress than do mothers without a welfare history. Importantly, problems 

related to inflexible work schedules substantially increase parenting stress, and 

furthermore, inflexible work schedules greatly decrease the possible beneficial 

influence of employment on parenting stress among mothers with a welfare history. 

However, mothers’ current welfare status and relationship to the child’s father do not 

change the relationship between maternal employment and parenting stress. 

Comparison of unmarried mothers with a welfare history and mothers without a 

welfare history indicates that the relationship between employment (and related 

factors) and parenting stress varies for the two groups.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

1.1. Specific Aims 

Although poverty research in the United States has focused on unmarried 

mothers in poverty (Ellwood, 1988; Gordon, 1994; Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986), 

less attention has been paid to their non-economic well-being, specifically their 

psychological well-being as parents. Given that public debates on  unmarried 

mothers living in poverty have consistently emphasized the family wage-earner role 

of these mothers, most studies on this population have focused on unmarried 

mothers’ economic circumstances, such as their employment rate, barriers to 

employment, and job stability (Brauner & Loprest, 1999a; Cancian & Meyer, 2000; 

Corcoran, Danziger, Kalil, & Seefeldt, 2000).  

However, empirical studies reveal that a major challenge faced by low-

income single mothers in daily life is the lack of support needed to fulfill their 

parental role, a deficiency that may be directly related to significant parenting stress 

(Edin & Lein, 1997; Seccombe, 1999).  Parenting stress refers to “negative feelings 

toward self and toward the child or children, and by definition, these negative 

feelings are directly attributable to the [role] demands of parenthood” (Crnic & Low, 

2002, p.315).  Parenting stress may detrimentally influence the psychological well-

being of parents. Regarding the potential negative impacts of parenting stress on the 
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psychological well-being of parents, much research provides empirical evidence 

showing that maternal parenting stress is associated with other mental and physical 

health problems (Arber, 1991; Moore & Vandivere, 2000).   

Mandatory work requirements imposed by welfare legislation may affect the 

parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a welfare history, a vulnerable population 

that is less likely to have resources sufficient for appropriate parenting (Seccombe, 

1999). This has become even more of a concern since the 1996 welfare reform, 

because a majority of women on welfare are now required to work after their 

children are around one year old, rather than close to preschool age as was 

previously the rule (Feijoo, 1999). Nonetheless, review of empirical studies on 

maternal employment and parenting stress shows that research has disproportionately 

concentrated on middle-class married mothers (Copeland, 1999; Voydanoff, 2002; 

Zaslow, McGroder, Cave,  & Mariner, 1999). Given that current welfare reform 

regulations require a majority of unmarried mothers on welfare to work outside the 

home, and given that employment may have substantial impact on psychological 

well-being, it is critical for welfare policy makers to examine the possible influence 

of low-income unmarried mothers’ employment on their psychological well-being as 

parents. The National Research Council summarizes the importance of examining 

the well-being of low-income families after the 1996 welfare reform (Maynard et al., 

1998 as cited in Scott et al., 2001):   
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Now more than ever, it is critical that trained social scientists conduct 

systematic, in-depth evaluations to further our understanding of the economic 

and social welfare of highly at-risk families; of the behavioral choices these 

families face and the decisions they make; and of the family, community, and 

social services they draw upon to meet the challenges faced by those living 

near or in poverty. (p.133) 

 

This study analyzes the potential relationship between employment of 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history who have at least one infant and their 

degree of parenting stress, focusing on important mediating and moderating factors. 

First, the present study will investigate possible pathways through which maternal 

employment operates. Given the unfavorable work conditions of low-wage jobs and 

the lack of resources for balancing work and family roles among low-income 

unmarried mothers, work schedule problems may significantly increase the parenting 

stress levels of employed unmarried mothers, especially with very young children. 

Thus, this study will focus on potential mediating effects of work schedule problems 

on the association between mothers’ employment and parenting stress. Second, 

based on the findings of recent studies (Chase-Lansdale & Duncan, 2001; McIntosh, 

1996; Osborne, 2002) that suggest unmarried mothers with a welfare history cannot 

be studied as a homogeneous group as had been done, this study will take into 

account the mothers’ relationship status with their baby’s father and current maternal 

welfare status.  
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Finally, this study explores the effect of maternal employment on parenting 

stress depending on whether or not unmarried mothers ever received welfare. This is 

important because research shows that mothers in poverty tend to frequently go on 

and off welfare (Edin & Lein, 1997). In order to examine to what extent the 

conditions faced by unmarried mothers with a welfare history are unique to this 

group, this study compares unmarried mothers with a welfare history to unmarried 

mothers without a welfare history.  

The specific aims of this study are as follows:  

1-a. To estimate the relationship between employment and parenting stress 

among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, controlling for family, 

maternal, and child characteristics.  

 

1-b. To estimate the relationship between job characteristics and parenting 

stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, controlling for family, 

maternal, and child characteristics.  

 

2. To determine the extent to which problems related to inflexible work 

schedules mediates the effects of employment on parenting stress among 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history, controlling for family, maternal, 

and child characteristics.    

 

3. To investigate whether mothers’ relationship status with the child’s 

father—cohabiting, visiting, or no relationship—and whether mothers’ 

current welfare status—currently receiving welfare benefits or not—

moderates (influences the direction or strength of) the effects of maternal 
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employment on the parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a welfare 

history.   

 

4. To specify separate models for two different groups—unmarried mothers 

with a welfare history and those without a welfare history —to determine 

how the relationship between maternal employment and parenting stress 

varies according to (whether or not they have a) welfare history.  

 

To accomplish these specific aims, this study utilizes data from the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study. The Fragile Families Study is a large, 

nationally based longitudinal survey, which follows a birth cohort of approximately 

4,800 children of both unmarried and married parents, with births to unmarried 

parents substantially over-sampled (75%). Important for this study’s research 

purpose, the data provides exceptionally rich information on the wide range of 

potential explanatory factors that may influence both maternal employment and 

parenting stress among unmarried mothers in poverty.  

 

1.2. Background and Significance 

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA) of 1996 ended the federal guarantee of cash assistance to unemployed 

single parents with dependent children and replaced the Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) entitlement program with the Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF) program. TANF is a work-based, time-limited program that 
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requires recipients to work to receive cash assistance and that sets a five–year 

lifetime limit on the receipt of welfare benefits.  

Owing to the magnitude of the potential impact on the lives of millions of 

families of this fundamental change in the welfare system, extensive studies have 

analyzed the possible ramifications of welfare reform for single-mother families in 

poverty. Most studies evaluating welfare reform, however, have focused on the 

possible changes in former welfare recipients’ economic status, such as employment 

rate, barriers to employment, and job stability (Brauner & Loprest, 1999a; Cancian & 

Meyer, 2000; Corcoran et al., 2000; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Zedlewski & Alderson, 

2001b). Less attention has been paid to the non-economic well-being of single 

mothers in poverty; their psychological well-being as parents has been largely 

overlooked.  

This trend partly reflects the emphasis of welfare policy on low-income 

single mothers with children as economic providers, rather than as parents. Public 

welfare history in the United States since the middle of the twentieth-century has 

consistently codified the idea that single mothers should function primarily as wage-

earners to economically support their children (Goodwin, 1995; Mink, 1998). As 

much as public debate concentrates on the wage earner role of single mothers, 

investigation of the diverse problems of single mothers in poverty as parents has 

been neglected, both conceptually and empirically.  

Contrary to this assumption about the single mother’s primary role as the 

family wage-earner, empirical studies of single mothers with young children have 
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reported that single mothers themselves put the highest priority on their parental role 

rather than on their role as economic provider (Olson & Banyard, 1993; Polit, 

Widom, Edin, Bowie, London, Scott, & Valenzuela, 2001; Seccombe, 1999; Scott et 

al., 2001). Single mothers in poverty are “at least as concerned with parenting as 

with providing” (Edin & Lein, 1997, p.8). These studies reveal that one of the major 

challenges single mothers in poverty face in daily life is the lack of resources needed 

to fulfill their parental role—providing direct care and emotional support for their 

children—a deficiency that may be associated with significant parenting stress.   

Because maternal mental health problems often impact the mother’s ability 

both to get and to keep a job, an increasing number of studies since the 1996 welfare 

reform legislation have tracked the prevalence of mental health problems among 

former and current welfare recipients (Danziger, Kalil, & Anderson, 2001; Jayakody 

& Stauffer, 2000; Ohlson, 2001; Raver, 2001). Most of these studies, however, do 

not go beyond examining the prevalence of mental health problems among low-

income single mothers and the association of mental health problems with single 

mothers’ employability. There are also some studies examining the effect of low-

income mothers’ employment on the well-being of their children (Moore & Driscoll, 

1997; Zaslow & Emig, 1997). However, there are virtually no empirical studies 

focusing on the potential risk factors associated with maternal employment for the 

psychological well-being of welfare mothers in the TANF era.    

Although some states exempt low-income single mothers with infants from 

welfare time limits, most states do not provide this exemption after the child is one 
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year old (Zedlewski & Alderson, 2001a). Under the TANF program, single mothers 

living in poverty must start work or at least begin searching for jobs even when their 

children are infants. Therefore, the new welfare regulation of mandatory work 

requirements may significantly increase parenting stress and other mental health 

problems of low-income single mothers with infants, since mothers in poverty are 

less likely to have social support and other resources sufficient for appropriate 

parenting when they work outside the home (Simons, Lorenz, Wu, & Conger, 1993).  

Consequently, it is necessary to examine the parenting stress of single 

mothers in poverty, in order to inform social welfare policy and welfare-to-work 

programs. What is the potential impact of employment and job characteristics on the 

parenting stress of single mothers currently or formerly on welfare, and how is this 

impact different from those of single mothers who have never received welfare? 

Which factors mediate or moderate the relationship between employment and  

parenting stress of low-income single mothers with a welfare history? Answering 

these questions is critically important for understanding and predicting the potential 

influence of the 1996 welfare reform on the psychological well-being of the target 

population.   

This study attempts to contribute to the current research about the impact of 

welfare reform on the well-being of unmarried mothers. First and foremost, this 

study explores low-income unmarried mothers’ psychological well-being, which has 

been largely overlooked both in the academic and in the public policy fields. The 

information on unmarried mothers’ well-being as parents, especially with relation to 
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their low-wage employment, may be timely and valuable for designing effective 

social welfare policies targeting this population. Second, since the findings of this 

study will be based on a nationally representative data set, these results will serve as 

one of the most comprehensive sources of information on the parenting stress of 

unmarried welfare mothers with infants. Third, by investigating the mediating 

factor—work schedule inflexibility—through which employment influence parenting 

stress, this study will yield new and important information as to the dynamic 

associations between maternal employment and the parenting stress of unmarried 

welfare mothers with infants.  

Fourth, this study will provide population-specific information about the 

impact of maternal employment on parenting stress by considering the extensive 

background characteristics of unmarried mothers, their children, and their families. 

Thus, the findings from this study may reveal vitally important information about the 

diverse spectrum of vulnerabilities to parenting stress to be found among distinctive 

groups of unmarried mothers, information that would be useful in designing effective 

social services and other programs for unmarried welfare mothers with infants. 

Finally, given the lack of studies on the well-being of mothers with very young 

children (Mathiesen, Tambs, & Dalgard, 1999), this study may play an essential role 

in designing successful preventive interventions for these families, who now 

constitute a significantly vulnerable population in U.S society since the 1996 welfare 

reform. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter examines previous research related to the association between 

low-income unmarried mothers’ employment and their parenting stress. First, the 

status of unmarried mothers in poverty throughout the history of social welfare 

policies in the United States is briefly reviewed in order to identify some potential 

reasons why this group of parents has been understudied and why this topic should 

be studied more in the TANF era. Second, this literature review addresses several 

important issues that must be considered when investigating the parenting stress of 

unmarried mothers in poverty, particularly that of precisely specifying both the 

relationship of unmarried mothers to the child’s father and child age. Finally, 

previous empirical evidence on the association between maternal employment and 

parenting stress among low-income unmarried mothers is discussed.  

   

2.1. Welfare Policies and Unmarried Mothers in Poverty 

2.1.1. History of Welfare Policies for Low-income Unmarried Mothers  

When public assistance programs for low-income parents of dependent 

children burgeoned in the early twentieth century, it was taken for granted that 

mothers’ primary responsibility was caring for their children rather than working 

outside the home (Goodwin, 1995). At that time, it was believed that public 
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provisions were needed to protect the value of mothering. Providing low-income 

mothers with resources sufficient to allow them to paying full attention to their 

children was considered beneficial to society as a whole as well as beneficial to the 

low-income families. In the early twentieth century, mothers’ pensions (the local and 

state public assistance program) provided financial aid to low-income mothers of 

dependent children (Gordon, 1994).       

Mothers’ pension programs served as a model for the first federal public 

assistance program, Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) that was established under 

the Social Security Act of 1935 (Gordon, 1994). This act was the first to institute 

federal public assistance programs for needy people in the United States. Along with 

other groups of needy people—elderly, blind, and (later in 1950) disabled people—

low-income single mothers of young children were considered eligible for public 

assistance on behalf of their dependent children. The federal government helped 

finance and states administered these four assistance programs: Old-Age Assistance, 

Aid to Dependent Children, Aid to the Blind, and Aid to the Permanently and Totally 

Disabled. Together with Medicaid and Food Stamps, these programs had shaped the 

essence of public assistance systems in the United States through the early 1970s 

(Gilbert & Terrell, 1998).  

The Social Security Act amendments of 1972 replaced the public assistance 

programs for blind, disabled, and older people (who were considered the deserving 

poor) with the Supplementary Security Income (SSI) program (DiNitto, 2000). 

Under SSI, the administration of these programs came under federal control, 
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resulting in uniform cash assistance to needy people all over the country. Only  

AFDC was not included in this federalization process (Gilbert & Terrell, 1998).  

In 1962, ADC had been changed to AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children) to underscore the importance of family. During 1960s, the number of 

AFDC recipients dramatically increased, mainly because of an increasing divorce 

rate and an increasing number of out-of-wedlock births. Since then, AFDC has been 

the most controversial welfare program (DiNitto, 2000), which perhaps partially 

explains why AFDC was not federalized.    

In fact, the public assistance policy for low-income single mothers of 

dependent children has been consistently geared towards encouraging parents to 

financially support their own children by working outside the home (Blank & Blum, 

1997). This idea of forcing welfare recipients into the labor market was encoded into 

law in 1996 PRWORA (Broughton, 2001). The 1996 welfare reform substituted 

TANF block funding grants for AFDC’s open-ended arrangement and removed a 

national entitlement to public assistance for needy dependent children.  

Empirical evidence regarding the potential effects of TANF policies on 

welfare populations shows that “time limits may have been responsible for a 

substantial proportion of the welfare caseload decline, with the strongest effects 

being seen for families with very young children” (Bloom et al, 2002, p. ES 7). 

Although some states exempt parents from mandatory work requirements under the 

work exemption criterion of “caring for young child,” the exemption period is short 

(and importantly, continuously shorter).  
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As Appendix Table A shows, when the TANF exemption policies were first 

implemented (during 1996-1998), all but five states provided parents of very young 

children with work exemptions. Twenty-six states exempted parents from working 

until their child is age one. Fifteen states had a work exemption rule shorter than one 

year, and among these fifteen states, seven provided work exemption only until the 

child reached the age of three months. Only three states exempted parents longer 

than one-year after childbirth. Among these three, two states provided an eighteen-

month exemption. One state had a work exemption of four years after the childbirth. 

[see Crouse (1999) for more detail on actual implementation dates and the 

regulations of the family cap during 1996-1998]. These TANF work exemption 

policies have since become less generous; currently only twelve states exempt 

families with very young children, the maximum exemption periods in these states 

ranging from 3 months (in Arkansas, Delaware, Ohio, Oregon, and Wisconsin) to 2 

years (in Massachusetts) (Bloom et al., 2002).  

 

2.1.2. Parental Role of Low-income Unmarried Mothers in Welfare Policies  

Changes in welfare policies in the United States for low-income single 

mothers reflect how, over time, U.S. society has narrowly defined the primary roles 

of low-income single mothers. Analyses suggest that the direction of welfare policies 

for socioeconomically underprivileged single mothers can best be understood by 

considering the relationship between three potential sources of income for single 

mothers: welfare benefits from the public sector, child maintenance payments from 
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the baby’s father, and earnings from maternal employment (Goodwin, 1995; Miller, 

1996). Since the middle of twentieth century, the role of the state in providing 

support for low-income single-mother families has diminished, while both the role of 

fathers through child support and self-support of low-income mothers through their 

employment have increased (Blank & Blum, 1997; DiNitto, 2000; Goodwin, 1995; 

Martha, 1997). In the same vein, low-income single mothers’ individual 

responsibility for raising their children, especially in terms of their roles as economic 

providers, has been politically stressed, whereas their parenting role has been 

forgotten in public policies.    

There are several important reasons for this decreased attention given to the 

parenting role of low-income unmarried mothers. Most importantly, low-income 

single mothers have been viewed as problematic and irresponsible in American 

society as a whole (Martha, 1997; Mink, 1998). Out-of-wedlock childbearing has 

generally been considered a major source of poverty and other social problems. This 

view has played a significant role in justifying “financial penalties” against low-

income single mothers, such as the reduction of welfare benefits and implementation 

of welfare-to-work requirements (Phoenix, 1996, p.176). Consequently, the main 

focus of social policies, in the past 30 years, has been on reducing the number of 

nonmarital childbirths, rather than on the well-being of low-income unmarried 

mothers and their children.  

Second, an increasing number of middle-class mothers are entering the job 

market, especially mothers with very young children. A study based on national-
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level data reveals that over fifty percent of mothers with a child younger than age 

three are employed (Ehrle, Adams, & Tout, 2001). Furthermore, a majority of 

empirical studies do not show that maternal employment is significantly detrimental 

to the well-being of children of middle-class mothers (Desai, Chase-Lansdale, & 

Michael, 1989). This trend of increasing maternal employment is one of the most 

influential factors emphasizing the economic provider role of single mothers, 

regardless of their children’s age, their families’ economic hardships, and other 

situational disadvantages.  

Third, although the majority of empirical studies reveal either no significant 

effects or very small effects of public welfare services on nonmarital childbearing, it 

has often been argued “on intuitive grounds” that welfare increases the number of 

nonmarital births (Moffitt, 1998, p.54). Some policy makers have strong beliefs that 

welfare may discourage low-income single mothers from working outside the home 

(Abrahamson, 1988). Because of these perceptions, the right of the low-income 

mother to care for her child has been “only faintly defended” in welfare history 

(Mink, 1998, p.24).  

Nonetheless, it is also true that before the 1996 welfare reform, welfare 

functioned as a safety net for single mothers. Although the magnitude and coverage 

of welfare benefits has not ever been sufficient for low-income single mothers to 

raise children without working outside the home, welfare benefits have established 

an important source of stability and the baseline of economic survival for low-

income single-mother families (Seccombe, 1999). This is largely due to the 
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instability of the other major sources of financial help for single mothers: child 

support and informal support from the child’s father, self-support through 

employment, and monetary support from other family members. Therefore, current 

welfare laws, which remove the safety net from single mothers in poverty and 

impose mandatory work regulations on them, may have significant negative impact 

on their lives, especially in terms of their lives as parents.   

In regard to this trend, there are substantial critiques of the evolution of 

welfare policy in the United States. First of all, many scholars (Abrahamson, 1998; 

Connolly, 2000; Eitzen & Zinn, 2000) criticize the continuing reduction of welfare 

benefits for low-income single-mother families, regarding these policies as “victim 

blaming.”  These critics agree that the effects of out-of-wedlock births both on 

poverty and on welfare are often exaggerated, because single mothers are 

substantially more likely to be socioeconomically underprivileged “both before and 

after they become mothers” (Abrahamson, 1998, p.144). In other words, most low-

income single mothers are already financially vulnerable when they became pregnant. 

Much research shows that the assertion about the strong effects of nonmarital 

childbearing on welfare benefits has been only marginally defended at best, if not 

proven completely empirically inaccurate (for a review of the literature on this issue, 

see Eitzen & Zinn, 2000). Although nonmarital childbearing is to some extent 

responsible for increasing vulnerability for poverty, poverty is not exclusively the 

result of single motherhood, but a critically important predictor of nonmarital 

childbearing (Edin, 2000; Eitzen & Zinn, 2000). Therefore, according to these critics, 
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current welfare reform in effect blames the socioeconomically disadvantaged 

mothers for their own poverty (Luker, 1996).  

In addition, the changes in welfare policies for low-income mothers are based 

on the employment rates of middle-class mothers, and thus have been criticized for 

not considering the different situations between the two populations. Extensive 

empirical studies demonstrate that the influence of maternal employment on low-

income single-mother families may be different from that on middle-class families 

because the levels of difficulty in combining child care with work outside the home 

might be critically different for low-income single mothers than for middle-class 

married mothers (Broughton, 2001; Heymann & Earle, 1999; Mink, 1998; Morris & 

Duncan, 2001; Seccombe, 1999; Zuckerman & Kalil, 2000).  Studies point out that 

the employment of low-income single mothers is different from that of middle-class 

mothers in terms of job characteristics, social support, and other available resources 

for parenting. Therefore, it is necessary to take into account different situations and 

different specific challenges presented by low-income single-mother families when 

designing welfare policies.  

Most importantly, current welfare requirements which force low-income 

unmarried mothers to work outside the home have been criticized for not investing 

sufficient resources needed to improve the adverse working conditions of low-wage 

jobs. Literature indicates that a majority of unmarried mothers in poverty are willing 

to work outside the home only if the potential benefit from being employed 

outweighs predicted cost of working outside the home (Connolly, 2000; Edin & Lein, 
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1997; Seccombe, 1999). For a substantial number of low-income unmarried mothers 

with very young children, being on welfare may be the result of deliberate decision-

making, given the adverse conditions of low-wage jobs, such as lack of child care 

support and other social safety nets, the low-wage rate, and the inflexible work 

schedules. Therefore, for welfare programs to be successful, researchers emphasize 

the importance of lowering the cost of and increasing the benefits from working 

outside the home, rather than forcing low-income mothers to obtain any job (Edin & 

Lein, 1997).  

 

2.2. Low-income Unmarried Mothers’ Parenting   

As the above discussion on previous research of single mothers demonstrates, 

the role of low-income single mothers as parents has not been fully acknowledged in 

American society (Oliker, 2002). As a result, the parenting issues surrounding single 

mothers in poverty have not been highlighted or seriously explored. A review of 

previous studies on parenting stress reveals that research has focused on the effect of 

maternal employment on the middle-class mother’s role conflicts between work and 

family (Bird, 1997; Copeland, 1999; Rogers & White, 1998; Voydanoff, 2002; 

Zaslow et al., 1999). The studies on parenting stress among middle-class mothers 

may have only limited application to the problems of single mothers in poverty, 

because more affluent mothers face different circumstances compared to low-income 

single mothers, in terms of their possible resources for mothering and their potential 

benefits from being employed.  
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2.2.1. Low-income Unmarried Mothers’ Parenting and Maternal Well-being 

Although there have been some studies dealing with low-income single 

mothers’ parenting, these studies disproportionately focus on the outcomes for the 

children of being reared in a single-mother families, rather than on the mothers 

themselves (Mink, 1998). Reflecting this trend, much of the research devoted to 

single-mother parenting has highlighted parenting style or practices, rather than 

parenting stress, because parenting practices are assumed to have the most direct 

effect on child well-being (Bank et al., 1993; Blueston & Tamis-Lemonda, 1999; 

Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, Huang, & Glassman, 2000; Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Duncan, 1994).  

In the same vein, most empirical studies on parenting stress confine their 

analyses of parenting stress to its influence on dysfunctional parenting behavior, 

considering parenting stress as one of the mediators of parenting style and 

subsequent child outcomes, not as an important factor determining the psychological 

well-being of unmarried mothers (Ohlson, 2001; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, Kohen, & 

McCarton, 2001; Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1998). In contrast to the previous studies 

on parenting stress, this study focuses on the parenting stress of low-income single 

mothers, not just because parenting stress may detrimentally influence their children, 

but because analyzing the parenting stress of single mothers in poverty may provide 

valuable information needed to increase maternal psychological well-being.    
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2.2.2. Low-income Unmarried Mothers’ Relationship Status and Parenting  

With regard to examining the parenting issues of single mothers in poverty, it 

is important to specify the target population. Research shows that the term, single 

mother, has been applied to studies in a relatively vague manner (Ross, 1995; Smock, 

2000). Empirical research has consistently revealed that a majority of mothers who 

traditionally have been categorized as single mothers actually live with their partners, 

who may or may not be the fathers of their children (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Edin & 

Lein, 1997; Edin, 2000; Osborne, 2002). Studies also illustrate that the 

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of mothers who are cohabiting are 

substantially different from those of mothers who have a casual relationship with 

their partners or from those of mothers who are not in an intimate relationship 

(Osborne, 2002). Therefore, the category of single motherhood may include very 

different types of relationships with their partners for these women, which may 

produce very distinctive situations for single mothers in terms of parenting stress. 

Hence, it is necessary to take into account the broad population of single mothers 

who have a different relationship to their partners, rather than to broadly categorize 

them as single mothers. 

 

2.2.3. Low-income Unmarried Mothers with Infants  

It is important to take into account the age of the child when investigating the 

parenting stress of low-income unmarried mothers for several reasons. First, given 

the lack of availability of quality childcare for the infants of low-income unmarried 
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mothers, the TANF regulation requiring low-income unmarried mothers with infants 

to work may put them in especially precarious situations in terms of parenting stress 

(Zukerman & Kalil, 2000). Second, many empirical studies report that welfare 

recipients (or previous recipients) with infants have different background 

characteristics than other welfare recipients (see Zedlewski & Alderson, 2001b; 

Loprest, 1999b). They might be different in terms of their economic profiles—such 

as educational attainment, job experience, and health— from other welfare recipients. 

In addition, some women may receive welfare only for a short time and only because 

they recently gave birth. Therefore, the impact of economic status on the parenting 

stress of unmarried mothers with infants might be different from those with older 

children.   

Third, researchers have observed the varying impacts of poverty, maternal 

employment, and parenting stress on child well-being, according to child age 

(Brooks-Gunn & Baydar, 1991; Deater-Deckard & Scarr, 1996; Desai et al., 1989; 

Mulsow, Caldera, Reifman, & Huston, 2002; Vandell & Ramanan, 1992). They 

reported a substantially different level of parenting stress according to the child’s age 

and found more detrimental effects of poverty and maternal employment on the well-

being of very young children than on the well-being of older children (Morris & 

Duncan, 2001; Zaslow & Emig, 1997; Zaslow, Tout, Botsko, & Moore, 1998). 

Finally, there is very little information that provides a national overview of 

unmarried mothers with infants, even though the presence of infants may be an 
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important barrier to unmarried mothers’ employment and these mothers’ 

psychological well-being (Corcoran et al., 2000; Ehrle et al., 2001). 

 

2.3. Low-income Unmarried Mothers’ Employment and Parenting Stress  

In most empirical studies on the association between maternal employment 

and child outcomes, maternal parenting stress has been considered an important 

mediating factor linking maternal employment to maternal parenting practice.  

Although few in numbers, there are also some studies viewing parenting stress as an 

outcome variable (as in this study). Focusing on the effects of maternal employment, 

this study briefly reviews previous studies according to the position of parenting 

stress variable in the conceptual frameworks of the studies: parenting stress as an 

intervening factor or an outcome variable. Extensive factors assumed to have 

relationships with both maternal employment and parenting stress are also 

summarized.  

 
2.3.1. Parenting Stress as an Intervening Factor 

Many empirical studies exploring the relationship between low-wage 

employment and maternal parenting stress consider parenting stress as one of the 

intervening factors linking employment, maternal parenting practices, and 

subsequent child outcomes (Jackson, 1998; Jackson et al., 2000; Kalil et al., 2001; 

Raver, 2001). This tendency to downplay parenting stress as only an intervening 

factor, rather than as the outcome of ultimate interest in the study, reveals that 



 23 

previous studies on low-income mothers’ employment did not focus on maternal 

well-being but on children’s well-being. Still, some critics argue that 

socioeconomically disadvantaged children’s well-being also has not garnered 

sufficient public attention, especially in terms of the current welfare reform (see 

Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). 

A recent study (Kalil et al., 2001) investigating the impact of mandated 

maternal employment among welfare recipients on children’s behavior shows that 

low-income mothers’ parenting stress, not maternal employment itself, significantly 

increases children’s behavioral problems, especially antisocial behaviors. In the same 

vein, Jackson et al. (2000) empirically test the influence of low-wage employment 

among single black mothers with preschoolers on maternal psychological stress, 

parenting, and child developmental outcomes. Jackson et al.’s study also does not 

find a significant influence of maternal employment on the levels of maternal 

psychological stress. Similarly, Conger, Elder, Lorenz, Simons, and Whitbeck (1992) 

also fail to find empirical evidence supporting the direct influence of maternal 

employment characteristics on parenting stress. Conger et al.’s study finds only the 

mediating effect of parenting stress on the association between financial pressure and 

adolescent’s negative adjustment. The instability of maternal employment only 

indirectly influences maternal parenting stress and subsequent negative outcomes of 

adolescents, by way of increasing family financial pressure. Both Jackson et al. and 

Conger et al. provide evidence for the substantial associations between maternal 

emotional stress, parenting quality, and child outcomes. The findings from these 
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studies indicate that maternal emotional stress is negatively associated with parenting 

quality, which is, in turn, significantly related to children’s behavior problems. 

Raver (2001) also investigates the associations between low-wage maternal 

employment, maternal mental health problems, and parenting among low-income 

mothers of preschoolers in Head Start programs. Contrary to the above studies’ 

results, Raver finds that stressful jobs significantly increase maternal mental health 

problems and non-optimal parenting practices. In addition, Raver finds that low-

wage maternal employment does not decrease levels of financial strain among low-

income families. Based on a nationally representative sample of mothers with young 

children (1-3 years old), Belsky and Eggebeen (1991) also report the strong negative 

impact of early maternal employment on young children’s socioemotional 

development.  

Different from the aforementioned studies that document the non-significant 

or negative influence of low-income mothers’ employment on their parenting 

practices and child outcomes, Ohlson (2001) points out the positive impact of 

maternal employment on quality parenting. Within the context of welfare reform, 

Ohlson investigates the association between diverse life stress and parenting 

behaviors among low-income mothers of preschoolers. Ohlson’s study indicates that 

employed mothers show significantly lower levels of stress and greater use of 

positive parenting behaviors.  

 Some empirical studies view maternal employment as a moderating factor of 

the associations among parenting stress, parenting practices, and subsequent child 
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well-being. Jackson, Gyamfi, Brooks-Gunn, and Blake (1998) provide empirical 

evidence demonstrating that maternal employment moderates the impacts of 

parenting stress on child discipline practices of single black mothers. According to 

Jackson et al., maternal employment significantly reduces the frequency of spanking 

for mothers with high levels of parenting stress. This study supports the positive 

influence of maternal employment on child outcomes, showing that the financial and 

psychological benefits associated with maternal employment may have stronger 

effects on socioeconomically underprivileged children than on middle class children. 

A study by Gyamfi, Brooks-Gunn, and Jackson (2001) also finds the moderating 

effects of maternal employment through an investigation of the associations among 

financial strain, maternal depressive symptoms, and parenting stress for former and 

current welfare recipients. This study indicates that financial strain is more strongly 

associated with levels of depressive symptoms among unemployed mothers. 

 

2.3.2. Parenting Stress as an Outcome Variable 

Although few in numbers, some studies examine the direct influence of 

maternal employment on maternal psychological stress. However, most of these 

studies explore maternal depressive symptoms as an outcome variable (see Hock & 

DeMeis, 1994; Hoffman & Youngblade, 1999; Lennon, 1994). Empirical research 

focusing on low-income parenting stress as an outcome is very limited. Importantly,  

Mockler’s (1990) study explores the determinants of parenting stress among low-

income single mothers. Mockler finds that childcare arrangements, housing 
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satisfaction, and neighborhood safety significantly correlate with parenting stress. 

Also focusing on low-income mothers, Howard (2000) examines the associations 

among maternal employment, social support, and maternal well-being. Maternal 

stress is viewed as one measure of maternal well-being, along with maternal 

depression, efficacy, and financial strain. Maternal employment status (part time 

versus full time and work hours) does not correlate with maternal stress levels. 

However, in Howard’s study maternal job conditions are significantly associated 

with maternal stress.  

 

2.3.3. Parenting Stress and Related Factors 

Although recent studies consistently emphasize the importance of taking into 

account diverse background factors that might produce these pre-existing differences 

between employed mothers and non-employed mothers, previous studies on maternal 

parenting stress do not fully control for important covariates. To verify the effects of 

maternal employment on maternal parenting stress, diverse factors potentially related 

to both maternal employment and maternal parenting stress should be taken into 

account. This is mainly because it is possible for these factors to obscure (or 

disguise) the actual relationship between maternal employment and maternal 

parenting stress, and this possibility could be much amplified for low-income single 

mothers who lack resources for parenting.    
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Family Background Factors  

Some studies attempt to identify the potential risk and protective factors for 

low-income single mothers’ parenting. Vodanoff and Donnelly (1998) provide a 

hypothetical model of parents’ protective and risk factors as predictors of parental 

well-being and parenting practices, based on data from parents with adolescents. The 

Voydanoff and Donelly’s model puts forth four risk factors—economic strain, 

single-parent family, long work hours, and neighborhood problems—that may 

reduce both parental well-being and supportive parenting practices. In addition, 

Voydanoff and Donelly hypothesize that four protective factors—marital happiness, 

social support, neighborhood resources, and school environments—may buffer the 

impact of risk factors on parental well-being and parenting practices. In their study, 

all the aforementioned risk factors significantly decrease parental well-being. 

However, only marital satisfaction and positive school environment are positively 

related to parental well-being, and both kinship and neighborhood support do not 

buffer the effects of risk factors on parental well-being and subsequent supportive 

parenting practices.  

Along these lines, Jackson (1998) finds that instrumental social support even 

exacerbates the effects of maternal depressive symptoms on parenting stress among 

low-income single black mothers. According to Jackson, the instrumental support 

available to low-income single mothers is often accompanied by maternal 

psychological stress. Consistent with this lack of a buffering effect of social support, 

some studies propose that the protective effects of social support can be significant 
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only when mothers are surrounded by stressful circumstances (Cobb, 1976; Kaplan, 

Cassel, & Gore, 1977)        

  On the other hand, Simons et al. (1993) provide evidence for the strong 

positive impact of social support both on the emotional well-being and on the 

parenting practices of single mothers with teenagers. According to Simons et al’s 

study, maternal educational attainment and economic hardship are significantly 

associated with levels of social support, and these levels of social support, in turn, 

are positively related to single mothers’ psychological well-being and effective 

parenting practices. In the same vein, Davidsaver (1994) finds that perceived social 

support is a protective influence for the parental sense of competence among 

employed mothers with 3-month-old infants. Meyers (1999) also empirically 

supports the significant protective role of social support for the optimal parenting 

practices of mothers with 5-7 year-old children. Although Meyers’ study investigates 

only married mothers, findings from this study may have implications for the role of 

social support in low-income single mothers’ parenting because many studies 

(Bayani, 1999; Jakson et al., 2000; Simons et al., 1993) show that social support has 

a more significant influence on mothers who lack parenting resources than on those 

who do not.  

Not only possible protective factors, but also risk factors for low-income 

single mothers’ parenting have been examined in some empirical studies. These 

studies often show the importance of economic hardship and welfare receipt as 

potential risk factors that place low-income employed mothers into a more 
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vulnerable position in terms of their parenting (Klebanov et al., 1994; Smith et al., 

2001). Klebanov et al. (1994) examine the influence of neighborhood and family 

poverty and female headship status on the parenting of mothers with 3-year-olds. 

According to Klebanov et al, family poverty has the strongest adverse impact on 

quality parenting. With relation to the maternal status of welfare receipt, empirical 

studies (Smith et al., 2001; Taylor, 1997) find the significant impacts of economic 

hardship and mothers’ welfare history on authoritarian parenting and poor child 

outcomes.           

Problems associated with childcare arrangements are also one of the most 

significant risk factors for maternal parenting stress, especially for employed single 

mothers. In a qualitative exploration on health problems among low-income single 

mothers, Baranowski (1999) points out the critical role of childcare arrangement 

problems in aggravating maternal health. Focusing on employed single mothers of 

preschoolers, Campbell and Moen (1992) also argue that characteristics of childcare 

arrangements are influential factors for determining mothers’ perception of their 

work-family role strain. In the same vein, Gennetian et al.’s (2002) study shows that 

low-income parents have high levels of difficulty in securing affordable, accessible, 

and reliable childcare, and that these difficulties are substantially associated with 

low-income parents’ daily routines and parenting.        

In addition, several previous studies (e.g., Atkinson, 1992; Lundberg, 1996) 

also indicate that having many children increases maternal parenting stress. These 

studies show that the number of children may determine the amount of parenting 
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work or change parenting patterns, which might affect maternal parenting stress. In 

contrast, Hastings-Storer (1991) examining parenting stress in rural, low-income 

mothers of young children does not find a significant effect of number of children on 

maternal parenting stress.   

 

Maternal Characteristics 

Along with the aforementioned background risk factors, diverse maternal 

characteristics—such as race/ethnic minority status, low levels of educational 

attainment, and traditional gender role orientations—may also function as significant 

risk factors for maternal parenting stress. These factors may endanger quality 

parenting, especially for low-income mothers who work outside the home.  

Surveying low-income mothers with young children in rural areas, Hastings-

Storer (1991) shows that racial/ethnic minority mothers are more likely to display 

higher levels of parenting stress than non-Hispanic white mothers. Furthermore, 

mothers who have any of the following characteristics—low income, unmarried 

status, and low level of educational attainment—show significantly higher levels of 

parenting stress than mothers who do not have these characteristics.  

In addition, based on in-depth interviews with welfare-reliant mothers and 

low-wage mothers, Edin and Lein (1997) emphasize the importance of these 

mothers’ beliefs about being a good mother for their decision to work outside the 

home. De Acosta (1997) and Gray (2001) also point out that deep-seated cultural 

attitudes about good mothering have strong influences on mothers’ decisions 
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regarding work outside the home. Sabatelli and Waldron (1995) empirically 

investigate the potential influence of gender role orientations (especially parental 

role expectations) on parenting stress. Sabatelli and Waldron argue that if a mother 

who believes mothers have to take care of their very young children by themselves 

should work outside the home, she will show higher levels of parenting stress.   

 

Child Characteristics 

Child characteristics are also considered major risk factors that can increase 

parenting stress for employed mothers. Many empirical studies (Campbell & Moen, 

2001; Forgays & Forgays, 1993; Hastings-Storer, 1991; Jackson, 2000; Meyers, 

1999) take into account child characteristics—such as child health, temperamental 

difficulties, and gender—as important predictors for maternal parenting stress. These 

studies have mixed results. Some studies show that the effects of maternal 

employment on role strain vary according to child gender (Jackson, 1998; Jackson et 

al., 2000), child temperamental or behavioral problems (Gelfand, Teti, & Radin, 

1992; Jackson, 2000; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). On the other hand, Forgays and 

Forgays (1993) reveal that the relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress does not change depending on child health status and behavioral 

problems.  
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Work Conditions 

Regarding the impact of maternal employment on maternal parenting stress, 

studies also point out the significance of adverse work conditions (such as long work 

hours and inflexibility in work schedules) and subsequent job stress for increasing 

parenting stress (Campbell & Moen, 2001; Repetti & Wood, 1997; Voydanoff, 2002). 

Repetti and Wood (1997) examine the effects of daily job stress on maternal 

parenting practices with preschoolers and show that job stress has a significant and 

negative association with active parenting practices. Furthermore, Repetti and Wood 

demonstrate that maternal emotional stress levels moderate the relationship between 

job stress and the level of positive parenting. Job stressors more strongly influence 

maternal parenting for mothers who have higher levels of emotional distress than for 

those who have lower levels of emotional distress. In the same vein, a study by 

Phillips (2002) compares low-income single parents with their married counterparts 

in terms of the associations between parent employment patterns and their parenting. 

This study finds that long work hours have significant negative impacts on the levels 

of parents’ involvement with their children only for single parents, not for married 

parents.   

 

2.3.4. Summary of Previous Studies  

A majority of previous studies examining the effects of maternal employment 

on maternal parenting stress consider maternal parenting stress as an intervening 

factor linking maternal employment to child outcomes. There are also empirical 
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studies viewing maternal stress as an outcome variable; however, compared to 

previous studies considering maternal parenting stress as a mediating factor, research 

focusing on maternal parenting stress as an outcome is very limited. Previous studies 

show mixed empirical evidence regarding the significant impact of maternal 

employment on single mothers’ parenting stress. 

Research on low-income single mothers shows that there are many factors 

that influence maternal parenting stress. Diverse family background factors, such as 

poverty levels, social support, material hardship, welfare status, childcare 

arrangement, and number of children, have been found to be influential factors for 

maternal parenting stress. Also, some maternal demographic and socioeconomic 

characteristics have been associated with maternal parenting stress levels. In addition, 

child characteristics are shown to highly correlate with maternal parenting stress. 

Finally, studies also point out the significant association between adverse work 

conditions and maternal parenting stress.         



 34 

CHAPTER 3 

 

  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In this chapter, the conceptual framework guiding this study is presented. The 

first part of this chapter summarizes the theoretical perspective explaining the 

potential influence of maternal employment on maternal parenting stress. Based on 

role theories, this study examines the potential association between performing 

multiple roles and subsequent psychological well-being. More specifically, this study 

explores the issues of role conflict in explaining the effects of maternal employment 

on parenting stress of unmarried mothers living in poverty. In addition, this study 

suggests several important issues to be taken into account when investigating the 

association between low-income unmarried mothers’ employment and parenting 

stress. The second part of this chapter briefly describes mediating, moderating, and 

background factors included in this study and conceptualizes how these factors are 

related to parenting stress.  

 

3.1. Theoretical Perspectives on Maternal Employment and Parenting Stress  

3.1.1. Multiple Roles and Psychological Well-being  

Role theory generally “concerns the study of roles or patterns of behavior that 

are characteristic of persons and context” (Biddle, 1979, p. 20). In role theory, roles 

are often viewed as both important components of social institutions and essential 
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aspects of social interactions (Goode, 1960). Although some basic concepts about 

roles and role performance—such as role expectations, role socialization, social 

status, and social functions of roles—are widely accepted in role theory, researchers 

from many different backgrounds have developed diverse types of role theories 

(Biddle, 1979).   

Among diverse roles theories, there are two particularly relevant theories on 

the benefits and costs of maternal employment for maternal psychological well-being 

in terms of role implementation: role strain theory and role enhancement theory. 

These role theories provide one possible “rationale for the effects of work-family 

interface on work, family, and individual outcomes and the linkages explaining these 

relationships” (Voydanoff, 2002, p.140). These two theories offer opposite 

hypotheses about the effects of performing multiple roles on psychological well-

being. While role strain theory assumes that role accumulation is associated with 

“role over-demanding, incompatibility, and strain,” role enhancement theory 

suggests that multiple roles increase “rewards and privileges,” which in turn decrease 

psychological distress (Voydanoff, 2002, p. 143).  

In addition to these general assumptions, the role strain and enhancement 

theories also provide several important concepts that are critically important for 

understanding the diverse pathways through which multiple roles influences 

psychological well-being: role conflict, role overload, role interference, and role fit. 

According to Greenhaus and Beutell (1985, p.77), work-family role conflict is “a 

form of inter-role conflict in which the role pressures from the work and family 
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domains are mutually incompatible in some respect.” In other words, work-family 

role conflict occurs when participation in the work role is made more difficult by 

virtue of participation in the family role, and visa versa.    

Therefore, work-family role conflict occurs when interdependent roles 

provoke conflicts in time, energy, commitment, and other resources (Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985; Jiwa, 1997; Voydanoff, 2002). Kahn et al. (1964) first proposed the 

two different types of role conflict: role overload and role interference. Role 

overload is provoked “when the total demands on the time and energy associated 

with the prescribed activities of multiple roles are too great to perform the roles 

adequately or comfortably” (Voydanoff, 2002, p. 147). Role interference occurs 

when conflicting demands, mainly due to contradictory expectations or time 

schedule conflicts, prevent people from performing multiple roles.   

 On the other hand, the concept of role fit explains how performing multiple 

roles increases the rewards and privileges associated with the role. Role fit is related 

to the extent to which individuals perceive the demands of multiple roles as 

comfortable by assessing the balance between different roles they take on (Pittman, 

1994).  The degree of role fit evaluated by each individual may be different 

according to his/her beliefs about the relative importance and values attached to 

performing the specific role.   

The aforementioned concepts—role conflict, role overload, role interference, 

and role fit—all reflect cognitive assessments regarding the situations individuals’ 

role performance entails. These cognitive assessments provide the basis for affective 
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evaluations about their roles, which lead to subsequent perception of role strain or 

role enhancement. Underscoring the characteristics of affective appraisal, several 

scholars (e.g., Goode, 1960; Laster, 2002; Voydanoff, 2002) define role strain as the 

felt difficulty in meeting the demands of multiple roles. In the same vein, role 

enhancement is defined as the perception of the privileges, security, and status 

enhancement associated with role performance. These affective evaluations of role 

performance are considered directly associated with diverse measures of 

psychological well-being, among them, parenting stress.  

 

3.1.2. Low-income Unmarried Mothers and Work-Family Role Conflict 

Studies on role conflict, especially role conflict between work and family, 

have developed two related but distinct forms of conflict: family-to-work conflict 

and work-to-family conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Family-to-work conflict 

occurs when family demands interfere with performing work-related roles, while 

work-to-family conflict occurs when the demands from work outside the home 

interfere with performing family roles. Although many researchers take into account 

both work-to-family and family-to-work conflict when studying the role conflict 

between family and work, many more scholars conduct the studies on work-to-

family conflict than family-to-work conflict (Laster, 2002). The majority of 

empirical studies examining the role conflict of middle-class employed mothers 

analyze how their work-related obligations interferes with performing their family 
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roles and therefore increases distress, depression, and marital tensions and 

dissatisfaction (Barnett & Marshall, 1991; Baruch & Barnett, 1986).  

The trend of focusing on the influence of work roles on family roles (work-

to-family conflict) for middle-class employed mothers might be associated with 

several factors. First, work-to-family conflict is more prevalent than family-to-work 

conflict because the boundaries of family are more permeable than those of work 

(Laster, 2002). Second, family roles are considered very important for middle-class 

mothers. Thus, identifying influential factors in the implementation of family roles 

has been a focal interest of many previous studies. Third, and closely related to the 

second reason, for women in the middle class, the work role is often viewed as 

optional and of secondary importance to the maintenance of other family members’ 

well-being (see Pavalko & Woodbury, 2000).             

On the other hand, employment-related issues of low-income unmarried 

mothers have not been studied from the role conflict perspective. Most studies on 

employment of single mothers in poverty examine the economic aspects of their 

employment, such as employment rate and job stability (e.g., Brauner & Loprest, 

1999a; Cancian & Meyer, 2000; Corcoran et al., 2000). Moreover, a few studies 

taking into account the potential time and role conflict of single mothers tend to 

disproportionately concentrate on how single mothers’ family roles interfere with 

their economic provider roles (e.g., Hao & Brinton, 1997; Harris, 1993). In other 

words, many studies regarding low-income single mothers explore why and how 

single mothers’ roles as family members hinder them from entering the labor market 
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or maintaining their positions as workers. Thus, the main focus of previous studies 

frequently centers on determining family conditions having the potential to increase 

the probability of getting and keeping jobs. This trend could be substantially 

associated with increasing emphasis on the economic provider role of single mothers 

in poverty, as examined in the earlier section on welfare history (section 2.1.2).     

 

3.1.3. Low-income Unmarried Mothers’ Role Conflict and Parenting Stress 

   Maternal employment may produce significant time and role constraints on 

parenting and these increased constraints due to employment are more pronounced 

for low-income single mothers (McLoyd, Epstein, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 

1994). The time and schedule constraints caused by being employed may create 

more serious problems for low-income unmarried mothers since they are more likely 

to lack alternative resources for parenting, such as quality child care, help of the 

baby’s father, and related social support. Also, the types of jobs that the majority of 

low-income unmarried mothers obtain are much less likely to provide important 

benefits for parenting, such as parental leave, sick leave, and health insurance 

(Conger et al., 1992).  

However, studies also show that low-income mothers’ employment decreases 

maternal mental health problems even though their employment may increase work-

family role conflict. It has been assumed that increased economic resources to be 

main contributor to better mental health outcomes such as lower levels of depression 

and chronic stress among employed mothers (Arendell, 2000; Jackson et al., 1998; 
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Kalil et al., 2001; Vandell & Ramanan, 1992). The positive influence of employment 

on maternal mental health might be amplified for low-income unmarried mothers 

since they have often lacked the economic and social support that employment 

generally provides. Indeed, studies report the substantial negative associations 

between employment and diverse mental health problems of low-income single 

mothers, such as depressive symptoms, low self-efficacy, and high anxiety, although 

the potential bi-directional influences between employment and mental health always 

exist (Pianta & Egeland, 1994; Rosman & Yoshikawa, 2001). 

On the other hand, there is also evidence indicating no significant 

relationship between maternal employment and maternal psychological well-being 

among single mothers living in poverty (Howard, 2000). Several studies reveal that 

there is no substantial association between low-income single mothers’ employment 

and their levels of material hardship (see Danziger et al., 2000; Gyamfi et al., 2001; 

Hoffman & Youngblade, 1999). These studies suggest that low-wage jobs do not 

provide low-income mothers with economic resources sufficient to compensate for 

the negative effects of work-family role conflict on their psychological well-being. 

Thus, it cannot be assumed that employment often reduces parental strain by 

increasing economic well-being for low-income single mother families. In effect, 

while some studies argue that employment is supposed to enhance a mother’s 

psychological well-being, her self-esteem, self-efficacy, or life satisfaction, other 

studies show that employment exacerbates psychological distress due to increased 
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role conflict and time and energy strains (Arber, 1991), especially for single mothers 

in poverty (Conger et al., 1992; Zucherman & Kalil, 2000).   

As reviewed, the empirical evidence from previous research on the potential 

association between work roles and parenting roles for unmarried mothers living in 

poverty is mixed. Although studies suggest that there may be diverse factors related 

to role conflict, few empirical studies note the possible differences between 

employed low-income unmarried mothers and their more affluent counterparts in 

their experience of role conflicts.  

More importantly, work requirements mandated by the 1996 welfare reform 

have created a new potential risk factor for unmarried mothers with a welfare history 

(Moore & Vandivere, 2000). For these mothers, who often lack financial and 

emotional resources, the coercive nature of their employment may substantially 

detrimentally affect their performance of appropriate parenting roles. In particular, 

since most unmarried mothers with welfare history now have to work—even though 

their work schedules greatly interfere with their parental role performance—the issue 

of role conflict between work and family should be examined as one of the most 

important sources of parenting stress. Unfortunately, there are few empirical studies 

on the role interference issues among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, 

especially for those with very young children.  
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3.2. Conceptual Model  

3.2.1. Mediating and Moderating Factors 

Mediating factors link the hypothetical cause with its consequences and 

function as pathways through which the hypothetical cause affects the outcome of 

ultimate interest. Mediators are supposed to explain, fully or in part, the association 

between predicting variables and outcome variables. On the other hand, moderating 

factors are those that “regulate the size and direction of the association” between the 

hypothetical cause and the consequence (Mirowsky, 1999, p.106). Therefore, it is 

assumed that the influence of predicting variables on outcome variables may differ 

depending on moderating factors.  

 

Mediating Factor: Problems Related to Inflexible Work Schedules  

The previous review of potential work-family role conflict among low-

income unmarried mothers suggests that examining work schedule problems for 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history is an important topic for research and one 

that is increasingly important in the TANF era. Given that low wage jobs generally 

lack flexible work schedules and parental or sick leave benefits (Chavkin, 1999; 

Heyman & Earle, 1999), job flexibilities might be important for single mothers who 

have very young children and who are forced to work outside the home. Thus, this 

study investigates the relationship between low-income unmarried mothers’ 

involuntary employment and their parenting stress, focusing on the specific 

mediating influence of inflexible work schedules. This study explores whether and 
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how much this work schedule inflexibility interferes with low-income unmarried 

mothers’ parenting role (as measured by the level of parenting stress).  

Work schedule inflexibility means the extent to which the job constrains the 

opportunity to accomplish tasks, such as childcare, shopping, and household 

activities (Galambos & Walters, 1992). Given the lack of resources for balancing 

work and family roles that is typical of unmarried mothers with a welfare history, 

problems related to inflexible work schedules may significantly interfere with these 

mothers’ parenting role performance, which in turn may increase maternal parenting 

stress.   

 

Moderating Factors: Maternal Relationship Status and Current Maternal Welfare 

Status  

This study takes into account a set of moderating factors that have potential 

to change the direction or magnitude of work-family conflict among unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history.  First, this study analyzes how unmarried mothers’ 

parenting stress varies according to the mother’s relationship with the baby’ father, 

which is assumed to moderate the associations between maternal employment and 

parenting stress. Kinship support and partner support are generally important 

protective factors for a mother’s psychological well-being (Mathiesen et al., 1999). 

Although research consistently recognizes kinship support as the most important 

protective factor for single-mother parenting (Crowell, 2001; Ehrle et al., 2001; 

Jackson et al., 2000), it is important to analyze the effect of unmarried mothers’ 
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relationship status with the child’s father on their parenting stress. The lack of 

research on the effect of parental relationship is largely due to a lack of information 

regarding the differences among unmarried mothers in terms of the relationship with 

the baby’s father (Osborne, 2002). The Fragile Families and Child Well-being study, 

which this study utilizes, provides an excellent opportunity to analyze the impact of 

the quality of relationships between unmarried couples on maternal parenting stress 

based on a national sample.    

This study also takes into account the moderating effects of unmarried 

mothers’ current welfare status on the association between unmarried mothers’ 

employment and their parenting stress. Although empirical evidence shows strong 

differences in the characteristics of mothers with a welfare history and those without, 

many studies also suggest that there is diversity within mothers with a welfare 

history (Loprest, 1999a; Zedlewski & Anderson, 2001a). Thus, this study examines 

the differences in the association between their employment and parenting stress for 

mothers according to their current welfare status.  

Moreover, this study separately analyzes the impact of maternal employment 

on parenting stress for unmarried mothers with a welfare history and for those 

without a welfare history. Previous research has consistently shown that it is 

important to take into account potential selectivity bias of study samples when 

comparing employed mothers to those not employed in terms of the influence of 

employment on their (and their children’s) well-being (Zaslow et al, 1999; Zaslow & 

Emig, 1997). These studies emphasize the importance of distinguishing between 
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mothers who have a history of welfare receipt and those who are “working poor,” 

because differences in the characteristics of these two populations may influence 

both employment and parenting stress. To specify the association between maternal 

employment and maternal parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare 

history, this study compares unmarried mothers with a welfare history to those 

without a welfare history in terms of the direction and strength of the association 

between maternal employment and maternal parenting stress.  

 

3.2.2. Background Factors  

Finally, this study includes an extensive range of background factors to best 

identify the associations among a key independent variable (maternal employment), 

a mediating factor (problems related to inflexible work schedules), moderating 

factors (current welfare status and relationship status), and the outcome variable 

(parenting stress). This study utilizes Belsky’s ecological model of parenting that 

provides a theoretical background for selecting and classifying potential covariates 

of maternal parenting stress. The ecological model developed by Belsky (1984) 

suggests that parenting can be best understood when viewing the family as an 

interconnected and interdependent system, in which the psychological and 

sociodemographic characteristics of parents, children, and environment (reflecting a 

broader social context) all contribute to parenting practices and parenting stress. This 

ecological model has been widely used in modeling the associated factors of 

parenting (see Crnic & Low, 2002; Meyers, 1999; Mulsow et al., 2002). Following 
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Belsky’s model, this study classifies potential background factors into three 

categories: family characteristics, maternal characteristics, and child characteristics. 

 

Family Background Factors 

This study includes as family background characteristics poverty level, 

material hardship, childcare use, number of children, and expected social support. 

All of these factors are strongly associated with mothers’ decisions to work outside 

the home, which in turn may influence the level of mothers’ work-family role 

conflict (see Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000; Ostberg, Hagekull, & Wettergren, 1997).  

First, because of the strong influence of poverty, found in many previous 

studies, on the psychological well-being of single mothers, this study takes into 

account two important measures of poverty. The current study includes the income-

to-poverty ratio as an objective measure of poverty. Moreover, this study also 

considers levels of maternal hardship as subjective measures of poverty. A 

substantial number of recent studies point out the importance of considering the 

subjective measures of poverty. Studies report that, compared to household income 

level, the degree of material hardship taps more directly into whether families have 

serious difficulties in satisfying each family members’ basic needs (Beverly, 2001; 

Danziger et al., 2000; Mayer & Jencks, 1988). Such studies emphasize the 

importance of measuring material hardship among socioeconomically disadvantaged 

populations, rather than examining only the objective level of economic resources.  
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Much research also points out that a majority of single mothers in poverty are 

concerned with the stability of childcare arrangements and dissatisfaction with 

childcare settings is one of the major sources of their stress (Baranowski, 1999; 

Campbell & Moen, 1992). Thus, this study takes into account several important 

childcare arrangements factors—receipt of childcare subsidies, number of hours 

using childcare settings, and frequency with which alternative childcare plans are 

required —in the conceptual model.   

For unmarried mothers in poverty, diverse sources of social support, such as 

providing childcare and places to live, have been considered to be of major 

importance in facilitating work outside the home. Empirical studies indicate that 

social support plays a more important role for low-income single mothers in 

reducing parenting strain than for their married counterparts (Jackson et al., 2000; 

Simons et al., 1993). Also, number of children is an important family background 

factor for maternal parenting stress by influencing the amount of parenting work 

(Atkinson, 1992; Lundberg, 1996).  

 

Maternal Characteristics 

This study takes into account the following maternal characteristics, 

documented in previous literature as confounding factors in the association between 

maternal employment and parenting stress in the previous literature: race/ethnicity, 1 

age, education, and gender role orientations. First, race/ethnicity has been considered 

a critically important factor when analyzing low-income single mothers’ 
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employment and their well-being. Unmarried mothers in poverty are 

disproportionately represented in racial minority groups, who are also more likely to 

have multiple barriers to get and keep jobs that will help them to escape poverty 

(Edin & Lein, 1997; DiNitto, 2000). 

This study will also consider maternal age. Although there are some 

inconsistencies regarding the effects of maternal age on mothers’ employment and 

parenting stress, previous studies show the significant influence of maternal age on 

maternal skills in managing chronic stress (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000; Ostberg et al., 

1997). In addition to maternal age, this study also takes into account maternal 

education as one of the factors, most known to be associated with maternal 

employability and self-support (Hastings-Storer, 1991). An individual’s 

conceptualizations of motherhood and caring for children may have significant 

association with maternal parenting stress, especially when mothers are in 

circumstances that conflict with their values and beliefs about good mothering 

(Sabatelli & Waldron, 1995). Thus, this study includes maternal gender role beliefs 

as another important control variable.   

 

Child Characteristics 

This study includes child gender, child health status, and child temperamental 

difficulties as major child characteristic variables influencing maternal parenting 

stress (see Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000; Ostberg et al., 1997).2 Child gender is 

considered because it has been associated with both parenting practice and parenting 
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stress (Jackson, 1998; Jackson et al., 2000). Because unmarried mothers in this study 

have one-year-old infants, and given that infants are more susceptible to health 

problems and to having temperamental difficulties, child health and temperament 

may have particularly strong influence on employment and on parenting stress of 

mothers in this study.  

 

Figure 1 provides a diagram of the conceptual framework guiding this study. 

It includes the expected relationship among mediating, moderating, and background 

variables, which have been discussed in this chapter.  

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: Mediating/Moderating and Background 
Factors Hypothesized to Influence the Relationship Between Unmarried 
Mothers’ Employment and Their Parenting Stress  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

  DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

 

To study the relationship between unmarried mothers’ employment and their 

parenting stress, the present study conducted quantitative analyses utilizing data from 

the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (The Fragile Family Study). The 

Fragile Family Study is a longitudinal nationally representative sample of unmarried 

mothers begun in 1998. The major dependent variable, parenting stress, was 

examined as a function of employment characteristics, problems related to inflexible 

work schedules, family background factors, and maternal and child characteristics. 

The researcher utilized multiple regression analyses and incremental modeling in 

order to determine the effect of a variety of variables on the relationship between 

employment characteristics and parenting stress.  

This chapter provides a summary of the dataset utilized in this study. The 

major characteristics of this dataset and sampling process are discussed. Next, 

definitions of all variables and specific schemes to measure these variables are 

presented. Finally, analytic strategies used in this study are briefly summarized.  

 

4.1. Data  

The Fragile Families Study is a nationally representative longitudinal survey 

focusing on the social lives and behaviors of new, mostly unwed, parents and the 
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well-being of their children. The Fragile Families Study follows a cohort of new 

parents and their children for four years and provides comprehensive, in-depth 

information about the ways in which their family lives influence the diverse 

dimensions of the well-being of themselves and their children. Baseline interviews 

(at the time of the child’s birth) were conducted with 4,898 mothers in 20 cities 

across the United States from 1998 to 2000; approximately three-fourths of these 

women were unwed. This dataset is representative of unmarried mothers who gave 

birth and their child in US cities with populations over 200,000.   

The sample was drawn in three stages. (1) Twenty cities were drawn. (2) A 

sample of hospitals from these cities was selected. (3) Births within selected 

hospitals were sampled. Births were sampled from hospitals, rather than prenatal 

clinics or birth records, with the purpose of increasing the response rate for mothers 

and fathers and reducing costs. Cities were chosen to represent policy-relevant 

variations in unemployment rates, welfare generosity, and child support enforcement. 

In most of the selected cities, the hospitals were randomly chosen based on a 

compiled list of all the hospitals in the city. Random samples of both married and 

unmarried births within each of the hospitals were drawn until preset quotas based on 

the percentage of non-marital births in the city were reached. The response rates for 

baseline interviews (i.e., at the time of birth) were very high. Over 90% of mothers 

successfully completed interviews in the 20 cities. Item non-response was generally 

low, with most variables missing 1% of cases or less. The following parents were not 

eligible to participate in the study: parents who planned to place the child for 
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adoption, fathers who were not living at the time of the baby’s birth, parents who 

could not speak English or Spanish well enough to complete the interview, parents 

who were too ill to complete the interview, parents whose baby died before the 

interview could take place, and in most hospitals, mothers or fathers who were under 

18 years of age.    

 The baseline interview was conducted in the hospital with the mother, 

generally twenty-four hours after the birth. Fathers were also interviewed either at 

the hospital or someplace else, as soon as possible after the birth. The baseline 

questionnaire for mothers and fathers included sections on the mother-father (or 

partner) relationship, attitudes toward marriage and gender roles, health behaviors, 

family and kinship support, neighborhood characteristics, knowledge about welfare 

policies and community resources, and extensive socio-demographic information. 

The first follow-up interview took place when the child was 12 months old. This 

interview was conducted via telephone, with a follow-up success rate of 89% for 

mothers and 76% for fathers. The follow-up interview included additional 

information on access and use of health care, spousal conflicts and domestic violence, 

maternal mental health, diverse social support resources, parenting stress and 

practices, and child health and developmental well-being measures.  

 The Fragile Families Study was originally designed to garner substantial 

information about the nature of the relationships within families, to explore both 

similarities and differences between unmarried and married parents in terms of their 

attitudes toward marriage and family, and to understand the forces that pull these 
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families together or push them apart. Most relevant to this proposed research, the 

Fragile Families Study also focuses on acquiring in-depth knowledge about the 

parenting practices of these unwed families. Given that few nationally-based datasets 

provide such detailed information on parenting-related factors among unwed parents, 

the Fragile Families dataset offers an exceptional opportunity to analyze the wide 

range of potential explanatory factors that influence unwed mothers’ parenting stress. 

In fact, compared to other currently available datasets about unmarried mothers, the 

Fragile Families dataset puts forth rich and comprehensive information about the 

mother’s and father’s demographic and socioeconomic characteristics; the parents’ 

relationships with one another; kinship networks and welfare use; parenting practices 

and childcare settings; and health outcomes of all family members. All of these 

components are critically important for investigating the major interest of this study, 

the potential impact of employment on parenting stress.   

 This study utilizes the baseline data (containing background characteristics) 

and the first (12-month) follow-up mother data to investigate the relationship 

between maternal employment and parenting stress. The study sample is composed 

of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. In addition, the study compares 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history to those who have never received welfare.   

 

4.2. Measurements of Variables  

4.2.1. Maternal Parenting Stress 

Table 4-1 provides the definition of all the variables included in the analyses.   
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A key strength of the Fragile Families dataset is its inclusion of an extensive range of 

parenting measures available for analysis. Maternal parenting stress is ascertained 

using an “Aggravation in Parenting” scale from CDS-P (Child Development 

Supplement-Parenting), which measures parenting stress resulting from changes in 

employment, income, and other life factors (see also Ehrle, Moore, & Brown, 2002). 

The mothers were asked, “How much do you agree or disagree with the following 

statements about being a parent: (a) Being a parent is harder than I thought it would 

be; (b) I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent; (c) I find that taking care of 

my child is much more work than pleasure; and (d) I often feel tired, worn out, or 

exhausted from raising a family.”  These questions were answered in terms of degree 

of agreement: strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly 

disagree. For this study, a parenting stress index was created by adding the responses 

of the four items. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure is 0.63.  

 

4.2.2. Employment and Job Characteristics  

Extensive research asserts that it is important to take into account diverse 

aspects of employment, not just current work status, when studying the effects of 

employment on psychological well-being, especially among socioeconomically 

disadvantaged populations (Moore & Driscoll, 1997; Parcel & Menaghan, 1997; 

Zaslow & Emig, 1997). Therefore, this study will test these multiple measures of 

maternal employment that reflect their current work status and irregularities of work 

schedules. First, maternal employment is ascertained by asking mothers, “Last week, 
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did you do any regular work for pay?” The Fragile Families Study also asked 

mothers if they work part time or full time and whether they sometimes work 

evenings (6pm-11pm), nights (11pm-7am), weekends, or different times each week.  

 

4.2.3.  Mediating Factor: Problems Related to Inflexible Work Schedules  

Inflexibility of work schedule is a major characteristic of low-wage jobs, 

which most low-income unmarried mothers are likely to obtain. The Fragile Families 

Study asks all employed mothers  (a) whether it is difficult to deal with child care 

problems during working hours; and (b) whether they have enough flexibility in their 

work schedule to handle family needs. These questions are answered in terms of 

frequency: always, often, sometimes, or never.  

 

4.2.4. Moderating Factors: Current Welfare Status and Relationship Status 

Mothers’ Current Welfare Status 

In the Fragile Families Study, welfare status is measured by asking mothers 

two different questions about their welfare experiences. Respondents are asked 

whether they are currently receiving welfare/TANF (current recipients), and if not, 

whether they ever received welfare/TANF (current non-recipients). (This study 

views unmarried mothers as having a welfare history when they answer “yes” to any 

of the above questions on their welfare experiences).  
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Mothers’ Relationship to the Child’s Father 

Although studies on middle-class working mothers show that marital 

relationship quality is a significant factor influencing their efforts to balance work 

and family roles (Brown, 2000; Rogers & White, 1998), and affecting their 

subsequent psychological well-being (Simons et al., 1993), relatively few national-

level studies of unmarried mothers have looked at a broader range of relationship 

statuses between these mothers and their baby’s father. Furthermore, there are 

virtually no studies focusing on the parenting stress of employed unmarried mothers 

that consider this relationship status in such depth. Using the Fragile Families Study 

dataset, this proposed study classifies parents’ relationship status into four 

categories: (a) those who are cohabiting but unmarried; (b) those who visit but are 

not cohabiting; and (c) those who rarely, if ever, talk, have little or no relationship, or 

lose touch with one another all together.  

 

4.2.5. Background Factors: Family, Maternal, and Child Characteristics 

Family Background Factors 

 This study includes several family background factors: poverty level, 

material hardship, childcare-related factors, numbers of children, and expected social 

support. First, this study takes into account income-to-poverty ratio as an objective 

measure of poverty. Income-to-poverty ratio is measured by the ratio of income to 

the federal government’s poverty threshold for different family sizes in a given year. 
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This study specifies three categories of the income-to-poverty ratio: 1-99% of the 

ratio, 100-199% of the ratio, 200% or more of the ratio.   

This study also includes material hardship as an indicator of subjective 

poverty. In general, the measure of material hardship consists of three major parts: 

food hardship, housing hardship, and medical hardship. For food hardship, the 

Fragile Families Study asks mothers, in the past 12 months (a) if they received free 

meals; and (b) if they or their child went hungry. Housing hardship is ascertained by 

asking mothers, (a) if they were ever evicted for not paying rent or mortgage; (b) if 

they ever stayed at a shelter; (c) if they could not pay the full amount of rent or 

mortgage; (d) if they could not pay the full amount of gas/oil/electric bills; (e) if 

gas/oil was shut off for nonpayment; (f) if telephone service was disconnected for 

nonpayment; (g) if they ever borrowed money from family/friends to pay bills; and 

(h) if they ever moved in with people because of financial problems. To measure 

medical hardship, the Fragile Families Study asks mothers if there was anyone in the 

household who needed to see a doctor but was unable to do so.  

In this study, childcare-related factors are also included as one of important 

family background factors. The Fragile Families Study data set provides detailed 

information about childcare use, including child subsidy receipt, the number of hours 

each day the child spends in childcare, and the frequency with which alternative 

childcare plans are required to dealing with the problems due to unstable childcare 

settings.  
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This study also takes account of expected social support and number of 

children as family background factors. In the Fragile Families Study, expected social 

support is measured by asking mothers if they expect any of the following types of 

support from family members besides the baby’s father: financial assistance of any 

kind, a place to live, and childcare.  In addition, the Fragile Families data provides 

information on people who live in the respondent’s home. This study will utilize the 

information about the number of children in the household.  

 

 Maternal Characteristics  

            In this study, race/ethnicity, age, education, and gender role orientation are 

included as maternal characteristics influencing the association between maternal 

employment and maternal parenting stress. Race/ethnicity is categorized into three 

groups: non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, and others. Maternal age is also 

categorized into three groups: 19 or under, 20-29, and 30 or over. This study 

specifies three levels of maternal education: less than 9 years, 9-11 years, 12 years or 

more. This coding scheme is especially important for picking up the relatively large 

number of unmarried mothers with low levels of education.  

In the Fragile Families Study, maternal beliefs regarding gender role are 

measured by asking mothers how much they agree with the following statements: (a) 

the important decisions in the family should be done by the man; (b) parents should 

stay together for the children even if they don't get along; (c) it is better if the 
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husband earns the main living and the woman cares for the family. Cronbach’s alpha 

for this measure is 0.66.  

 

Child Characteristics  

             Child characteristics included in this study are gender, global health status, 

and temperamental difficulties. Child global health status is measured in the Fragile 

Families Study by the mothers’ report on a standard five-point scale (excellent, very 

good, good, fair, and poor). Global health status is often measured using this 

standard scale, widely regarded as a key indicator of both current and future health 

(Idler & Benyamini 1997, for a review; Montgomery, Kiely, & Pappas, 1996). This 

study collapses the poor and fair categories, since very few mothers assess their 

children’s health as fair or poor.  

Child temperamental difficulties were measured by the Emotionality, 

Activity, Sociability, and Impulsivity Temperament Scale (EASI) (Buss & Plomin, 

1975) in the Fragile Families Study. Mothers are asked to answer the following 

questions about how much their child: tends to be shy, fusses and cries, is sociable, 

gets upset easily, reacts strongly when upset, and is friendly with strangers. There are 

five response categories, which range from “not at all like my child” to “very much 

like my child.” For this study, a child’s temperamental difficulty index was created 

by adding the responses to the six items. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure is 0.60. 
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4.3. Methods   

 Several analytic strategies are used to address the specific aims of the study. 

The following sections detail the statistical methods used in addressing these aims.   

All models specified below will be run using SPSS software (10.0).  

 

4.3.1.  Specific Aims 1-2: Progressive Modeling 

Specific Aim 1-a. What is the relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, 

controlling for family, maternal, and child characteristics?  

 

Specific Aim 1-b. What is the relationship between maternal job 

characteristics and parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, controlling for family, maternal, and child characteristics?  

 

Specific Aim 2. To what extent do problems related to inflexible work 

schedules mediate the effects of maternal employment on parenting stress 

among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, controlling for family, 

maternal, and child characteristics?  

 

This portion of the analysis focuses on how the diverse effects of maternal 

employment relate to the parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a welfare 

history, taking into account family, child, and maternal characteristics and 

considering the major mediating factor of problems related to inflexible work 

schedules. Given that the outcome variable of this study (parenting stress) is a 

continuous variable, this study will gauge the effects of maternal employment and 
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covariates on parenting stress by estimating an ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression model. Specifically, parenting stress will be modeled as a function of 

three dimensions of employment (employed or not, part time versus full time, and 

irregularities of work schedules), and problems related to inflexible work schedules, 

controlling for background factors (family, maternal, and child characteristics).  

This study’s analytical approach for specific aims 1-2 will be based on a 

progressive modeling procedure (Mirowsky, 1999) and will begin by estimating the 

bivariate relationship between maternal employment and parenting stress. 

Subsequent models will add variables to control for the potential effects of 

background characteristics (family, maternal, and child characteristics) and for the 

mediating effects of problems related to inflexible work schedules. Variables will be 

added in grouped blocks according to the conceptual framework proposed for this 

study.  

 

4.3.2. Specific Aim 3: Interaction Effects 

Specific Aim 3. Do the quality of the mothers’ relationship with their child’s 

father—cohabiting, visiting, or no relationship—and current welfare status of 

unmarried mothers—currently receiving welfare or not—moderate the effects 

of maternal employment on the parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history?  

 

In order to investigate the moderating effects of these two factors, this study 

includes interaction terms in the regression models proposed above. The significance 
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of the individual multiplicative coefficient and the added explanatory power to the 

model will enable the researcher to determine whether or not maternal employment 

differently influences parenting stress according to both unmarried mothers’ 

relationships status with the child’s father and their current welfare status.  

 

4.3.3.  Specific Aim 4: Separate Analyses 

Specific Aim 4. How and to what extent are unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history different from those without a welfare history in terms of the 

relationship among maternal employment, maternal parenting stress, and 

mediating/moderating factors?   

 

This study separately tests the effects of maternal employment on parenting 

stress based on mothers’ welfare history in order to uncover differences in the 

relationship between maternal employment and parenting stress for the two groups. 

Separate models will not only give a clear indication of the relationship between 

maternal employment and maternal parenting stress according to welfare history, but 

also will reveal the effects of all of the variables in the model specific to each group. 

The specific coefficients of each variable for the mothers with a welfare history will 

be compared to counterpart coefficients for those without a welfare history.  
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Table 4-1. Definition of Variables 

Variable Definition 
Dependent Variable  
Parenting Stress Continuous variable indicating level of 

agreement with four measures: being a 
parent is harder than I thought it would be, I 
feel trapped by my responsibilities as a 
parent, I find that taking care of my child is 
much more work than pleasure, and I often 
feel tired, worn out, or exhausted from 
raising a family (score range: 0-12, 0 being 
the lowest parenting stress, 12 being the 
highest) 

Employment Characteristics  
Employment (ref. Not Employed)  
    Employed 
 

Any regular work for pay=1, otherwise=0  

Employment Status   
Part time Part time work=1, otherwise=0 
Full time 
 

Full time work=1, otherwise=0 

Irregularities of Work Schedules  
Evenings Evening work (6pm-11pm)=1, otherwise=0  
Nights Night work (11pm-7am) =1, otherwise=0 
Weekends Weekend work=1, otherwise=0 
Different Times Each Week 
 

Different times each week=1, otherwise=0 

Mediating Factor  
Problems Related to Inflexible Work 
Schedules  

 

Childcare Problems Continuous score indicating how difficult it 
is to deal with childcare problems during 
working hours (score range: 0-3) 
 

Problems Managing Family Needs Continuous score indicating to what degree 
mothers have enough flexibility in their 
work schedules to handle their family needs 
(score range: 0-3) 

(table continues) 
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Variable Definition 

Background Factors  
Family Characteristics  
Income-to-Poverty Ratio (ref. 200%+)  

0-99% Income-to-poverty ratio 0-99%=1,   
otherwise=0 

100-199% Income-to-poverty ratio 100-199%=1,   
otherwise=0 

Material Hardship  
Food Hardship Continuous score indicating how much 

respondents (and their family members) 
suffer food hardship (score range: 0-3) 
 

Housing Hardship Continuous score indicating how much 
respondents (and their family members) 
suffer housing hardship (score range: 0-8) 
 

Medical Hardship Could not see a doctor because of 
financial problems=1, otherwise=0  

Parental Relationship (ref. Cohabiting)   
Visiting Visiting but not cohabiting=1,    

otherwise=0 
No Relationship Rarely talk, have no relationship =1,  

otherwise=0 
Welfare Status (ref. Non-Recipients)  

Current Recipient  Currently receiving welfare =1,  
otherwise =0 

Childcare Use  
Receiving Child Subsidies Receiving child subsidies =1,  

otherwise =0 
Number of Hours Using Childcare  Continuous score indicating the hour of 

using childcare each day 
Number of Alternative Plans Needed Continuous score indicating the number of 

alternative plans needed because of usual 
care plan fell through.  

Expected Social Support  Continuous score indicating level of 
expected social support on finance, place 
to live, and childcare (score range: 0-3)  

Number of Children Continuous score indicating the number of 
children 

(table continues) 
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Variable Definition 

Maternal Characteristics  
Race/Ethnicity (ref.Non-Hispanic white)   

Non-Hispanic black Non-Hispanic black=1, otherwise=0 
Others Other race/ethnicity=1, otherwise=0 

 
Age (ref. 19 years and less) 

 

   20-29 20 to 29 years old=1, otherwise=0 
   30+ 30 years old or older =1 otherwise=0 
 
Education (ref. 12years or more) 

 

   0-8 years  0-8 years =1, otherwise=0 
9-11 years 9-11 years =1 otherwise=0 

 
Gender Role Orientations 

 
Continuous score indicating level of 
agreement with three measures: the 
important decisions in the family should 
be done by the man, parents should stay 
together for the children even if they don't 
get along, and it is better if husband earns 
the main living and woman cares for 
family (score range: 0-9, 0 being the least 
traditional, 9 being the most) 

Child Characteristics   
Gender (ref. Girl)  
   Boy Child is boy=1, otherwise=0 
 
Health  (ref. Excellent/Very Good)  

 

Good/Fair/Poor  Mother rates her child health as good or 
fair or poor=1, otherwise=0 

Temperamental Difficulties 
  

Continuous score indicating level of the 
child’s temperamental difficulties (score 
range 0-5)  

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-Up 
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CHAPTER 5   

 
RESULTS: DESCRIPTIVE ANAYSES 

 
  

In this chapter, descriptive statistics for all variables included in analyses are 

presented. Percent distributions (or means) of variables measuring maternal 

employment, job characteristics, problems related to inflexible work schedules, 

family background factors, maternal and child characteristics, and parenting stress of 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history are summarized and compared to those of 

unmarried mothers without a welfare history. In addition, the descriptive 

characteristics of unmarried welfare mothers are provided according to the two key 

factors hypothesized to moderate the relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress levels: current welfare status and relationship to the child’s father. 

The information on basic demographic variables, including mothers’ race/ethnicity 

and education and number of children, is drawn from the baseline data garnered at 

the time of the child’s birth. All other variables are drawn from the first follow-up 

interview, conducted one year after the baseline survey. 3 

 

5.1. Descriptive Statistics by Mothers’ Welfare History 

As shown in Table 5-1, the mean value of the dependent variable, level of 

parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history is significantly 

higher than among unmarried mothers without a welfare history (p<.01). Parenting 
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stress levels were quantified using a scale of 0 to 12, with 0 being the lowest level of 

parenting stress and 12 being the highest. The mean value of parenting stress for 

mothers with a welfare history is 4.97, quite close to score 5, the starting point of 

“high aggravation in parenting”(see Ehrle & Moore (1997) for more details).  For 

unmarried mothers without a welfare history, the mean value is 4.62 

Although the mean difference in parenting stress scores between these two 

groups is not substantial, a much greater proportion of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history than mothers without a welfare history categorize themselves as 

highly aggravated in parenting. Nearly half (47.1%) of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history show a score of 5 or higher compare to only 31.4% of mothers 

without a welfare history. Appendix B shows a full distributions of parenting stress 

scores by welfare history.   

In terms of mothers’ employment status and job characteristics, 45.2 percent 

of unmarried mothers who have received welfare were currently employed, 

compared to 60.3 percent of mothers without a welfare history (p<.01). In addition, 

almost 60 percent of employed unmarried mothers with a welfare history work 

during weekends, and 41.6 percent work during evenings or at different times each 

week. One-fifth of unmarried mothers with a welfare history reported working at 

night. In contrast, unmarried mothers without a welfare history experience lower 

levels of work schedule irregularities than those with a welfare history (p<.05, 

p<.10). Although the differences are not very substantial, these findings suggest that 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history face somewhat more adverse working 
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conditions than do those without a welfare history, especially in terms of work 

schedule irregularities. There are no significant differences in the mean values of 

both childcare problems and problems managing family needs due to inflexible work 

schedules between unmarried mothers with a welfare history and those without a 

welfare history.  

Descriptive statistics of the family characteristics of unmarried mothers with 

a welfare history reveal these mothers’ disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Slightly over one half of unmarried mothers with a welfare history live under the 

poverty level, compared to 31.4 percent of those without a welfare history. 

Consistent with previous empirical studies on the economic well-being of TANF 

families (Danziger et al., 2000; Loprest, 1999a), this study finds that unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history are significantly more likely to suffer food and 

housing hardship than those without welfare experience (p<.01). Unmarried mothers 

with a welfare history show that in the past 12 months they had experienced more 

than one hardship associated with housing (mean=1.28), such as being evicted, 

staying at a shelter, or moving in with other people because of financial problems. 

Furthermore, unmarried mothers with a welfare history are significantly less likely to 

cohabit with the child’s father than are mothers without a welfare history (p<.01). 

Regarding childcare use, unmarried mothers with a welfare history are twice 

as likely to receive childcare subsidies than are mothers without a welfare history 

(p<.01). They also needed a lower number of alternative childcare plans than 

mothers without a welfare history (p<.01), which might, at least in part, reflect the 
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lower employment rate of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. In addition, 

consistent with previous literature on welfare mothers (Danziger et al., 2000), 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history expect significantly lower levels of social 

support from their friends and family members for help with finances, housing, and 

childcare (p<.01). Finally, unmarried welfare mothers have more children than do 

those without a welfare history (p<.01).  

Maternal background characteristics also show that unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history are significantly more disadvantaged, compared to mothers without a 

welfare history. About 70 percent of who have a welfare history are non-Hispanic 

black mothers, compared to 43.3 percent of mothers with no welfare history (p<.01). 

Mothers in both groups are relatively young, slightly over 23 years of age on average. 

About 80 percent of mothers with a welfare history have only a high school 

education or less, compared to 68 percent of mothers with no welfare history (p<.01). 

Finally, children whose mothers have a welfare history are reported to have 

significantly higher levels of temperamental difficulties than those whose mothers 

have no welfare history (p<.01).  
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Table 5-1. Descriptive Statistics by Mothers’ Welfare History 
 

 Welfare History  
 

(N=1594) 

No  
History 
(N=1458) 

Total 
 

(N=3052) 

 Currently Receiving   
 Yes No Total   
Dependent Variable      

Parenting Stress a*** 5.06 4.84 4.97 4.62 4.81 
Maternal Employment       

Employed a***b*** 
Job Characteristics 

35.0 62.8 45.2 60.3 52.3 

Part Time 24.5 28.0 26.5 25.8 26.1 
Irregularities of Schedules      

Evenings a* b* 43.6 38.5 41.6 37.7 39.7 
Nights a* 20.0 20.1 20.1 16.9 18.6 
Weekends a** 59.6 57.4 58.8 53.0 56.0 
Different Times Each Week a** b** 

 
38.9 32.7 36.5 31.6 34.1 

Mediating Factor      
Problems Related to Inflexible Work      
Schedules  

     

Childcare Problems 0.38 0.39 0.39 0.35 0.36 
Problems Managing Family Needs 
 

0.80 0.72 0.76 0.73 0.75 

Background Factors      
 < Family Characteristics>      

Income-to-Poverty Ratio a***b***      
0-99% 60.0 45.6 54.8 31.4 43.6 
100-199% 24.3 31.0 26.8 28.8 27.8 
200% + 15.6 23.3 18.5 39.8 28.7 

Material Hardship      
Food Hardship a***b***  0.24 0.16 0.21 0.11 0.17 
Housing Hardship a***  1.31 1.24 1.28 0.90 1.10 
Medical Hardship b*** 0.04 0.08 0.06 0.06 0.06 

Relationship Status a***b***      
Cohabiting  26.0 39.9 31.1 47.9 39.1 
Visiting 46.9 39.0 44.0 33.1 38.8 
No Relationship 27.0 21.1 24.9 19.0 22.1 

(table continues) 
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 Welfare History  
 

(N=1594) 

No  
History 
(N=1458) 

Total 
 

(N=3052) 

 Currently Receiving   
 Yes No Total   
Childcare use      
   Receiving Child Subsidies a***  18.9 16.0 17.8 8.8 13.5 
   Number of Hours using Childcare b*** 0.47 0.83 0.60 0.64 0.62 
   Number of Other Plans Needed a***b***  0.48 0.62 0.53 0.64 0.58 
Expected Social Support a***b***   2.39 2.53 2.44 2.61 2.51 
Number of Other Children a***b*** 

 
1.55 1.77 1.63 1.10 1.38 

<Maternal Characteristics>      
Race/Ethnicity a***       
   Non-Hispanic white 8.8 11.1 9.7 18.8 14.0 
   Non-Hispanic black 68.6 68.6 68.6 43.3 56.5 

Others 
 

22.6 20.3 21.7 37.9 29.5 

Age a*b*** 
 

23.0 25.4 23.9 23.4 23.7 

Education a***b***       
Less than 9 years 5.2 3.1 4.4 5.5 4.9 
9-11 years 44.7 31.9 40.0 30.4 35.4 
12 years 33.7 37.9 35.2 32.1 33.8 
13 years and more 

 
16.5 27.1 20.4 32.0 25.9 

Traditional Gender Role b**  
 

5.89 5.70 5.82 5.77 5.79 

<Child Characteristics>      
Gender      

Boy 
 

52.9 50.8 52.1 53.3 52.7 

Sub-Optimal Health b** 

 
16.8 12.4 15.2 14.3 14.7 

Temperamental Difficulties a***  2.31 2.33 2.31 2.14 2.23 
 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-Up 
Notes: Percentage or mean is significantly different from (a) Mothers with a welfare 
history and Mothers without a welfare history and (b) Current welfare-recipients and Non-
recipients.  
Pearson Chi-Square: *p<.10, **p <.05, *** p<.01 
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5.2. Descriptive Statistics by Mother’s Current Welfare Status  

Table 5-1 also summarizes the differences in percent distributions (or means) 

among variables in this study according to the current welfare status of unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history. There is no statistically significant difference 

between mothers who are currently receiving welfare benefits and those who no 

longer receive welfare in terms of parenting stress levels.  

Consistent with the findings from Brauner and Loprest (1999), which 

examined the well-being of “welfare leavers” after the implementation of TANF 

regulation, the employment rate of current welfare recipients in this study is much 

lower than that of current non-recipients (p<.01). Specifically, this table shows that 

although only 35 percent of current recipients are employed, a full 66 percent of 

mothers no longer getting welfare benefits report working outside the home. When 

employed, current welfare recipients are significantly more likely to do evening 

work and to do work at different times each week than non-recipients, suggesting 

that available jobs for current welfare recipients are more adverse in terms of 

regularities of work schedules than are those for welfare leavers. With regard to 

childcare problems and problems managing other family needs due to work schedule 

inflexibility, there are no significant differences between current welfare recipients 

and current non-recipients.  

 However, unmarried mothers currently receiving welfare are significantly 

more likely to be poor (p<.01) and suffer higher levels of food hardship (p<.01) than 



                                                                            

 73 

welfare leavers. On the other hand, they experience less medical hardship than 

current non-recipients (p<.01). Current welfare recipients are also less likely to 

cohabit with their baby’s father (p<.01) and are less likely to expect social support 

from family members and friends (p<.01). Among unmarried mothers with a welfare 

history, current welfare recipients have fewer children than welfare leavers (p<.01). 

Current recipients use childcare for significantly shorter periods per day and have 

less need for alternative childcare than non-recipients (p<.01). Again, this might be 

related to the lower employment rate of current welfare recipients than current non-

recipients.    

With regard to unmarried mothers’ socioeconomic and psychological 

characteristics, current welfare recipients also have higher risk factors than welfare 

leavers. Current welfare recipients are less educated (p<.01) with a full 83.5 percent 

having only a maximum of a high school education in comparison to welfare leavers 

of whom only 73 percent have that level of education. They are also more likely to 

have traditional gender role orientations (p<.05), which may increase their parenting 

stress levels when they are forced to work outside the home. However, there is no 

significant difference between current recipients and non-recipients in terms of 

race/ethnic composition. In terms of child characteristics, children whose mothers 

are currently receiving welfare benefits are significantly more likely to have sub-

optimal health than those whose mothers are current non-recipients (p<.05).  
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5.3. Descriptive Statistics by Mother’s Relationship to Child’s Father  

Table 5-2 provides a summary of descriptive statistics for unmarried mothers 

with a welfare history according to their relationship status with the child’s father 

(when the youngest child is age one). Unmarried mothers who cohabit with the 

child’s father are compared to those who do not cohabit.  

Unmarried mothers who cohabit report significantly lower levels of parenting 

stress than do those who do not (mothers who have a visiting/friend relationship or 

no relationship with the child’ father) (p<.01). However, this study finds very little 

evidence that cohabiting unmarried mothers differ from those who do not cohabit in 

terms of employment status and job characteristics. This finding supports other 

studies (see Foster, Jones, & Hoffman, 1988; Hao & Brinton, 1997), which show no 

substantial association between single mothers’ relationship to their partners and  

employment rates. As shown in Table 5-3, the only difference between cohabiting 

unmarried mothers and those who do not cohabit is the proportion of mothers who 

work at night. Unmarried mothers who cohabit are less likely to work at night 

(p<.10). As expected, mothers who do not cohabit have more problems managing 

family members’ needs when they are working outside the home than those who 

cohabit with the child’s father.  

In terms of family background characteristics, the level of poverty, the level 

of material hardship, the frequency with which alternative childcare plans are 

required, and the level of expected social support are all significantly different 

between unmarried mothers who cohabit and those who do not. Similar to empirical 
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studies on unmarried mothers (Foster et al., 1998; Jackson, Tienda, & Huang, 2001), 

this study finds that unmarried mothers who do not cohabit with the newborn child’s 

father are more likely to be poor than are those who do cohabit. Specifically, 57 

percent of unmarried mothers who do not cohabit are living under the poverty line, 

whereas slightly less than 50 percent of cohabiting mothers belong to this poorest 

group. The mean values of measures of material hardships also reveal significantly 

more disadvantaged status among unmarried mothers who are not cohabiting. Non-

cohabitors suffer higher levels of food hardship (p<.01) and housing hardship 

(p<.05). In addition, unmarried mothers who do not cohabit with their child’s father 

are more likely to need alternative childcare plans (because of unstable childcare 

arrangements) than cohabiting mothers. Highly consistent with the findings from 

empirical studies on the well-being of single mothers (Simons et al., 1993), this 

study also finds that non-cohabitors expect significantly lower levels of social 

support (p<.01).  

Cohabitors and non-cohabitors vary by racial composition. There are a 

greater proportion of non-Hispanic whites among cohabitors (12.1 percent) than 

among non-cohabitors (8.6 percent). In this study, cohabiting mothers are not 

significantly different from non-cohabiting mothers in terms of age, education, and 

gender role orientations. Furthermore, the characteristics of children (e.g., global 

health and temperamental difficulties) of cohabiting unmarried mothers are similar to 

those of non-cohabiting unmarried mothers. These findings support the previous 

empirical evidence (Brown, 2000) showing that the degree of differences in personal 
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characteristics between cohabiting couples and non-cohabiting couples is smaller 

than that of the populations of married and unmarried people.   

 
Table 5-2. Descriptive Statistics by Mothers’ Relationship to Child’ Father  

 
 Cohabitors  

 
(N=497) 

Non-
Cohabitors 
(N=1097) 

Total 
 

(N=1594) 
Dependent Variable    

Parenting Stress***  4.67 5.11 4.97 
Maternal Employment     

Employed 47.7 44.0 52.3 
Part Time 26.2 24.8 25.8 
Irregularities of Schedules    

Evenings 39.1 42.7 41.6 
Nights* 17.0 21.4 20.1 
Weekends 57.0 59.6 58.8 
Different Times Each Week 33.9 37.6 36.5 

Mediating Factor    
Problems Related to Inflexible Work  
Schedules  

   

Childcare Problems 0.36 0.40 0.39 
Problems Managing Family Needs* 0.67 0.81 0.76 

Background Factors    
 <Family Characteristics>    

Income-to-Poverty Ratio***    
0-99% 49.9 57.0 54.8 
100-199% 27.9 26.3 26.8 
200% + 22.2 16.7 18.5 

Material Hardship    
Food Hardship*** 0.16 0.24 0.21 
Housing Hardship** 1.14 1.35 1.28 
Medical Hardship  0.06 0.05 0.06 

Childcare use    
Receiving Child Subsidies 15.6 18.8 17.8 
Number of Hours Using Childcare 0.56 0.62 0.60 
Number of Other Plans Needed** 
 

0.47 0.56 0.53 

Expected Social Support***  
 

2.54 2.40 2.44 

Number of Other Children 1.60 1.65 1.63 
(table continues) 
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 Cohabitors  

 
(N=497) 

Non-
Cohabitors 
(N=1097) 

Total 
 

(N=1594) 
 <Maternal Characteristics>    

Race/Ethnicity***    
Non-Hispanic white 12.1 8.6 9.7 
Non-Hispanic black 62.6 71.3 68.6 
Others 
 

25.3 20.1 21.7 

Age 
 

23.9 23.9 23.9 

Education     
Less than 9 years 4.5 4.4 4.4 
9-11 years 37.9 41.0 40.0 
12 years 35.4 35.2 35.2 
13 years and more 
 

22.3 19.5 20.4 

Traditional Gender Role  5.76 5.84 5.82 
 <Child Characteristics >    

Gender    
Boy 
 

50.8 52.7 52.1 

Sub-Optimal Health 
 

13.2 16.1 15.2 

Temperamental Difficulties 2.29 2.32 2.31 
 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-Up 
Pearson Chi-Square: *p<.10, **p <.05, *** p<.01  

 
 

5.4. Summary  

In sum, unmarried mothers with a welfare history are significantly more 

likely to show higher levels of parenting stress, are less likely to be employed, and 

are more likely to show disadvantaged demographic, socioeconomic, and health 

status than are those without a welfare history. Among unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, those who are currently receiving welfare benefits are substantially 

less likely to be employed and are more likely to be disadvantaged in terms of 
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socioeconomic and demographic characteristics than welfare leavers. In addition, 

among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, mothers who are currently not 

cohabiting with the child’s father are significantly more likely to show higher levels 

of parenting stress and more disadvantaged socioeconomic situations than those who 

do cohabit, though the differences between these two groups are relatively small. 

The descriptive statistics provided in this section suggest that the relationship 

between maternal employment and parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers can 

be influenced by maternal welfare history, current welfare status, and relationship 

status. These will be investigated in the next section based on multivariate analyses. 
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CHAPTER 6   

 

RESULTS: MUTIVARIATE ANALYSES OF UNMARRIED 

MOTHERS WITH A WELFARE HISTORY 

 

 In this chapter, the results from multivariate analyses of the effect of maternal 

work-related factors on levels of parenting stress are presented. Specifically, this 

chapter analyzes the following study aims: (a) to examine the relationship among 

employment, job characteristics, and parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history; (b) to estimate how and to what extent problems associated with 

inflexible work schedules mediates the effects of maternal employment on parenting 

stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history; and (c) to investigate how 

and to what extent both mothers’ relationship to the child’s father and current 

welfare status moderate the effect of maternal employment on parenting stress. In 

addition, the current study investigates how each of the following set of variables 

may affect the relationship between employment (and other work-related factors) 

and parenting stress: family background, maternal characteristics, and child 

characteristics. The influence of these variables directly on the parenting stress of 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history is also examined.  

Tables 6-1, 6-2, and 6-3 present estimates of three measures of work-related 

characteristics: employment, job characteristics, and problems related to inflexible 

work schedules. Each table first includes a baseline model (showing the relationship 
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between employment and parenting stress) and in the subsequent models, variables 

are entered to evaluate changes in the influence of maternal employment on the level 

of parenting stress.  

This incremental modeling analysis (Mirowsky, 1999) provides an accurate 

estimate of the degree of the effect of employment on parenting stress according to 

each set of variables as well as the net effect of employment status on parenting 

stress levels. For example, in Table 6-1, model 1 shows the effect of maternal 

employment on parenting stress not taking into account any other variables (b=-0.38). 

Model 2 shows how family background factors influence the effect of employment 

on parenting stress. In Model 2, regardless of family background factors, such as 

poverty, material hardship, and so on, employment status still has a significant effect 

on parenting stress (the coefficient decreases slightly from –0.38 to –0.32, but 

remains statistically significant)   

The last part of the analysis in this chapter (Table 6-4) looks at the interaction 

effects of employment and the two variables of interest (maternal relationship with 

the child’s father and current welfare status) on parenting stress.  

   

6.1. Specific Aim 1-a: The Effect of Mothers’ Employment on Parenting Stress  

Table 6-1 presents unstandardized and standardized parameter estimates for a 

series of OLS regression models estimating the effects of employment on parenting 

stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. Model 1 examines the 

bivariate relationship between unmarried mothers’ employment and levels of 
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parenting stress. Employed unmarried mothers with a welfare history show 

significantly lower levels of parenting stress than do those who are not employed. 

Being employed decreases parenting stress levels by 0.38 points (p<.05). This 

finding suggests that not controlling for other factors, being employed is negatively 

related to mothers’ levels of parenting stress.  

Model 2 estimates the effects of maternal employment on maternal parenting 

stress, controlling for the effects of family background factors. Unmarried mothers 

who are employed still show significantly lower levels of parenting stress than 

unmarried mothers who are not employed (b=-0.32, p<.10). According to this model, 

unmarried mothers in extreme poverty (0-99% of the income to poverty ratio) show 

significantly higher levels of parenting stress, compared to those in less extreme 

poverty (b=0.60, p<.01). Among the measures of material hardship, only housing 

hardship reveals a significant relationship with levels of parenting stress. Consistent 

with Taylor’s study (1997) on welfare mothers, unmarried welfare mothers who 

suffer higher levels of housing hardship report considerably higher levels of 

parenting stress than do those who do not (b=0.17, p<.01). 

In addition, Model 2 also shows that the level of expected social support 

strongly affects parenting stress. A higher level of expected social support 

significantly decreases parenting stress (b=-0.31, p<.01).  In contrast to some other 

studies (e.g., Campbell & Moen, 1992; Lundberg, 1996; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), 

this study finds no significant relationship between number of children and maternal 

parenting stress.   
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 Model 3 in Table 6-1 presents the effect of maternal employment status on 

parenting stress, after controlling for maternal characteristics as well as family 

background factors. This model demonstrates that the inclusion of maternal 

characteristics reduces the independent influence of maternal employment status on 

parenting stress, decreasing the coefficient from -0.38 to -0.28 and resulting in a 

statistically insignificant relationship. This result reveals that the significant 

influence of maternal employment on reducing parenting stress might be explained 

by mothers’ sociodemographic characteristics, such as race, age, and education. As 

extensive empirical studies point out (see Vandell & Ramanan, 1992; Zaslow & 

Emig, 1997; Zaslow et al., 1999), taking into account the pre-existing differences 

between employed unmarried mothers and those not employed is important, when 

investigating the net effect of employment on maternal psychological well-being.  

Traditional gender role orientations also predict significantly higher levels of 

parenting stress for unmarried mothers with a welfare history. Unmarried mothers 

with more traditional gender role orientations exhibit higher levels of parenting stress. 

In contrast to some other studies of middle class mothers, which find a negative 

relationship between age and parenting stress (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), this study 

finds that maternal age does not have significant relationship with parenting stress 

levels among unmarried mothers with a welfare history.  

    Child characteristics additionally reduce the independent influence of 

maternal employment on parenting stress, even though the decrease in the magnitude 

of the maternal employment coefficient is very small (Model 4). Inclusion of child 
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characteristics reveals a significant influence of unstable childcare arrangements on 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. Unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history who have to set up alternative childcare plans more 

frequently exhibit higher levels of parenting stress than those who experience 

childcare problems less frequently. Among child characteristics, child’s poor health 

and temperamental difficulties significantly impact maternal parenting stress. 

Mothers who rate their child’s health as sub-optimal are more likely to show higher 

levels of parenting stress than those who report optimal child health (b=0.64, p<.01). 

Consistent with previous findings about the link between child temperamental 

difficulties and behavioral problems and parenting stress (Jackson, 2000; Gelfand et 

al., 1992; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000), this study also finds a strong relationship 

between child temperamental difficulties and maternal parenting stress (b=0.32, 

p<.01).  

 In sum, the positive influence of maternal employment on reducing parenting 

stress, controlling for all three sets of variables—family background factors, 

maternal characteristics, and child characteristics—is statistically insignificant. That 

is, the covariates considered in this study explain a significant bivariate relationship 

between maternal employment and parenting stress. Including all the covariates in 

the model decreases the coefficients for maternal employment from –0.38 to –0.27. 

In addition, poverty, housing hardship, frequency of alternative childcare plans 

needed, expected social support, maternal gender role orientations, child health, and  
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Table 6-1. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Employment  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  
Intercept   9.09***   8.93***   7.59***   6.97***  
Maternal Employment      

 Employed - 0.38** - 0.32*  - 0.28 - 0.27  

Family Background Factors      
Income-to-Poverty Ratio [+200%]      

0-99%    0.60***   0.50**   0.46**  
100-199%    0.26   0.24   0.21  

    Material Hardship       
        Food Hardship     0.18   0.22   0.23  
        Housing Hardship     0.17***   0.18***   0.18***  
        Medical Hardship    0.22   0.29   0.23  

Welfare Status [Current Non-Recipients]      
Current Recipients  - 0.06 - 0.09 - 0.08  

Parental Relationship [Cohabiting]      
  Visiting/Friends    0.17   0.13   0.11  
  No Relationship    0.28   0.29   0.28  

Childcare Use      
      Receiving Childcare Subsidies    0.06   0.06   0.02  

   Number of Hours Using Childcare  - 0.09 - 0.08 - 0.10  
   Number of Other Plans Needed    0.26   0.28   0.31*  

  Expected Social Support  - 0.31*** - 0.29*** - 0.27***  
  Number of other children    0.03   0.03   0.02  

Maternal Characteristics      
Race/Ethnicity [Non-Hispanic White]      

   Non-Hispanic Black     0.34   0.24  
   Others     0.33   0.18   

Age [19 years and less]      
   20-29     0.12   0.09  
   30 +   - 0.03 - 0.06  

Education [12 years or more]      
   0-8 years     0.11   0.03  
   9-11 years     0.25   0.15  

 Traditional Gender Role     0.15***   0.14***  

Child Characteristics      
Gender [Girl]      

   Boy      0.00  
Global Health [Excellent/Very Good]        

   Good/Fair/Poor      0.64***  
 Temperamental Difficulties      0.32***  

R-Squared   0.005   0.049   0.060   0.077    
 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up (N=1594) 
Notes: Reference category for all variables in brackets.  
          Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
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child temperamental difficulties significantly influence the parenting stress levels of 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history.  

 

6.2. Specific Aim 1-b: The Effect of Mothers’ Job Characteristics on Parenting 

Stress  

 In addition to whether the mother is employed or not, this study also 

examines the effects of specific job characteristics on parenting stress. Model 1 in 

Table 6-2 shows that whether mothers work part-time or full-time does not affect 

maternal parenting stress. Irregular work schedules—evening work, weekend work, 

and different times each week—are also not significantly related to levels of 

maternal parenting stress.  

Model 2 through Model 4 in this table include the same variables as included 

in Table 6-1. The variables in models do not affect the relationship between job 

characteristics and parenting stress. However, the inclusion of maternal 

characteristics strengthens the relationship between night work and parenting stress 

levels, resulting in a statistically significant relationship. Unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history who work at night are significantly more likely to show higher level 

of parenting stress (b=0.31, p<.10).  
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Table 6-2. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Job Characteristics    
 
 Model 1 

 
Job 
Characteristics 

Model 2 
 
Family  
Background 
Factors

a
  

Model 3 
 
Maternal 
Characteristics

b
 

 

Model 4 
 
Child 
Characteristics

c
 

 

 
Intercept 

 
  8.84*** 

 
   8.42*** 

 
  7.14*** 

 
  6.66*** 

 
Job Characteristics  

    

Work Status      
Part Time - 0.33 - 0.29 - 0.30 - 0.30 
Full Time - 0.20 - 0.09 - 0.08 - 0.07  

 
Irregular Work Schedules 

    

Evening Work   0.07   0.02 - 0.01 - 0.01 
Night Work   0.23    0.29    0.31*   0.33* 
Weekend Work - 0.09 - 0.07 - 0.11 - 0.10 
Different Times Each 

Week 
  0.03   0.06   0.11   0.12 

 
R-Squared 

 
  0.003 

   
  0.049 

   
  0.060 

  
  0.079 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up (N=1594) 
Notes: Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  

a. Model 2 additionally includes family background factors (-income-to-poverty ratio, material hardship,  
        welfare status, parental relationship, childcare use, expected social support, and number of other  
        children). 

          b.     Model 3 additionally includes maternal characteristics (-race/ethnicity, age, education, and traditional  
                  gender role orientations). 

c.     Model 4 additionally includes child characteristics (-gender, global health, and temperamental  
        difficulties).  

 *P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
 
 
 
6.3. Specific Aim 2: The Effect of Problems Related to Inflexible Work 

Schedules on Parenting Stress 

This analysis explores whether a third aspect related to mothers’ employment, 

problems associated with inflexible work schedules affects parenting stress. Table 6-
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3 demonstrates that problems associated with inflexible work schedules exacerbate 

the parenting stress of mothers with a welfare history. The inclusion of the variables 

of work schedule inflexibility (Model 2) increases by nearly two-fold the estimated 

net negative effect of maternal employment on maternal parenting stress (from 0.38 

to 0.71).  

Among indicators of problems related to inflexible work schedules, childcare 

problems due to inflexible work schedules markedly increase levels of maternal 

parenting stress. On the other hand, problems managing family needs do not have 

significant relationship with parenting stress. The final model shows that even 

controlling for all the family, maternal, and child characteristics, maternal 

employment has significant relationships with parenting stress when taking into 

account problems related to inflexible work schedules [compare Model 4 of Table 6-

1 with Model 5 of Table 6-3]. In particular, compared to the model without work 

schedule inflexibility, this full model shows that a 100 percent increase in the 

magnitude of the relationship between maternal employment and maternal parenting 

stress. In sum, for unmarried mothers with a welfare history, problems related to 

inflexible work schedules suppress the potential beneficial effects of being employed, 

and the resulting childcare problems provoked by work schedule inflexibility 

substantially increase maternal parenting stress.  

 

 

 



 88 

Table 6-3. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Problems with Inflexible 
Work Schedules  
 
 Model 1 

 
Employment 

Model 2 
 

Problems 
Related to  
Inflexible  
Work 
Schedules 

 

Model 3 
 
Family  
Background 
Factors

 a
  

Model 4 
 
Maternal 
Characteristics

  
b

 
 

Model 5 
 
Child  
Characteristics

  
c

 
 

 
Intercept 

 
9.09*** 

 
9.09*** 

 
8.90*** 

 
7.61*** 

 
6.99*** 

 
Maternal Employment 

     

   Employed  - 0.38** - 0.71*** - 0.59***  - 0.54***  - 0.52** 

 
Problems Related to Inflexible 
Work Schedules 

     

   Child Care Problems  0.61*** 0.57*** 0.56*** 0.54*** 
   Problems Managing Family Needs    0.09   0.03     0.02     0.03 

 
R-Squared 

 
    0.005 

 
  0.026 

 
  0.061 

 
    0.071 

 
    0.088 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up (N=1594) 
Notes: Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  

a. Model 3 additionally includes family background factors (-income-to-poverty ratio, material hardship, welfare   
        status, parental relationship, childcare use, expected social support, and number of other children). 

         b.     Model 4 additionally includes maternal characteristics (-race/ethnicity, age, education, and traditional gender  
                role orientations). 
         c.     Model 5 additionally includes child characteristics (-gender, global health, and temperamental difficulties).  
 *P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01  

  

 

6.4. Specific Aim 3: The Effect of Current Maternal Welfare Status and 

Maternal Relationship Status on Parenting Stress                  

  In order to examine how the effect of maternal employment on parenting 

stress may vary according to the mother’s current welfare status and her relationship 

status with the child’s father, this study tests for first-order interaction terms between 
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maternal employment and both current welfare status and relationship status by 

adding multiplicative sets of interaction terms to the full model.  

Table 6-4 shows that the effect of maternal employment on parenting stress 

does not statistically differ according to current maternal welfare status, even though 

the magnitude of the coefficient of this moderating variable is sizable. The direction 

of this coefficient indicates that employment has more positive impacts on 

diminishing parenting stress levels for unmarried mothers who are currently 

receiving welfare than for those who are not currently receiving welfare (a 

nonsignificant difference). Similarly, unmarried mothers’ relationship status with the 

child’s father does not alter the pattern of the relationship between maternal 

employment and parenting stress. In other words, the effects of mothers’ 

employment on their parenting stress do not vary across the categories of their 

relationship to the child’s father.   
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Table 6-4. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Current Welfare Status 
and Relationship to Child’s Father  
 
                                                                                              b  

 
Intercept 
 
Moderating Factors 

   
6.91*** 

  

Welfare Status [Non-Recipients]      
   Current Recipients x Employed   - 0.20   

Relationship Status [Cohabiting]      
   Visiting x Employed   - 0.06    
   No Relationship x Employed     0.06   

 

R-Squared 

    

 0.077 

  

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up (N=1594) 
Notes: Reference category for all variables in brackets.  
          Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  
          The equation controls for family background factors (income-to-poverty ratio, material hardship, welfare 
status,  
          parental relationship, childcare use, expected social support, and number of other children), maternal  
          characteristics (race/ethnicity, age, education, and traditional gender role orientations), and child 
characteristics  
          (gender, global health, and temperamental difficulties).  

  

 

6.5. Summary  

In sum, without taking into account important covariates in this study, 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history who are employed have significantly lower 

parenting stress than do those who are not employed. For unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, night work significantly increases parenting stress. Among the 

family background factors, poverty, housing hardship, setting up alternative 

childcare plans more frequently, and low expected social support strongly increase 
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mothers’ parenting stress. In addition, this study finds that traditional gender role 

orientation significantly exacerbates parenting stress among unmarried mothers with 

a welfare history. Poor child health and child temperamental difficulties also 

substantially increase mothers’ parenting stress.  

Importantly, this study finds that problems related to inflexible work 

schedules significantly increase parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, and furthermore, work schedule inflexibility substantially affects the 

relationship between maternal employment and parenting stress. However, this study 

finds that current maternal welfare status and the mothers’ relationship to her child’s 

father do not affect the relationship between maternal employment and parenting 

stress.  
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CHAPTER 7   

 

RESULTS: MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES DISAGGREGATED  

BY WELFARE HISTORY 

 

The previous chapter (chapter 6) showed the relationship between 

employment-related factors and parenting stress for unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history. In this chapter, the results are compared to those for unmarried 

mothers without a welfare history. Conducting separate analyses may enable a 

clearer understanding of how and to what extent the relationship between maternal 

employment (and related factors) and parenting stress differ for mothers who have 

been on welfare assistance in comparison to mothers who have never received 

welfare.    

 

7.1. The Effect of Mothers’ Employment on Parenting Stress 

Table 7-1 shows the relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress for unmarried mothers without a welfare history, controlling for 

family, maternal, and child characteristics. In the case of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, the beneficial influence of maternal employment on reducing 

parenting stress is not statistically significant. In contrast, maternal employment 

significantly decreases parenting stress among mothers without a welfare history 

(b=-0.32, p<.10).  
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Several family background characteristics that have a strong influence on the 

parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a welfare history—income-to-poverty 

ratio, expected social support, and frequency with which alternative childcare plans 

are required—are not significantly related to levels of parenting stress for unmarried 

mothers without a welfare history. Although these factors operate in the expected 

directions in both the models for unmarried mothers with and without a welfare 

history, their associations with parenting stress are very weak for unmarried mothers 

without a welfare history.  

On the other hand, relationship with the child’s father affects parenting stress 

in mothers without a welfare history, but not those who have received welfare. 

Mothers without a welfare history who do not cohabit (visiting or no relationship) 

experience greater stress than do those who cohabit. Housing hardship increases 

parenting stress both groups, but it has a greater effect for mothers who have never 

received welfare than those who have (b=0.31 versus b=0.18)  

Unlike unmarried mothers with a welfare history, unmarried mothers without 

a welfare history who have traditional gender role orientations do not show increased 

levels of parenting stress. On the other hand, maternal race/ethnicity and education 

have a significant relationship with levels of parenting stress for unmarried mothers 

without a welfare history but not for mothers with a welfare history. For unmarried 

mothers without a welfare history, non-Hispanic black mothers display markedly 

higher levels of parenting stress, compared to non-Hispanic white mothers (b=0.78, 
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p<.01). In addition, compared to mothers with 12 years or more of education, those 

with 9 to 11 years of education have higher levels of parenting stress (b=0.44, p<.05). 

 In the case of unmarried mothers with a welfare history, child global health 

and temperamental difficulties significantly increases parenting stress. In contrast, 

for unmarried mothers without a welfare history, only child temperamental 

difficulties are significantly related to parenting stress levels (b=0.53, p<.01). 

Although child temperamental difficulties affect both groups, they have a greater 

effect on parenting stress for unmarried mothers without a welfare history than they 

do for those with a welfare history.  

 

7.2. Relative Importance of Maternal Employment and Other Variables to 

Parenting Stress  

 In order to examine the relative importance of maternal employment and 

other variables for parenting stress based on mother’s welfare history, Table 7-1 also 

includes the standardized regression coefficients of each group. Overall, for mothers 

with a welfare history, the variables that have the greatest effect on parenting stress 

relative to the other variables in the equation are poverty, housing hardship, 

frequencies with which alternative childcare plans are needed, expected social 

support, traditional gender roles, child health, and child temperamental difficulties. 

For mothers without a welfare history, the strongest effects come from housing 

hardship, relationship to father, maternal race/ethnicity, and child temperamental 

difficulties.   
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Table 7-1. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Employment 
Disaggregated by Welfare History  
 
 With Welfare History Without Welfare History 

Intercept   6.97***   6.40*** 
Maternal Employment   

Employed - 0.27 / 0.05 - 0.32 / 0.06* 

Family Background Factors   
Income-to-Poverty Ratio [+200%]   

0-99%   0.46 / 0.08**   0.04 / 0.01 
100-199%   0.21 / 0.03 

 
  0.13 / 0.02 
 Material Hardship    

        Food Hardship    0.23 / 0.04 - 0.08 / 0.01 
        Housing Hardship    0.18 / 0.09***   0.31 / 0.14*** 
        Medical Hardship   0.23 / 0.02   0.47 / 0.04 
Parental Relationship [Cohabiting]   

Visiting/Friends   0.11 / 0.02   0.48 / 0.08** 
No Relationship   0.28 / 0.04   0.96 / 0.13*** 

Childcare Use   
    Receiving Childcare Subsidies   0.02 / 0.00   0.13 / 0.01 

Number of Hours Using Childcare - 0.10 / 0.03   0.11 / 0.04 
Number of Other Plans Needed   0.31 / 0.08*   0.11 / 0.03 

Expected Social Support - 0.27 / 0.09*** - 0.14 / 0.04 
Number of other children   0.02 / 0.01   0.03 / 0.01 

Maternal Characteristics   
Race/Ethnicity [Non-Hispanic White]   

Non-Hispanic Black   0.24 / 0.04   0.78 / 0.14*** 
Others   0.18 / 0.03    0.28 / 0.05 

Age [19 years and less]   
20-29   0.09 / 0.01 - 0.08 / 0.01 
30 + - 0.06 / 0.01 - 0.43 / 0.06 

Education [12 years or more]]   
0-8 years   0.03 / 0.00 - 0.08 / 0.01 
9-11 years   0.15 / 0.03   0.44 / 0.07** 

Traditional Gender Role   0.14 / 0.09***   0.03 / 0.02 
Child Characteristics   
Gender [Girl]   

Boy   0.00 / 0.00   0.23 / 0.04 
Global Health [Excellent/Very Good]    

Good/Fair/Poor   0.64 / 0.08***   0.38 / 0.05 
Temperamental Difficulties   0.32 / 0.09***   0.53 / 0.15*** 

R-Squared   0.077   0.113 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up  
Notes: Reference category for all variables in brackets.  
          Cell entries represent unstandardized and standardized regression coefficients.  
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
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 Comparing the two groups reveals that maternal employment has 

proportionately about the same levels of influence on the parenting stress levels of 

mothers without a welfare history (beta=-0.06) as it does for those with a welfare 

history (beta=-0.05). Among family background factors, poverty level exerts 8 times 

more influence on parenting stress for mothers with a welfare history (beta=0.08) 

than it does for mothers without a welfare history (beta=0.01). Also, the standardized 

effect associated with the levels of expected social support for the parenting stress of 

mothers with a welfare history (beta=-0.09) is about twice as large as that of mothers 

without a welfare history (beta=-0.04). Frequencies with which alternative childcare 

plans are required are stronger relationship with the parenting stress of mothers with 

a welfare history (beta=0.08) than with the parenting stress of those without a 

welfare history (beta=0.03).  

In contrast, maternal relationship status with the child’s father is a very 

important predictor only for the parenting stress levels of mothers without a welfare 

history. The relative importance of having no relationship (beta=0.13) for increasing 

the parenting stress of mothers without a welfare history is 3.3 times greater than that 

of mothers with a welfare history (beta=0.04). In the same vein, visiting relationship 

has a 4 times stronger relationship with the parenting stress of mothers without a 

welfare history (beta=0.08) than with the parenting stress of those with a welfare 

history (beta=0.02).    

 Also, there are several remarkable differences in terms of the relatively 

important characteristics of unmarried mothers, such as race/ethnicity, education, 
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and traditional gender role orientations. The standardized effect associated with 

being a non-Hispanic black (compared to being a non-Hispanic white) for mothers 

without a welfare history (beta=0.14) is more than 3 times stronger than that for 

mothers with a welfare history (beta=0.04). Compared to more than 12 years of 

education, maternal education of 9 to 11 years increases the parenting stress levels of 

mothers without a welfare history (beta=0.07) 2.3 times more than it does for 

mothers with a welfare history (beta=0.03). On the other hand, the relative 

importance of conservative gender role orientations for illuminating parenting stress 

is 4.5 times greater for mothers with a welfare history (beta=0.09) compared to 

mothers without a welfare history (beta= 0.02).   

In addition, child characteristics also show different patterns in their relative 

explanatory importance for maternal parenting stress levels. For mothers with a 

welfare history, the relative importance of child health status (beta=0.08) and child 

temperamental difficulties (beta=0.09) for predicting their parenting stress levels is 

very similar. However, for parenting stress levels of mothers without a welfare 

history, child temperamental difficulties (beta=0.15) have 3 times greater 

explanatory power than child health status (beta=0.05). Thus, the relative importance 

of child health status for explaining maternal parenting stress levels is 1.6 times 

greater for mothers with a welfare history than for mothers without a welfare history. 

On the other hand, the relative power of child temperament for predicting maternal 

parenting stress is about 1.7 times greater for mothers without a welfare history than 

for those with a welfare history.   
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7.3. The Effect of Mothers’ Job Characteristics on Parenting Stress 

Table 7-2 compares the effects of job characteristics on parenting stress for  

mothers with and without a welfare history, controlling for family, maternal, and 

child characteristics. As shown, the relationship between most job characteristics and 

parenting stress are very weak and not statistically significant, with one exception.  

Working at night significantly adds to the parenting stress only for unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history. Working at night increases their level of parenting 

stress by 0.33.  

 

Table 7-2. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Job Characteristics 
Disaggregated by Welfare History 
 
 With Welfare History Without Welfare History 

 
Intercept 

   
  6.66*** 

   
  6.86*** 

Job Characteristics   
Work Status    

Part Time - 0.30 - 0.27 

Full Time - 0.07  - 0.17  

 
Irregular Work Schedules 

  

Evening Work - 0.01   0.14 

Night Work   0.33*   0.01 

Weekend Work - 0.10 - 0.09 

Different Times Each Week   0.12 - 0.31 

 

R-Squared 

   

  0.079 

  

 0.123 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up  
Notes: Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  
          This equation controls for family background factors, maternal characteristics, and child characteristics.  
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
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7.4. The Effect of Problems Related to Inflexible Work Schedules on Parenting 

Stress 

Table 7-3 shows the differential effects of problems associated with 

inflexible work schedules parenting stress according to mothers’ welfare history. For 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history, childcare problems caused by inflexible 

work schedules have a consistently significant influence on parenting stress, even 

after controlling for the covariates in this study. Moreover, the magnitude of the 

influence of work schedule problems on parenting stress for mothers with a welfare 

history is much larger than for unmarried mothers without a welfare history. This 

finding supports the previous empirical evidence demonstrating that the negative 

influence of work stress on parenting is more profound among more disadvantaged 

mothers (Repetti & Wood, 1997). On the other hand, although childcare problems 

provoked by inflexible work schedules do not increase parenting stress among 

mothers who have not been on welfare, problems managing other family needs due 

to inflexible work schedules expose mothers without a welfare history to 

substantially higher levels of parenting stress (b=0.19, p<.10).  
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Table 7-3. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Problems Related to 
Inflexible Work Schedules Disaggregated by Welfare History 
 
 With Welfare History Without Welfare History 

 
Intercept 

   
  6.99*** 

  
  6.41*** 

 

Problems Related with Inflexible Work 
Schedules 

  

Child Care Problems   0.54***   0.20 

Problems Managing Family Needs   0.03   0.19* 

 

R-Squared 

   

  0.088 

  

  0.119 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up  
Notes:  Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  
          This equation controls for family background factors, maternal characteristics, and child characteristics. 
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
 

 

 

7.5. The Effect of Maternal Relationship Status on Parenting Stress 

Table 7-4 reveals that regardless of maternal welfare history, there is no 

statistically significant effect of mothers’ relationship to the child’s father on the 

effect of maternal employment on parenting stress. That is, the influence of 

employment on parenting stress does not vary according to mothers’ relationship to 

the child’s father for either group.  
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Table7-4. Maternal Parenting Stress as a Function of Mothers’ Relationship to 
Child’s Father Disaggregated by Welfare History 
 
 With Welfare History Without Welfare History 

 
Intercept 

   
  6.91*** 

   
  6.37*** 

 

Moderating Factors 

  

Relationship Status [Cohabiting]   

Visiting x Employed - 0.06    0.13 

No Relationship x Employed   0.06 - 0.59 

 

R-Squared 

  
 
  0.077 

   
 
  0.115 

 
Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up  
Notes: Reference category for all variables in brackets. 
          Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  
          This equation controls for family background factors, maternal characteristics, and child characteristics. 
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 

 

  

7.6. Summary 

In sum, the comparison of unmarried mothers with a welfare history and 

mothers without a welfare history reveals that the dynamics affecting parenting stress 

varies for the two groups. Employment is of less benefit to mothers with a welfare 

history in terms of reducing parenting stress than it is to mothers without a welfare 

history. Problems related to inflexible work schedules (especially childcare 

problems) have greater influence on parenting stress for mothers with a welfare 

history than for mothers without a welfare history. The factors that affect parenting 

stress for mothers with a welfare history are poverty, housing hardship, frequencies 

with which alternative childcare plans are required, expected social support, maternal 
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gender role orientations, and child health and temperamental difficulties. For 

unmarried mothers without a welfare history, maternal relationship status, housing 

hardship, maternal race/ethnicity, maternal education, and child temperamental 

difficulties are significantly related to parenting stress. Both groups experience 

increased parenting stress if they face housing hardship or have a child who has 

temperamental difficulties. On the other hand, there are no significant effects of food 

or medical hardship, child care subsidies, childcare hours, number of children, 

maternal age, or child gender on parenting stress for either unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history and those with no welfare history. 
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CHAPTER 8  

 

DISCUSSION  

 

This study examined the relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history who have at least 

one child at age one. The study examined the potential mediating effects of problems 

related to inflexible work schedules. In addition, the effects of two moderating 

factors, current maternal welfare status and maternal relationship status were 

analyzed. Finally, the study compared unmarried mothers with a welfare history to 

unmarried mothers without a welfare history in order to identify the differences 

between the two groups. The study took into account a wide array of background 

factors: family, maternal, and child characteristics.  

Overall, mothers with a welfare history show higher levels of parenting stress 

than do mothers without a welfare history. Importantly, problems related to 

inflexible work schedules increase parenting stress, and furthermore, inflexible work 

schedules greatly decrease the possible beneficial influence of employment on 

parenting stress among mothers with a welfare history. However, mothers’ current 

welfare status and relationship to the child’s father do not change the relationship 

between maternal employment and parenting stress. Comparison of unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history and mothers without a welfare history indicates that 
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the relationship between employment (and related factors) and parenting stress varies 

for the two groups. This chapter considers the findings of the current study in light of 

past research, organizing the discussion according to each specific aim in this study.     

 

8.1. Mothers’ Employment and Parenting Stress   

The findings revealed that not taking into account other variables, unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history who are employed have lower parenting stress than 

do those who are not employed. However, when taking into account demographic 

and socioeconomic characteristics of mothers, their children, and their families, 

employment no longer has significant influence on parenting stress levels.  

This lack of significant influence of maternal employment on parenting stress 

is similar to the findings of previous studies examining maternal employment and 

maternal psychological well-being among welfare mothers (e.g. Howard, 2000; 

Jackson, 1998, 2000; Morris & Duncan, 2001; Raver, 2001; Zaslow et al., 1998). For 

example, Howard’s (2000) study of welfare mothers does not find a significant 

relationship between transition from no-work or part-time work to full-time 

employment and maternal psychological well-being, such as depression, financial 

strain, and self-efficacy. Similarly, Jackson (1998), in her study on single black 

mothers, did not observe a substantial relationship between maternal work status and 

measures of maternal depression. Although both Howard’s and Jackson’s studies 

show patterns in the association between mothers’ employment and psychological 
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well-being similar to those found in this study, it is worth mentioning that the 

previous studies examined general psychological well-being of mothers, rather than 

focusing on maternal parenting stress.  

Among diverse job characteristics, only night work has a significant 

relationship with parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. 

Given that the mothers in this study have very young children (at least one child at 

age one), and given that they lack alternative resources for child care, such as 

partners, social support, and available childcare arrangements, it is not surprising that 

night work increases their parenting stress levels. In addition, consistent with the 

recent research on welfare mothers (Howard, 2000), this study also finds that part-

time versus full-time work does not have a significant relationship to maternal 

parenting stress.     

 

Family Background Factors 

Among the family background factors, poverty level, housing hardship, the 

frequencies of alternative childcare plans needed, and expected social support are 

related to levels of parenting stress. First, comparable with the findings from 

extensive studies on low-income single mothers’ psychological well-being 

(Campbell & Moen, 1992; Taylor, 1997), this study finds that poverty levels and 

material hardship levels affect the parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history. In this study, unmarried mothers in extreme poverty have higher 
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levels of parenting stress than the group with more than 200 % of income-to-poverty 

ratio. Furthermore, of the different kinds of material hardship included in the 

analyses, housing hardship most strongly relates with high levels of parenting stress.  

As in the previous studies (Baranowski, 1999; Ohlson, 2001; Riley & Glass, 

2002), this study finds that unstable childcare arrangements cause substantial 

parenting problems for unmarried mothers with a welfare history. This finding 

suggests that for unmarried mothers with very young children, daily problems in 

childcare arrangements that force them to seek alternative plans can increase 

parenting stress. Receipt of childcare subsidies from diverse sources does not affect 

parenting stress levels. This lack of positive effects from childcare subsidies may be 

associated with the small amounts of subsidies available and eligibility restrictions 

for this support (De Acosta, 1997; Meyers, Heintze, & Wolf, 2002; Waldfogel, 2002).  

In this study, expected social support is a very important factor for predicting 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. Comparable with 

Mulsow et al.’s (2002) findings, this study reveals that for unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history, expected social support plays an important role in diminishing 

parenting stress levels. The current finding is also consistent with those of 

Davidsaver (1994), who found a strong correlation between perceived social support 

and perceived maternal stress among employed mothers with infants.  Quickfall 

(1999) also observes the significant influence of social support on diminishing the 

chronic stress levels of single mothers. According to Quickfall, it is possible that 
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social support reduces single mothers’ chronic stress levels by increasing mothers’ 

feelings of stability. In the same vein, this study reveals that for the very 

socioeconomically disadvantaged mothers, being able to expect help when in 

difficult situations substantially diminishes levels of daily maternal stress.   

 

Maternal Characteristics 

This study found empirical support for a strong relationship between gender 

role orientations and maternal parenting stress. In this study, embracing traditional 

gender role orientations significantly exacerbates parenting stress for unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history, suggesting that unmarried mothers’ beliefs about 

good mothering may influence their parenting and stress levels (Hock & DeMeis, 

1994; Lundberg, 1996; Pavalko & Woodbury, 2000). This study supports the 

findings from recent research on single mothers with a welfare experience, showing 

the significant relationship between gender role socialization and welfare receipt 

(Taylor, 2000). Taylor points out the importance of gender role orientations for 

choosing welfare over work, especially for single mothers with very young children. 

 

Child Characteristics 

Child health and child temperamental difficulties are also significantly related 

to maternal parenting stress. These findings are comparable with other studies 

arguing that the specific characteristics of the child are one of the major areas around 
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which daily experiences of parenting (or parenting stress) are organized (Belsky, 

1984; Bornstein, 2002; Crnic & Low; 2002; Jackson, 2000; McBride, Schoppe, & 

Rane, 2002; Mulsow et al., 2002).  In contrast with previous research showing that 

mothers of boys report more daily parenting hassles than mothers of girls (Rubin et 

al., 1998), this study does not find any significant influence of child gender on 

maternal parenting stress (also see Jiwa, 1997; Mulsow et al., 2002).  

 

8.2. The Effect of a Mediating Factor: Problems Related to Inflexible Work 

Schedules  

The current study took into account important characteristics of low-wage 

jobs that may suppress or exaggerate the actual relationship between mothers’ 

employment and parenting stress. Thus, it can be said that this study attempted to 

explore the effects of maternal employment on parenting stress among unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history by going beyond what had been done in previous 

research.  

This study uncovers a significant effect of problems related to inflexible work 

schedules on the relationship between maternal employment and maternal parenting 

stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history. To a large extent, work 

schedule inflexibility prevents the possible positive impacts of employment on 

reducing parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. Of the 

different types of difficulties resulting from inflexible work schedules, childcare 
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problems, in particular, greatly increase parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers 

with a welfare history.  

Increasing numbers of parenting studies emphasize the need for work 

schedule flexibility for working parents and their children; however, a majority of 

empirical studies focusing on the influence of work schedule inflexibility on 

maternal role strain are based on middle-class families (see Barnett, 1997; Barnett & 

Marshall, 1991; Galambos & Walters, 1992; Gottfried et al., 2002; Lennon, 1994; 

Levine & Pittinsky, 1997). Moreover, most of these studies investigated the direct 

influence of work schedule inflexibility on the measures of psychological well-being, 

rather than examining how problems related to inflexible work schedules mediate the 

relationship between maternal employment and maternal parenting stress.  

Thus, although it can be said that the present study’s overall findings are in 

line with those from the previous studies (in demonstrating that not just employment 

status but diverse work conditions are important for predicting levels of maternal 

psychological well-being), it is difficult to compare this study’s findings with the 

previous studies, especially in terms of the relative importance of the work schedule 

inflexibility variable as a mediator. Findings from this study do indicate that 

problems related to inflexible work schedules influence the low-income employed 

mothers’ parenting stress.  

Many empirical studies report that single mothers living in poverty want to 

work outside the home even when the levels of benefits from being employed are 
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similar to those from staying home (Edin & Lein, 1997; Monroe & Tiller, 2001; 

Oliker, 1995; Seccombe, 1999). However, researchers conclude that low-income 

single mothers with very young children may opt for receiving welfare rather than 

working due to the significantly adverse conditions of available jobs, especially lack 

of stability and benefits, which are critically needed for appropriate parenting (Gray, 

2001; Scott et al., 2001). The findings of this study suggest that, as one of major 

adverse conditions of low-wage jobs, inflexible work schedules also substantially 

hinder unmarried mothers with very young children from performing appropriate 

parenting roles, and because of this, work schedule inflexibility may impede these 

mothers from getting and keeping jobs.  

More importantly, these potential negative impacts of inflexible work 

schedules on low-income unmarried mothers’ parenting may now be greater after the 

passage of the PRWORA. This study finds that unmarried mothers who are under 

mandatory work regulations, the levels of role interference resulting from inflexible 

work schedules are highly related with parenting stress, suggesting that the demands 

from work outside the home, especially in terms of scheduling demands, very much 

interfere with unmarried mothers’ performing their family roles (as hypothesized 

earlier in section 3.1.3.).   

In sum, this study finds that problems related to inflexible work schedules 

function as a suppressor of the true relationship between maternal employment and 

parenting stress. Controls for problems related to inflexible work schedules markedly 
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increase the strength of the relationship between maternal employment and parenting 

stress. In other words, when the influence of problems related to inflexible work 

schedules on parenting stress is taken into account —especially childcare problems 

provoked by inflexible work schedules— maternal employment considerably 

diminishes levels of parenting stress. Thus, it can be said that low-income unmarried 

mothers with very young children may benefit much more from being employed if 

they have access to flexible work schedules. In essence, since inflexible work 

schedules are characteristic of low-wage jobs, employed unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history do not benefit from employment, especially with regard to their 

psychological well-being, due to parenting stress.  

 

8.3. The Effects of Moderating Factors: Mothers’ Current Welfare Status and  

Relationship Status 

Mothers’ Current Welfare Status 

This study finds that current welfare status does not affect the relationship  

between maternal employment and parenting stress. Although the employment rate 

of welfare leavers in this study is much higher than that of current welfare recipients, 

the effects of maternal employment on maternal parenting stress for welfare leavers 

do not differ from those for current recipients. This finding is in line with several 

empirical findings from current welfare recipients and welfare leavers after the 1996 

welfare reform, revealing no substantial distinctions between welfare leavers and 
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current recipients in terms of parenting practices (Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 2001; 

Kalil et al., 2001; Levine & Zimmerman, 2000; Research Forum on Children, 

Families, and the New Federalism, 2001). These studies argue that unobserved 

family background characteristics, not current welfare receipt, are to blame for 

differences between low-income mothers in terms of their parenting. Edin and Lein 

(1997) also argue that mothers in poverty tend to frequently go on and off welfare, 

making the difference between current welfare recipients and former recipients much 

smaller than the difference between mothers with a welfare history and those without 

a welfare history.   

 

Mothers’ Relationship to the Child’s Father  

For unmarried mothers with a history of welfare, relationship status with the 

child’s father does not have any significant effect on the relationship between their 

employment and their levels of parenting stress. Unmarried mothers who are 

cohabiting with the child’s father, those who have a visiting/friend relationship, and 

those who have no relationship with the child’s father show similar patterns of 

association between employment and parenting stress. These findings are in line with 

other empirical studies that do not find significant relationships between maternal 

relationship status and maternal psychological well-being (see Carlson, 2001; Siefert, 

Bowman, Heflin, Danziger, & Williams, 2000).  
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With relation to this lack of significant effect of maternal relationship status, 

Howard (2000) points out potential negative aspects of partner support for maternal 

work-family role implementation. She suggests that whereas the presence of a male 

partner may function as an important alternative parenting resources, it also may 

negatively impact a woman’s mental health, including sense of agency. Thus, the 

lack of significant effects of maternal relationship status found in this study may be 

associated with the potential costs of cohabiting or having a visiting/friend 

relationship with the child’s father. 

 

8.4. Comparison of Unmarried Mothers with a Welfare History to Unmarried 

Mothers Without a Welfare History 

 
Maternal Employment and Maternal Parenting Stress 

Consistent with previous research arguing that the influence of being 

employed on mothers’ well-being are substantially different according to maternal 

socioeconomic status (Arber, 1991; Hoffman & Youngblade, 1999; Ostberg & 

Hagekull, 2000), this study finds that employment has a stronger effect on the 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers without a welfare history than of that of 

mothers with a welfare history. Although most studies agree that there are 

differential influences of employment on maternal psychological well-being 

according to maternal socioeconomic status, the studies show mixed evidence as to 

which group benefits more from employment. Even though some studies show that 
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employment produces a much more beneficial effect on the parenting of more 

affluent mothers (McLoyd et al., 1994; Kalil et al., 2001), others indicate more 

beneficial effects for more underprivileged mothers (Hoffman & Youngblade, 1998). 

This mixed evidence might be associated with the extent to which each study 

controls for the major characteristics of jobs available to these two groups of mothers. 

In this study, without controlling for employment characteristics, employment 

appears to benefit unmarried mothers without a welfare history more than it does 

those with a welfare history in terms of maternal psychological well-being.   

 

Family Background Factors 

 Among family background factors, the influence of maternal relationship to 

the child’s father on parenting stress merits discussion in this section. For unmarried 

mothers without a welfare history, maternal relationship status with the child’s father 

has a considerable association with levels of parenting stress. Compared to 

unmarried mothers who are cohabiting with the child’s father, those who have no 

relationship with the child’s father exhibit substantially higher levels of parenting 

stress. This correlation between maternal relationship status and maternal parenting 

stress is found only for unmarried mothers who have never received welfare, which 

suggests that cohabitation might be much more beneficial for the parenting of 

unmarried mothers who are more advantaged in terms of socioeconomic 

characteristics.  
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In regard to the maternal relationship status, previous studies point out both a 

lack of understanding about the qualities of cohabiting relationships and potential 

diversities among cohabiting couples (Brown, 2000; Brown & Booth, 1996; Osborne, 

2002; Seltzer, 2000; Smock, 2000; Vosler & Robertson, 1998). The findings of the 

present study suggest that the quality of cohabiting relationships might be quite 

different according to parental socioeconomic status or welfare experience. For 

example, middle class unmarried mothers might get more financial support and more 

support in everyday parenting tasks from their male partners than do their less 

privileged counterparts.  

Although the mother’s relationship status is more important for the parenting 

of unmarried mothers without a welfare history, expected social support plays an 

important role only for unmarried mothers with a welfare history. This finding is 

consistent with Parry’s (1986) study showing that social support plays a critical role 

in reducing the negative effects of employment on the mental health of low-income 

mothers (also see Jackson, 2000). In addition, Simons et al. (1993) point out the 

potential unique relationship between social support and spousal relationship quality. 

Their study reveals that social support becomes more salient when spousal support is 

low, suggesting that these two factors substitute or compensate for each other. 

Although this study does not test the interaction effects between social support and 

parental relationship status on reducing parenting stress, the results of the present 
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study suggest that there might be different compensating patterns between social 

support and spousal support in the case of very low-income mothers.    

 

Maternal Characteristics 

 Among maternal characteristics, maternal race/ethnicity and gender role 

orientations point up several issues. Unlike previous studies on welfare mothers (e.g., 

Howard, 2000; Ohlson, 2000), this study does not find a significant difference in 

levels of parenting stress between non-Hispanic black and non-Hispanic white 

welfare mothers. Maternal race/ethnicity plays an important role in influencing the 

parenting stress of unmarried mothers without a welfare history only. Non-Hispanic 

black unmarried mothers who have never received welfare display noticeably higher 

levels of parenting stress than their non-Hispanic white counterparts. Along with this 

finding, this study reveals that maternal education is related to parenting stress only 

for unmarried mothers without a welfare history. These results show that the relative 

importance of major socioeconomic and demographic factors—such as race/ethnicity 

and education— for predicting maternal parenting stress might be substantially 

different according to maternal welfare history.  

On the other hand, gender role orientations are associated with parenting 

stress levels only for mothers with a welfare history.  Having traditional gender role 

orientations significantly increases parenting stress levels of mothers with a welfare 

history whereas it does not significantly relate to parenting stress levels of mothers 



   
   

 117 

without a welfare history. This finding is comparable with the findings of previous 

studies (Taylor, 2000; Wertheimer, Long, & Vandivere, 2001) showing that gender 

role orientations play a significant part in maternal perceptions regarding work, 

welfare, and parenting, especially among mothers on welfare.     

 

Child Characteristics 

Child health status plays a substantially more important role in predicting 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history versus those 

without a welfare history. For mothers without a welfare history, child health status 

is not substantially related with their parenting stress. This finding is in line with 

Heymann and Earle’s (1999) study suggesting that current welfare reform impairs 

low-income parents’ ability to care for their children’s health. Heymann and Earle 

find that mothers who have welfare history experience considerable difficulties in 

taking care of their children (especially in terms of child health), which in turn 

significantly increases these mothers’ caretaking burdens. Heymann and Earle also 

find that a parent’s ability to care for his/her child’s health is closely related to the 

job conditions, for example, the availability of paid sick-leave and the flexibility of 

work schedules.   

  



   
   

 118 

Problems Related to Inflexible Work Schedules  

 This study shows that work schedule inflexibility causes more parenting 

difficulties for unmarried mothers with a welfare history than for those without a 

welfare history. As a result, controlling for problems related to inflexible work 

schedules substantially increases the potential benefits from employment for 

unmarried mothers with a welfare history more than it does for unmarried mothers 

without a welfare history.   

This strong impact of work schedule inflexibility on unmarried welfare 

mothers’ parenting stress may reflect either these welfare mothers’ more vulnerable 

circumstances (in terms of both their work conditions and parenting conditions) or, 

more specifically, the negative effects of TANF mandatory work policies. Currently, 

even when welfare mothers’ work schedules substantially hinder them from 

performing their parental roles, these mothers must work outside the home. This 

coercive characteristic of current work regulations may add to the vulnerability of 

these mothers in terms of them successfully performing parenting roles.  

In particular, childcare problems caused by inflexible work schedules are 

related with levels of parenting stress for mothers with a welfare history whereas 

such problems are not significantly related to parenting stress for mothers with no 

welfare history. Along with this study’s finding regarding the significant impact of 

unstable childcare arrangements on parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history (as mentioned earlier in section 8.1.), these childcare problems 
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associated with inflexible work schedules are also found to highly increase parenting 

stress levels of only unmarried mothers with a welfare history. These findings 

suggest that childcare problems are one of the major sources of parenting stress, 

especially among unmarried mothers with a welfare history.  

 

Moderating Effects of Maternal Relationship Status   

In contrast to the previous studies showing the significant moderating effects 

of relationship status on the link between employment and mental health (Hoffman 

& Youngblade, 1999), this study does not observe significant moderating effects of 

maternal relationship status. For both unmarried mothers with a welfare history and 

those without a welfare history, maternal relationship to the child’s father does not 

change the patterns of the relationship between maternal employment and maternal 

parenting stress. Although maternal relationship status significantly influences 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers without a welfare history, this 

relationship variable does not moderate the effect of maternal employment on these 

mothers’ parenting stress levels.  
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CHAPTER 9  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, PRACTICE, AND RESEARCH 

 

This chapter provides implications for public policy, social work practice, 

and future research. Methodological limitations of this study are also addressed. 

Finally, the conclusions of this study are briefly presented.     

 

9.1. Public Policy   

Although some researchers underscore the importance of taking into account 

the mental health of poor single mothers in the context of the 1996 welfare reform 

legislation (Aaronson & Hartmann, 1996; Jayakody & Stauffer, 2000), few empirical 

studies focus on levels of parenting stress among low-income unmarried mothers as 

one important indicator of maternal mental health problems.  Ohlson (2001) argues 

the importance of providing policy makers with current information about specific 

maternal stressors among low-income mothers with young children:  

 

The welfare to work transition and the low-wage labor market present  

numerous potential stressors for poor and low-income mothers. ….However, 

research has not yet identified the specific stressors experienced by poor and 

low-income mothers of young children who are employed or in a welfare 
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reform program…and researchers have not yet offered policy makers and 

early-childhood professionals a current and adequate understanding of the 

stress experienced by this population of mothers. (p.3)  

 

This study demonstrates that compared to unmarried mothers without a 

welfare history, unmarried mothers with a welfare history show higher levels of 

parenting stress. Since unmarried mothers with a welfare history currently cannot 

voluntarily decide whether or not to be employed, their ability to manage their work-

family role conflict may be substantially reduced, resulting in higher levels of 

parenting stress. This can lead to a sense of powerlessness among these mothers. 

This relationship between unmarried mothers’ welfare history and their parenting 

stress levels is important for public policy, because it suggests that unmarried 

mothers who are expected to be self-sufficient experience higher levels of parenting 

stress. Effective services designed to ease the parenting problems of unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history are needed, given the potential negative influence of 

increased parenting stress on their overall mental health (Windle & Dumenci, 1997). 

Such services should pay attention to increasing mothers’ sense of control and power 

over their lives. 

 This study finds that parenting stress levels are influenced by adverse job 

conditions, especially work schedule inflexibility. The results of this study suggest 

that work schedule inflexibility associated with childcare problems correlate with 
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unmarried mothers’ parenting stress. As a result, owing to higher levels of work 

schedule inflexibility, the possible benefits from being employed are outweighed by 

the problems caused by employment, especially for unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history. The findings of this study imply that improving flexibility in work 

schedules is one of the most promising ways to encourage low-income unmarried 

mothers with young children to work outside the home and to stay in the work force 

longer.  

Closely related to adverse job conditions, unstable childcare arrangements 

negatively influence the parenting stress of unmarried mothers with a welfare history. 

This study shows that unstable childcare arrangements cause more serious problems 

for unmarried mothers with a welfare history than they do for those without a 

welfare history. In addition, the results of this study indicating that night work 

increases parenting stress levels only for unmarried mothers with a welfare history 

may be associated with the lack of child care during nonstandard work hours for this 

population (Cabrera, Hutchens, & Peters, 2002). Considering both the adverse 

characteristics of low-wage jobs available to low-income unmarried mothers and the 

lack of alternative resources for childcare, the findings in this study suggest the need 

for childcare services that are more reliable and available for these mothers of very 

young children. For example, developing social policies designed to help these 

mothers create childcare co-ops for themselves or providing them with resources for 
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running small businesses could be ways to increase the well-being of these mothers 

under TANF mandatory work regulations.   

In addition, the findings of this study suggest that childcare subsidy policies 

need to be improved. According to the Child Care Bureau (2002), although childcare 

subsidy funding increased after the 1996 welfare reform, only about 10 percent of 

children eligible for subsidies were receiving them in 2002. Research also points out 

the problems of current childcare subsidy policies in terms of utility and stability. 

Receiving child subsidies does not substantially reduce the financial burdens of low-

income families caused by childcare. Furthermore, subsidy duration is relatively 

short and often intermittent, “raising concerns about the subsidy system’s ability to 

create a stable situation for families”(Cabrera et al., 2002, p.2). Moreover, recent 

research reports that low-income parents have difficulties in understanding specific 

rules of child subsidy eligibility, especially with regarding to their changing 

employment (Gennetian et al., 2002). Given that childcare costs have the strongest 

impacts on work decisions of low-income mothers with infants (Baum II, 2002; 

Meyers et al. 2002), current childcare subsidy policies need to be improved in order 

to help low-income unmarried-mother families with a welfare history.    

 

9.2. Social Work Practice  

Previous research shows that maternal parenting stress may not only 

significantly predict diverse symptoms of mental health problems, including 
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depression (Olson & Banyard, 1993), but also potentially damage the well-being of 

children and other family members (Crnic & Low, 2002). The results of the current 

study suggest that parenting stress deserves greater attention as one of the potential 

sources for mental health problems among unmarried mothers with a welfare history 

and that developing effective intervention programs to diminish parenting stress 

levels of these mothers.   

The key findings of the current study provide social work practitioners with 

helpful information needed to identify characteristics of mothers who are at higher 

risk for experiencing parenting stress. Most importantly, this study provides 

information on highly vulnerable groups of unmarried mothers in terms of parenting 

stress related to their job conditions. The results of this study reveal that the ability to 

manage family demands is highly influenced by job conditions and that low-income 

unmarried mothers who have inflexible work schedules are a highly vulnerable 

subpopulation in terms of parenting stress. Thus, programs for reducing parenting 

stress among low-income unmarried mothers with very young children need to be  

accompanied by educational training or job training services designed to enhance 

their potential for getting jobs with more flexible work schedules. 

Finally, this study finds that child temperamental difficulties are strongly 

related to unmarried mothers’ parenting stress levels. Programs that address the 

psychological stressors of unmarried mothers with very young children may need to 
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provide services to enhance general parenting skills, especially in reference to child 

temperamental difficulties.  

 

9.3. Future Research 

In investigating the potential influence of welfare reform on low-income 

families, it is particularly important to specify study populations. Previous studies 

often treat low-income families and children “as homogeneous entities” (Chase-

Lansdale & Duncan, 2001, p. 318), even though these families are quite diverse in 

terms of emotional and financial resources for coping with possible stresses due to 

welfare reform. Thus, in future studies, it will be important to assess the influences 

of welfare reform on various subpopulations (Campbell & Moen, 1992; Cancian, 

Havemen, Kaplan, Meyer, & Wolfe, 1999; Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, & 

McLanahan, 2001; Zaslow et al., 1998). Among diverse subpopulations, low-income 

unmarried mothers are currently one of the populations whose well-being most needs 

to be studied (Corcoran et al., 2000; Vosler & Robertson, 1998).  

Moreover, empirical studies on mothers with a welfare history can contribute 

to the development of further theories or conceptual frameworks to understand the 

effect of employment on the well-being of these vulnerable mothers. For example, as 

evidenced by the current study, maternal employment does not directly increase 

maternal parenting stress among low-income unmarried mothers with very young 

children. Instead, role interference owing to inflexible work schedules suppresses the 
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beneficial effects of maternal employment on maternal parenting among these 

unmarried mothers. Thus, future research is needed to expand existing conceptual 

frameworks explaining the effects of maternal employment on maternal parenting 

stress among highly disadvantaged unmarried mothers.      

The findings of this study also suggest that the characteristics of low-wage 

jobs should be further studied when investigating the potential impacts of maternal 

employment on maternal parenting stress among low-income unmarried mothers 

with very young children. Most importantly, future research needs to include more 

extensive measures of work schedule problems associated with low-wage jobs.  

Irregularity of work schedules may be related to inflexibility of work schedules, and 

the combinations of these factors may influence unmarried mothers’ abilities to 

manage work-family conflicts. The multiplicity of unfavorable work conditions may 

more substantially influence maternal parenting stress than any single specific 

problem related to work schedules. Therefore, future research needs to develop more 

detailed and comprehensive measures of problems related to work schedules and also 

to test the potential combined effects of work schedule irregularity and inflexibility 

on maternal parenting stress.   

As evidenced by the current study, material hardship associated with housing 

significantly increases the parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers.   Among 

several indicators of material hardship—food hardship, medical hardship, and 

housing hardship— only housing hardship strongly increases maternal parenting 
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stress (and its impact is stronger than poverty levels). This strong relationship 

between housing hardship and parenting stress presents the need for further research 

examining the possible pathways through which housing hardship aggravates 

maternal parenting stress.  

Finally, macro environmental information might be critically important when 

studying the influence of welfare policies, especially after the 1996 welfare reform. 

In order to best identify the determining factors of the psychological well-being of a 

welfare-experienced population, it is necessary to take into account more macro level 

welfare policies, such as specific welfare rules on sanctions and exemptions and 

labor market conditions, which may directly influence unmarried mothers’ 

employment and parenting. Future study is needed to examine the impacts of these 

macro environmental factors on both maternal employability and maternal parenting 

stress.   

 

9.4. Limitations 

 This study uses cross-sectional data to provide a baseline analysis of a 

question that has received little attention in the past. Thus, determining the causal 

processes between maternal employment and parenting stress is limited due to the 

cross-sectional nature of data. Using a cross-sectional dataset makes it difficult to 

ascertain the causal chain of association between predicting factors and outcomes of 

ultimate interest. In fact, it is possible that the factors assumed to be associated with 
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maternal employment and with maternal parenting stress in this study may influence 

each other in a reciprocal way, and the directions of relationships among these 

factors are likely to be complex. Research indicates the importance of taking into 

account this complexity, especially when studying subjective experience or mental 

health issues, including parenting stress (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). Therefore, the 

availability of a longitudinal dataset will lead to a better understanding of the causal 

processes leading to parenting stress. The conceptual model in this study can be used 

as a preliminary framework for structuring potential influential factors for parenting 

stress and as a starting point in future studies on the parenting stress of unmarried 

mothers with very young children. 

 The present study also cannot estimate the net effects of current welfare 

reform on parenting stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history. This 

limitation highlights the aforementioned importance of utilizing a longitudinal 

dataset. In order to better understand the direct influence of current welfare reform 

on unmarried mothers’ parenting stress, information about differences in parenting 

conditions before and after the 1996 welfare reform needs to be gathered.  

Although the present study takes into account extensive control variables, 

such as diverse family background factors and important maternal and child 

characteristics, there is still a possibility that it does not fully control the self-

selection bias associated with pre-existing differences between employed mothers 

and non-employed mothers (Howard, 2000; Zaslow et al., 1999). These potential 
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self-selection effects may explain, at least in part, the relationship between maternal 

employment and maternal parenting stress. Omitted variables in this study may be 

responsible for the small amount of variance explained by the models of this study.   

Finally, this study does not take into account macro environmental factors, 

for example, unemployment rates, generosity of welfare assistance, and specific 

TANF sanction policies. 5 Additional research needs to explore other potential 

important variables explaining the effects of maternal employment on parenting 

stress among unmarried mothers with a welfare history, variables such as these 

macro environmental factors, child disabilities, maternal immigrant status, and 

domestic abuse.      

 

9.5. Conclusions  

The present study took into account a range of job characteristics in order to 

examine the influence of employment on parenting stress among unmarried mothers 

with a welfare history. The study hypothesized that parenting stress would be 

increased by role conflict between work and family. The findings are consistent with 

the hypothesis that role conflict that is exacerbated by work schedule inflexibility 

significantly elevates parenting stress. Also, problems related to inflexible work 

schedules suppress the possible positive impact of employment on reducing 

parenting stress levels of unmarried mothers with a welfare history.  
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The current study contributes to this area of study in several ways. Most 

importantly, this study looked at unmarried mothers in poverty, a group that is 

significantly under-researched especially in the context of welfare reform.  Although 

a great deal of research has examined the impact of maternal employment on child 

outcomes among middle-income families, there is a paucity of research on the 

potential impact of employment on the lives of low-income unmarried mothers and 

their children (Howard, 2000; Mathiesen et al., 1999; Ohlson, 2001; Raver, 2001; 

Zaslow et al., 1999).  Studying the influence of employment for this population is  

important in today’s context of stricter mandatory work requirements proposed under 

current welfare legislation.  

The present study focused on the well-being of the unmarried mothers with a 

welfare history. Previous empirical research has rarely addressed the relationship 

between work and the well-being of unmarried mothers in poverty; the main interest 

of such research having centered on the well-being of unmarried mothers’ children 

rather than on the mothers themselves. Research based on national-level data 

exploring the psychological well-being of low-income unmarried mothers is almost 

non-existent (Duncan et al., 2001; Raver, 2001).  

The current study also took into account the possible influence of major 

characteristics of low-wage jobs on unmarried mothers’ parenting stress. Although 

many researchers underscore the importance of specifying job conditions when 

examining the relationship between maternal employment and maternal parenting 



   
   

 131 

stress, few studies take into account such job characteristics for low-income 

unmarried mothers (Parcel & Menaghan, 1997; Raver, 2001; Zaslow & Emig, 1997). 

Given the highly adverse conditions of low-wage jobs available to unmarried 

mothers with a welfare history, it is very important to consider characteristics of 

employment, such as work schedule flexibility, when investigating work-family role 

conflict among these mothers.    
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FOOTNOTES 

 

1. Maternal immigrant status was not included in this study because it may be highly 

related to welfare eligibility. Immigrant mothers are not eligible for TANF benefits. 

Among unmarried mothers who have ever received welfare benefits, only 5.7 percent 

are immigrants.  

 

2. Previous studies also show that diverse kinds of child disability have significant 

potential to increase maternal parenting stress (Fuller & Rankin, 1994; Floyd & 

Gallagher, 1997). Mainly due to the small number of cases in the Fragile Families 

Study dataset, this study does not include the child disability variable in the analyses. 

Future research needs to take into account this factor when examining maternal 

parenting stress.  

 

3. Data in this study are not weighted.  

  

4. The National Survey of American Families (NSAF) shows that 9 percent of all 

children (age: 0-17) are living with a parent who has a score 5 or more. Also, even 

among children in low-income families, only 14 percent have a highly aggravated 

parent (Ehrle et al., 2002). Compared to NSAF, the proportion of highly aggravated 

parents found in this study is substantially higher. This discrepancy might stem from 
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the unique characteristics of the study subjects in this study: unmarried mothers with 

very young children.   

 

5. Among diverse macro environmental factors, only TANF work exemption policies 

for mothers with very young children are taken into account in this study. Although 

most unmarried mothers with welfare history in this study are under TANF work 

requirements, there are specific exemption policies for mothers of very young 

children, which varies by state. In order to examine the potential influence of the 

different work exemption rules (in effect 1996-1998), this study conducts additional 

analyses that include this factor [see Appendix C]. This study categorizes TANF 

work exemption policies into three groups: shorter than one year after the childbirth, 

one year after the childbirth, and longer than one year after the childbirth. Over 85 

percent of all the states included in this study have either shorter than one year or one 

year exemption rules (7 states have shorter than one year exemption rules, 6 states 

one year, and only 2 states longer than one year). As shown in Appendix C, inclusion 

of the work exemption policies in the analysis does not change the patterns of the 

relationship among maternal employment, family background factors, maternal and 

child characteristics, and parenting stress. This finding suggests that mandatory work 

requirements influence unmarried mothers’ parenting stress regardless of the specific 

exemption period.    

 



   
   

 134 

Appendix A. TANF work exemption policies (1996-1998) 
State Exempt while child is under age: 
Alabama 1 year 
Alaska 1 year 
Arizona 1 year 
Arkansas 3 months 
California 6 months 
Colorado county option 
Connecticut 1 year 
Delaware 13 weeks 
District of Columbia 1 year 
Florida 3 months 
Georgia No exemption 
Hawaii 6 months 
Idaho No exemption 
Illinois 1 year 
Indiana 1 year 
Iowa No exemption 
Kansas 1 year 
Kentucky 1 year 
Louisiana 1 year 
Maine 1 year 
Maryland 1 year 
Massachusetts 6 months 
Michigan 3 months 
Minnesota 1 year 
Mississippi 1 year 
Missouri 1 year 
Montana No exemption 
Nebraska 3 months 
Nevada 1 year 
New Hampshire 3 years 
New Jersey 12 weeks 
New Mexico 1 year 
New York 1 year 
North Carolina 1 year 
North Dakota 3 months 
Ohio 1 year 
Oklahoma 1 year 
Oregon 90 days 
Pennsylvania 1 year 
Rhode Island 1 year 
South Carolina 1 year 
South Dakota 12 weeks 
Tennessee 4 months 
Texas 4 years 
Utah  No exemption 
Vermont 18 months 
Virginia 18 months 
Washington 1 year 
West Virginia 1 year 
Wisconsin 12 weeks 
Wyoming 3 months 

Source: Crouse, G. (1999). Department of Health and Human Services. Available 
 online at: http://aspe.hhs.gov/hsp/waiver-policies99/policy_cea.htm 
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Appendix B. The Distributions of Parenting Stress Scores by Welfare History  
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Appendix C. The Effect of Employment on Parenting Stress Among Unmarried Mothers with a Welfare 
History, Controlling for TANF Work Exemption Policies 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Intercept  9.09***  8.93***  7.59***  6.97*** 7.01*** 

Maternal Employment      
Employed - 0.38** - 0.32*  - 0.28 - 0.27 - 0.27 

Family Background Factors      
  Income-to-Poverty Ratio [+200%]      

0-99%   0.60***  0.50**  0.46**  0.46*** 
100-199%   0.26  0.24  0.21  0.21 

  Material Hardship       
        Food Hardship    0.18  0.22  0.23  0.23 
        Housing Hardship    0.17***  0.18***  0.18***  0.17*** 
        Medical Hardship   0.22  0.29  0.23  0.23 

Welfare Status [Welfare Leavers]      
Current Recipients  -0.06 -0.09 -0.08 -0.07 

Parental Relationship [Cohabiting]      
  Visiting/Friends   0.17  0.13  0.11  0.11 
  No Relationship   0.28  0.29  0.28  0.27 

Child Care Circumstances      
     Receiving Childcare Subsidies    0.06  0.06  0.02  0.02 

  Number of Hours Using Childcare  -0.09 -0.08 -0.10 -0.10 
  Number of Other Plans Needed   0.26  0.28  0.31*  0.31* 

 Expected Social Support  -0.31*** -0.29*** -0.27*** -0.27*** 
 Number of other children   0.03  0.03  0.02  0.02 

Maternal Characteristics      
Race/Ethnicity [Non-Hispanic White]      

   Non-Hispanic Black    0.34  0.24  0.24 
   Others    0.33  0.18   0.13 

Age [19 years and less]       
   20-29    0.12  0.09  0.09 
   30 +   -0.03 -0.06 -0.04 

Education [12 years or more]      
   0-8 years    0.11  0.03  0.04 
   9-11 years    0.25  0.15  0.16 

 Traditional Gender Role    0.15***  0.14***  0.14*** 

Child Characteristics      
Gender [Girl]      

    Boy     0.00 -0.00 
Global Health [Excellent/Very Good]       

    Good/Fair/Poor     0.64*** 0.63*** 
Temperamental Difficulties     0.32*** 0.32*** 

Work Exemption Rule [Shorter Than One Year]      
       One Year      -0.11 
       One Year or Longer      0.09 

R-Squared 0.005 0.049 0.060 0.077 0.078 

Source: Fragile Families Baseline and 12-Month Follow-up (N=1594) 
Note: Reference category for all variables in parentheses.  
          Cell entries represent unstandardized OLS regression estimates.  
*P <.10, **P <.05, ***P<.01 
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