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ABSTRACT 
  

 

Using original survey data from a convenience sample of 1,776 mothers across the United 
States, this research explored the intersection of motherhood and women’s paid work at 
three distinct axes: 1) before the arrival of children, as women make plans about how and 
whether to alter their paid work to accommodate the demands of childrearing, 2) 
immediately following the transition to motherhood, as they attempt to translate their 
initial plans into on-the-ground arrangements, and 3) over the ensuing years of mothering 
as caregiving demands impact their paid work in small and large ways. 
 
Quantitative data allowed for the tracking of large-scale patterns, while the 
complementary open-ended responses revealed more nuanced sources of support and 
constraint that bolstered or impeded mothers in attaining (and maintaining) 
arrangements that suited their unique circumstances. Results suggest that decisions 
about combing paid work with childrearing were influenced by mothers’ preferences, 
resources, and logistics at all three points.  While a fraction of respondents experienced 
fortuitous overlap between their preferred arrangements and their circumstantial 
resources and logistics, far more often mothers were impeded by less fortuitous 
combinations of logistics and resources. By giving voice to the mothers on the ground, 
both those who are satisfied with their work-family situations and those who feel 
frustratingly stuck in less-than-ideal arrangements, this research paints a more nuanced 
picture of the pushes and pulls where work and motherhood converge.  



 
MOTHERING IN THE CURRENT U.S. CONTEXT 

 

 Increased maternal employment (~70%) 

 75% work FT and in 40% of households are primary or sole earners 

 Increased parenting time  

 

 

 

 

 Expectations of the “ideal” (unencumbered) worker 

 Persistent “second shift” of unpaid household labor 

 FT employed mothers still spend 5 more hours a week in unpaid labor 

than FT employed male partners 

 Lack of family-supportive public policy 

 Only ~60% of mothers eligible for FMLA (UNpaid); 41% of mothers receive 

average of 3.3 weeks at 31% wage replacement 



GIVEN THE CONSTRAINTS, SOME MOTHERS LEAVE PAID WORK ALTOGETHER, 
WHILE OTHERS ADJUST HOW AND/OR HOW MUCH THEY WORK 

American mothers are 25-40% less likely to work 
after having children (depending on cohort) 
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• 3-7% loss of income per child 

• By 45, U.S. mothers have earned 81-89% of non-mother’s earnings 
 

These adjustments lead to “THE MOTHERHOOD PENALTY”  
the financial consequences of women altering their paid work in response to motherhood 



 
 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IS MISSING? 
 

 

Research has explored the observable, quantifiable ways motherhood impacts 
women’s paid work, but less attention has been devoted to the internal thought 
processes and situation-specific factors that motivate the choices women make 
(including how much they feel like true “choices”). The “Work like a Mother” 
project sought to specifically address the following three research questions: 

 

 What do women consider as they make decisions about 
whether and how to combine paid work with child rearing? 
 

 What would their ideal arrangements look like, in the absence 
of constraints? 
 

 How and why do women otherwise alter their work over the 
course of motherhood? 

 

 



METHODOLOGY 

“How did you learn about the survey?” 
• < 5% = “From the researcher personally”  
• 63% = Snowball via “Email or FB share from acquaintance of the researcher”   
• 31% = No connection to the researcher: “Found it shared on a FB page, via an email list or 

posted on a message board.”  

Survey distribution: 
1,776 mothers 
across the U.S.  

• Qualtrics online survey 
• Multiple-choice and open-ended questions 

• Convenience sample  
 Personal contacts + Facebook groups >> 

snowballed via sharing of link 



THE SAMPLE 
Survey Respondent Demographics  % 

Education    
 Some college, no degree (or less) 8.6% 
 Associate degree (e.g. AA, AS) 3.9% 
 Bachelor’s degree (e.g. BA, BS) 36.3% 
 Master’s degree (e.g. MA, MS, MEd) 33.9% 
 Professional degree (e.g. MD, DDS) 5.0% 
 Doctorate (e.g. PhD, EdD) 12.2% 
Household Income   
 Under $35,000 1.4 % 
 $35,000 to $49,999 2.4 % 
 $50,000 to $74,999 6.4 % 
 $75,000 to $99,999 13.1 % 
 $100,000 to $149,999 18.9 % 
 $150,000 to $199,999 25.8 % 
 $200,000 and over 13.7 % 
Feelings about income   
 Living comfortably on present income                         49.1 % 
 Getting by on present income 36.7 % 
 Finding it difficult on present income 11.5 % 
 Finding it very difficult on present income 2.5 % 
Race   
 Alaska Native 1.6% 
 Asian 2.6% 
 Black 1.3% 
 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.2 % 
 White 93.0% 
 Prefer not to answer 2.8% 

 

Skews white (93%) 
middle-class,  

highly-educated 
(87% = bachelor’s 
degree or higher) 



THE SAMPLE 

Average 
respondent: 
38 years old 
2.03 children 
Youngest: 5.04 years 

Oldest: 8.23 years 

Survey Respondent Demographics  % M 

Age     
 Under 25 1.0% 38.07 
 25-29 6.9%  
 30-34 22.5%  
 25-39 30.6%  
 40-44 23.0%  
 45-49 11.9%  
 50-54 3.0%  
 55+ 1.0%  
Partnership Currently    
 Married/Cohabiting 91.7%  
 NOT married/cohabiting 8.3%  
Gender of Partner    
 Male 98.0 %  
 Female 1.5 %  
 Transgender/Gender queer/Other 0.4 %  
Total number of children    
 1 32.7% 2.03 
 2 43.8%  
 3 15.7%  
 4 5.1%  
 5 1.9%  
 6+ 0.8%  
Age of youngest child    
 <2 years old 41.3% 5.04 
 3-5 years old 22.4%  
 6-12 years old 25.7%  
 13+ years old 10.6%  

 



THE SAMPLE: WORK CHARACTERISTICS 

What is your current paid employment/student status? Count 
% of 
total 

Currently employed 1421 80.0 % 

Not employed, looking for work 46 2.6 % 

Not employed, attending school 23 1.3 % 

Not employed, not looking for work 173 9.7 % 

Disabled, unable to work 6 0.3 % 

Employed AND attending school 107 6.0 % 

N=1776 

39% left work 
for some 

period of time 

Mean Work Hours: BEFORE children =  41.45; CURRENT = 37.99; PARTNER = 44.21 
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86% currently 
employed 



IMPACT OF MOTHERHOOD LEVEL #1:  

PRE-CHILDREN, AS THEY MAKE PLANS  

Only 30% of respondents’ plans matched ideal 

Single PLAN IDEAL 

I would continue to work as before children 
 

76% 
 

29%  
I would scale back on our work hours 

 
7% 

 
47%  

I would stop working entirely  
 

8% 
 

26 %  

 N=100 

 

Partnered PLAN IDEAL 

Partner and I would both continue to work as before  
 

53.3% 
 

16.7 %  

Partner and I would both scale back on our work hours 
 

2.9% 
 

26.7 %  

I stop working entirely (partner continues working) 
 

14.3% 
 

18.2 %  

I scale back my work hours (partner continues working) 
 

20.4% 
 

23.6 %  

I continue to work as before (partner scales back) 
 

2.0% 
 

3.5 %  

I continue to work as before (partner leaves work) 
 

1.8% 
 

2.0 %  

N=1676 

83% of partnered and 71% of single respondents preferred at least one parent working 
in a reduced capacity (or not at all) immediately following the arrival of their first child.  

“WHAT WAS YOUR PLAN FOR HOW YOU AND YOUR PARTNER WOULD WORK AFTER THE ARRIVAL  
OF CHILDREN?” COMPARED TO “WHAT WOULD YOUR IDEAL ARRANGEMENT HAVE BEEN?” 



DECISION MAKING FACTORS: PERSONAL 
WHICH PERSONAL FACTORS INFLUENCED YOUR DECISION ABOUT HOW TO RECONCILE 
PAID WORK AND THE UNPAID WORK OF PARENTING? (SELECT UP TO 3) 

 

Part. %  Single %  

Financial needs of our family 1148 68.5% 69 69.0% 

What would be best for child(ren) 1164 69.5% 40 40.0% 

Personal preferences; what I wanted to do 857 51.1% 32 32.0% 

Cost of quality child care 785 46.8% 48 48.0% 

Available support network of friends/family 573 34.2% 36 36.0% 

Availability of quality child care 572 34.1% 29 29.0% 

Personal career aspirations 565 33.7% 23 23.0% 

N=          1676                     100  



DECISION MAKING FACTORS: EMPLOYMENT 
WHICH EMPLOYMENT  FACTORS INFLUENCED YOUR DECISION ABOUT HOW TO 
RECONCILE PAID WORK AND THE UNPAID WORK OF PARENTING? (SELECT UP TO 3) 

Single respondents 

 Count % 

Who made more money  1035 61.8% 
Whose work was more flexible 912 54.4% 
Maternity/paternity leave available 494 29.5% 
Whose work had greater growth potential  586 35.0% 
Who enjoyed their work more 246 14.7% 

Total 1676  

 

 Count % 

Anticipated conflict between work and family 42 42.0% 
Characteristics of my work that made balancing easier  39 39.0% 
Job satisfaction  34 34.0% 
Characteristics of my work that made balancing more difficult  34 34.0% 
Importance of work to my personal identity 34 34.0% 
Maternity leave benefits available 20 20.0% 

Total 100  

 

Partnered respondents 



Open-ended question: “What else did you think about, talk about, or consider as you decided how 
you (and your partner) would reconcile paid work and the unpaid work of parenting?”  
• 800+ responses (25,000 words) coded into the following categories:  

 



THE DECISION-MAKING TRIAD 
Responses to the open-ended “what else did you think about, talk about, 
consider..?” question were coded into the following three categories: 



“I always knew I would 
be with my kids... not 

send them off the 
daycare or anything. It 
was important to me to 
be a full time mom and 

wife.”  

“There was never a question 
that I would also work, 
because I wanted the 

economic power that comes 
with being employed…and 

also because I would kill 
myself staying home with 

children all day.”  



“There weren't any choices 
involved. I had to work, 

period.  As a single mom, 
what else could I do?  It was 
my responsibility to support 

myself and my child.” 

“Once we bought our first 
home my spouse and l 

determined we could live 
comfortably on his salary 

and military pension.” 



“Our decisions were heavily 
influenced by financial needs and 

who made more money. Job 
flexibility, and that we have no 

family locally to assist with child 
care.” 

“As soon as we opened our family 
business he was able to help out 

so much more. Both with duties & 
financially. We are lucky to have 
my mom to help us take care of 

our house & our children.” 



The answer to who was breastfeeding, who was the better 
caretaker, who made more money, whose work was more 
flexible, whose work barely covered the cost of child care, 
whose career was more established, who had the greater 
growth potential… nearly always lead to a conclusion that 

it “made sense” for the mother to assume more of the 
childcare work + paid work impacts 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE “WHAT MAKES SENSE”  LOGIC 



IMPACT OF MOTHERHOOD LEVEL #2:  

AS THEY TRY TO ACTUALIZE THOSE PLANS 

“You may try to work this stuff out consciously in advance or in the moment - but it will  
play out however it has to for you to survive, and it’s not always what you planned.”  

What factors or circumstances led to a different arrangement 
than what you'd anticipated? (Check all that apply.) 

Partnered 
(N=293) 

Single 
(N=15) 

Balancing work with children more difficult than anticipated   

 
39% 

 
47% 

 Workplace factors   

 
31% 

 
20% 

 Preference Changed  29%  33%  

Financial situation changed  27%  27% 
 Partner’s work situation changed  23%  N/A  

Child care arrangement changed     17%  20%  

New work opportunity presented itself    14%  7%  

Being home with children more difficult than anticipated  8%  7%  

 

Tended to 
work less  

than 
anticipated 

Tended to 
work more 

than 
anticipated 



IMPACT OF MOTHERHOOD LEVEL #3:  

OVER THE COURSE OF CHILDREARING 

• 78% initially planned to continue to work (in same or reduced capacity) 

• Only 61% (1078) remained continuously employed  

• Of those 1078, 36% reduced hours at some point 

Of the 1,776 total survey respondents, only 39% worked relatively unchanged 

WHY? “DIFFICULTY BALANCING”  

• Why did continually employed mothers report reducing their hours?  
• 56% = “Difficulty balancing work and family”  

 
• Why did mothers leave paid work altogether at some point?  

• 46% who have since returned to work and 51% who remain out of 
the workforce cited “Difficulty balancing work and family” 



OTHER IMPACTS: CHANGING WORK IN SEARCH OF FLEXIBILITY 
36% OF RESPONDENTS CHANGED (OR PLANNED TO) THEIR JOB/FIELD  

 
WHY DID YOU CHANGE (OR PLAN TO CHANGE)?  

 

Remained 
continuously 

employed 

Left paid 
work, then 
returned 

Left work, 
have not 
returned 

Returned to 
work, left and 

have not 
returned 

Returned to 
work, left, 

now working 

New position was more flexible or family-friendly   41.5% 63.0% 51.4% 65.5% 62.8% 

More interesting, rewarding work  65.6% 58.2% 48.6% 48.3% 37.8% 

Something about my old position wasn't working  31.1% 27.4% 11.4% 24.1% 15.4% 

Moved to new area 23.3% 26.0% N/A N/A 22.4% 

New position was more financially lucrative 53.3% 23.3% 25.7% 31.0% 25.0% 

Change in financial situation  7.8% 11.0% N/A N/A 10.9% 

Change in spouse/partner's work 9.6% 7.5% N/A N/A 5.1% 

Child care arrangement changed 5.9% 5.5% N/A N/A 15.4% 

N (who changed or plan to change) =  270 146 35 29 156 

Note for those currently unemployed questions were phrased as “do you plan to change jobs/fields?” 



 

THE BIG PICTURE: 
WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING FACTORS REDUCED THE IMPACT OF 
MOTHERHOOD ON YOUR PAID WORK? (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY.)   

 Count 
% of 
total 

Reliable child care 841 50.5% 

Confidence I was doing the right thing 821 49.3% 

Flexibility of my own paid work 815 48.9% 

Partner who shared equally in household/childcare responsibilities 619 37.2% 

Proximity to family that helped with childcare 599 36.0% 

Support system ("village") of friends 529 31.8% 

Outsourcing household/childcare responsibilities to paid 3rd party 519 31.2% 

Flexibility of partner's work 514 30.9% 

Timing of children 463 27.8% 

Ability to scale back paid work hours 412 24.7% 

Generous maternity leave 305 18.3% 

N=1665 

Child care, confidence, flexibility 



 
 
THE BIG PICTURE:  
WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING FACTORS INCREASED THE IMPACT OF 

MOTHERHOOD ON YOUR PAID WORK? (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY.) 

 
Count 

% of  
total 

Feelings of guilt 992 59.6% 

Carrying the load of household/childcare responsibilities   900 54.1% 

Partner's inflexible or demanding wk 530 31.8% 

Societal pressure or judgment 477 28.6% 

Mismatch between work and school schedule 397 23.8% 

My own inflexible or demanding paid work 377 22.6% 

An unsupportive workplace 252 15.1% 

An unsupportive supervisor/boss 248 14.9% 

Timing of children 247 14.8% 

N=1665 

Feelings of guilt, the “second shift” of unpaid work at home  



 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
MOTHERS WHO LEFT PAID WORK (AND HAVE NOT RETURNED) 
WOULD ANY OF THE FOLLOWING FACTORS HAVE ENCOURAGED YOU TO RETURN TO PAID WORK?  

 Count 
% of 
total 

More flexible paid work 54 48.6% 
Proximity to family to help with childcare 47 42.3% 
High-quality, affordable child care 44 39.6% 
If spouse/partner's paid work were less demanding   34 30.6% 
Support system (or "village") of friends 32 28.8% 
More supportive paid work 28 25.2% 
If spouse/partner shared household/childcare responsibilities  27 24.3% 
More generous maternity leave 25 22.5% 
Different timing of children 21 18.9% 
If spouse/partner's paid work were more flexible 16 14.4% 

N=111 

Flexibility, child care  


