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With shifting views about whether single, welfare-dependent mothers with young
children should be required to work outside the home, there is a pressing need to
understand the conditions under which employment by such mothers might result in
favorable outcomes. Single and black mothers are disproportionately represented among
the very poor and the welfare dependent (Duncan, 1991; Wilson, 1987). Since sparse
research has examined employment among poor, single, and minority mothers, the
impact of requiring these mothers to work outside the home is not well understood, either
for the mothers or for the children (Eden, 1991; Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986; Jencks,
1992; Wilson, Ellwood, & Brooks-Gunn, 1995). At the same time, large literatures
address the effects of maternal employment and child care on (primarily non-poor)
mothers and children. These effects may be moderated by parental, child, and family
characteristics (Belsky & Eggebeen, 1991; Desal, Chase-Lansdale, & Michael, 1989;
Hoffman, 1989; Vandell & Ramanan, 1992). Funded by grants from the William T.
Grant Foundation and NIMH, as well as intramural funds for Faculty Research and
Training Initiatives from the Columbia University School of Social Work, this project
will examine factors that influence the well-being of poor and near-poor black children
and their mothersin the maternal employment situation.

The proposed study will involve data gathering via structured interviews with
single black mothers of a preschool child who receive welfare benefits and with former
recipients who are employed in low-wage jobs in New York City at baseline. We will

conduct a second interview with the mothers when the children are in early elementary



school to document, over a 2-1/2 to 3-year period, their job history, child-care use,
welfare receipt, and sources of income. Of particular interest is understanding the links
among work, welfare, social supports, maternal psychological well-being, and maternal
parenting, and the associations among these and child outcomes in the preschool and
early-elementary-school yearsin a sample of 300 mothers and children.

The sample will be recruited using a multiple-step procedure. First, the names of
employed mothers eligible for child-care vouchers will be obtained from the New Y ork
City Human Resources Administration's Office of Employment Services. The list will
include al such mothers with a 3- or 4-year-old child in zip codes representing Central
Harlem, Bedford-Stuyvesant, and Jamaica, areas with substantial numbers of low-income
black mothers. Next, individuals so identified who aso are former welfare recipients will
be sent a letter describing the study and requesting their participation. Then, mothers
who indicate that they are willing to participate in the study will be contacted by
telephone to arrange an appointment to visit at their home. Nonemployed mothers will be
recruited in the same way, selected randomly from alist of recipients of Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) involved in education, training, and/or job placement
programs in the same zip codes. The principal investigator and a research assistant will
simultaneously conduct a structured interview with each mother and an objective
assessment of each focal child. The structured interview, rather than a mailed survey,
should encourage a high level of commitment to the research on the part of respondents,
thereby increasing the response rate and diminishing attrition over time (Menard, 1991).

The second phase of the planned research will focus on whether changes in
maternal employment statuses and situations, child-care use, welfare receipt, and sources
of income affect the later behavior and academic adjustment of poor black children, and,
if so, by what mechanisms these effects come into being. Of particular interest here is

whether changes in the mothers' life circumstances affect maternal  psychological well-



being, and if so, whether these changes affect maternal parenting behavior and,

ultimately, children's subsequent devel opment.



BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH

There is evidence that maternal employment in the child's first year may have
negative effects for both boys and girls, poor and non-poor (Baydar & Brooks-Gunn,
1991; Desai et al., 1989). However, employment after the first year is usually not found
to result in negative effects (unless moderating or mediating factors are taken into
account). Some evidence even suggests that employment during preschool and
elementary-school years may have positive effects, at least for girls.

Scholars have proposed two conflicting views concerning the effects of maternal
employment on children from low-income families. One is that materna employment,
poverty, and single-parent status function as cumulative burdens on families, thereby
resulting in poorer developmental outcomes among low-income children of employed
mothers. The other is that the financial and psychological benefits associated with
maternal employment are so considerable that children whose mothers are employed
demonstrate better social and academic outcomes than low-income children whose
mothers are not employed (Vandell & Ramanan, 1992; Desa et a., 1989). Policies
mandating employment for welfare recipients with young children are based on the
assumption that maternal employment has positive effects in low-income families. This
assumption, while plausible (Vandell, 1991), is largely untested (Chase-Lansdde &
Brooks-Gunn, 1995; McLoyd, 1993; Vandell & Ramanan, 1992).

Given the high risks for poverty, depression, and associated strains in single-
parent families (Belle, 1990; McLoyd, 1990), it is plausible that maternal employment
may be more advantageous to low-income children than staying home with a
nonemployed single mother after the infancy and toddler years (McLoyd, 1993; Vandell,
1991). Although there is some support for this assumption (Cherry & Eaton, 1977;
Milne, Myers, Rosenthal, & Ginsburg, 1986; Woods, 1972), some have argued that such
findings should be interpreted with caution, inasmuch as employed mothers may differ a

priori from mothers who are not employed (Hoffman, 1984). Also, studies have found



that congruence between actual and preferred employment status is associated with
positive outcomes for mothers and children (Hock & DeMeis, 1990; Jackson, 1992, 1993;
Ross, Mirowsky, & Huber, 1983). Thus, maternal employment might have different
effects for families in which mothers choose to be employed during the children's early
years as opposed to those in which mothers are forced to seek employment. The welfare
to work literature does not adequately address the issue of requiring mothers to work
(Aber, Brooks-Gunn, & Maynard, 1995; Maynard, 1995).

A large body of evidence documents the negative effects of poverty on children's
development (Danziger & Danziger, 1995; Huston, 1991; Huston, McLoyd, & Garcia
Coll, 1994, for example). But very little is known about how young children are affected
by their mothers transitions from welfare to work. Research has documented the
importance of high-quality substitute care (Haskins, 1989; Lee, Brooks-Gunn, Schnur, &
Liaw, 1990; Ramey & Campbell, 1994). There also is evidence that alternative forms of
child care can be a positive force in the lives of young, low-income children (Vandell &
Ramanan, 1992). Although debate continues about the effects of child care on children
in the first three years of life, the paucity of data on the effects of child-care quality on
low-income children in the materna employment situation is frequently noted in the
literature (see, for example, Belsky & Eggebeen, 1991; McCartney & Rosenthan, 1991,
Scarr, 1991; Vandell, 1991). It is probable that the adequacy of child-care arrangements
is critical not just for children, but for the psychological functioning and employment
success of their mothers as well.

In examining the interplay among work, welfare, income sources, and child-care
use as antecedents of maternal psychological well-being and child developmenta
outcomes in a sample of economically disadvantaged families headed by single black
mothers, this study is concerned with how the transition to self-sufficiency, especialy
self-sufficiency in the low-wage market, is managed by poor mothers and children.

Taking an individual difference approach, our conceptual model is based, in part, on the



work of Conger and his colleagues (1992), Elder (1974), and McLoyd (1990, 1991, 1993)
which posits that children living in poverty are likely to be exposed to environmental
risks such as female headship, maternal depression, unemployment, low maternal social
supports, and less supportive parenting. These factors have been associated with adverse
child outcomes. However, unlike previous work, this study will focus only on mothers
with a young child who are receiving or who have received welfare, and on the interplay

among work, welfare, income sources, and child care.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The study will provide data that will enable us to address to following research
guestions and policy concerns:

1) What are the links among four aspects of single black mothers lives (i.e.,
employment statuses and sSituations, child-care use, welfare receipt, and sources of
income) and maternal psychological well-being, coping, and parenting?

2) How do variations in maternal employment statuses and situations, child-care
use, welfare receipt, and sources of income affect child outcomes at ages 3-4 and 6-77?

3) How do variations in maternal psychological distress, well-being, coping, and
parenting influence child outcomes, specifically as mediators and/or moderators of
maternal employment statuses and situations, children's child-care experiences, materna
welfare receipt, and maternal sources of income?

4) How do changes in employment, child care, welfare receipt, sources of
income, as well as changes in maternal psychologica distress, well-being, coping, and
parenting affect changes in child well-being between ages 3-4 and 6-77?

5) How do child factors moderate the links between and among the four aspects
of single black mothers lives (i.e., employment statuses and situations, child-care use,
welfare receipt, and sources of income) and maternal and child outcomes, both

concurrently and over time?



6) How do child factors moderate the links between and among maternal
psychological well-being, parenting, and child outcomes, both concurrently and over
time?

We expect that employed mothers will, in genera, fare better on indicators of
psychological distress and well-being than their nonemployed counterparts. However,
maternal education, maternal social supports and sources of income, and the child's
gender are expected to differentially affect maternal working statuses, maternal mental
health and coping, and child outcomes. For example, if mothers have very low income or
unstable work histories, outcomes may not be better among the employed (Smith,
Brooks-Gunn, & Jackson, 1995). We anticipate, as well, that the quality of the home
environment and the children’'s experiences in child care will be mechanisms whereby
maternal employment statuses in the preschool years are associated with salutary effects

on low-income black children, both concurrently and over time.

References

Aber, J.L., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Maynard, R (1995). The effects of
wel fare reform on teenage parents and their children. 1In J.L. Aber & J.
Br ooks- Gunn (Eds.), The future of children.

Baydar, N., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (1991). Effects of maternal enpl oynent
and child-care arrangenents in infancy on preschoolers' cognitive and
behavi oral outcones: Evidence fromthe Children of the NLSY.

Devel opnental Psychol ogy, 27, 932-945.

Belle, D. (1990). Poverty and wonen's nental health. Anerican
Psychol ogi st, 45, 385-387.

Bel sky, J., & Eggebeen, D. (1991). Early and extensive materna

enpl oyment and young children's soci oenptional devel opnent: Children of
t he National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Journal of Marriage and the
Famly, 53, 1083-1110.

Chase- Lansdale, P.L., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (Eds.) (1995). Escape from
poverty: What nmakes a difference? New York: Canbridge University Press.

Cherry, F.F., & Eaton, E. L. (1977). Physical and cognitive devel opnent
in children of |owincone nothers working in the child's early years.
Chi | d Devel opnent, 48, 158-166.

Conger, R D., Conger, K J., Elder, GH, Jr., Lorenz, F.O, Sinons,
R L., & Witbeck, L.B. (1992). A famly process nodel of economc
hardshi p and adj ust nent of early adol escent boys. Child Devel oprent,
63, 526-541.




Danziger, S.K, & Danziger, S. (Eds.) (1995). Children and Youth
Services Review, 50 [Special issue: Child poverty and social policies].

Desai, S., Chase-Lansdale, P.L., & Mchael, R T. (1989). Mdther or
market? Effects of maternal enploynent on the intellectual ability of
four-year-old children. Denpgraphy, 26, 545-561.

Duncan, G J. (1991). The econom c environnent of childhood. In A Huston
(Ed.), Children in poverty: Child devel opnent and public policy.
Canbri dge: Canbridge University Press.

Eden, K. (1991). Surviving the welfare system How AFDC recipi ents nake
ends neet in Chicago. Social Problens, 38, 462-474.

Elder, GH, Jr. (1974). Children of the great depression. Chicago:
Uni versity of Chicago Press.

Garfinkel, |I., & MLanahan, S. (1986). Single nothers and their
children: A new Anerican dilenmmma. Washington, DC. Urban Institute

Haskins, R (1989). Beyond netaphor: The efficacy of early chil dhood
education. Anerican Psychol ogi st, 44, 274-282.

Hock, E., & DeMeis, D. (1990). Depression in mothers of infants: The
role of maternal enploynent. Devel opnental Psychol ogy, 26, 285-291

Hof fman, L. W (1984). The study of enployed nothers over half a century.
In M Lewin (Ed.), In the shadow of the past: Psychol ogy portrays the
sexes (pp. 295-320). New York: Colunbia University Press.

Hof frman, L. W (1989) Effects of maternal enploynent in the two-parent
fam ly. American Psychol ogi st, 44, 283-292.

Huston, A (Ed.) (1991). Children in poverty: Child devel opnent and
public policy. Canbridge, MA: Canbridge University Press.

Huston, A, MlLoyd, V.C., & Garcia Coll, C (1994). Children and
poverty: Issues in contenporary research. Child Devel opnent, 65, 275-
282.

Jackson, A . P. (1992). Well-being anong single, black, enployed nothers.
Soci al Service Review, 66, 399-409.

Jackson, A P. (1993). Black single working nothers in poverty:
Preferences for enploynent, well-being, and perceptions of preschool -
aged children. Social Wrk, 38, 26-34.

Jencks, C. (1992). Rethinking social policy: Race, poverty, and the
undercl ass. Canbridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Lee, V.E., Brooks-Gunn, J., Schnur, E., & Liaw, F. (1990). Are Head
Start effects sustained: A longitudinal follow up conparison of

di sadvantaged children attending Head Start, no preschool, and ot her
preschool programs. Child Devel opment, 61, 495-507.

Maynard, R (1995). Teenage chil dbearing and welfare reform Lessons
froma decade of denmobnstraiton and eval uation research. Children and
Yout h Review [special issue: Child poverty, public policies, and welfare
reformi, 17, 309-332.




McCartney, K., & Rosenthal, S. (1991). Maternal enploynent should be
studied within social ecologies. Journal of Marriage and the Famly,
53, 1103-1107.

McLoyd, V.C. (1990). The inpact of econom c hardship on black fanilies
and children: Psychol ogi cal distress, parenting, and soci oenbtiona
devel opnent. Child Devel opnent, 61, 311-346.

McLoyd, V.C. (1993). Enploynent anong African-American nothers in dual -
earner famlies: Antecedents and consequences for famly life and child
devel opnent. In J. Frankel (Ed.), The enployed nother and the famly
context (pp. 180-226). New York: Springer

McLoyd, V.C., & Wlson, L. (1991). The strain of |iving poor

Parenting, social support, and child nmental health. |In A C. Huston
(Ed.), Children in poverty (pp. 105-135). Canada: Canbridge University
Press.

Menard, S. (1991). Longitudinal Research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage
Publ i cati ons.

Mlne, AM, MWers, D.E, Rosenthal, A S., & Gnsburg, A (1986).
Singl e parents, working nmothers, and the educational achievenent of
school children. Sociology of Education, 59, 125-139.

Raney, C T., & Campbell, F.A (1994). Poverty, early chil dhood
education, and acadeni c conpetence: The Abecedarian experinent. 1In A C
Huston (Ed.), Children in poverty (pp. 190-221). New York: Canbridge
Uni versity Press.

Ross, C.E., Mrowsky, J., & Huber, J. (1983). Dividing work, sharing
wor k, and in-between: Marriage patterns and depression. Anerican
Soci ol ogi cal Revi ew, 48, 809-823.

Scarr, S. (1991). On comparing apples and oranges and neki ng i nferences
about bananas. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 53, 1099-1100.

Smith, J.R, Brooks-Gunn, J., & Jackson, A P. (1995). Parenta

enpl oyment and children. |Indicators of children's well-being: Child
heal t h, education, and econom c security (Vol. Il, SR #60, pp. 279-310).
Madi son, W: Institute for Research on Poverty.

Vandel I, D.L. (1991). Belsky and Eggebeen's analysis of the NLSY:
Meani ngful results or statistical illusions? Journal of Mrriage and
the Fam |y, 53, 1100-1103.

Vandell, D.L., & Ramanan, J. (1992). Effects of early and recent
mat er nal enpl oynent on children fromlowincone famlies. Child
Devel opnent, 63, 938-949.

Wlson, J.B., Ellwood, D. T., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (1995). Welfare to work
t hrough the eyes of children: The inpact on parenting of novenent from
AFDC to enployment. In P.L. Chase-Lansdale & J. Brooks-Gunn (Eds.),
Escape from poverty: Wat nakes a difference? New York: Canbridge

Uni versity Press.

Wlson, WJ. (1987). The truly disadvantaged: The inner city, the
undercl ass, and public policy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Wbods, M B. (1972). The unsupervised child of the working nother.
Devel opnental Psychol ogy, 6, 14-25.




