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MOTHERS AT WORK

A STUDY OF THE HEALTH OF PRIMARY SCHOOL CHILDREN CARRIED OUT
FOR THE KENT PAEDIATRIC AND CHILD HEALTH SOCIETY

BY
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C. M. MAXWELL, AND P. N. SWIFT

Institute of Child Health, London

It is a fairly new and socially important phenomenon
that very many mothers should work outside their
homes. There have been several recent studies of this
subject, but only one, and that only in passing, has
attempted to discover what effect, if any, this practice
has had on the children's health and behaviour
(Jephcott, Seear, and Smith, 1962). Nevertheless
dognatic opinions are often expressed on the adverse
effect of such work on the children, and it has com-
monly been considered a cause of juvenile delin-
quency, though Wootton (1959) discusses the evi-
dence for this and finds it inconclusive.

In 1959 the Kent Paediatric and Child Health
Society decided, through its research committee, to
investigate the problem as far as could be done
within the limits of the school medical examination
andhead teachers' reports on character and behaviour.

METHOD
The method of our study has been to compare two

groups of 8-year-old children (those whose mothers
work and those whose mothers do not) in respect of
their health, intelligence, and educational perfor-
mance. The children were those attending certain
schools in the town of Bromley, Kent. There are no
major industries in Bromley. The town is old, but
merges into greater London, and is within the Metro-
politan Police area. The train journey to central
London takes less than half an hour, and there are
many commuters. The Committee obtained the help
of the Bromley Borough Education Committee in
this study and also that of the Medical Officers, the
head teachers of certain primary schools, and the
school nurses.

Three schedules were used in the study. The first

was completed by the school health visitors, who
explained the study to the mothers and asked for
their help when they attended the school for the
medical examination of their children. This schedule
detailed the socio-economic status of the family, the
nature of the mother's work outside the home, if any,
her motives in undertaking it, and the kind of substi-
tute care provided for the child while she was away
at work. The second schedule was completed by the
doctor who saw the child at the medical examination,
and this recorded height and weight, the presence or
absence of a list of "stress" symptoms in the child,
and details of school absences. The two doctors who
completed this schedule (P.A.C. and C.M.M.) are
colleagues in the Bromley School Medical Service
and as far as possible adopted the same standards in
assessing the presence of stress symptoms. The third
schedule was completed by the head teacher. This
gave the detailed results of the Kent standard group
tests of (1) intelligence and (2) educational attain-
ment, and an assessment ofpersonality and behaviour
characteristics in the terms (slightly modified) of the
personality and behaviour report in current use by
the Ministry of Education.
The survey covered 292 children, including four

pairs of twins, and a brother and sister, and two
sisters. Less than 5 per cent. of mothers refused to
co-operate. Of the 286 mothers who took part, 82
were working outside the home and 204 were not.

FINDINGS
I. PARENTS.

(a) Mother's Occupation.-Of the 82 "working
mothers", 45 were employed for 5 days a week and
the remainder for shorter periods. The employment
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usually occupied from 3 to 6 hours a day, but fourteen
mothers had a working day of more than 6 hours.
The work was classed as manual, unskilled (11);
partly skilled (38) or skilled (25); and clerical or
professional (8). 25 mothers earned less than £2 a
week and eight more than £5 per week. Further
details are given in Table I, where mother's occupa-
tion is related to father's income. In two instances
the fathers were earning less than £10 a week and
in six instances over £20 a week.

TABLE I
MOTHERS' WORK (77 RECORDED) BY HUSBAND'S WEEKLY

INCOME

Husband's Weekly Income

Mother's Not
Occupation Stated

<£10 £l0-14 £15-19 >L£20 or No Total
Husband

Unskilled .. 3 12 3 1 2 21

Partly skilled .. 3 20 2 0 1 26

Skilled.. . 1 11 4 2 1 19

Intermediate/
Professional 0 2 1 3 2 8

Other.. .. 2 1 0 0 0 3

Total .. .. 9 46 10 6 6 77

(b) Motives for Working.-These were given by 78
mothers as follows:
Husband unable to work (7);
Money needed for important requisites such as
clothes, food, and house-purchase (34);
Money spent on luxuries or semi-luxuries for the
family (18);
Mainly to have an interest outside the house (19).
To the question do you enjoy your work 76 mothers

replied "Yes" and four said "No", the latter includ-
ing one widow and one mother who was separated
from her husband.

(c) Husband's Average Income.-In the case of
women who gave "outside interest" as their main
motive this was significantly higher (£16 per week)
than in the case of all working mothers (£13 per week).

(d) Social Class.-Comparisons between observed
and expected numbers in six social class brackets and
five income brackets revealed significant differences
between the 82 working mothers and the 204 non-
working mothers (Tables II and III). Thus, in Social
Classes I and II, there was a small deficit of working
mothers and a corresponding small excess of non-
working mothers. For husbands earning less than £10
a week the position was reversed with working
mothers in excess and non-working mothers in deficit.

TABLE II

DISTRIBUTION OF WORKING AND NON-WORKING
MOTHERS BY SOCIAL CLASS
(Expected numbers shown in brackets)

Father's Occupation Mothers
(Social Class) Not

Working Working Total

Professional I 4 (9 7) 30 (24-3) 34
Intermediate II 16 (20 6) 56 (51-4) 72
Minor Clerical Illa . 23 (16- 1) 33 (39 9) 56
Skilled Manual IlIb 18 (24 3) 67 (60 7) 85
Intermediate IV f1 6 (4 9) f 11 (12*1) 17
Unskilled V f . 7 (2*6) 2 (6*4) 9
Not stated .8 (3.7) 5 (93) 13

Total .82 204 286

x2 (excluding not stated)=18-9; D. of F. 4; P<0-001.

TABLE III
DISTRIBUTION OF WORKING AND NON-WORKING

MOTHERS BY FATHER'S INCOME
(Expected numbers shown in brackets)

Mothers
Father's Weekly Income

Not
Working Working Total

Nil f6 (2*3) 1 2 (5*7) 8
<£10} \ 12 (6-9) \ 12 (17 * 1) 24
>£L10 <£15 39 (31-5) 71 (78 5) 110
>£15 <£20 10 (20-1) 60 (49*9) 70
£20....8 (183) 56 (45S7) 64
Not Stated .. . . 7 (2 8) 3 (7-1) 10

Total .82 204 286

x2 (excluding not stated)=30-3; D. of F. 3; P<0-001.

II. CHILDREN.
(a) Physical Health.-At the age of 8 years, when

the measurements were taken, there were no signi-
ficant differences in the heights and weights of the
children of working and non-working mothers. The
average heights for children of working mothers were
52 0" for thirty children born in 1951, and 51 .3" for
49 children born in 1952. For childrenwhose mothers
were not working, the averageheightwas 51 8" for 52
children born in 1951 and 51 -3"for 137 children born
in 1952. Corresponding average weights were 61-5
and 59 -0 lb. for the chidren of working mothers born
in 1951 and 1952 and 60-5 and 58 -5 lb. for the
children of non-working mothers. For both measure-
ments a small, non-significant advantage was enjoyed
by the children of working mothers, and in neither
group were there any significant differences in respect
of height and weight in the different social classes.

(b) MentalHealth.-The prevalence of stress symp-
toms also favoured (very slightly) the children of
working mothers. But neither for all symptoms com-
bined, nor for individual symptoms, were there any
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significant differences between the children of work-
ing and non-working mothers (Table IV).

TABLE IV
INCIDENCE OF STRESS SYMPTOMS IN THE CHILDREN OF
WORKING AND NON-WORKING MOTHERS (EXPECTED
FIGURES IN BRACKETS), PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL

WITH EACH SYMPTOM

Mothers Per-
centage

Non- x' with
Stress Symptoms Working working Each

(84 (208 Symptom
children) children)

Bedwetting .. 8 (5 8) 12 (14*2) 2*8 6*8
Nightmares .. 16 (13*2) 30 (32 8) 0*8 15*8
Slow to sleep .. 29 (25 * 3) 59 (62*7) 07 30*1
Fear of being

alone 8 (7*5) 18 (18*5) 0-1 8 9
Abdominal pain 6 (10-4) 30 (256) 2-6 12-3
Limb pains .. 7 6*0) 14 (15*0) 02 7-2
Headache 6 (8*6) 24(21 4) 1.1 10-3
Finger-sucking. 13 (20-1) 57 (49 9) 3*5 24-0
Complaint of not

beingloved .. 14(10-4) 22(25 6) 1-8 12-3
Tantrums .. 19 (201) 51 (49*9) 01 24-0
Depression .. 9 (11*8) 32 (29*2) 0*9 14-0
Nail-biting .. 16 (224) 62 (55 *6) 2*6 26-7
Soiling .. .. 2 (1*2) 2 (2*8) - 1*4
Asthma .. 1 (3*2) 10 (7*8) - 3*7
Vomiting .. 1 (1*7) 5 (4 3) - 2-1
Attack disorders I (0 6) 1 (1-4) - 0-7
Stealing.. .. 3 (3*2) 8 (7*8) - 3*7
Tics .. .. 9 (4*6) 7 (11*4) - 5*5

Total .. .. 168 (176-1) 444 (435 9) (for
totals)
0-5

Average per
Child 2-00 2*13 2*10

The average prevalence ofstress symptoms was close
to two symptoms per child in both groups combined,
2*00 for the working mothers, and 2 13 for the non-
working mothers. Nine children whose mothers
worked for more than 30 hours a week, averaged
less than 1 *8 stress symptoms per child; twenty chil-
dren whose mothers had been working for more than
3 years averaged 1 9 symptoms; and nine children
whose mother's arrangements for substitute care was
least adequate (truly "latchkey" children) averaged
1 -1 symptoms.

Head teachers' reports on the children's personality
and behaviour traits are shown in Table V. There
were no significant differences in this respect between
the working and non-working groups, and once again
the nine children whose mothers worked the longest
hours, the twenty whose mothers had been working
more than 3 years, and the nine "latchkey" children
were indistinguishable from the population as a
whole.

TABLE V
PERSONALITY AND BEHAVIOUR TRAITS IN CHILDREN
OF WORKING AND NON-WORKING MOTHERS (EXPECTED
NUMBERS SHOWN IN BRACKETS), PERCENTAGE OF THE

TOTAL WITH EACH TRAIT

Mothers Per-
Personality centage

and Non- with
Behaviour Working working .2L Each

Traits (84 (208 Trait
children) children)

Joins in games.. 78 (77 7) 192 (192-3) 0 0 92-5
A rebel.. .. 6 (5 8) 14 (14-2) 0-0 6-8
Concentrates .. 61 (65*3) 166 (161*7) 04 77*7
Affectionate .. 75 (74-2) 183 (183-8) 0 0 88-4
Generous .. 77 (75*1) 184 (185*9) 0*1 89 4
Spiteful .. 11 (7*8) 16 (19*2) 1*9 9 2
Bad-tempered .. 6 (4*9) 1 1 (12*1) 04 5 8
Aggressive .. 8 (8 6) 22 (21-4) 0-1 10-3
Timid .. .. 22 (25*6) 67 (63*4) 0*7 30 5
Easily led .. 19 (23*3) 62 (57*7) 1*1 27- 7
Gay .. .. 50 (43 7) 102 (108-3) 1-3 52- 1
Inhibited .. 7 (8*1) 21 (19*9) 02 9 6
Sociable .. 81 (79-1) 194 (195-9) 0-1 94-2
Well-clothed .. 76(77-1) 192(190-9) 0-0 91-8
Clean and tidy.. 78 (78 0) 193 (193-0) 0 0 92-8
Destructive .. 2 (2 6) 7 (6 4) - 10-7
Obsessional .. - (0 9) 3 (2-1) - 3-6
Habitual liar .. 2 (2*3) 6 (5*7) - 9 5
Steals .. .. 3 (1*7) 3 (4*3) - 7 1

Neither were there any significant differences in the
numbers and durations of school absences in the
working and non-working groups.
A direct comparison of intelligence scores on the

Kent Standard Tests, however, showed a higher than
average score for the children ofnon-working mothers
(105) and a lower than average score for the children
of working mothers (100). After standardization for
social class, the differences between the two groups
were not significant, but still favoured the non-work-
ing group (Table VI).

TABLE VI
INTELLIGENCE TEST SCORES OF CHILDREN OF WORKING AND NON-WORKING MOTHERS, BY SOCIAL CLASS

Mothers
- ~~~~~~~Difference

Social Class Working Non-working Both between P
.- _. eans

No. Mean S.D. No. Mean S.D. No. Mean S.D.

I and I 19 105-82 9 55 76 108-97 9-82 95 108-34 9-88 3-16 0-20
III(a) 23 99*50 10*00 33 104*35 9*06 56 102*36 9*67 4-85 006
III(b) 17 101*27 10*93 64 102-78 10*55 81 102-47 10*54 152 060

IVandV 14 90-21 9 07 12 97 00 12-16 26 93 35 11-34 6-79 0-12

Total (excluding
not recorded) 73 99*77 11*18 185 105*23 10*55 258 103 69 11*07 5*46 00004
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TABLE VII
EDUCATIONAL RATINGS OF CHILDREN OF WORKING AND NON-WORKING MOTHERS, BY SOCIAL CLASS

Mothers
Difference

Social Class Working Non-working Both between P
_-

No. Mean S.D. Nc.. Mean S.D. No. Mean S.D.

I and II 19 106-87 8-06 76 108-18 10-36 95 107 9 9-93 1 31 0-55
111(a) 23 98 -20 11*40 33 103 -74 10-21 56 101*46 11*02 5-55 0-06
111(b) 17 101-27 11-31 64 101-84 10-19 81 101-72 10- 37 0-58 0- 85

IV and V 14 87 - 36 9 75 12 93 67 1164 26 90 27 10-93 6-31 0*14

Total (excluding
not recorded) 73 99*09 12-06 185 104-26 11-04 258 102- 79 11-55 5*17 0 002

Similar differences were found when the Kent
Standards of educational attainment were applied to
the two groups (Table VII).

COMMENT AND CONCLUSIONS
The proportion of mothers at work in this Bromley

sample (28 - 6 per cent.) is rather less than that found
in Bermondsey (39 per cent.) by Klein (1961) and
almost the same as in the study made by the Notting-
ham Council of Social Service (1962). In the Ber-
mondsey study the proportion of working mothers
increased from 20 per cent. for children under 5 years
to 68 per cent. for children over 11 years.
Though the indices of health used in this study may

be somewhat crude (being such as were available in a
study which made use of, and supplemented, routine
school medical examinations), they nevertheless have
the merit of being objective. So far as they go they
show no evidence whatever that the fact that the
mother goes out to work has any ill-effects on the
health of the child. This confirms the impression of
others who, though they have collected no detailed
evidence, have some practical experience of the sub-
ject (Klein, 1961; Jephcott, Seear, and Smith
(D.S.I.R.), 1960; Jephcott and others, 1962). In the
Bermondsey survey (Jephcott and others, 1962), no
attempt was made to measure intelligence or
educational attainment, but it was noted that the
children of working mothers did slightly better in the
11 + examination than the children of non-working
mothers. It is too early to say whether this indicates a
difference between the performance of 8-year-old
children and 1 1-year-old children, but our own find-
ings suggest that differences in intellectual develop-
ment between the children of working and non-
working mothers were due mainly to socio-economic
differences between the families and not to any direct
adverse effect on the child of the mother's absence at
work.

SUMMARY
The authors report a study of the effects of the

mother's absence at work on the health of the school

child, making use of a supplemented school medical
examination. The subjects were 292 8-year-old school
children in Bromley, Kent, and their 286 mothers.
82 of the mothers (with 84 children) were at work,
and 204 (with 208 children) were not working. In just
over half of the women the motive for working was
to earn money needed for necessities or near neces-
sities; the remainder were working to earn money for
luxuries and for the interest of the work.

There was no significant difference in the health of
the children of the working and non-working mother,
as judged by height and weight, absence from school,
and the prevalence of symptoms of psychological
stress. The children of the working mothers were of
significantly lower intelligence quotient and educa-
tional rating, but this was largely due to the lower
socio-economic status of the families of the working
mothers. It is concluded that, by the indices used,
there is no evidence of any adverse effects of the
mother's absence at work on the health of the school
child.

Grateful acknowledgments are made to the Teachers
and Health Visitors who co-operated in this study, and to
Dr. J. A. Fraser Roberts for advice on combining proba-
bilities from tests of significance.
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