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ABSTRACT
Combining motherhood and paid work presents a significant
challenge for many women. We asked 2388 working New Zealand
mothers of infants about their biggest highlight and challenge
since the birth of their child. Thematic analysis revealed the top
three reported highlights were Enjoyment of the Child (40%),
Child Development (29%) and Attributes of the Child (16%). The
top three challenges included Time Management (24%), difficulties
with maternal role and responsibilities (21%) and work-related
challenges (18%). Using logistic regression, working was more likely
to be reported as a challenge by mothers who worked longer
hours, returned to work when their infants were younger, had
greater household incomes, or expressed concern about negative
career consequences if they stayed on leave. Working was less
likely to be reported as a challenge for mothers whose infants had
health or developmental problems and who ‘wanted to get out of
the house’. Practical implications are explored.
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Introduction

The decision about whether to return to paid work following the birth of an infant is a
difficult one for many women. Using primarily interview data, researchers have repeatedly
identified a ‘successful woman’ ideology and an ‘intensive mothering’ ideology (Hays
1996; Lupton and Schmied 2002; Kahu and Morgan 2007). These often conflicting
notions of motherhood are based on Hays’ (1996) historical analysis of views on parenting,
child rearing books and interviews with 38 American mothers. The successful mother
ideology portrays paid work as vital for maternal well-being and good citizenship, in con-
trast to the intensive mother ideology, which views mothering as labour intensive,
emotionally absorbing, financially expensive and child centred (Hays 1996). In the inten-
sive mother ideology, the mother is viewed as the primary attachment figure regardless of
whether they work away from home or not (Green 2015).

These two key ideologies were also found in the discourses of 11 New Zealand (NZ)
mothers of infants who had previously been in full-time work (Kahu and Morgan
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2007). The women in Kahu and Morgan’s study saw themselves as co-providers for the
family and as economically independent. However, many also expressed an intensive
mother discourse, seeing themselves as the main caregivers, with motherhood forming
an essential part of their identity.

Finding a balance between the roles of ‘modern’ woman/mother and paid worker is
argued to be a key part of what makes motherhood today difficult for many women.
Ladge and Greenberger (2015) note that ‘a new mother is often questioning who she is
and how effective she can be as a mother and a working professional’ (p. 977). Juggling
these two identities often leads to mothers attempting to ‘do it all’ which Green (2015)
argues is, in part, because they have internalised motherhood’s ‘unreasonable expectations’
(p. 200).

The scarcity hypothesis predicts that mothers will experience an increase in stress upon
returning to work due to having a scarcity of resources (Goode 1960). That is, their limited
resources of time and energy are insufficient to fulfil the increased responsibilities associ-
ated with both parenting and working, making it difficult to achieve a balance between the
two roles. In line with this, it is perhaps not surprising that a mother’s decision to combine
parenting and paid work is frequently accompanied by considerable maternal anxiety and
guilt (Green 2015), much of which centres on concern about the time mothers have to
spend with their children (Parker and Wang 2013).

This increased conflict between work and family life and the lack of resources to
manage both can lead to a decline in psychological well-being, a reduction in work and
family life satisfaction and lower organisational commitment (Brough and O’Driscoll
2005).

However, at the other end of the spectrum, researchers have also described the enhance-
ment hypothesis, which paints the return to work in a more positive light (eg Sieber 1974;
Marks 1977). Here participation in the workforce is associated with enhanced well-being
by providing benefits such as improved self-esteem, financial security, reengagement with
society and social networks, and a break from parenting (Polach 2003; Wills and Brauer
2012; Berger 2013). This hypothesis is more in keeping with the successful mother
ideology.

In reality, it is likely that many mothers encounter aspects of both the scarcity and
enhancement scenarios upon combining parenting and paid work. However, for each
mother, one of the two hypotheses may apply to a greater extent, depending on the inter-
play between the particular stressors and supports which mothers may experience both at
home and at work (Hyde et al. 1995). Therefore, it is worth examining factors that influ-
ence the likelihood that a mother will experience (the combination of) paid work and
motherhood as either beneficial or challenging.

Brough and O’Driscoll (2005) argue that a current limitation of the existing models of
work and family conflict is their failure to consider the different life phases of working
parents. They argue that the work-life balance experiences of parents with an infant are
qualitatively different from those with older children. Returning to work within the first
year of a child’s life is increasingly seen as normative in many western countries (eg
Han et al. 2008), and is expected by employers and legislators/policy-makers. Thus, it is
important to have a contemporary understanding of the factors associated with the chal-
lenges employed mothers of infants face. This information may help smooth such tran-
sitions and achieve greater perceived work-life balance (Brough and O’Driscoll 2005).

2 E. R. PETERSON ET AL.
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To date most of the more recent research on working mothers have been qualitative
and conducted with small samples of women, providing the opportunity to examine in-
depth the challenges faced by some working mothers with infants (eg Hays 1996;
Brough and O’Driscoll 2005; Kahu andMorgan 2007). However, as these samples are typi-
cally small, the findings are hard to generalise across diverse populations. While four large
quantitative studies have been conducted exploring the challenges that working mothers
with infants experience, these studies are all based on data collected more than 10 years
ago (between 1988 and 2004): three of these were conducted in the United States (US)
(Chatterji and Markowitz 2005, 2012; Chatterji et al. 2013) and one in Australia
(Cooklin et al. 2011). The parental leave policies that existed in those countries at the
time the data were collected are likely to have influenced the experiences of the women
who participated in these four studies, and both countries, particularly the US, have his-
torically had very different approaches to maternity leave compared to NZ. Indeed, when
comparing the generosity of parental leave policies across 21 high-income countries in
2009, NZ’s policies were ranked 12th, outranking the US considerably (ranked 20th),
and slightly better than Australia (ranked 13th) (Ray et al. 2009). Additionally, Ray
et al.’s cross country comparison was conducted at a period in time when both the US
and the Australia did not provide any government paid parental leave: Australia was offer-
ing 54 months unpaid leave and the US, only 24 weeks.

Despite differences in paid parental leave policies, the results from the four nationally
representative studies of working mothers with infants cited above show a number of con-
sistent findings. For instance, mothers who were employed while their infants were aged
between three months and one-year old were at increased risk of depressive symptoms,
poor health and parenting stress (Chatterji and Markowitz 2005, 2012; Cooklin et al.
2011; Chatterji et al. 2013). These findings emerged when controlling for related factors
such as maternal age, education, income, marital status, prior depression, number of chil-
dren and child gender. However, none of these large studies have been conducted based on
mothers of infants born within the last decade, and none have used an NZ sample.

The New Zealand context

At the political level, in NZ and in many other western countries, women are encouraged
to return to work after the birth of a child with the view that this has multiple economic
advantages (Kahu and Morgan 2007). This drive to get mothers to return to work is
reflected in wider NZ trends. In 2014, approximately 55% of partnered NZ mothers
and 30% of single mothers who had children below two years of age were in paid work,
representing an estimated 11% increase over a 10-year period since 2004 (Flynn and
Harris 2015).

Aims of the present study

The aims of this study are: (1) to investigate the main highlights and challenges reported
by working NZ mothers of 9-month-old infants, using a large, diverse and contemporary
sample; (2) to examine the extent to which work is raised as the main highlight or a chal-
lenge for mothers in this sample, and, if applicable, (3) to explore the circumstances that
may make some working NZ mothers of infants more likely to report work as a main
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challenge and/or a main highlight experienced during the first nine months of their
infants’ lives. This research is important because, if we can identify the factors that are
associated with positive and negative experiences of paid work for mothers of infants,
then supportive strategies may be put in place to help promote positive outcomes for
mothers returning to the workforce.

In order to explore the circumstances that may influence employment being viewed as a
challenge or a highlight with working mothers, we drew on Belsky’s (1984) process model
of the determinants of parenting. Belsky’s well-cited model identifies various factors that
combine to influence parenting behaviours. These include characteristics of the child, such
as their temperament; characteristics of the parent, such as their personality; social sources
of stress or support, including the quality of the relationship between parents, and lastly,
work factors. We adapted this model to shift the focus away from how these individual
(child and parent) and contextual factors influence parenting and child development, to
examine how they influence maternal outcomes, specifically the degree of difficulty in
returning to work.

The current study also builds on the work of Corkin, Dando, et al. (2016) and Corkin,
Peterson, et al. (2017) who reported on the highlights and challenges of being an NZ
mother of a nine month old in a sample of approximately 6500 mothers. The current
study looks at the highlights and challenges of working mothers.

Method

Participants

Participants consisted of 2388 employed mothers (age:M = 31.19, SD = 5.25) participating
in the Growing Up in New Zealand (GUiNZ) study (n = 6384). GUiNZ is a multidisciplin-
ary longitudinal study of 6822 demographically diverse children born in NZ between 25
April 2009 and 25 March 2010 (Morton et al. 2014). A full description of the study’s
design and approach to recruitment strategy can be found in Morton et al. (2013,
2014). In summary, pregnant mothers were recruited and selected from a specific geo-
graphical area covered by three District Health Board regions with no inclusion or exclu-
sion criteria applied (Morton et al. 2013). The women who participated were comparable
to NZ parents on key measures, specifically maternal age, ethnicity, parity and socioeco-
nomic indicators (Morton et al. 2015).

Demographic information for the current sub-sample of working mothers in GUINZ
cohort is presented in Tables 1 and 2. In the current sample, mothers worked between
1 and 90 hours per week (M = 27.71, SD = 14.27) and when asked to select the reasons
why they returned to work from 12 possible options (a maximum of 6 responses were
allowed) the most endorsed reasons were: they needed the money (71%) and they
enjoyed working (46%). Of those who took parental leave, mothers took an average of
3.4 months (SD = 1.56) paid parental leave and 6.29 months (SD = 2.54) total parental
leave. The average age of infants when their mothers returned to work was 5.4 months
(SD = 2.15). Upon meeting certain requirements, mothers in the present study were
entitled to 52 weeks of parental leave. For the first 14 weeks, they were paid up to
$504.10 per week.

4 E. R. PETERSON ET AL.
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Table 1. Frequency of demographic characteristics of the working mothers (N = 2388) and the mothers
who selected work as their biggest challenge.
Variables Total N (%) Work reported as the biggest challenge N (%)

Maternal characteristics
Age N = 2371 N = 437
<24 years 261 (11%) 39 (21%)
25–29 years 603 (25%) 133 (22%)
30–34 years 842 (36%) 155 (18%)
34–39 years 554 (23%) 92 (17%)
40+ years 111 (5%) 18 (16%)

Ethnicity N = 2362 N = 440
European 1412 (60%) 248 (18%)
Māori 266 (11%) 58 (22%)
Pacific 272 (12%) 48 (18%)
Asian 393 (17%) 74 (19%)
MELAAa and Other 49 (2%) 12 (3%)

Education N = 1845 N = 337
No secondary 354 (19%) 50 (14%)
Secondary education 387 (21%) 76 (20%)
Diploma/trade certificate 633 (34%) 123 (19%)
Bachelor’s degree 279 (15%) 57 (20%)
Higher degrees 192 (10%) 31 (16%)

Child characteristics
Age when mother returned to work N = 2028 N = 364
<2 months 567 (28%) 120 (33%)
3–5 months 898 (44%) 173 (48%)
6 months+ 563 (28%) 71 (20%)

Parity N = 2367 N = 436
First born 1039 (44%) 169 (16%)
Subsequent 1328 (56%) 267 (20%)

Age at interview N = 2134 N = 437
23–36.9 weeks 320 (15%) 58 (18%)
37 weeks 606 (28%) 120 (20%)
38 weeks 408 (19%) 82 (20%)
39 weeks 290 (14%) 56 (19%)
40 weeks 346 (16%) 60 (17%)
41 weeks 164 (8%) 21 (13%)
42–87 weeks 237 (11%) 40 (17%)

Environmental support
Took paid parental leave N = 1950 N = 382
Yes 1743 (89%) 338 (88%)
No 207 (11%) 44 (12%)

Paid parental leave length N = 2372 N = 437
<2 months 1231 (52%) 224 (51%)
3 months + 1141 (48%) 213 (49%)

Total parental leave length N = 1437 N = 259
<2 months 216 (15%) 44 (20%)
3–5 months 632 (15%) 138 (22%)
6 months+ 589 (15%) 77 (13%)

Household income N = 2157 N = 376
<$50,000 416 (19%) 56 (13%)
$50,000–$69,999 470 (22%) 90 (19%)
$70,000–$99,999 593 (27%) 113 (19%)
$100,000–$149,999 437 (20%) 94 (22%)
$150,000+ 241 (11%) 53 (22%)

Household deprivation quintile index 2006 N = 2370 N = 436
1 431 (18%) 83 (19%)
2 479 (20%) 92 (19%)
3 423 (18%) 63 (15%)
4 517 (22%) 105 (20%)
5 520 (22%) 93 (18%)

(Continued )
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Procedure

In this study, we analyse data that were collected during a 90-minute face-to-face Compu-
ter Assisted Personal Interview with mothers when their infants were approximately nine
months old. Each highly trained interviewer read aloud each survey question. For each
quantitative question, or set of questions, the mother was given a response card with
the possible response options. The mothers’ responses were then entered by the inter-
viewer into a laptop computer. At the end of this quantitative survey, mothers were
asked the following open-ended qualitative questions, with no further prompting:
Could you tell me, first of all, in one or two sentences what has been the biggest

Table 1. Continued.
Variables Total N (%) Work reported as the biggest challenge N (%)

Work characteristics
Number of hours worked N = 2352 N = 435
<10 hours/week 392 (17%) 23 (6%)
10–19 hours/week 513 (22%) 53 (10%)
20–29 hours/week 389 (17%) 74 (19%)
30–39 hours/week 780 (33%) 198 (25%)
40+ hours/week 278 (12%) 87 (31%)

Type of worker N = 2370 N = 503
Paid employee 1867 (79%) 411 (22%)
Other employee 503 (21%) 92 (18%)
Type of work schedule N = 2334 N = 436
Regular daytime shift 1611 (69%) 307 (19%)
Regular night/evening shift 151 (6%) 26 (17%)
Other 572 (25%) 103 (18%)

Reasons for returning to work
1. Total parental leave ended N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 400 (19%) 94 (24%)
No 1744 (81%) 305 (17%)

2. Paid parental leave ended N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 501 (23%) 119 (24%)
No 1643 (77%) 280 (17%)

3 Employer wanted mother to return to work N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 433 (20%) 83 (19%)
No 1711 (80%) 316 (18%)

4. Needed money N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 1539 (72%) 312 (20%)
No 605 (28%) 87 (14%)

5. Enjoy working N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 992 (46%) 168 (17%)
No 1152 (54%) 231 (20%)

6. Fear of jeopardising career N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 362 (17%) 81 (22%)
No 1782 (83%) 318 (18%)

7. Wanted to leave the house N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 401 (19%) 37 (9%)
No 1743 (81%) 362 (21%)

8. Missed company at work N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 321 (15%) 40 (12%)
No 1823 (85%) 359 (20%)

9. Had arranged childcare N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 257 (12%) 44 (17%)
No 1887 (88%) 355 (19%)

10. Self-employed/run family business N = 2144 N = 399
Yes 90 (4%) 21 (23%)
No 2054 (96%) 378 (18%)

aMELAA =Middle Eastern, Latin American or African.

6 E. R. PETERSON ET AL.
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(1) highlight and (2) challenge since your baby arrived? Responses to these questions were
typed verbatim by the interviewer into the laptop computer. Both qualitative and quanti-
tative analyses were conducted on the data gathered. The current authors were involved in
the analysis of the data, but not in the individual data collection.

Measures

Tables 3 and 4 describe the 36 predictor variables used in the quantitative analysis. Table 3
describes the single item questions (which were mostly child and mother demographics),

Table 2. Means, standard deviations and ranges of demographic variables of the statistically significant
predictors of 2388 mothers reporting work as the biggest challenge during the first nine months of
their infants’ lives.
Variables M SD Range

Maternal characteristics
Age (years) 31.19 5.25 16–47
Extroversion 3.46 .36 1.86–5
1st quartile 2.89 .16
2nd quartile 3.30 .11
3rd quartile 3.57 .00
4th quartile 4.25 2.93

Maternal involvement 3.21 .64 1–4
Child characteristics
Negative affect 4.29 1.07 2–8
1st quartile 2.98 .31
2nd quartile 3.78 .22
3rd quartile 4.60 .25
4th quartile 5.76 .54

Positive affect 6.20 .73 3–8
1st quartile 5.18 .50
2nd quartile 5.97 .12
3rd quartile 6.41 .15
4th quartile 7.45 1.54

Age of when mother returned to work (months) 5.42 2.15 1–14
Age at interview 38.72 3.86 23–87
Social support/stressors
Lack of family stress 28.18 6.69 8–40
1st quartile 19.45 4.11
2nd quartile 27.13 1.42
3rd quartile 31.45 1.08

Lack of family stress
4th quartile 36.29 1.81

Relationship environment 46.47 7.81 8–99
1st quartile 37.73 3.09
2nd quartile 44.13 1.41
3rd quartile 48.79 1.36
4th quartile 57.46 6.20

Partner involvement 2.32 .75 1–4
Environmental support/stressors
External support 34.75 5.17 14–54
1st quartile 29.14 3.06
2nd quartile 33.95 .82
3rd quartile 36.90 .79
4th quartile 41.56 2.65

Work characteristics
Paid parental leave length (months) 3.44 1.56 1–14
Total leave length (months) 6.29 2.54 1–18
Number of hours worked per week 27.71 14.27 1–90

Note: M =Mean, SD = Standard Deviation.
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Table 3. Description of the single item predictors used in the current study and their period of
administration.

Variables Response options and manipulation
Time
period

Maternal characteristics
Age Age in years. Categorised into 5-year increments. All ages below 25

and above 40 were merged due to low cell numbers
Antenatal

Education No secondary education, secondary education, diploma/trade
certificate, bachelor’s degree, honour’s degree, master’s degree,
PhD. Due to low cell numbers, categories above a bachelor’s
degree were merged

Antenatal

Ethnicity Categories that represented the mother’s main ethnic group:
European, Maori, Pacific Islander, Asian, MELAA (Middle Eastern,
Latin American or African) or other. Categories of MELAA and
‘other’ were excluded in the analysis due to low cell numbers

Antenatal

Current illness lasting at least 6
months

Yes or no 9 months

Current disability lasting at least 6
months

Yes or no 9 months

Child characteristics
Parity First or subsequent child Antenatal
Age at interview Age in weeks. Categorised into 23–37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42–87 9 months
Gender Female or male 9 months
Health at 9 months Mothers described their baby’s current general health: excellent,

very good, good, fair, poor. Categories were merged into either
poor, or fair or better

9 months

Meeting mother’s expectations for
social development

Not meeting, somewhat meeting, meeting, exceeding expectations.
Former two categories were merged together

9 months

Meeting mother’s expectations for
motor development

Not meeting, somewhat meeting, meeting, exceeding expectations.
Former two categories were merged together

9 months

Meeting mother’s expectations for
language development

Not meeting, somewhat meeting, meeting, exceeding expectations.
Former two categories were merged together

9 months

Health or developmental problems Yes or no 9 months
Age when mother returned to work Months. Categorised into 0–2 months, 3–5 months, 6 months+

(inclusive)
9 months

Social support
Satisfaction with partner help 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all satisfied through to

6 = completely satisfied. Categorised into not satisfied (1,2,3) vs
satisfied (4,5,6)

9 months

Satisfaction with family help 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all satisfied through to
6 = completely satisfied. Categorised into not satisfied (1,2,3) vs
satisfied (4,5,6)

9 months

Number of adults in household
(excluding mother)

Due to low cell numbers categorised into none or one other, vs two
or more

9 months

Environmental support
Household income Under $20,000, $20–29,999, $30–49,999, $50–69,999, $70–99,999,

$100–149,999, over $150,000. Due to low cell numbers, lower
categories were merged up to $50,000

9 months

Took paid parental leave Yes or no 9 months
Paid parental leave length Months. Categorised into 0–2 months, 3–5 months, 6 months+

(inclusive)
9 months

Work characteristics
Total leave length Months. Categorised into 0–2 months, 3–5 months, 6 months+

(inclusive)
9 months

Actual vs anticipated leave length Calculated from separate answers to total leave length and
anticipated/preferred leave length. Categorised into under-met
expectations, met expectations, exceeded expectations

Antenatal

Actual vs preferred leave length
Number of hours worked per week Hours/week. Categorised into <l0, 10–19, 20–29, 30–39, 40+ 9 months
Type of work schedule Regular daytime shift, regular evening shift, regular night shift,

rotating shift, split shift, on call, irregular schedule. Due to low cell
numbers, responses were merged into three categories: regular
daytime shift, regular evening/night shift, or other

9 months

(Continued )
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along with the response scale and the period of administration. Table 4 describes the
multi-item scales used, along with the scale author, an example item, response scale
and period of assessment. The multi-item scales were all taken from well-validated
tools. Mean scores were derived for the following multi-item scales: personality, child tem-
perament, parenting satisfaction, and maternal and partner involvement. For the remain-
ing variables, item scores were summed together and the total scores divided into quartiles
to form variables, except for depression where the recommended cutoff score was used
(not depressed = scores <13, depressed = 13+), maternal and partner involvement (not
involved = 1, 2, involved = 3,4) and deprivation (quintiles).

Qualitative analysis and inter-rater reliability

Following the guidelines defined by Braun and Clarke (2006), the first four authors used
thematic analysis to examine the highlights and challenges reported by the mothers in
response to the two open-ended questions. These authors initially read all of the
mothers’ responses to the highlights and challenge questions. Each generated their own
list of categories. They then collaborated to group similar categories together until a
final list of categories and their definitions had been agreed. Three of the authors then con-
ducted practice coding sessions to refine the coding scheme before conducting inter-
coder-reliability checks.

Despite asking for the mothers’ biggest highlight or challenge, many mothers reported
more than one challenge or highlight (48%, M = 1.68). Therefore, each idea unit or chal-
lenge was coded to one category only and multiple instances of the same category within
an individual mother’s response were coded only once. There was one exception to this,
which we describe below.

Any highlight or challenge statement that mentioned work was also selected out for
later subsequent secondary analysis, in which the researchers made a judgement as to
whether participating in paid work was depicted positively or negatively in that statement,
and hence assigned a secondary code of ‘work-positive’ or ‘work-negative’. For example,
mothers who reported challenges such as ‘adjusting to drudgery of life at home compared
to life in the work place’ or ‘not being in control as I use to be at work’ were coded in the
primary analysis as challenges with autonomy, but following this, such statements were
also selected out for possible secondary coding as they referred to work. In the secondary
analysis, these statements were coded as work positive, reflecting the fact that work was
mentioned in positive terms compared to home life or motherhood. In contrast, a
response to the challenge question that was selected out for secondary coding was

Table 3. Continued.

Variables Response options and manipulation
Time
period

Type of worker Paid employee, self-employed and not employing others, employer
of others in own business, working in family business or family
farm. Categories merged into paid employee vs ‘other’

9 months

Reasons for returning to work Responded yes or no to the following categories: total parental leave
ended, paid parental leave ended, employer wanted me to return
to work, needed money, enjoy working, feared jeopardising career,
wanted to get out of the house, missed company at work, had
arranged childcare by then, self-employed/run family business.

9 months
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Table 4. Description of the multi-item predictors used in the current study and their period or administration and their reliability (Cronbach’s alpha).

Variable names and descriptions Scale/authors Example item Number of items/Likert ratio α
Time
period

Maternal characteristics
Extroversion: The degree that the mother has
extroversion as a personality characteristic at
the two-year interview

Big Five Inventory –John and
Srivastava (1999)

I see myself as someone who: is
talkative

8: 1 = disagree strongly; 2 = disagree a
little; 3 = neither agree nor disagree; 4 =
agree a little; 5 = agree strongly

.83 2 years

Agreeableness: The degree that the mother has
agreeableness as a personality characteristic at
the two-year interview

Big Five Inventory –John and
Srivastava (1999)

… is helpful and unselfish with
others

8: 1 = disagree strongly through to
5 = agree strongly

.94 2 years

Neuroticism: The degree that the mother has
emotional negativity as a personality
characteristic at the two-year interview

Big Five Inventory –John and
Srivastava (1999)

… can be tense, anxious 8: 1 = disagree strongly through to
5 = agree strongly

.90 2 years

Conscientiousness: The degree that the mother
is conscientious as part of her personality at
the two-year interview

Big Five Inventory –John and
Srivastava (1999)

… does things carefully and
completely

9: 1 = disagree strongly through to
5 = agree strongly

.93 2 years

Openness to experience: The degree that the
mother has openness to experience as a
personality characteristic at the two-year
interview

Big Five Inventory –John and
Srivastava (1999)

… is original, comes up with new
ideas

10: 1 = disagree strongly through to
5 = agree strongly

.93 2 years

Depression:Mother’s current level of depressive
symptoms

Edinburgh Postnatal Depression
Scale – Cox et al. (1987)

In the past seven days, I have been
so unhappy that I have been
crying

10: 1 = no, never; 2 = only occasionally; 3 =
yes, quite often; 4 = yes, most of the time

.75 9 months

Anxiety: Mother’s current level of anxiety
symptoms. Scores were divided into quartiles

GAD-7 – Spitzer et al. (2006) Over the last two weeks, how often
you have bothered by: Feeling
nervous, anxious or on edge?

7: 1 = not at all; 2 = several days; 3 = more
than half the days; 4 = nearly every day

.86 9 months

Maternal involvement: Mother’s level of
involvement with the day-to-day care of her
baby

Scale created for a study at the
McKenzie Centre at Victoria
University of Wellington, with
reference to Lamb (1995)

To what extent are you involved in
the day-to-day care of your baby,
for example feeding, holding,
changing?

2: 1 = not much of the time; 2 = some of
the time; 3 = most of the time; 4 = all of
the time

.68 9 months

Parenting satisfaction: Mother’s level of social
and emotional adjustment to parenting a new
baby and level of attachment with her baby

Parenting evaluation subscale of
WPL-R –Pridham and Chang
(1989)

How much have the tasks of taking
care of a new baby been
satisfying to you?

11: 1 = not at all through to 6 = completely .83 9 months

Child characteristics
Non-verbal communication: Current frequency
at which the mother’s baby communicates
non-verbally

First Communicative Gestures
scale from the MacArthur
Communication Development
Inventory (CDI Advisory Board
1992/1993)

Does your baby blow kisses from a
distance?

12: 1 = not yet; 2 = sometimes; 3 = often .73 9 months

Motor development: Baby’s attainment of fine
and gross physical milestones

Scale created for the Growing up
in New Zealand study

Does your baby stand up from a
sitting position without help?

10: 1 = not yet through to 3 = often .68 9 months

(Continued )
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Table 4. Continued.

Variable names and descriptions Scale/authors Example item Number of items/Likert ratio α
Time
period

Verbal and symbolic communication: Current
frequency at which the mother’s baby
comprehends language and communicates
verbally and through emotion and eye contact

Communication and Symbolic
Behavior Scales (CSBS, Wetherby
and Prizant 2002)

Does your baby do things just to
get you to laugh?

11: 1 = not yet through to 3 = often .68 9 months

Positive affect: Mothers ratings of the extent to
which their infant demonstrates traits similar
to the personality factor of extroversion, such
as having high activity level and vocal
reactivity, showing pleasure and approaching
new situations

The Infant Behavior Questionnaire-
Very Short Form – Peterson et al.
(2017)

When tossed around playfully how
often did the baby laugh?

14: 1 = does not apply; 2 = never; 3 = very
rarely; 4 = less than half the time; 5 =
about half the time; 6 = more than half
the time; 7 = almost always; 8 = always

.74 9 months

Negative affect: Mothers ratings of the extent
to which their infant demonstrates traits
similar to the personality factor of neuroticism,
such as displaying sadness, reactivity to falling
and easily becoming frustrated

The Infant Behavior Questionnaire-
Very Short Form – Peterson et al.
(2017)

When tired, how often did your
baby show distress?

9: 1 = does not apply through to 8 = always .80 9 months

Affiliation: Mothers ratings of the extent to
which their infant shows pleasure in
interacting with her

The Infant Behavior Questionnaire-
Very Short Form – Peterson et al.
(2017)

When being held, in the last week,
did your baby seem to enjoy HIM/
HER self?

6: 1 = does not apply through to 8 = always .70 9 months

Fear: Mothers ratings of the extent that their
infant is fearful

The Infant Behavior Questionnaire-
Very Short Form – Peterson et al.
(2017)

When introduced to an unfamiliar
adult, how often did the baby
cling to a parent?

3: 1 = does not apply through to 8 = always .89 9 months

Orienting/regulatory capacity: Mothers
ratings of the extent to which their infant
demonstrates traits similar to the personality
factor of conscientiousness, such as being
cuddly, easily soothed and having a long
attention span

The Infant Behavior Questionnaire-
Very Short Form – Peterson et al.
(2017)

How often during the last week did
the baby enjoy being read to?

5: 1 = does not apply through to 8 = always .63 9 months

Social support
Family cohesion: Positive aspects of family
climate

Items were selected from Olson
(1985)

We feel very close to each other in
our family/whanau

9: 1 = never; 2 = sometimes; 3 = usually; 4
= always

.86 Antenatal

Lack of family stress: This variable
encapsulated questions surrounding the
current levels of general stress for the mother’s
entire family which were then reverse coded

Scale created for the Growing up
in New Zealand study, with
reference to Abidin (1995)

In the time since ’baby’ was born, to
what extent are the following a
source of stress for you and your
family: Worry about family
members not getting on?

8: 1 = not at all stressful; 2 = somewhat
stressful; 3 = moderately stressful;
4 = highly stressful

.73 9 months

Family Support Scale-Adapted
interpersonal support items from

How helpful do you generally find:
Your friends? See above

6: 1 = not available; 2 = not at all helpful; 3
= sometimes helpful; 4 = generally

Combined
scales = .67

9 months

(Continued )
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Table 4. Continued.

Variable names and descriptions Scale/authors Example item Number of items/Likert ratio α
Time
period

Social support: Mother’s perceived level of
support from family members, also factoring in
reports of family stressors (reverse-coded)

Dunst et al. (1984) & Lack of
Family Stress scale

helpful; 5 = very helpful; 6 = extremely
helpful

Relationship environment: Level of warmth,
hostility, and verbal and physical conflict in the
mother’s relationship with her partner

Warmth and Hostility Scale –
Melby et al. (unpublished coding
manual) &

During the past four weeks, how
often did you:… let each other
know you really care about each
other?

9: 1 = Never; 2 = Almost never; 3 = Not very
often; 4 = Quite often; 5 = Very often; 6
= Extremely often; 7 = All the time

Combined
scales = .74

9 months

Physical Conflict Scale CFL Verbal
conflict scale CFL – Pryor (2004)

… push and shove each other
when arguing

6: 1 = Never through to 7 = All the time 9 months

Partner involvement: The level of involvement
of the mother’s current partner concerning the
day-to-day care of the baby

Scale created for a study at the
McKenzie Centre at Victoria
University of Wellington, with
reference to Lamb (1995)

How involved is your partner in the
day-to-day care of your baby?

2: 1 = not much of the time; 2 = some of
the time; 3 = most of the time; 4 = all of
the time; 5 = not applicable. Grouped in
the current study into 1(not much time or
not applicable) and 2 (some, most or all
of the time)

.85 9 months

Environmental support
External support: Mother’s perceived level of
support from external sources such as medical
professionals or institutions and their sense of
community belonging

Family Support Scale-Adapted
external support items from
Dunst et al. (1984) &

How helpful do you generally find:
Your family doctor?

Originally 6 items, one item (helpfulness of
daycare centre/Kohanga Reo/nanny) was
excluded in order to increase internal
reliability (from .58). 1 = not available
through to 6 = extremely helpful

Combined
scales = .63

9 months

Community Support-Witten et al.
(2003)

I make friends easily in my
community?

6: 1 = strongly disagree through to
4 = strongly agree

9 months

Deprivation: Combination of nine
socioeconomic variables from the 2006 census
which capture eight small-area-level
dimensions of deprivation

The New Zealand Deprivation
Index –Salmond et al. (2007)

N/A Original decile measure converted into
quintiles. 1st quintile = households in the
least deprived 20% of areas; 2nd quintile
= households in the most deprived 20%
of areas

N/A 9 months
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coded as work-negative if it mentioned work and encompassed ideas such as having chal-
lenges fulfilling familial roles while working, and concerns about being away from the baby
while at work. Examples of work-negative challenge statements included: ‘the emotional
struggle of being a working mum’; ‘balancing work and family’; ‘having to leave the
baby when he was so little when I had to go back to work’.

To check inter-coder reliability of the data coding, three researchers coded a sample of
167 of the mothers’ reported highlights and challenges (allocating both primary codes and
where applicable a secondary code) (2.6% of the current sample). The researchers dis-
cussed any differences in coding that occurred until consensus on the coding of each
sample item was reached. For the highlight codes, two of the three researchers attained
90% inter-coder reliability from coding 100 reported highlights and they proceeded to
code the rest of the data. For the challenges, two researchers coded 1% of the sample
and obtained 92% agreement. A further 100 challenges were coded by one of these
researchers and a third researcher. These two researchers obtained 89% inter-coder
reliability for the challenges, and then proceeded to code the remaining highlights and
challenges in the full datasets (N = 6383). Each coded half of each dataset.

Quantitative analysis

We drew on Belsky’s (1984) model of the determinants of parenting to help select appropri-
ate child, maternal and social support variables associated with employment being viewed
as a major challenge or a highlight. These variables were then categorised in keeping with
other studies using the GUiNZ dataset and to ensure the linearity of the independent vari-
ables and the log odds assumption was met in our subsequent logistic regression.

However, as less than 0.5% of our sample mother reported returning to work as a high-
light, we were only able to explore in our logistic regression factors that were associated
with mothers reporting returning to work as a challenge.

Using SPSS version 22, variables in our model that emerged as significantly associated
with reporting returning to work as a challenge (using an alpha level of .05 in individual
chi-square analyses) were identified. Correlations between these variables were examined
to screen possible multicollinearity (Field 2013). Only two variables, age of baby when
mother returned to work and total parental leave length, were highly correlated (r
[1392] = .78, p < .001) and hence total leave length was excluded from the logistic
regression analysis (Field 2013). A correlation matrix of the variables entered in the
final logistic regression (with list wise deletion for missing data) is given in Table S2:
most of the correlations were less than .1 with the highest being .39).

As the reasons for not returning to work were non-independent (with participants
being able to select up to six reasons) we ran five separate regression models, entering
only one reason for returning to work in each model, in addition to running a regression
model with all reasons modelled simultaneously.

Results

Thematic analysis
The categories of the highlights and challenges reported by working parents are described
in Tables 5 and 6 along with the frequency of reporting each category, respectively. The
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top five highlights for working mothers related to Enjoyment of the Child (40%, N = 950),
Child Development (29%, N = 698), Attributes of the Child (15%, N = 370), Positive
Effects on the Family (14.2%, N = 340) and Sibling Interactions (14.0%, N = 335). The
remaining highlights all had less than 6% endorsement.

The top four challenges reported by working mothers were: Time Management (24%,
N = 581), which involved statements about juggling multiple tasks (but no direct reference
given to work); Maternal Role (22%, N = 518); Work-Related Time Management and

Table 5. Final coding scheme developed for coding of highlights reported by mothers in the current
study and the frequency of reporting by working mothers.

Highlight category Description of category
Frequency

(%)

Enjoyment of child Pride in child, after trying for a long time able to have child or surprise
child, baby creating fun, the child themselves – ‘the baby’, observation
of smiling and laughing, spending time with baby

39.8

Child’s development Child’s growth, reaching developmental milestones, eg saying mum,
walking and talking, playing, developing a personality – becoming a
person

29.2

Attributes of child Characteristic of the child, eg pretty face, baby being full of life, small
version of themselves, separate to being an easy baby, baby has a nice
smile or a cute laugh, lovely, easy to care for (NOT new) –‘HIS laugh’,
‘all the smiles and laughs’

15.5

Positive effects on family Identifying as a family, completing, balancing or extending the family,
being a family, family celebrating holidays, being a proper family,
family is enriched by baby

14.2

Sibling interaction Positive effect on siblings, children interacting together, accepting the
new baby

14.0

Mother-child bonding Baby developing an attachment for mum, getting to know the baby,
interacting with the baby in the context of strengthening the bond
between mum and baby, ‘making her happy’, ‘loving her’ but not
‘spending time with baby’

7.8

Other External good events, eg travel (not related to parenthood), general
family related, good events related to other children, family members,
extended family etc., ‘Happiness’

5.6

Personal growth Developing/changing as a person, learning new skills, success in
mothering role, fulfilment

5.0

Change to environment with
positive impact

Lifestyle changes, moving to NZ, having time to spend with child,
reduction of workload, better experience than with previous children,
promotions, older child starting school, ‘Having a new baby in the
house’

4.2

Child’s health Child’s health and well-being, baby does not have any health concerns or
has regained health/recovered from illness, separate to reaching
developmental progress

4.1

Gender of child Specific gender of child is considered to have positives, baby was the
desired gender

3.6

Positive social impact of child Baby has positive effects on people, seeing joy in other people because
of baby, mother is making new friends or receiving family support
through baby, company

3.2

Responsibility for child/
mothering role

Providing for someone, caring for the baby, responsible for baby,
providing for their upbringing

3.0

Identity Being a mother/mum. Could also be a new identity, such as stay at home
mum

3.0

Relationship with Partner Positive effects on couple relationship, bringing the couple closer
together

1.5

Cultural/religious events/
celebrations

Christening of baby, cultural celebrations that focus on baby, mention of
baby’s involvement in significant cultural or religious events

0.3

Baby sleeping Baby sleeping through the night 0.3
Breastfeeding success Success in breastfeeding, being able to breastfeed, overcoming initial

difficulties in breastfeeding
0.3

14 E. R. PETERSON ET AL.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

uc
kl

an
d 

L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
3:

32
 1

7 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 



Work-life Balance issues (14.8%, N = 356); Sleep Deprivation (14.5%, N = 349). The
remaining challenges all had less than 8% endorsement.

With respect to the secondary coding of any statement to do with work, less than 0.5%
of our sample of mothers mentioned work as a highlight (either work positive or work
negative) and hence mentioning work as a highlight was not analysed further. With
respect to the secondary coding of any challenges referring to work, the work-negative cat-
egory was mentioned by 18% of the sample and work-positive by 2% of the sample. Closer

Table 6. Final coding scheme developed for coding of challenges reported by mothers in the current
study and the percentage of working mothers reporting each category.

Challenge category Description of category
Frequency

(%)

Time management Includes feeling a loss of routine, being busy. Needing to coordinate many
things

24.1

Maternal role and
responsibility

Feeling obligations about parenting, pressure to do it well. Includes
learning how to parent, how to tell their baby’s needs and the day-to-day
caring for the baby

21.5

Work-related time issues/
work-life balance

Any work challenge that is related to time management or maintaining
work-life balance

14.8

Sleep deprivation Not getting enough sleep. Feeling tired 14.5
Child’s health The child being sick or unwell, including through teething, or experiencing

birth complications
7.6

Loss of autonomy Loss of independence, lifestyle adjustment, such as unable to do things
they could do before baby was born. Feeling ‘stuck at home’

6.2

Other Challenges that do not fit into any other category 5.7
Lifestyle adjustment and
change

Lifestyle change noted that is not related to a loss of autonomy – not
judged as good or bad, adjusting to change is the challenge

5.4

Financial strain Not having enough money, having fewer savings, not being able to do
things or obtain things due to not having enough money

5.1

Identity change This includes challenges in adjusting to new identity of mother and
learning to become a mum. It includes changes to personality and
priorities

4.9

Work – other Any work challenge that is not related to a challenge with time
management or maintaining work-life balance

4.9

Breastfeeding/feeding
problems

Includes not being able to breastfeed, having difficulties breastfeeding, or
any difficulties related to feeding the baby

4.6

Lack of partner/family/
external support

Lack of support from family, extended family, friends or any other lack of
external support

4.4

Change in couple dynamics This refers to relationship strain due to having a baby, and includes any
changes in the couple dynamic

3.4

General family adjustment Adjustment in context of family, eg struggling to meet needs of wider
family

3.4

Maternal physical health Mother’s physical health problems including labour complication or
recovery time

3.0

Attributes of child/ difficult
baby

Characteristics of child that are challenging, ‘difficult baby’, eg demanding,
won’t settle, hard to get to sleep

2.7

No challenges 2.3
Maternal mental health Includes suffering from clinically significant mental health problems,

increased stress, emotional problems, feelings of not coping, decreased
mental well-being

1.7

External crisis or challenge A challenge that has not been a result of the baby 1.7
Household chores The amount of chores to do or dislike for household chores 1.7
Sibling adjustment Difficulty in interaction between baby and other siblings; worrying over the

baby’s safety around the older children
1.1

Child’s development This includes child development delays, or any problems related to child’s
development

0.8

Filtering advice Difficulty filtering or evaluating advice from external sources about
parenting and child development

0.7

Cultural adjustment Needing to adjust to a new culture whilst also raising a baby 0.3
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examination of the work-negative valence category revealed that the majority of those
responses (81%) were also coded in the thematic analysis as being challenges associated
with ‘work-related time and work-life balance issues.’

Only the mothers’ work-negative responses to the biggest challenges question had suf-
ficient endorsement (18%) to examine further. Therefore, subsequent analyses focused
solely on the predictors of negative work challenges. No other challenge themes were
entered in the model.

Descriptive statistics
The demographic characteristics of all the working mothers and the mothers who men-
tioned work among their biggest challenges since the birth of their child are given in
Table 1.

Inferential statistics
Preliminary chi-square analyses revealed 14 statistically significant predictors (alpha level
≤.05) of work being the biggest negative challenge for mothers of infants. The significant
predictors for work being the biggest challenge included the following child characteristics:
child age when mother returned to work (χ2[2] = 20.11, p < .001), child negative affect
(χ2[3] = 7.92, p < .05), parity (χ2[1] = 5.72, p = .02) and having health or developmental
problems (χ 2[1] = 11.19, p < .01. With respect to the maternal characteristics, the only sig-
nificant predictor of work being a challenge was the level of involvement with the child
(χ 2[1] = 13.05, p < .001).

The following maternal reasons for returning to work were also associated with work
being a challenge: used up their total parental leave (χ 2[1] = 7.19, p = .01), used up paid
parental leave (χ 2[1] = 11.76, p < .01), needed the money (χ 2[1] = 9.80, p < .01), feared
negative career consequences from remaining on leave (χ 2[1] = 4.17, p = .04), wanted to
get out of the house (χ 2[1] = 29.34, p < .001) and missed the company at work (χ 2[1]
= 9.66, p < .01).

Finally, the social support/stressors and environment factors associated with returning
to work being a challenge were: partner involvement with the child (χ 2[1] = 5.76, p = .02),
lack of family stress, (χ 2[3] = 9.25, p = .03) household income (χ 2[4] = 11.53, p = .02) and
the work characteristic of number of hours worked (χ 2[4] = 119.00, p < .001). The corre-
lations between all 15 significant predictor variables proposed for use in the study in line
with our theoretical framework are given in Supplementary Table S1: all correlations are
less than .4.

Multivariable binary logistic regression analysis
Table 7 shows the variables that were significantly associated with work being mentioned
negatively as one of the biggest challenges (the full table is given in supplementary Table
S2). The models shown include all the reasons for not returning to work modelled simul-
taneously as only one difference was found when the reasons for returning to work were
modelled individually in five separate regressions. The difference is noted in the table and
described below.

The regression analysis resulted in a reduction of sample size from 2338 working
mothers to 1918 due to list wise deletion of missing data on a number of predictors.
The predictors with more than 5% of data missing were: household income (9.1%), age
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of baby when the mother returned to work (11%) and reasons for returning to work (10%).
All other variables had less than 1% of data missing.

Child characteristics
The odds of mothers reporting work as a negative challenge were higher when the mother
had more than one child (OR = 1.34) and higher when the child did not have health or
developmental problems (OR = 2.26). In contrast, the odds were lower (OR = .50) when
the infants were at least six months old compared to less than three months old.

Environmental support/stressors
Mothers who had higher household incomes (over $NZ 50,000) had increasingly higher
odds (OR = 1.49–2.03) of reporting work as the biggest challenge compared to those
with household incomes less than $NZ 50,000.

Work characteristics
Mothers who worked over 20 hours a week had increasingly higher odds of reporting
working as the biggest challenge (OR 2.94–5.04) compared to those who worked fewer
than 10 hours a week. The odds of mothers reporting working as the biggest challenge
were also higher when they feared negative career outcomes from staying on leave

Table 7. Binary multivariable logistic regression showing the statistically significant predictors of the
likelihood of working mothers describing employment as the biggest challenge during the first nine
months of their infants’ lives (N = 1918).
Variables B (SE) OR (CI–CI) p value

Constant −3.74 (0.48) <.001
Child characteristics
Subsequent born .293 (.13) 1.34 (1.04–1.72) .022
Age when mother returned to work <.001
<3 months Ref
3–5 months (inclusive) −0.24 (0.17) 0.79 (0.57–1.09) .150
6 months+ −0.7 (0.17) 0.50 (0.35–0.70) <.001

No health/developmental problems 0.81 (0.26) 2.26 (1.36–3.73) .020
Environmental support/stressors
Household income .023
<$50,000/year Ref
$50,000–$69,999/year 0.46 (0.21) 1.58 (1.05–2.38) .029
$70,000–$99,999/year 0.40 (0.20) 1.49 (1.01–2.21) .047
$100,000–$149,999/year 0.63 (0.21) 1.88 (1.24–2.84) .003
$150,000+/year 0.71 (0.25) 2.03 (1.25–3.30) .004

Work characteristics
Number of hours worked <.001
<10 hours/week Ref
10–19 hours/week 0.48 (0.29) 1.61 (0.91–2.86) .100
20–29 hours/week 1.08 (0.29) 2.94 (1.68–5.15) <.001
30–39 hours/week 1.45 (0.27) 4.25 (2.52–7.16) <.001
40+ hours/week 1.62 (0.29) 5.04 (2.84–8.95) <.001

Reasons for returning to work
Fear of jeopardising career 0.4 (0.16) 1.49 (1.09–2.04) .010
Wanted to get out of the house −0.62 (0.21) 0.54 (0.36–0.82) <.001
Missed company at work −0.4 (0.22) 0.67 (0.44–1.03) .070*

Notes: −2 log likelihood = 1692.90, R2 = .094 (Cox & Snell), .15 (Nagelkerke), χ 2(25) = 188.33, p < .001. Statistically signifi-
cant predictors at the .05 alpha level are printed in boldface. B = unstandardised regression coefficient, SE = Standard
Error, OR = Odds Ratio, CI = Confidence Interval, REF = reference category. * This variable is statistically significant
(β =−.61, SE = .20, OR = .53, p = .002) when entered in the model as the only reason for returning to work.
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(OR = 1.49), but lower when they reported wanting to get out of the house (OR = .54) or
missing the company at work (OR = .54). Note, however, that missing the company at
work was only found to be significant when run as part of the separate logistic regression.

Discussion

Working mothers seem to experience similar highlights to non-working mothers, with the
top five highlights reported by working mothers being the same as those reported in the
full cohort of nearly 6500 mothers (Corkin, Peterson, et al. 2017). However, the top five
challenges reported by mothers differed between working mothers and the full cohort.
For working mothers, the top five challenges were: time management, maternal role
and responsibility, work-related time/work-life balance, sleep deprivation and child
health. Whereas the top five challenges reported by the full cohort of mothers were
maternal role and responsibility, time management, sleep deprivation and child health
and loss of autonomy (Corkin, Peterson, et al. 2017). The key difference was that
working mothers in the current study placed time management as their top concern,
and unlike the non-working mothers, mentioned work-related time issues and work-life
balance as one of their top five challenges, endorsed by 14.4% of the working mothers,
whereas in the full cohort it was endorsed by only 6% if the sample.

This greater focus on time management and work-related time issues by working
mothers is in keeping with the scarcity of resources hypothesis (Goode 1960), with the
majority of mothers’ statements referring directly to struggling with general ‘time manage-
ment’ or ‘balancing’ or ‘juggling’ multiple things. Arguably, the Sleep Deprivation cat-
egory, which was the 4th most cited challenge, may be partly related to this as well, as
one mother notes her biggest challenge was ‘waking up so very early to get ready for
work and preparing the family’. This suggests that working mothers of infants may get
even less sleep due to having too many jobs to complete in a limited time period.

The second most endorsed challenge by working mothers (maternal role) has strong
parallels with the intensive mothering ideology (Hays 1996) and the often cited ‘maternal
guilt’ (Green 2015). Many of the comments in this category referred to the pressures of
wanting to be a good parent and concern about doing the role well, meeting their
child’s needs and sharing their attention equally.

In contrast, the most endorsed highlight ‘Enjoyment of the child’ may reflect a key
impetus that inspires working mothers to keep going despite the multiple challenges.
As one mother said ‘Even when I’m dog tired I can’t believe how gorgeous he is’. The
remaining top five highlights were all broadly related either to the successful development
of the child or to the contentment of the family. This suggests that these highlights may be
offering some kind of reward or compensation for the intensive mothering approach,
which places the children’s and family’s needs over and above those of the mother. As
Green (2015) said, ‘Simply put, Kids come first! Period’ (p. 198).

Our results found that while some child characteristics (age, health/developmental pro-
blems), environmental supports/stressors (household income) and work characteristics
(hours worked and reasons for returning to work) were related to the likelihood of report-
ing work as a negative challenge, no effect was found for maternal characteristics or social
support/stressors. This latter finding suggests that the background of the mother and the
social supports available to a mother make little difference to the likelihood of reporting
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work as the biggest challenge and that work is perceived as challenging by a wide demo-
graphic of women with very different social support networks.

To some extent, the lack of findings for social support runs counter to the widely
supported stress-buffering hypothesis that posits that the availability of social support
reduces the link between stressful life events and depression (Cobb 1976; Cohen and
McKay 1984). It may be that factors that create greater levels of workload for
mothers, such as the number of hours worked or the age of an infant, influence the
degree to which work is experienced as a challenging life event (measured in our
study), while the role of social support is to then buffer the risk that these stressors
will cause depression.

With respect to the significant predictors of increased work-related challenges, two
work-related factors were found to be particularly important. Those who worked 20
hours or more per week had higher odds of reporting working as a negative challenge
compared to those who worked fewer than 10 hours a week, and mothers were more
likely to report work as a challenge when they feared negative career outcomes for
staying on leave. Taken together, these findings suggest that businesses should communi-
cate to their employees that taking parental leave (and potentially returning to part-time
work and working less than 20 hours) will not be held against them in terms of their career
development.

While the finding above that working 20–40 hours a week is increasingly challenging
and hints at the need for more flexible working arrangements, somewhat contradictory
to this, we did not find effects for the type of worker or type of work schedule on the like-
lihood of reporting work as a challenge. Several studies have found that working irregular
hours or evening shifts did have adverse effects on maternal depression, parenting effec-
tiveness and infant outcomes (Grzywacz et al. 2010; Han 2005; Skafida 2012; Wills and
Brauer 2012; Chatterji et al. 2013). It may be that in the present study, we were unable
to distinguish whether irregular work hours had been arranged for the convenience of
mothers or their employers.

At the contextual/environmental level, it seems that mothers most at risk of reporting
work as their biggest challenge tend to come from families with greater household
incomes. Mothers earning high incomes are likely to be in the higher echelon of ‘pro-
fessional and high-level managerial occupations’, which tend to be demanding due to
high levels of role complexity (Hyllegard and Lavin 1992, p. 246). While it may be that
higher income mothers are in more high-powered and demanding jobs that might con-
tribute to their struggles, it is not necessarily the case that low-income households do
not also find work a significant challenge. Instead, mothers in these households may
report their biggest challenge as being in another category, such as financial strain. On
the other hand, it is also possible that low-income families perceive more financial benefits
gained from working, including having a lower risk of living in poverty and greater inde-
pendence, which potentially better enables them to provide learning resources and
emotional support for their children, and this might outweigh any perceived challenges
associated with working (Warr and Parry 1982; Vandell and Ramanan 1992).

In terms of child level predictors of working being the biggest challenge, our results
indicate that mothers of infants older than six months find work less of a challenge com-
pared to those with babies under three months of age. This corresponds with findings
from US research using large, distinct, nationally representative samples with extensive
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controls (n = 1300–3500). These previous studies found that mothers who return to work
before their infants are three months old are at significantly greater risk of depressive
symptoms (Chatterji and Markowitz 2005; Chatterji and Markowitz 2012; Chatterji
et al. 2013). The consistency in results suggests that earlier maternal employment has
remained challenging for mothers from the late 1980s to the present day, despite increases
in early maternal employment throughout this period (Flynn and Harris 2015).

On the positive side, our results also seem to instead suggest that work may have pro-
vided a valued break from the heightened responsibilities and workload associated with
caring for an infant with health or developmental problems (Quittner et al. 1992;
Haddock and Rattenborg 2003) providing partial support for the enhancement hypothesis
(Marks 1977). That is, we found that mothers with healthy children were more likely to
report work as the biggest challenge. In line with this interpretation, we found that
mothers who reported having decided to return to work because they wanted to get out
of the house or missed the company at work were also significantly less likely to report
work as the biggest challenge than mothers who did not return. A significant (although
weak) correlation (r =−.04, p < .05) between returning to work due to wanting to get
out of the house and not having a child with a health or developmental problem also pro-
vides partial support for this idea.

Alternatively, since mothers in our study were asked to report the biggest challenge that
they had experienced over the first nine months of their infants’ lives, our results may have
occurred simply because mothers would be more likely to perceive that having an infant
with health or developmental problems was their biggest challenge rather than returning
to work. This interpretation is supported by the results of our quantitative analysis of the
predictors of maternal challenges reported by the wider cohort, which found that, com-
pared to mothers of health infants, the odds of mothers whose infants had developmental
or health problems were five times greater for reporting of the challenge ‘Attributes of the
child’, a challenge category that encompassed health and developmental concerns of the
child (Corkin, Peterson, et al. 2017).

Practical implications
Our finding that employment was significantly less likely to be the biggest challenge for
mothers when their infants were at least six months old compared to less than three
months old supports the value of NZ’s current year-long duration of parental leave.
Yet almost three-quarters of our sample of working mothers reported needing the
money as a reason for why they returned to work before their infants were nine
months old. This suggests that the current amount of paid leave offered by NZ’s parental
leave policy (14 weeks at the time of the study, now 18 weeks) may not be enough to finan-
cially support households where one parent is on leave. Accordingly, only 30% of the 3534
mothers in the GUiNZ study who had taken some form of leave from work remained on
leave at the nine-month interview (Morton et al. 2012). Mothers who returned to work
because they feared negative career consequences if they stayed on leave were more
likely to identify work as the biggest challenge, which suggests the importance of employ-
ers communicating to their employees that taking parental leave will not be held against
them in terms of their career development, and establishing procedures where employees
are able to safely voice concerns. It is also important for employers to support mothers of
infants in being able to work part-time hours to help manage their workloads.
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Finally, in our sample mothers who returned to work because they wanted to get out of
the house or missed the company of work colleagues and those with infants with health or
developmental problems appeared to benefit from being employed. This has potential
implications for the availability of affordable, quality childcare facilities for women
wanting to return to work, especially for those with children with health and developmen-
tal issues.

Strengths and limitations

Our study contributes to the maternal employment literature by examining the highlights
and challenges of working mothers of infants in a large, diverse and contemporary NZ
sample. Our study considered a wide variety of factors associated with the increased like-
lihood of mothers of infants reporting key challenges relating to work. We also examined
whether findings from previous research investigating the situation faced by working
mothers in other countries (predominantly the US, a developed country with anomalous
parental leave policies to NZ) were applicable to the experience of NZ working mothers.
We also were able to compare the challenges mothers reported with findings from other
(smaller scale) qualitative studies.

By using open-ended question, we were able to capture the single or few key challenges
experienced by mothers during this period. While this may mean that fewer work-related
comments were given, it allowed us to contrast the experience of work as a challenge rela-
tive to all other challenges mothers in our study associated with parenting an infant.
Additionally, the collection of qualitative data in this study allowed each mother to
freely recall and describe their greatest challenges, without being limited to predetermined
categories.

The present study also had several limitations. Firstly, we were unable to capture
information from mothers who may have found it difficult to combine work and parent-
ing, but not considered it to be their biggest challenge. Therefore, our results should not
be interpreted as meaning that mothers who did not identify work-related challenges as
their biggest challenge did not experience such challenges. Additionally, results could be
biased due to recency effects, as mothers reported the biggest challenge and highlight
experienced since the birth of their child. These problems could have been exacerbated
by possible fatigue and boredom since mothers reported their biggest challenges and
highlights at the end of a 90-minute interview. Responses may have also been biased
with more talkative mothers reporting a greater number of different challenges (Peter-
son et al. 2014).

The study was additionally limited by its cross-sectional design, and may be biased by
common-method variance. This is because the majority of the data in this study on the
mother and the child were collected via mother report at the nine-month interview
(Field 2013).

Conclusion

To conclude, we found that working mothers endorsed elements of both the scarcity and
enhancement hypotheses, indicating that they struggled to balance the demand of work
and family and, in keeping with the intensive mothering discourse, worried about adequately
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fulfilling their maternal role. We found that the greatest influences on work being challen-
ging for NZ mothers with young children were working a greater number of hours and
having a younger infant. On the other hand, work appears to function as a protective
factor for mothers with children with health or developmental problems or those who
wish to have a break from home life and missed adult company. These factors could be tar-
geted at both the policy and organisational levels in order to support mothers of infants in
their transition to employment and to assist them in achieving and maintaining a balance
between the dual roles of mother and employee. Finally, we highlighted some of the positive
sides of being a parent of an infant with our working mothers reporting in particular on the
sheer enjoyment of having a child, of watching their child grow and develop and seeing the
positive impact having a baby has on their family. These positive experiences to some extent
seem to help make some of the challenges all worthwhile.
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