
41Module 2: Contexts of Development

Parental Employment
In today’s economy, both parents typically are employed outside the household, making parental 
workplaces a common element of a student’s exosystem—that is, an indirect influence on devel-
opment. Thirty to forty years ago, as more mothers began rejoining the workforce, researchers 
examined the effects on child and adolescent outcomes and did not find negative results. Instead, 
a number of positive outcomes were found, particularly for girls (Hoffman, 1974):

•• Girls with working mothers tended to have higher achievement aspirations or greater 
desire to excel academically, as well as higher achievement in school, compared to girls 
with nonworking mothers.

•• Girls with working mothers tended to have higher intelligence scores (IQ scores) com-
pared to girls with nonworking mothers.

•• Children of working mothers were not more likely to be involved in delinquent acts 
than were children of nonworking mothers.

•• Children of working mothers had more household responsibilities than did children 
of nonworking mothers, a situation related to positive, rather than negative, outcomes, 
such as advanced social development.

More recent research on parental employment as an exosystem suggests that having both 
parents employed outside the home does not generally affect children in either a negative or 
a positive manner (Crouter & McHale, 2005; Lucas-Thompson, Goldberg, & Prause, 2010). 
For example, working mothers spend slightly less time with their children than do nonworking 
mothers; however, fathers whose wives are employed become more involved in child rearing 
than do fathers whose wives are not employed outside the home. In short, parental employ-
ment appears to have little impact on children and may even be related to positive academic 
achievement, aspirations, and intelligence among girls.

Parental satisfaction or job stress may have an indirect influence in the lives of children and 
adolescents. Data from the 1970s suggested that children of working mothers who were satis-
fied with their jobs had more positive outcomes than did children of unemployed mothers who 
preferred to work or working mothers who did not want to work (Hoffman, 1974). Similarly, 
more recent research suggests that job stress may be related to parenting practices. Higher levels 
of job stress may lead to a mother’s withdrawal from her preschool-age child or to conflict with 
her adolescent (Crouter, Bumpus, Maguire, & McHale, 1999; Crouter & McHale, 2005).

Because parental satisfaction and job stress are compo-
nents of the exosystem, the interaction with the school sys-
tem is less direct, but it is not completely absent. Parents 
who are employed and experience high levels of job stress 
and dissatisfaction may exhibit less effective parenting 
practices, which can influence the academic achievement 
of their children (see Figure 2.2). Teachers might not be 
able to change the employment, job satisfaction, or par-
enting styles of parents, but they need to understand that 
this aspect of the exosystem indirectly affects the students 
in their classrooms.

A more direct influence of parental employment on 
the school system is the need of many families to use 
child care facilities. Child care facilities are considered a 
microsystem within a child’s life, but they exist within the 
broader context of parental employment. Approximately 
50% of mothers with children under 1 year of age and 
75% of mothers with school-age children use child care 

Parental Employment. Fathers with working wives become 
more involved in child rearing than do fathers whose wives do 
not work outside the home.
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