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Married mothers” work patterns:
the job-family compromise

Today’s married mothers
are twice as likely
to work full time all year

than their predecessors of 20 years ago

arried mothers form a significant seg-

ment of the female work force. Like-

wise, the families of these working
mothers account for a sizable share of all fami-
lies, and contain almost half of the Nation’s chil-
dren.! Consequently, married mothers’ market work
{or work for pay or profit) plays a role in the lives
of sizable numbers of families and children.

Over the past two decades, the proportions of
mothers (living with their husbands) who were
in the labor force rose dramatically. By 1992,
two-thirds of all married mothers were working
or looking for work, including more than half of
those with children under age 6. These familiar
statistics (labor force participation rates) present
only a snapshot—taken at a very specific point
in time—of married mothers as workers. They
do not indicate how much time these mothers
spend engaged in market work over any sort of
extended period. Using only the participation rate
data, therefore, makes it difficult to determine
the significance of married mothers’ employment
with regard, not only to family life, but also to
women'’s labor force trends as a whole.

To understand more clearly how married
mothers affect female labor force participation
patterns overall, as well as the family/work in-
terface, analysts need to examine measures of
the amount of time these mothers spend at work
and how that has changed over the years. The
amount of time married mothers spend working
for pay affects, not only their families and chil-
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dren, but alse the mothers’ personal economic
outcomes.? In addition, the labor market experi-
ence of today’s married mothers may influence
the educational and career choices of their dangh-
ters, as well as the marriage and family forma-
tion patterns of the younger generation.

This article examines the issue of time spent
in market work by looking at married mothers’
work experience during calendar year 1992. The
data are based on information collected yearly
in March in the Current Population Survey.? The
term “work experience” refers to the number of
weeks married mothers worked during the pe-
riod of a calendar year and whether they worked
full time or part time. Differences in work expe-
rience by a variety of personal and family char-
acteristics—including husbands’ annual work
experience—are also examined. Additionally,
this article traces the broad trends in married
mothers’ work experience over the past 20 years.*

Work experience, 1992

About 18 million married mothers—or nearly
three-fourths of the total—worked at some time
during the 1992 calendar year. More than 9 mil-
lion—nearly 4 out of 10—worked year round full
time.?

The impact of child-care obligations on the
amount of time married mothers choose to work
during the year can be discerned from table 1
which compares the work experience of married
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mothers with that of women without children and
with that of men in 1992. (It should be noted
that the 20 to 54 year age interval for women
and men without children and all men was se-
lected for these comparisons because almost all
parents fall into that age category. Younger or
older persons—who are unlikely to have chil-
dren under | 8—have considerably different work
experience patterns.) As can be seen, 73 percent
of the married mothers had work experience dur-
ing 1992, and only 37 percent worked year round
full time. By contrast, 85 percent of the women
with no children had work experience and 54
percent were year-round full-time workers. Like-
wise, 92 percent of the men worked at some time
during 1992 and 66 percent worked year round
full time.

Among the men, annual work experience also
differed by the presence of children, although in
this case, the differences ran in the opposite di-
rection. Those who were not fathers were sig-
nificantly less likely to have worked at all dur-
ing the year, or to have worked year round fuil
time than those who were fathers.

Child-care obligations. Many married moth-
ers’ work patterns differ by the needs of their
children. Thus, while 78 percent of mothers
whose youngest child was school age (610 17 years
old) worked at some time in 1992, the proportion
was lower—67 percent—among those whose
youngest child was under 6 (table 2). The older
children spend much of the year in school and,
when they are not in school, may not require the
kind of close parental supervision as do preschool
children. Thus, 43 percent of the mothers whose
youngest child was of school age worked year
round full time, compared with 31 percent of
mothers with children under 6. Roughly the same
proportions of each group of mothers were part-
year and/or part-time workers, but mothers of
preschoolers were about half again as likely as the
mothers of older children to stay at home all year.
Clearly, child-care responsibilities affect the annual
work experience of married mothers, an effect that
is much greater for mothers of young children.

Race and Hispanic origin. Hispanic mothers
are less likely to work during a year than their
white or black counterparts. About 6 out of 10
Hispanic mothers worked at some time during
1992, compared with a littile more than 7 out of
10 white mothers and 8 of 10 black married
mothers (table 3). Likewise, Hispanic married
mothers were also less likely to work year round
full time. While these differences may reflect dif-
ferent notions of family life and child rearing, they
may also reflect the fact that Hispanic mothers
have a more difficult time finding jobs, as indi-
cated by their higher unemployment rate.

Table 1. Work experience of persons in 1992 by selected
characteristics, March 1993

[Numbers in thousands]

Parents Persons 20 to 54 years old
Women Men
Work experience Married All with no With no
mothers | fathers | children Total children
under 18 under 18
Total ........ ..., 24,706 26,182 30,616 62,625 36,443

Worked in 1992 .. ..., .. ... 18,018 24,784 26,007 87,282 32,498

As percent of total ., . . ... 72.9 94.7 84.9 1.5 89.2
Percent of total who:

Worked full year in 1992 . .. 47.9 77.9 63.5 69.2 62.9
Fulltime? ............... 36.8 76.1 54.1 65.6 58.0
Parttime?............... 111 18 9.4 3.6 49

Worked part year in 19929 . . 25.1 16.8 215 g2.2 26.2
Full time? ............... 12.0 14.5 12.8 17.4 19.4

40 to 49 weeks ... ..... 4.4 6.6 4.9 6.9 7.0

27 to 39 weeks .. ..., .. 28 3.6 29 4.1 4.5
lio26weeks......... 4.8 4.3 5.0 6.4 7.9
Parttime®. .............. 131 2.3 8.7 4.8 6.8
4010 49 weeks........ 3.4 0.6 2.7 1.2 1.6

27 1o 39 weeks 27 0.5 1.8 0.9 1.4
Tto26weeks......... 7.0 1.2 4.2 2.7 38

Did not work in 1992 .. ... ., ., 27.1 53 15.1 8.6 10.8

1 Fifty to 52 weeks.
2 Full time is defined as 35 hours a week or more. Part time is less than 35 hours.
? One to 48 wesks.

Note: Based on the fact that nearly all parents are 20 to 54 years old, data for men and
women 20 to 54 years old with no children under 18 were constructed by subtracting
parents from estimates for all 20- 16 54-yaar olds.

Table 2. Work experience of married mothers in 1992 by age of
youngest child, March 1993

[Numbers in thousands]

With children | With children under 6

Work experlence 61017,
none younger Total Under 3
Marries mothars, total . ................... 12,764 11,942 7.168
Workedin 1982 ... ... ... ... ......... 10,004 8,013 4,776
Aspercentoftotal ., .,....... ... ... 78.4 67.2 66.6
Percent of married mothers who:

Worked full yearin 1982'. ..., ... 55,2 40.0 36.3
Fulltime?..................... 426 30.6 277
Parttime? ... ................. 12.6 9.4 8.6

Warked part year in 1992 ... ... ., 231 27.1 30.4
Fulktime? .._........ .. .. ... .. 11.2 12.7 15.2

4Qtod9weeks............., 4.2 4.6 5.6
27039 weeks.............. 2.7 2.8 34
1to26weeks............... 4.3 5.3 6.2
Parttime? .. ... .............. 11.9 4.4 15.2
40to 43 weeks............., 36 a1 341
27t039weeks.............. 28 2.7 28
Twc26weeks............... 5.5 8.6 9.4
Didnotwork in1992............. 21.8 32.9 334

1 Fifty to 52 weeks.
Z Full time is defined as 35 hours a week or more. Part tima is lass than 35 hours.
3 One to 49 weeks.

For all three groups, the younger the children,
the less likely the mothers were to have worked
during the year. However, black mothers whose
youngest child was under age 6 were more likely
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to have worked during the year than their white
or Hispanic counterparts. This was true as well
among black mothers whose youngest child was
6 to 17. Moreover, the difference in the propor-
tions with work experience between those with
school-age children and those with preschoolers
was somewhat less among blacks (7 percentage
points) than among whites or Hispanics (approxi-
mately 12 percentage points).

All three groups of mothers followed the same
pattern with regard to year-round full-time work;
namely, the younger the children, the less likely
the mother was to work all year full time. And,
whatever the age of the youngest child, black
mothers were much more likely than the others
to be year-round, full-time workers.

Working parents. In 7 out of 10 of the 24.7
million two-parent families, both the mother and
father worked at some time during 1992. The
proportion was higher among families in which
the youngest child was 6 to 17 years old than
among those with younger children. In a similar
fashion, the percentage of families in which both
parents were year-round full-time workers (al-
most 30 percent overall) differed markedly by
the ages of the youngest child (table 4).

Given the high proportion of black married
mothers who were year-round full-time work-
ers, it is not surprising that the proportion in

which both of the parents worked year round full
time was larger than that among white two-par-
ent families. By contrast, not only were Hispanic
mothers less likely to work year round full time
than their white or black counterparts, but so were
Hispanic fathers. As a result, both parents were
year-round full-time workers in just 2 out of 10
Hispanic families, compared with about 3 out of
10 white families and nearly 4 out of 10 black
families,

Trends, 1970-92

A dramatic gain in the proportion of married
mothers with work experience was concentrated
among those who were year-round full-time
workers, resulting in some significant changes
in family work patterns.

In 1970, a little more than half of all married
mothers worked at all during the year. By 1992,
nearly 3 out of 4 did so. The proportion of mar-
ried mothers who worked year round full time
grew from 16 percent in 1970 to 37 percent in
1992. This percentage-point rise was about equal
to the decline in the proportion who stayed at
home and did not engage in any market work
during the year (table 5).

These trends reflect many broad-based
changes in American society. Culturally, it has
become increasingly acceptable, perhaps even

Table 3. Work experience of married mothers in 1992 by race and Hispanic origin: age of youngest child,
March 1993
[Numbers in thousands]
White Black Hispanic origin
with | WIith children with | With chiidren with | With chlidren
Work experience children | __under 6 children | under & children | __under &
Total Total Total
6to 17 61017 T 6to 17 u
only Total (Under3 only otal |Under3 only Total nder 3
Married mothers, total............... 21,702 | 11,207 (10,495 | 6,341 | 1,863 992 871 495 2,441 | 1,082 | 1,359 837
Workedin1992 .. ................ 15,758 | 8,786 | 6,872 ( 4,205 | 1,481 819 663 357 1,407 704 704 404
As percentoflotal .............. 72.6 78.4 66.4 66.3 79.5 82.6 76.1 721 57.6 65.1 51.8 48.3
Percent of married mothers who:

Worked full year in 1892"........ 47.3 55.0 39.1 36.0 55.4 59.8 50.2 41.9 36.2 457 28.6 25.2
Fulltime? .................... 356 41.7 291 26.9 49.1 52.6 44.9 36.0 29.5 378 23.2 20.4
Parttime?.................... 17 13.3 10.0 9.1 6.3 7.2 53 59 6.7 8.0 55 4.8

Worked part year in 1982 ... ... 252 234 27.4 30.4 24.2 22.5 25.9 30.2 214 18.3 23.2 232
Fulltime? .................... 11.5 10.9 12.3 14.7 15.3 15.1 15.6 19.6 13.6 12.0 14.8 15.86

40to49weeks............. 42 4.0 4.4 5.5 56 6.0 52 5.9 4.2 4.6 3.9 3.7
27to39weeks............. 26 2.6 2.7 3.2 4.3 4.2 4.4 4.8 33 3.0 3.5 4.9
Tto26waeks.............. 4.7 4.3 5.2 8.0 5.4 4.9 6.1 8.9 6.1 4.4 7.4 7.0
Part time?.................... 13.7 125 15.1 157 8.9 7.4 10.3 10.6 7.8 7.3 8.4 7.6
40to 49 weeks............. 3.5 3.7 3.3 31 2.1 1.7 2.5 2.8 13 1.5 1.2 1.1
27to 3% weeks............. 29 3.0 2.9 29 1.6 1.4 1.7 3.0 1.8 15 2.1 1.8
Tto26weeks.............. 7.3 58 8.9 9.7 5.2 43 6.1 4.8 4.7 4.3 5.1 4.7
Didnotworkin1992 ............ 27.4 21.6 33.6 33.7 20.5 17.4 23.9 27.9 42.4 35.0 48.2 51.6
1 Fifty to 52 weeks. Note: Detail for race and Hispanic-origin groups do not sum to totals
2 Fyil time s defined as 35 hours a week of more. Part time is less than 35 because data for the “other races” group are not presanted and Hispanics
hours. are included in both the white and black pepulation groups.
2 One to 49 weeks.
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Table 4. Work experlence of fathers and mothers in two-parent families in 1992 by age of
youngest child, race, and Hispanic origin, March 1993

[Numbers in thousands]

With
chlldren With Hispanic
Parents’ work experience Total 6to 17, | children | White Black o r‘i’ in
none | underé 9
younger
Two-parent families, number. .................... 24,706 12,764 11,942 21,702 1,863 2,441
Percent in which:

Both parents worked during year............. 70.1 74.8 65.0 70.0 741 54.1
Father only worked during year ......... ... .. 25.1 19.6 31.0 25.8 16.6 38.8
Mother only worked duringyear............,, 22 3.5 2.1 2.6 5.4 3.8
Two-parent families, percent. . ................. 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Father worked year round’ full time? .. ... ... ..., 781 78.4 777 78.8 71.7 67.3
Mother worked year round’ full time? . ... ., ... 295 34.3 24.3 28.6 38.0 21.3

Mother worked less than year round
fulltime®. ... 28.2 27.8 28.6 29.2 21.8 17.9
Mother did notwork ........ ............... 20.4 16.2 24.9 21.0 11.9 28.0
Father worked less than year round full time?® . . . . 17.2 16.1 18.3 17.0 19.1 25.6
Mother worked year round’ full time? ......... 57 6.3 5.1 5.5 7.8 6.5

Mother worked less than year round
fulltime®. ......... ... ... .. ... ... 6.7 6.4 7.0 6.7 6.6 8.4
Mother did notwork ,....................... 4.7 34 6.2 4.8 4.7 10.8
Fatherdidnotwork ........................... 4.8 55 4.0 4.2 9.2 7.1
Mother worked year round' full time? ......... 16 2.0 1.2 1.5 32 1.8

Mother worked less than year round
fulltime®. ... ... ... ... 1.2 15 0.9 11 2.1 1.8
Motherdid notwork ........ . .............. 1.9 2.0 19 16 3.8 3.6

! Fifty to 52 weeks.

3 Worked 1 to 49 weeks, either full or part time.

2 Full time is defined as 35 hours a week or more. Part time is less than 35 hours,

Note:  Detail for race and Hispanic-origin groups do not sum to totals because data for the “other races” group are not
presented and Hispanics are included in both the white and black population groups,

expected, for mothers to be breadwinners as well
as caregivers. Also, marriage and childbearing
patterns are changing. Women are marrying later,
and giving birth later (to fewer children).” Thus,
they have the opportunity to develop strong ties
to the labor market that can withstand the pres-
sures of marriage and child rearing. Also impor-
tant were the economic conditions-—includ-
ing inflation, unemployment, and slow wage
growth-—that characterized significant periods of
the last two decades. Finally, married mothers
who work contribute such a significant propor-
tion of family income® that many families would
be financially hard-pressed without the mothers’
earnings,

Age of youngest child. Rapid gains between
1970 and 1992 in the work experience rate of
mothers with preschool children were almost
equaled by gains among mothers of older chil-
dren. Thus, the gap between the two groups
barely narrowed. In 1970, about 44 percent of
the mothers with preschoolers worked at some
time during the year; this rose to 67 percent in
1992, a 23-percentage-point gain. Over the same
period, mothers of school-age children posted a
20-point increase, as their work experience rate

advanced from 58 percent to 78 percent. For both
groups of mothers, the source of the rise was the
same: increasing proportions who were year-
round full-time workers. In 1970, about 23 per-
cent of the mothers with school-age children
worked year round full time, as did 10 percent
of the mothers of preschoolers. Twenty-two years
later, the proportions had reached 43 percent for
mothers with school-age children and 31 percent
for those with preschoolers.

Race. 'Work experience rates for both white and
black married mothers rose aver the period.
While the rates for the blacks have been consis-
tently higher, the gap has narrowed. By 1992,
there was a 4-percentage-point gap between the
work experience rates for the mothers of school
age children and a 10-point difference between
the rates for mothers with preschool-age children.
In 1970, the differences measured 12 percent-
age points (school-age children) and 18 percent-
age points (preschool-age).?

The proportions of married mothers working
year round full time have not displayed the same
narrowing tendencies by race as the overall pro-
portions with work experience. Even though
white married mothers have gained rapidly in this
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particular measure of labor market participation,
so have black married mothers. In 1970, about
15 percent of white mothers were year-round full-
time workers, compared with 27 percent of the
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36 percent (for white mothers) and 49 percent
(for black mothers). In both years, the difference
was around 12 percentage points.

Tha aarle 1000
A€ Caiiy 1rru's

Data for the 1990-92 period suggest that the
long-term upward trend in mothers’ work expe-
rience rates may be slowing, or, perhaps, the rate
may have plateaued. (Of course, several more
years of data are required before a definitive con-
clusion can be drawn.) In 1990, about 73 per-
cent of married mothers worked at some time
during the year, a figure that rose to 74 percent
in the following year. In 1992, the proportion
returned to 73 percent. This break in trend, how-
ever, did not extend to the proportion who were
year-round full-time workers, which continued
to grow, rising from 34 percent in 1990 to nearly
37 percent in 1992, It is not clear if these move-
ments might reflect the sluggish and uncertain
economic conditions that prevailed during the

period or some fundamental change in married

mothers’ work experience patterns, or both.
Over the 1990-92 period, the work experience

rate for mothers with children under 6 changed
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The work experience rates for both white moth-
ers of children under age 6 and their black coun-
lerparts changed little. The work experience rates
of mothers whose youngest child was 6 to 17
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the end result was about the same as for the moth-
ers of preschool children—little change. From
1990 to 1991, the work experience rate for these
mothers rose from somewhat less than 78 per-
cent to a little more than 79 percent But, hv 1992,

it had returned to its 1990 level.

Work and lifestyle patterns

As the proportions of mothers who worked
rose—particulariy those working year round full
time—family work patterns changed. In 1970,
as shown on table 6, just 1 two-parent family in
8 included both mother and father who were year-
round full-time workers. This proportion has
more than doubied since then, with much of the
increase taking place among families with chil-

m

Table 5. Work experience trends of married mothers by age of youngest child and race, selected years 1970-92
[Numbers in thousands]
With children under 18 With children & to 17, none younger With children under &
Percent who worked Percent Percent who worked Percent Percent who worked |parcent
Year and during year who durlng year who during year who
race ::c;rur; Year did n:t Popu- Year did n:t Popu- Year did n:!
o Tl round a2 .;w?;r‘ o lation Toadal round alaud Jv_‘?:_ - lation Todal round Fal ] T W?i:
Total tun | Other® | during Tota! fun | Other? | during Total fun | Sther® | during
time' year tima' year time' year
Total
1970....| 24,602 51.3 16.4 34.9 48.7 | 12,784 | 57.7 22.8 34.9 423 | 11,919 44.4 9.6 34.8 55.6
1975 ... .| 25,361 53.7 1841 5.7 46.3 | 13,543 | 595 234 36.1 405 | 11,819 47.0 1.9 35.2 53.0
1980 .. .. 25,217 634 23.7 397 36.6 | 13,492 | 68.0 28.9 39.1 320 | 11,725 58.1 17.7 40.4 419
i985....| 25,G03| 738 313 428 27.1 | 12,788 | 728 34.8 38.2 2r.e igz2iv 63.0 22.7 40.3 37.0
1990 ... .§ 24,393 | 728 34.0 38.7 272 |12,294 | 776 40.0 37.6 22.4 12,099 67.9 28.0 39.9 321
1991 ... .[ 24,416 | 735 35.7 379 26.5 | 12,49 79.2 42.2 37.0 208 | 11,925 67.6 28.8 38.7 32.4
1992 ... .| 24,706 | 729 36.8 36.1 271 12,764 | 78.4 426 35.8 21.6 | 11,942 B7.1 30.6 36.5 329
White
1970....| 22,512 | 50.2 15.4 34.7 498 [ 11,788 | 56.9 218 350 43.1 110,723 | 428 8.4 34.4 57.2
i975....1 22,883 | 528 i7.0 358 47.2 | 12362 | 58.7 223 36.4 4.3 | 10,531 45.3 i0.8 35.1 54.1
1980....) 22,541 62.8 22.3 40.5 372 (12,136 | 87.7 27.7 401 323 | 10,405 57.1 16.1 41.0 42.9
1985 ... .| 22,056 | 67.3 27.0 40.3 327 (11,249 | 722 32.7 39.4 27.8 |10,808 62.2 20.9 41.3 37.8
1990.... 21,504 727 324 40.3 273 (10823 | 776 38.3 39.3 22.4 110,686 67.7 26.4 41.3 32.3
1991 ....1 21,488 734 34.4 39.1 26.6 | 10,987 | 79.3 a1.0 38.3 20.7 110,501 67.3 27.4 39.9 327
1992 ...} 21,702 | 726 35.6 37.0 274 | 11,207 | 784 41.7 36.7 216 |10,485 66.4 281 37.3 33.6
Biack
1970....1 1,910] 64.2 27.2 37.0 35.8 861 68.6 34.8 33.8 31.4 1,049 60.6 211 39.5 39.4
1975....f 1,971 64.5 29.8 34.7 35.5 990 | 694 37.0 32.4 30.6 981 59.5 225 37.0 40.5
1980 ....] 1,924| 69.8 36.5 33.3 30.2 1,025 ( 698 40.2 295 302 899 89.7 32.3 37.4 30.3
1985....] 1,965| 76.1 45.0 31.0 239 1,038 | 78.3 50.4 27.9 21.7 926 | 73.5 391 34.4 26.5
1990 .. .. 1,846| 789 48.9 30.0 211 938 | 805 53.0 27.6 19.5 208 77.3 44.6 327 22.7
1991.... 1.870| 784 48.7 29.7 21.7 986 | 79.8 53.3 26.4 20.2 B84 76.7 43.3 33.4 23.3
1992....| 1,863 795 491 30.4 20.5 992 | 82.6 52.6 30.0 17.4 871 76.1 44.9 31.2 23.9
T Worked full time (35 hours or more a week) 50 to 52 weeks.
2 worked either full or part time {less than 35 hours a week) for 1 to 49 weeks.
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[Numbers in thousands]

Table 6. Work experience of mothers and fathers in two-parent families by age
of youngest child, selected years,1970-92

With own chlidren

Parents’ work experience under 18

With children 6 to 17,

none younger With children under 6

1970 1990 1992 1970 | 1990 1992 1870 1990 1992

Two-parent families, total

......... 24,703 | 24,393 | 24,706 | 12,784 (12,294 | 12,764 | 11,919 | 12,099 | 11,942

Percent .................. 100.0 | 100.0| 100.0| 100.0| 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0 | 100.0
Both parents had work
experience ................. 50.3 70.9 701 56.5 751 74.8 43.6 66.6 65.0
Both parents worked year
round fulk time® ., .......... 13.2 28.0 29.5 18.7 32.9 343 7.3 23.0 243
One parent worked year
round full time' ..........., 29.8 36.0 33.9 31.7 36.1 34.1 27.8 36.0 33.7
Father.................... 27.0 3.0 28.2 28.2 30.4 27.8 25.8 31.7 28.6
Mother ................ ... 2.8 5.0 5.7 3.5 8.7 6.3 2.0 42 5.1
Neither parent worked year
round full time' .. .......... 7.2 6.8 6.7 6.1 6.1 6.4 8.5 7.6 7.0
One parent only had work
experience ................. 48.4 27.5 28.0 41.9 23.2 23.2 55.3 31.8 33.1
Father...................... 47.4 25.6 251 40.7 207 19.6 54.6 30.5 3.0
Worked year round
full ime?,............... 381 21.0 20.4 347 174 16.2 43.8 249 249
Mother ..................... 1.0 1.9 2.8 1.3 25 3.5 7 1.3 241
Worked vear round
full time'................ 4 1.0 1.6 B 1.3 2.0 .2 .8 1.2
Neither parent worked
duringyear................. 1.3 1.7 1.9 1.6 1.7 20 1.1 16 19

! Year round full time is defined as 50 to 52 weeks, 35 hours a week or more.

dren under 6. The proportion of families with
preschool children in which both parents worked
all year, full time, more than tripled since 1970,
from 7 percent to 24 percent. Similarly, the pro-
portion of such families among those with
school-age children nearly doubled, reaching 34
percent in 1992,

At the same time, the proportion of families
that might be termed *“traditional”—those in
which the father worked year round full time and
the mother stayed home all year—declined. By
1992, only 2 out of 10 two-parent families fit
this description, down from 4 out of 10 in 1970,
This decline was about the same among families
with school-age children as among those with
preschoolers. Nonetheless, the families in which
the youngest child was under 6 years old re-
mained more likely to fit the so-called traditional
model than was the case among families in which
the youngest child was 6 to 17 years old.

Among black as well as white families, the
proportion in which both parents were year-round
full-time workers was about twice as large in
1992 as in 1970. The source of these gains was
somewhat different for black families than for
white families. Among whites, the growth was
almost entirely attributable to increases in the
proportion of married mothers working all year
full time. Among black families, part of the gain
was because black fathers—in addition to the

mothers—were more likely to work year round
full time in 1992 than in 1970.

Many changes in family life style have accom-
panied these increases. One such change is the
growing importance of the mother as a family
breadwinner. Working mothers provide a signifi-
cant, and slowly growing, portion of family in-
come—as much as 40 percent in situations where
they are year-round full-time workers.'? With
regard to the family division of household labor,
fathers appear to be participating somewhat more
in household tasks'' and are becoming increas-
ingly involved as caregivers to their children
while the mothers work.'? Nonetheless, the data
show that, in general, married mothers remain
the primary caregivers and homemakers even
though increasing numbers and proportions also
work year round full time.

Conclusion

In drawing conclusions from work experience
data, it must be recognized that the statistics pro-
vide information only about work patterns in dis-
crete calendar years. For many married moth-
ets, staying at home may be a relatively tempo-
rary expedient intended only to meet a pressing
family need. ! For example, the mother of a new-
born infant who worked for only a few months
in 1992 may have been a year-round full-time
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worker in 1991 and wili resume year-round full-
time work as soon as her new child is old enough
to be placed in some sort of day care arrange-
ment. For others, year-round full-time work may
also be a necessary, albeit temporary, expedient
to help overcome family financial difficulties.
Despite these limitations, the data clearly show
that today’s married mothers are not only more
likely to work, but they are also far more likely
to do so on a year-round full-time basis than their

Footnotes

predecessors of 20 years ago. Even so, year-
round full-time work remains far from the norm.
The majority of married mothers juggle market
work and family obligations by working part year
and/or part time, or by staying home while their
children are young. Thus, married mothers con-
tinue to demonstrate that caring for their chil-
dren personally, especially when the children
are very young, remains a high priority in their
lives. [
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3Work experience data are derived from information gath-
ered by supplemental questions to the Current Population
Survey (cps) each March. These questions are designed to
elicit information about the number of weeks worked and
usual hours worked during the prior calendar year.

The cps is a monthly survey of a scientifically selected
sample of about 60,000 households designed to represent
the civilian noninstitutional population. The survey is con-
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ciation, Washington, pc.
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