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Abstract

This study examines how gender attitudes moderate the relationship between employment and depressive
symptoms using data from the 1987 to 2006 waves of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979
Cohort. Results indicate that at age 40, the association of employment with reduced symptoms of depres-
sion is greatest for mothers who had previously expressed support for traditional gender roles. This find-
ing was robust to controls for prior depressive symptoms. In contrast, the association of employment and
depressive symptoms at age 40 does not vary by earlier gender attitudes among childless women. Results
suggest that in light of women’s disproportionate share of domestic responsibilities and limited employer
supports for parents, skepticism over mothers’ ability to “do it all” may mitigate the stress of work-family
role strain and allow mothers with more traditional gender attitudes to receive greater protection against
depressive symptoms from employment.
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Employment is an important contributor to mental

well-being and is generally associated with

reduced depressive symptoms for men and women

(Glass and Fujimoto 1994; Mirowsky 1996;

Rosenthal et al. 2012; Ross, Mirowsky, and Huber

1983). Mothers, however, face considerable chal-

lenges in combining the employee and mother

roles in ways that align with their own and others’

expectations. Though attitudes about women’s

social roles became more egalitarian during recent

decades (Pampel 2011), social pressure for moth-

ers to maximize time with children remains strong

(Damaske 2013; Hays 1996), and mothers con-

tinue to shoulder the bulk of childrearing and

household labor (Bianchi et al. 2012). Mothers

are also marginalized by workplaces that favor

employees who are unencumbered by family

caretaking demands (Cha 2013; Correll, Benard,

and Paik 2007; Williams 2000), and mothers’

pay lags behind childless women’s (Budig

and England 2001; England et al. 2016). These

institutional incompatibilities of employment

and family care seem to limit the mental health

benefits of employment for mothers (Aneshensel,

Frerichs, and Clark 1981; Leupp 2017; Thoits

1986).

The link between employment and mothers’

depressive symptoms may be shaped by their atti-

tudes about mothers’ employment. Identity theory

posits that social roles improve well-being when

individuals view themselves as performing role

responsibilities to their own standards and the

standards they perceive others as having (Marcus-

sen, Ritter, and Deborah 2004; Stryker and Burke
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2000). Similarly, self-discrepancy theory predicts

that psychological distress occurs when individu-

als’ behaviors, attributes, and achievements are

incongruent with their aspirations and expecta-

tions for how they “ought” to be (Higgins 1987).

Accordingly, employment may confer greater

well-being benefits to mothers whose view of

“good” mothering is compatible with working

for pay.

Alternately, given the practical and ideological

difficulties of combining employment and mother-

hood, traditional gender attitudes that conceptual-

ize employment and motherhood as conflicting

may buffer against the stress of competing work

and family demands. Pearlin’s stress process

model specifies that hardships are more likely to

lead to depression when they occur in highly val-

ued areas of life (Aneshensel 2015; Pearlin et al.

1981). If mothers who view employment and

motherhood as complementary social roles also

place higher value on paid work, as Simon

(1997) suggests, then egalitarian-minded women

may be especially vulnerable to work and family

role strains. Similarly, mothers who think they

should be able to simultaneously meet work and

family demands may assess their work or family

role performances more negatively than mothers

who expect mothering and paid employment to

conflict. As a result, egalitarian gender attitudes

may ultimately lower the mental health benefits

of employment.

This study examines whether the association of

women’s employment status and depressive symp-

toms at age 40 varies according to their previously

expressed attitudes about the compatibility of

childrearing and employment. Attitudes and

beliefs moderate the link between depression and

other family roles, such as marriage (Simon and

Marcussen 1999), and the link between depression

and parenting strains (Roxburgh et al. 2001). Atti-

tudes also shape perceptions of work-family con-

flict (Hochschild 1989) and the link between

work-family conflict and marital satisfaction

(Minnotte et al. 2010). Though prior research

examines employment status and the mental

health of women (for a review, see Klumb and

Lampert 2004) and mothers (Frech and Damaske

2012; Ross and Mirowsky 1988; Usdansky et al.

2012), less attention in the form of quantitative

research has been paid to the ideological contra-

dictions between work and family roles and their

implications for depression.

BACKGROUND

Multiple Roles and Mental Health:
Theories and Evidence

Employment’s benefits for women’s well-being

has often been explained via the role enhance-

ment perspective. This perspective, also called

identity accumulation (Thoits 1983), posits that

multiple social roles boost well-being via offer-

ing additional resources and social support, resil-

ience against role-stressors, and an enriched

sense of self (Marks 1977; Sieber 1974; Thoits

1983). Employment and parenthood are under-

stood as mutually beneficial when the activities

associated with one role enhance performance

in the other (Gareis et al. 2009; McNall, Nicklin,

and Masuda 2010). Alternatively, the role strain

perspective hypothesizes that too many roles dimin-

ish well-being (Goode 1960; Marks 1977). Role

strain harms well-being when the responsibilities

of one role interfere with performing the duties

of another (Glavin, Schieman, and Reid 2011;

Grzywacz, Almeida, and McDonald 2002; Hochs-

child 1989; Keene and Quadagno 2004; Marks

1977).

The role enhancement perspective is supported

by research on the accumulation of multiple social

roles (Thoits 1983) and findings of employment’s

salubriousness for mothers (Frech and Damaske

2012; McMunn et al. 2006; Moen, Dempster-

McClain, and Williams 1992; Simon 1995) and

wives (Kessler and McRae 1982; Ross et al.

1983). Evidence that employment has either neu-

tral or beneficial effects is robust to controls for

the selection of healthier women into employment

(Klumb and Lampert 2004). Though women may

be out of the labor force for many reasons, social

isolation seems to contribute to the negative men-

tal health implications of full-time homemaking

(Shehan, Burg, and Rexroat 1986).

The benefits of employment for mental health

are not universal, however. The link between

employment and reduced depressive symptoms is

weaker for wives who have difficulty arranging

child care (Ross and Mirowsky 1988) and mothers

of young children (Leupp 2017). These findings

align with Rosenfield’s (1989) assertion that

employment is not consistently beneficial for

women’s mental health because too many role

demands lower their sense of personal control.

Paid work is most beneficial when employment
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status matches preferences (Ross et al. 1983;

Usdansky et al. 2012) and jobs are high quality

(Usdansky et al. 2012). Finally, employment tra-

jectories interrupted by unemployment are associ-

ated with worse mental health for mothers com-

pared to being stably employed or out of the

labor force (Frech and Damaske 2012).

Employment and Motherhood:
Complementary or Conflicting Roles?

Given that the majority of paid employment

occurs within institutions historically favoring

a male breadwinner and female homemaker model

of production, it is remarkable that most research

points to employment’s well-being benefits for

women. As a “greedy institution” that makes

intensive demands on workers’ time (Coser

1974), employment is often characterized as at

odds with unpaid family caregiving (Williams

2000). Accordingly, research on work and family

highlights women’s greater burden of household

and childrearing labor (Bianchi and Milkie

2010). Similarly, employment research documents

how family caregiving hinders women’s work-

place advancement (Budig and Hodges 2010; Cor-

rell et al. 2007).

Yet despite the continued saliency of gender in

organizing employment and childrearing, there are

other indications of institutional shifts within the

United States encouraging a conception of mother-

hood and employment as compatible. After rising

steadily until the mid-1990s, mothers’ employ-

ment rate has been more or less stable, with varia-

tions reflecting broad economic trends (Boushey

2008). In 2012, nearly 65 percent of mothers

with children under the age of 5 and 75 percent

of mothers with children under the age of 18

were either looking for work or working for pay

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS] 2013).

High rates of maternal employment were accom-

panied by some government policies affirming

the compatibility of employment and childrearing.

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportu-

nity Reconciliation Act of 1996 was passed under

the rhetoric that employed mothers were better

role models for their children. Similarly, the Fam-

ily Medical Leave Act of 1993 can be viewed as

supporting mothers’ employment because it

encourages temporary work leaves rather than

lengthy employment breaks (Pettit and Hook

2009).

The inconsistent institutional policies and prac-

tices that simultaneously encourage mother’s

employment and hinder their labor market out-

comes are mirrored by competing cultural narra-

tives about the compatibility of mothering and

employment. Though gender attitudes include

a range of beliefs about men and women and

how they should behave, they often crystalize

around whether employment and family are sepa-

rate spheres relegated by gender (Padavic and

Reskin 2002), and gender attitude survey meas-

ures typically capture if people view employment

and motherhood as conflicting social roles (Ham-

ilton, Geist, and Powell 2011). Though gender

egalitarianism increased steadily during the twen-

tieth century (Pampel 2011), even in 2012, sub-

stantial portions thought mothers of preschoolers

should not work (34 percent) and that “family

life suffers” as a result of women’s full-time

employment (28 percent) (Donnelly et al. 2016).

Increased approval of women’s employment

has not been accompanied by reduced role expect-

ations for mothers. Cultural support for time-

intensive childrearing increased after the 1970s

(Cotter, Hermsen, and Vanneman 2011), as did

parents’ time investments in children (Dotti Sani

and Treas 2016). Accordingly, some scholars posit

that intensive mothering, where mothers devote full

attention to meeting children’s needs whenever possi-

ble, remains “the normative standard, culturally and

politically, by which mothering practices and arrange-

ments are evaluated” (Arendell 2000:1195; see also

Hays 1996; Williams 2000).

Gender Attitudes, Role Meaning,
and Mental Health

Given inconsistencies in the compatibility of

employment and mothering in the broader society,

mothers’ individual attitudes may be a key charac-

teristic that varies the salubriousness of employ-

ment. Researchers elucidating an identity perspec-

tive on stress and social roles have suggested that

attitudes about work and family shape responses to

work and family stressors (Wiley 1991) and the

mental health consequences of combining work

and family roles (Simon 1995). Gender attitudes

may inform the meanings of work and family

role activities, salience of roles for identity, and

expectations and evaluations of role performance,

all of which have implications for the link between

employment and mothers’ depressive symptoms.
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Egalitarian gender attitudes may enhance the

salubrious effects of employment if egalitarian-

minded mothers interpret their paid work as bene-

ficial to their family. Simon (1997) reported that

gender differences in the meaning of employment

explain some gender differences in distress and

suggested that women would reap greater mental

health protections from employment if their views

on work and family were more similar to men’s.

Egalitarian gender ideologies, especially viewing

mothering and employment as compatible,

increase the likelihood women view their employ-

ment as breadwinning for their family (Potuchek

1992). Some mothers describe employment as

beneficial for themselves and their children and

emphasize well-being transfers from themselves

to their families. Such mothers believe they should

be available for their children but also that they

will ultimately be better mothers if their own

needs and desires are met (Elvin-Nowak and

Thomsson 2001). Similarly, Damaske (2011)

describes that employed mothers manage the con-

tradiction between worker and mother roles by

arguing that their employment is ultimately good

for their children (see also Hays 1996).

Individuals’ unique interpretations of roles

may also dictate roles’ relative importance or cen-

trality for identity, suggesting that role salience is

another avenue through which gender attitudes

may moderate the mental health consequences of

employment. McCall and Simmons (1978) and

Stryker (1980) describe that individuals ascribe

different levels of prominence to various social

roles. The importance individuals ascribe to

work and family roles is informed by the per-

ceived costs and benefits of each role (Simon

1997). Simon (1997) reports women place a lower

importance on employment than men because they

view it as detracting from caring for their family,

suggesting employment is a more important iden-

tity for women with egalitarian attitudes who view

employment and motherhood as compatible.

Yet paradoxically, valuing employment as

a source of identity may lower rather than enhance

the mental health benefit of having a job. Thoits

(1992) reported that social roles that are salient

for individuals’ identity are only associated with

reduced psychological distress when role stress

is low. Instead, easier to exit roles are the most

mentally beneficial (Thoits 1992). Similarly,

Wiley (1991:502) posits that work-family role

conflicts are most stressful for women who value

their careers, stating “the more she is ‘invested

in’ and likes her job, the greater stress potential.”

Investment in work also has negative implications

for family roles. Reitzes and Mutran (2002) report

that women who hold a worker role as more cen-

tral to identity are less satisfied with parenthood,

perhaps because identification with employment

increases distress when work and family demands

infringe on one another.

Finally, gender attitudes may alter the link

between employment and well-being by increas-

ing discrepancies between mothers’ actual and

ideal work and family role performances or their

sense of how others evaluate those performances.

The self-discrepancy perspective posits that men-

tal distress ensues when individuals’ expectations

for their role performance do not align with their

self-evaluations of actual role behavior or the

evaluations they perceive from others (Higgins

1987). Such discrepancies are generally associated

with depressive symptoms (McDaniel and Grice

2008; Watson, Bryan, and Thrash 2014) and feel-

ings of sadness, anxiety, and depression for

parents specifically (Alexander and Higgins

1993; Lazarus and Rossouw 2015). Among moth-

ers of infants, those whose motherhood expecta-

tions (i.e., expected feeling of competence)

exceeded their actual experiences report more

anxiety and depression (Lazarus and Rossouw

2015). Discrepancies between ideal and actual

mothering performances are also linked to shame,

especially for mothers who perceive a threat of

negative evaluations from others (Liss, Schiffrin,

and Rizzo 2013). Employment discrepancies also

seem to worsen well-being, as falling short of

career goals increases women’s depressive symp-

toms at midlife (Carr 1997).

Egalitarian gender attitudes could either increase

or decrease self-discrepancies for employed mothers.

Since egalitarian-minded mothers’ combining of

work and family aligns with their view that

employed women can be good mothers, egalitarian

gender attitudes might decrease self-discrepancies

in work and family roles, ultimately boosting

well-being. Alternately, women with egalitarian

gender attitudes may hold themselves to higher

job performance standards than traditionally

minded women. These high standards might

increase the discrepancy between actual and ideal

job performances, reducing the mental health bene-

fits of employment.

Research on gender attitudes and unpaid

household labor and work-family conflict suggest

that egalitarian gender attitudes have some
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negative implications for women’s well-being. For

example, egalitarian-minded women are more

likely to be dissatisfied with their husband’s par-

ticipation in household labor than women with tra-

ditional attitudes (Greenstein 1995; Hochschild

1989). Similarly, egalitarian gender ideologies

link work-family conflict and marital dissatisfac-

tion (Minnotte et al. 2010). This dissatisfaction

may result from unmet expectations for more egal-

itarian marital arrangements as divergence

between attitudes and practices in spouses’ divi-

sion of labor are common (Loscocco and Spitze

2007; McHale and Crouter 1992).

HYPOTHESES

This study tests two hypotheses about the role of

gender attitudes in moderating the link between

employment and mothers’ depressive symptoms.

The first posits that traditional gender attitudes

reduce the mental health benefit of employment.

Hypothesis 1: Attitude-employment congru-

ency bonus: Employment will be more ben-

eficial for mothers’ mental health as their

support for traditional gender roles

declines.

Alternatively, conceiving of mothering and

employment as compatible roles may, paradoxi-

cally, reduce the mental health benefits of employ-

ment. In accordance with self-discrepancy theory,

the logistical difficulty of juggling paid employ-

ment and family care may most negatively impact

women who believe they should be able to “do it

all.” Though women with nontraditional gender

attitudes are less likely to view employment as

harming children, such women may also experi-

ence greater role discrepancies in the event they

are unable to perform employment and mothering

tasks to their own and others’ standards. In con-

trast, traditional gender attitudes may reduce the

likelihood that work-family conflict results in

role-discrepancies. If women expect work and

family responsibilities to be incompatible, they

may be less likely to negatively evaluate their per-

formance as either mothers or employees when

work and family responsibilities conflict.

Hypothesis 2: Attitude-employment congru-

ency penalty: Employment will be more

beneficial for mothers’ mental health as

their support for traditional gender roles

increases.

DATA AND METHODS

This study used data from the 1987 to 2006 waves

of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth

(NLSY79). The NLSY79 is the best source of

nationally representative, longitudinal data with

detailed employment information. Additionally,

it provides the exact timing of marriage, divorce,

and changes in parental status as well as data on

respondents’ education and attitudes about

employment and childrearing. In 1979, the

NLSY first surveyed approximately 12,000 youth

ages 14 to 22, born between January 1, 1957,

and December 31, 1964, and living in the United

States. Respondents were interviewed annually

from 1979 to 1994 and biennially thereafter. As

of 2002, the sample response rate was 80.9

percent.

The study measured depressive symptoms

when subjects were approximately 40 years old,

drawing from the depressive symptom data col-

lected in the NLSY79’s Age 40 Health Module.

This set of questions was administered to respond-

ents during the survey round immediately follow-

ing their 40th birthday (from 1998 to 2006). Moth-

ers aged 40 are of particular interest because at age

40, mothers are likely to still be actively caring for

children and have been parents long enough for

motherhood to generate detrimental effects on

their careers. Given the study’s focus on the com-

peting demands of employment and family care, I

restricted the primary sample for analyses to moth-

ers who had at least one child age 15 or younger

living at home at the time they completed the

Age 40 Health Module. Mothers with children

16 and older were excluded from the analysis.

These restrictions reduced the sample size to

2,259 mothers.

To better understand the moderating effect of

gender attitudes on the link between employment

and depressive symptoms, I also examined if gen-

der attitudes condition the benefit of employment

for childless women, sampling the 869 women

with nonmissing Center for Epidemiological Stud-

ies Depression Scale (CES-D) data in the NLSY79

sample not living with a child of any age.1 These

results appear in Table 3. Additionally, results in

Table 4 estimate if the association of gender atti-

tudes and CES-D scores are statistically different

320 Society and Mental Health 9(3)



for employed mothers versus employed childless

women. Compared to mothers, childless women

experience less workplace discrimination (Correll

et al. 2007) and have better wages (Budig and

England 2001; England et al. 2016). Parenthood

is also associated with more negative spillover

and less positive spillover between work and fam-

ily (Grzywacz et al. 2002), and childless women

are less likely to experience depressive symptoms

when workplace stressors occur (Kandel, Davies,

and Raveis 1985). Thus, attitudes about work

and family are not expected to shape the associa-

tion of employment and depressive symptoms

for childless women as they do for mothers.

Variables

The outcome of interest, depressive symptoms,

was measured using a seven-item scale derived

from the CES-D. The CES-D was designed to

assess depressive symptoms in the general popula-

tion (Radloff 1977) and measures the number of

depressive symptoms respondents experience and

the frequency of symptoms’ occurrence. Respond-

ents were asked to estimate how often they expe-

rienced the following conditions: (a) a poor appe-

tite, (b) trouble keeping their mind on tasks, (c)

depressed, (d) that everything took extra effort,

(e) restless sleep, (f) felt sad, and (g) felt they

could not get going. Responses ranged from

0 (rarely or none of the time/1 day) to 3 (most

or all of the time/5–7 days). Following a practice

commonly used for CES-D scales, responses for

the frequency of experiencing each of the symp-

toms were summed together, creating a continuous

variable ranging from 0 to 21. The NLSY previ-

ously measured depressive symptoms in 1994,

using the CES-D scale. Because poor mental

health may also select mothers out of employment

(Dooley, Prause, and Ham-Rowbottom 2000;

Klumb and Lampert 2004), respondents’ 1994

CES-D scores were included as a lagged depen-

dent variable in some models.

Employment status was determined by

respondents’ labor force status during the week

prior to interview. Employment was treated as

a dichotomous variable in keeping with the iden-

tity accumulation perspective, which maintains

that identities are maintained and promote mental

health as social roles are affirmed via social inter-

action (Thoits 1983). As Thoits (1983) argues, the

social statuses that denote the absence of a social

role (e.g., being divorced or unemployed) do not

provide the sense of meaning or appreciation

that social roles linking individuals to social insti-

tutions and social networks (i.e., employee, parent,

spouse) provide and therefore are not expected to

result in identities that enhance mental health. Nota-

bly, supplementary analyses indicated that separat-

ing unemployed women from those out of the labor

force for other reasons and including interaction

terms for unemployment and gender attitudes did

not alter findings’ substantive implications.

Traditional gender attitudes about the compat-

ibility of mothers’ employment with childrearing

were measured using four survey questions that

specifically addressed women’s employment in

relationship to family and childrearing responsibil-

ities. I used responses from 1987, when respond-

ents were ages 22 to 30. This was the last time

the questions were asked prior to collection of

depressive symptom data roughly 14 years later

and likely reflected women’s idealized expecta-

tions for employment and motherhood over the

decade that followed. The four attitude questions

were: (a) A wife who carries out her full family

responsibilities doesn’t have time for outside

employment, (b) The employment of wives leads

to more juvenile delinquency, (c) It is much better

for everyone concerned if the man is the achiever

outside the home and the woman takes care of

home and family, and (d) Women are much hap-

pier if they stay at home and take care of their

children. Respondents were asked if they strongly

agreed, agreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed

with each statement. Responses for each question

were coded 0 to 3; higher scores reflect greater

agreement with traditional gender roles.

Together, these four questions had a Cronbach’s

alpha score of .77. Following an approach similar

to those utilized by Greenstein (1995) and

Glauber and Gozjolko (2011), agreement scores

for each of the questions were summed together

to form a composite score ranging from 0 to 12.

To ease interpretation of interaction terms, the

lowest (least traditional gender attitudes) scores

are set at zero.

The age of respondents’ youngest child and

their total number of children were included as

covariates. Young children are associated with

negative work-family spillover (Grzywacz et al.

2002) and a lower likelihood of entering employ-

ment (Budig 2003). I also included several
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sociodemographic covariates in the model, includ-

ing marital status, being black or Latina, logged

total family income, and level of education. Edu-

cation was measured using a series of dummy var-

iables: less than high school, high school diploma,

some college, or a bachelor’s degree. Those with

less than a high school diploma comprised the ref-

erent group. Finally, I controlled for the year of

data collection for respondents’ age 40 CES-D

score. Doing so controlled for period effects as

well as the length of time between the collection

of the outcome variable and the timing of the col-

lection of data on respondents’ gender attitudes

and prior depressive symptoms.

Table 1 presents sample means for covariates,

which were weighted using the NLSY79’s custom

survey weights for all years included in the analy-

sis. The majority of sampled mothers were

employed. The mean score of 3.87 on traditional

gender attitudes scale indicates sampled women

tended to express more support than disapproval

of mother’s employment. However, there was lit-

tle evidence that mothers with the most extreme

support for traditional gender roles drove find-

ings,2 and measuring gender attitudes categori-

cally yielded similar substantive implications.

Notably, gender attitudes differed significantly

by employment status at age 40. Employed moth-

ers were less likely to support traditional gender

roles (mean = 3.74) than mothers without jobs

(mean = 4.36).

Analytic Strategy

I used ordinary least squares (OLS) models to

examine the effects of employment, gender atti-

tudes, and control variables on subjects’ CES-D

scores. In Model 1, the effects of employment

and gender attitudes were first estimated without

interaction terms. Model 2 added interactions for

employment and gender attitudes. Finally, Model

3 controlled for prior depressive symptoms by

adding respondents’ 1994 CES-D score as a lagged

dependent variable. Following recommendations

from the NLSY79 documentation, I included

demographic covariates as controls rather than

weighting regressions as the lack of precise

weights for data from multiple survey wave is

expected to introduce additional error into regres-

sion estimates (BLS N.d.; Winship and Radbill

1994; Zagorsky N.d.).

I used multiple imputation to address potential

bias posed by missing covariates other than gender

attitudes and employment status. Data were miss-

ing for less than 2 percent of all other covariates

except income (16 percent missing). These miss-

ing data were imputed in 10 data sets using the

“mi impute” command in Stata (StataCorp

2015). Following the practice advised by von Hip-

pel (2009) and White, Royston, and Wood (2011),

I included the outcome variable in the imputation

models but excluded cases with missing outcome

variable data from the final analysis (von Hippel

Table 1. Weighted Sample Means, Mothers.

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score 3.35 3.98 0 21
Employed .72 .45 0 1
Traditional gender attitudes 3.87 2.15 0 12
Age of youngest child 8.83 4.12 0 15
Number of children 2.52 1.22 0 10
Education

Less than high school .06 .23 0 1
High school .39 .49 0 1
Some college .26 .44 0 1
College .29 .45 0 1

Logged family income 10.69 1.62 0 15.64
Black .12 .33 0 1
Latino .06 .24 0 1
Married .74 .44 0 1
1994 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score 4.09 4.37 0 21
Year 2001 2.34 1998 2006
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2009; White et al. 2011). Presented estimates com-

bine results from imputed data sets. Because impu-

tation of interaction terms only reduces bias when

data are missing completely at random (Seaman,

Bartlett, and White 2012), I treated missing data

on gender attitudes and employment status conser-

vatively by dropping those with missing values on

gender attitudes and employment. Imputing the

gender attitude and employment interaction using

the “just another variable” technique (von Hippel

2009) generated similar findings.

RESULTS

Regression model results are presented in Table 2.

Model 1 estimates a reduced-form model without

gender attitude and employment interaction terms

so that the coefficient for employment (–1.085)

represents the association to employment and

CES-D scores for all mothers. When mothers

with various attitudes are pooled, employment is

associated with fewer depressive symptoms. Rela-

tive to not working for pay, being employed is

associated with a 1 point lower CES-D score,

equivalent to one-quarter of a standard deviation

from the samples’ mean CES-D score. When the

interaction between employment and gender atti-

tudes is not taken into account, the effect of gender

attitudes on CES-D scores is not significant. There

is also no evidence that the number or age of chil-

dren is associated with depressive symptoms.

Markers of socioeconomic privilege, including

Table 2. Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms Regressed on Employment and Gender Attitudes.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Employed –1.085*** –.342 –.096
(.199) (.405) (.385)

Traditional gender attitudes .059 .185* .154*
(.041) (.072) (.069)

Employed 3 traditional gender attitudes –.179* –.184*
(.085) (.081)

1994 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score .290***
(.019)

Education (referent: \high school)
High school –.648 –.568 –.428

(.351) (.352) (.333)
Some college –1.151** –1.075** –.854*

(.371) (.373) (.354)
College –1.641*** –1.567*** –1.115**

(.390) (.391) (.372)
Family income, logged –.127* –.129* –.102

(.058) (.059) (.057)
Black .109 .100 –.044

(.214) (.214) (.203)
Latino –.552* –.557* –.534*

(.227) (.227) (.216)
Married –.946*** –.947*** –.681***

(.202) (.202) (.193)
Age of youngest child –.004 –.005 –.007

(.021) (.021) (.020)
Number of children –.009 –.011 –.050

(.073) (.073) (.070)
Year of age 40 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale –.030 –.029 –.040
Score observation (.036) (.036) (.034)
Intercept 67.094 64.379 84.201

(72.416) (72.368) (68.788)

Note. N = 2,259. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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education and family income, are both associated

with lower CES-D scores, as is being married.

Latina women have lower CES-D scores relative

to mothers who are not black or Latina.

Model 2 adds interaction terms for gender atti-

tudes and employment. The addition of the inter-

action term causes the coefficient for employment

(–.342) to represent the association of employment

and CES-D scores when gender attitudes are zero.

Thus, among mothers who had been least support-

ive of traditional gender roles as younger adults,

employment is not significantly associated with

mental health at age 40. The protective effect of

employment increases for mothers who had

expressed more traditional attitudes, as indicated

by the negative and significant interaction for

employment and traditional gender attitudes

(–.179). The finding supports Hypothesis 2. With

each 1 unit increase in support for traditional gen-

der roles, the protective effect of employment

increases by .179 units. The Model 2 coefficient

for traditional gender attitudes represents the asso-

ciation of attitudes and CES-D scores for mothers

who are not employed. For these mothers, each 1

unit increase in traditional gender attitudes is asso-

ciated with a .185 increase in CES-D scores.

In Model 3, the addition of the lagged CES-D

score shifts estimates to capturing the association

of employment and gender attitudes with changes

in depressive symptoms. The coefficient for

employment in Model 3 remains nonsignificant,

and traditional gender attitudes remain associated

with more depressive symptoms for mothers

without jobs. Thus, though employment is not

associated with changes in CES-D scores for

mothers whose attitudes were most supportive of

combining childrearing and paid labor, having

a job is associated with declines in CES-D scores

among those who viewed childrearing and

employment as incompatible. The protective

effects of education, income, and marriage decline

somewhat after controlling for prior CES-D scores

but remain significant.

The moderating effect of gender attitudes on

the link between employment and mothers’

depressive symptoms at age 40 is illustrated in

Figure 1. Figure 1 shows mothers’ CES-D scores

by attitudes and employment status as predicted

from Model 3, holding other covariates at their

means. For mothers with traditional gender atti-

tude scores of 0, 1, or 2, the 95 percent confidence

intervals for predicted CES-D scores for mothers

with and without jobs overlap. Mothers with a gen-

der attitude score of 4 (close to the 3.89 samples

mean) do benefit mentally from having a job,

experiencing a .8 reduction in CES-D scores

with employment. However, the gain from

employment for mothers with the most traditional

attitudes is 2.32, almost three times higher than the

benefit of employment for women with average

support for traditional gender roles.

To better understand the interactive effects of

gender attitudes and employment, I compared

findings for mothers to those for childless women.

Estimates for childless women are presented in

Table 3; models control for education, family

income, marital status, being black or Latina,

and the year of interview. As was true for all

Figure 1. Mothers’ predicted depressive symptoms by employment and gender attitudes.
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mothers, Model 1 indicates that employment is

associated with reduced CES-D scores when

childless women of all attitudes are pooled. How-

ever, Models 2 and 3 provide no evidence that the

benefit of employment varies by support for tradi-

tional gender roles among childless women, as the

interaction terms are not significant. Instead,

results suggest that traditional gender attitudes

increase CES-D scores for all childless women.

Model 3 results are shown graphically in Figure

2. Among childless women, support for traditional

gender roles does not condition the link between

employment and depressive symptoms: The esti-

mated CES-D scores by employment status are

roughly parallel for childless women with and

without jobs.

I also tested whether the effect of gender atti-

tudes on depressive symptoms were significantly

different for employed childless women compared

to employed mothers. To do so, I pooled employed

mothers and employed childless women and

estimated the interactive effects of gender atti-

tudes and motherhood, controlling for sociodemo-

graphic covariates. Findings are presented in

Table 4. When all employed women are examined

together (Model 1), the effect of gender attitudes is

not significant at the p \ .05 level or better, and

motherhood has no detectable effect on CES-D

scores. In Model 2, the interaction term shifts the

coefficient for gender attitudes to estimating the

effect of gender attitudes for childless employed

women. The negative and significant interaction

term indicates that though childless employed

women have more depressive symptoms if they

have greater support for traditional gender roles,

the same is not true for employed mothers. The dif-

ference is robust to controls for prior depressive

symptoms in Model 3.

DISCUSSION

Results indicate that at age 40, the beneficial effect

of employment was greatest for mothers who had,

as younger adults, expressed the most skepticism

about the compatibility of employment with child-

rearing. Accordingly, results also indicate that not

having a job was most deleterious to the well-

being of mothers who were most supportive of tra-

ditional gender roles. These results support

Hypothesis 2, the attitude-employment congru-

ency penalty hypothesis, which posited that

employment is more protective against depressive

symptoms among mothers with traditional gender

attitudes.

When examined in isolation, the interaction

terms for mothers’ employment status and gender

attitudes leave unclear whether the varying effect

of employment by gender attitudes reflects the

ways in which gender attitudes shaped the experi-

ences of employed mothers, experiences of moth-

ers not working for pay, or both. Employed moth-

ers were unique, however, as the only group

among mothers and childless women for whom

traditional gender attitudes were not associated

with more depression. This uniqueness suggests

the interaction between employment status and

gender attitudes was at least partially driven by

the experiences of employed mothers. Moreover,

Table 3. Childless Women’s Depressive Symptoms Regressed on Employment and Gender Attitudes.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Employed –2.151*** –1.753* –1.711*
(.407) (.772) (.731)

Traditional gender attitudes .188* .265 .162
(.076) (.149) (.141)

Employed 3 traditional gender attitudes –.102 –.049
(.168) (.159)

1994 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score .350***
(.034)

Intercept 98.561 99.076 83.568
(132.462) (132.514) (125.443)

Note. N = 869. Models control for education, family income, being black or Latina, marriage, and year. Standard errors
in parentheses.
*p \ .05. ***p \ .001.
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gender attitudes did not moderate the effect of

employment for childless women, and the differ-

ence in the link between gender attitudes and

CES-D scores for employed mothers versus

employed childless women was statistically signif-

icant. Taken together, these results encourage

scholars to consider ways in which traditional gen-

der attitudes might protect women from some of

the stressful aspects of combining employment

and motherhood.

Though this research did not test why the link

between employment and fewer depressive symp-

toms was stronger for mothers who previously

expressed traditional gender attitudes, the study’s

findings are consistent with expectations from

identity and self-discrepancy theoretical perspec-

tives. Self-discrepancy theory posits that self-

appraisals and associated mental distress are

informed by individuals’ personal expectations

of appropriate role behavior and their sense of

how others view their role performance (Marcus-

sen et al. 2004; Stryker and Burke 2000). Accord-

ingly, benefits from combining employment and

motherhood are expected to be greatest when

mothers’ role performances are consistent with

their expectations of how they and others think

they ought to behave. Because their experience

of work-family conflict aligns with their

Figure 2. Childless women’s predicted depressive symptoms by employment and gender attitudes.

Table 4. Employed Women’s Depressive Symptoms Regressed on Employment and Gender Attitudes by
Parental Status.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Traditional gender attitudes .065 .191** .139*
(.039) (.070) (.067)

Mother –.293 .347 .270
(.181) (.347) (.330)

Mother 3 traditional gender attitudes –.178* –.161*
(.082) (.078)

1994 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score .286***
(.018)

Intercept 89.584 95.479 112.672
(67.695) (67.694) (64.572)

Note. N = 2,323. Models control for education, family income, being black or Latina, marriage, and year. Standard
errors in parentheses.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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expectations, traditionally minded mothers may

experience the least distress when conflict

between employment and childrearing responsibil-

ities occurs. In contrast, egalitarian-minded moth-

ers’ initial expectations for work and family to be

more compatible may increase the likelihood that

work-family conflicts lead to evaluating one’s

work or family role performances negatively.

A complementary interpretation of results is

that traditionally minded mothers reaped the great-

est benefit from employment because their atti-

tudes matched the institutional arrangements gov-

erning work and family roles. Sampled mothers

were among the first cohorts of women to identify

with employment and have long-term employment

trajectories that matched early career expectations

(Goldin 2006). Yet their expectations for employ-

ment and espoused gender egalitarianism met

workplace and family practices that remained gen-

dered, rewarding male breadwinning and dividing

unpaid household and childrearing labor along

gender lines. Symbolic interaction perspectives

on the performance of gendered behavior posit

that individuals act in accordance with the domi-

nant norms for appropriate gendered behavior

even if they disagree with the gender norm (Ridge-

way and Correll 2004; West and Zimmerman

1987). Thus, at home, egalitarian-minded women

may still feel compelled to perform time-intensive

mothering behaviors and suffer mentally as a result

of striving to meet role demands via multitasking

(Offer and Schneider 2011) or reducing leisure

time (Mattingly and Bianchi 2003) or if they per-

ceive negative mothering evaluations from others.

As employees, egalitarian-minded mothers may

expect themselves to meet performance standards

of the broader labor market and experience dis-

tress when family responsibilities hinder job

performance.

The pressure women face to simultaneously

meet employment demands and practice time-

intensive mothering has been reflected in popular

discourse. During the 1980s and 1990s, the char-

acterization of employed mothers as “supermoms”

in scholarly and popular media highlighted the

practical difficulties of combining family care

and careers (Douglas and Michaels 2004; Gibbons

1993; Mallison 1986). The myth of mothers’

“super powers” addressed resource and cultural

conflicts: the competing time demands of employ-

ment and childrearing and the inherent contradic-

tion of mothering ideals prizing large time invest-

ments with children and employment models

prizing employees without domestic responsibili-

ties. Yet underlying supermom narratives was

the idea that women’s attempts to “have it all”

resulted in physical exhaustion and mental distress

because the rise of women’s employment was not

accompanied by a comparable revolution in the

division of household labor or workplace policies

(Douglas and Michaels 2004; Hochschild 1989).

The possibility that gender attitudes moderate

the link between employment and depressive

symptoms via the gap in role performance expect-

ations and self-assessments aligns with the sense

of inadequacy women report feeling in trying to

meet work and family demands. As Simon

(1995:189) describes, one employed mother

stated, “‘I feel like I’m a less-than-average woman

trying to fill a superwoman’s shoes and not suc-

ceeding at anything.’” Presented results are also

consistent with evidence that among married

women, traditional attitudes reduce the deleterious-

ness of unequal divisions of household labor, possi-

bly because their expectations and experiences

align. Supplementary analyses indicated that

NLSY79 mothers who were supportive of mothers’

employment were more likely to think men and

women should share housework. Other research

suggests housework attitudes shape well-being.

For example, gender ideology moderates wives’

perception of unequal divisions of household labor

as unfair and the consequence of perceived unfair-

ness for marital quality (Greenstein 1996). Simi-

larly, identifying with family increases wives’ satis-

faction with the division of household labor and

subsequently reduces family-to-work conflict

(Mannon, Minnotte, and Brower 2007).

Finally, it is important to note that gender atti-

tudes change over the life course in response to

work and family experiences. The NLSY79 pro-

vides one later attitude measure, collected in

2004. Though it follows CES-D data collection

for the majority of the sample, this 2004 attitude

measure provides a window for exploring how

sampled mothers’ attitudes changed in response

to employment. On average, mothers’ support

for traditional gender roles grew modestly

between 1987 and 2004, increasing by 10 percent

of the standard deviation in 1987 attitudes. Nota-

bly, the increase in traditionalism was greatest

among mothers who had been relatively egalitar-

ian in 1987 (at or below mean 1987 attitudes)

but were not employed at age 40. These initially

egalitarian mothers may have adopted more tradi-

tional attitudes as they experienced difficulties
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combining work and family roles. Such an inter-

pretation aligns with findings from Gerson’s

(1985) study, in which women who moved from

work to domestic orientations were those who

experienced blocked opportunities in the labor

market or spouses who were unsupportive of their

employment. In contrast, women who were able to

realize their career and family goals tended to

have more stable orientations toward work or

domesticity (Gerson 1985). My exploratory analy-

sis suggested that among women with traditional

attitudes in 1987, age 40 employment status was

not significantly associated with changes in gender

attitudes between 1987 and 2004, possibly

because their initially traditional attitudes aligned

with their later experiences of the gendered insti-

tutions of employment and family.

Tests of Alternative Explanations

I investigated several alternative explanations for

why egalitarian attitudes might dampen the pro-

tective effects of employment against depressive

symptoms. One possibility is that egalitarian-

minded mothers worked longer hours, limiting

the salubriousness of employment. The Appendix

presents results for mothers from estimates that

delineate between part-time (1–30 hours per

week), full-time (31–49 hours), or long hours

(501 hours). Results indicated that part-time,

full-time, and long hours were all associated

with fewer depressive symptoms for mothers rela-

tive to not working for pay, and the differences in

the coefficients estimating the link between CES-

D scores and working part-time, full-time, and

long hours were not statistically significant

(Model 1). Moreover, traditional gender attitudes

moderated the link between employment and

declines in depressive symptoms for mothers

working 1 to 30 and 31 to 49 hours per week

(Appendix, Model 3). The failure of work hours

to explain the attitude-employment interaction is

consistent with research finding that modifying

employment schedules and responsibilities does

not reduce feelings of role overload for women

(Higgins, Duxbury, and Lyons 2010).

Selection in and out of the labor market by gen-

der attitudes might also contribute to findings:

Traditionally minded mothers who selected into

employment might have had skills, opportunities,

or personality traits that facilitated meeting work

and family demands, protecting them from depres-

sion. Indeed, supplementary analyses indicated

that expressing traditional attitudes during early

adulthood reduced employment at age 40, aligning

with others’ findings (Damaske and Frech 2016).

Yet as shown in Model 3, Table 2, the moderating

effect of gender attitudes on employment’s bene-

fits were robust to controls for earlier CES-D

scores. This robustness suggests selection into

employment prior to the 1994 measure of CES-

D scores does not explain the observed link

between early gender attitudes and later depres-

sion. Selection processes could also contribute to

findings if traditional attitudes encouraged

depressed mothers’ employment exits. I explored

this possibility in supplementary analyses by con-

trolling for changes in mothers’ employment sta-

tus between CES-D score measurement years

and controlling for employment status changes in

the prior calendar year. Results did not indicate

employment exits explained study findings.

Finally, there was little indication that marriage

trends contributed to results. Consistent with Ves-

pa’s (2009) findings, supplementary analyses indi-

cated that after controlling for education, tradi-

tional attitudes increased marriage for sampled

NLSY79 mothers. Removing marital status as

a control variable, however, produced a nearly

identical coefficient for the interaction of gender

attitudes and employment status for Models 2

and 3 in Table 2.

Limitations

This study does not determine why employment is

most beneficial for women with traditional gender

attitudes. In addition to the interpretations presented,

there are other possible mechanisms that cannot be

tested using the NLSY79 data. For example, atti-

tudes may shape the link between employment and

depressive symptoms by varying the amount of

unpaid labor mothers perform or how they think

about that labor. The study also considers only one

dimension of well-being, depressive symptoms.

The association of gender attitudes and employment

with other dimensions of well-being, including self-

esteem, mastery, or physical health, may differ.

Another study limitation is that the attitude

measures available in the NLSY79 focus on the

negative consequences of women’s employment

and do not query about the benefits mothers’

employment might provide families. Given that

mothers justify employment by conceptualizing

it as ultimately beneficial to their children (Dam-

aske 2011; Elvin-Nowak and Thomsson 2001),
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more nuanced attitude questions may improve

understandings of the links among attitudes,

employment, and well-being. Additionally, though

using gender attitude data collected when respond-

ents were in their 20s to predict depressive symp-

toms at age 40 addresses concerns of reverse cau-

sality, the time lag between the observation of

CES-D scores and support for traditional gender atti-

tudes is relatively long. Splitting the sample into two

subsamples according to the length of time between

the measurement of gender attitudes and depressive

symptoms suggested gender attitudes might be more

salient for the mental health of mothers with a shorter

time lag between responses, though results were

inconclusive. Longer lag times between the collec-

tion of attitude and mental health data may introduce

additional error to estimates. Notably, adding con-

trols for life course experiences, including age at first

birth and the percent of time married and employed,

between the collection of gender attitude and depres-

sive symptom data produced similar substantive

findings.

CONCLUSION

In closing, this study builds on two bodies of

research, one finding that employment is typically

beneficial for the well-being of women and a sec-

ond highlighting the negative health consequences

of conflict between employment and family care.

This research contributes to both literatures by

identifying conditions under which employment

is most associated with reduced depressive symp-

toms for mothers at age 40—in this case, when

mothers’ earlier attitudes about employment and

childrearing match the gendered norms of employ-

ment and family institutions.

The attitude measures used in this study, col-

lected when women were ages 22 to 30, likely cap-

tured women’s idealized expectations for how their

work and family lives would unfold. By age 40, the

observed link between employment status and well-

being reflected the cumulative work and family

opportunities and obstacles women experienced in

the first half of adulthood. From one perspective,

this study’s finding that employment at 40 did not

reduce CES-D scores for mothers with earlier egal-

itarian attitudes highlights the limited benefits of

employment for improving women’s well-being.

Yet from another, the study points to unrealized

mental health benefits of employment mothers

might enjoy if family and workplace practices

aligned with the egalitarian attitudes that are com-

monly espoused but less often practiced.

APPENDIX

Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms Regressed on Employment Hours and Gender Attitudes.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Employment hours (referent: not employed)
Employed 1–30 hours per week –1.138*** .076 .301

(.281) (.589) (.561)
Employed 31–49 hours per week –1.115*** –.376 –.085

(.213) (.430) (.409)
Employed 501 hours per week –.799* –.341 –.299

(.311) (.623) (.592)
Employed 1–30 hours per week 3 traditional gender attitudes –.290* –.281*

(.126) (.120)
Employed 31–49 hours per week 3 traditional gender attitudes –.178 –.199*

(.092) (.088)
Employed 501 hours per week 3 traditional gender attitudes –.102 –.067

(.141) (.134)
Traditional gender attitudes .064 .197** .166*

(.041) (.072) (.069)
1994 Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale score .291***

(.019)
Intercept 70.062 67.020 88.928

(72.551) (72.511) (68.896)

Note. N = 2,258. Models control for age of youngest child, number of children, education, family income, being black or
Latina, marriage, and year. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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NOTES

1. Active military members are excluded from the sample.

2. Excluding mothers whose support for traditional gen-

der roles fell at or above the 99th percentile produced

similar support for hypotheses. Results indicated that

for mothers, the association of employment with

declines in depressive symptoms increased as support

for traditional gender roles increased.
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