Birkbeck

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

BIROn - Birkbeck Institutional Research Online

Zagefka, H. and Houston, Diane and Duff, L. and Moftizadeh, N. (2021)
Combining motherhood and work: effects of dual identity and identity conflict

on well-being. Journal of Child and Family Studies 30, pp. 2452-2460. ISSN
1062-1024.

Downloaded from: https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/48375/

Usage Guidelines:

Please refer to usage guidelines at https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html or alternatively
contact lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk.



https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/48375/
https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2021) 30:2452-2460
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-021-02070-7

ORIGINAL PAPER

Check for
updates

Combining Motherhood and Work: Effects of Dual Identity
and Identity Conflict on Well-Being

Hanna Zagefka®' - Diane Houston? - Leonie Duff' - Nali Moftizadeh'

Accepted: 3 August 2021 / Published online: 17 August 2021
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract

This study investigated whether having a dual identity as both a mother and an employed person constitutes a threat to
well-being, or whether it is a positive resource. The study focused on indices of life satisfaction and self-esteem. A
convenience sample of 208 mothers were exposed to a manipulation of identity conflict, whereby we manipulated
whether working mothers perceived their identities as a mother and an employed person to be in conflict with each
other or not. It was hypothesized that generally having multiple identities (as an employee and a mother) would be
positively associated with well-being, that perceived identity conflict would have a negative impact on well-being, and
that identity conflict would exacerbate the negative effects of identity-related stressors on well-being. Results supported
these predictions. The applied implication is that policies that enable mothers to work will be conducive to maternal
well-being, but that the policies must minimize conflict between demands associated with employment and parental
responsibilities.

Keywords working mothers * dual identity - identification * well-being * motherhood * employment — additional: life
satisfaction - self-esteem - work

Highlights

e Having a dual identity as both a mother and an employee person was positively associated with well-being in a sample of
208 mothers.

e Perceived identity conflict between being a parent and being employed reduced well-being.

e Perceived identity conflict exacerbated the negative effects of employment-related stressors on well-being.

o Findings suggest that policies that enable mothers to work are conducive to maternal well-being, but only to the
extent that they are successful at minimizing conflict between demands associated with employment and parental
responsibilities.

Over the past 40 years, there has been a dramatic increase
in the work participation of women in Western Europe
(ONS, 2013, OECD, 2011). However, despite more
women working, women also still take on the lion’s share
of household and child-rearing responsibilities (Houston
& Waumsley, 2003). This raises the question of what
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effects these dual demands have on the well-being of
working mothers.

There is reason to believe that having an identity as
both an employed person and a mother will have positive
effects on well-being. Social Identity Theory posits that
the groups to which individuals belong are important
sources of self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; see also
Brown, 2000, 2020). Identification with social groups can
afford individuals with social support, which positively
affects well-being (Branscombe et al., 1999). Social
identities provide individuals with certainty about their
place in the world (Reid & Hogg, 2005) and with a sense
of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A range of
other psychological needs can also be fulfilled by being a
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member of social groups (Capozza et al., 2006; Vignoles
et al., 2006). By and large, identification with social
groups has consistently been linked to greater well-being
in Western settings (Branscombe et al., 1999) and beyond
(Zagefka & Jamir, 2015).

People can clearly have dual or even multiple iden-
tities: most people do not see themselves as only a
woman, or only French, or only a football fan. People can
think of themselves in multifaceted ways (e.g., being both
a mother and employed) (Cheng et al., 2008; Roccas &
Brewer, 2002). This is also a central tenet of inter-
sectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989), which considers
how being a member of not one but two or more mar-
ginalized groups (e.g., a black woman) affects lived
experience and exposure to prejudiced actions by others.
Identities might not always been seen as compatible with
each other, for example in the case of identities of sex
worker and mother (Dodsworth, 2014). Despite experi-
ences of prejudice that members of marginalized groups
are exposed to, even those groups still afford their mem-
bers with the fulfillment of important psychological needs,
and even identification with stigmatized groups can
enhance well-being (Branscombe et al., 1999; Crocker &
Major, 2003). The effects of membership in multiple
groups is also theorized by role enhancement theories,
which argue that multiple roles enhance well-being
because satisfaction is generated by role fulfillment
(Reid & Hardy, 1999). Taken together, this evidence
suggests that it might be a case of ‘the more, the merrier’
when it comes to social identities: belonging to social
groups is good for well-being, and being identified with
multiple categories provides more bases from which to
draw a sense of well-being. For this reason, in this study
we expected that being self-identified as both a worker/
employed person as well as a mother would be associated
with greater well-being.

But, what happens in situations where the identities in
question, e.g. being a mother and being employed, are
perceived to be in conflict with one another? Clearly, the
demands associated with these two identities do not
always harmonize (Guy et al., 2020; Pedersen & Kilzer,
2014). Theories of role strain also argue that having
multiple roles is detrimental to well-being due to
increased pressure on an individual’s resources (Reid &
Hardy, 1999). Role conflict, whereby expectations asso-
ciated with two roles clash with each other, can reduce
well-being and mental health (Grzywacz & Bass, 2003;
Tiedje et al., 1990). Family and work roles can clearly
place conflicting demands on women (Hagelskamp et al.,
2011). Identity conflict is present when an individual
struggles to integrate rivalling values and beliefs asso-
ciated with different identities (Settles, 2004). Brook and
colleagues (2008) suggest that well-being is compromised

when different identities conflict with each other. Thus,
although having multiple identities can be expected to
have positive effects on well-being, perceived conflict
between different identities can be expected to reduce
psychological well-being. On the basis of this evidence, it
was expected that perceived identity conflict between
being a mother and being employed would negatively
impact on well-being.

As an innovation to previous approaches, in this study
we manipulated perceived ‘identity conflict’, to demon-
strate an experimental and hence potentially causal effect.
Specifically, we expected well-being to be lower in the
high (compared to low) ‘identity conflict’ condition, that is
for employed women who perceived their identities as an
employed person and as a mother to be at odds.

A further innovation over previous work was that we
wanted to consider the potentially interactive effects of
identity conflict and stress associated with different iden-
tities on well-being. Given negative attitudes towards
working mothers still prevail in society (Kelley et al.,
2009; Okimoto & Heilman, 2012), stressors related to
parental and employment identities can be assumed to be
significant for working mothers, and stressors associated
with employment demands and parenting demands can be
assumed to negatively impact well-being (Ali & Avison,
1997). As a third prediction, then, it was hypothesized that
the effects on well-being of stressors associated with
employment and parent identities will be particularly
strong if those two identities are in conflict.

The rationale for this third hypothesis was as follows.
As outlined above, the reason why multiple identities are
expected to positively affect well-being is because they
offer a multitude of bases from which to draw strengths:
if a person only has one identity as a resource, then if
things become stressful in that department, there is no
safety net. If, however, a person has multiple identities to
draw on, then stressors in one area of life can be com-
pensated for by resources drawn from other identities.
But, when the two identities in question are in conflict
with one another, then this will prevent them from having
this counterbalancing effect. To give an example, if
things are not going well for someone at work, that per-
son might protect her self-esteem by telling herself that at
least she has a loving relationship with her children. If,
however, work and employment identities are in conflict,
thinking about the children whilst being stressed about
work will have a further agitating rather than calming
effect, because it will be salient that focusing on the
children will further detrimentally affect work perfor-
mance. In sum, it is predicted that stressors associated
with one identity can be counterbalanced if no identity
conflict is present, but that they will be exacerbated in the
case of identity conflict.

@ Springer



2454

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2021) 30:2452-2460

The Current Study

To sum up, this study set out to test the effects of holding
dual identities as being both employed and a mother, and of
perceiving conflict between these identities, on well-being
indices among a sample of mothers. It was expected that
being more strongly identified as both an employed person
and a mother will be associated with greater well-being
(Hypothesis 1). It was further expected that perceived
identity conflict between being a mother and being
employed would have a negative impact on well-being
(Hypothesis 2). This was tested with an experimental
approach, which manipulated levels of perceived identity
conflict. Last but not least, it was expected that stressors
associated with employment and parent identities would
interact with identity conflict (experimentally manipulated)
in their effect on well-being (Hypothesis 3).

Method
Participants

Two hundred and eight women based in the UK partici-
pated in the study (mean age 38.25 years, SD =5.35). A
small minority were single mothers (N = 15). Education
levels varied from completing basic high-school education
through to postgraduate degree qualifications. For 3.9% the
highest educational attainment were GCSEs (General Cer-
tificate of Secondary Education) which are obtained after 11
years of schooling. 5.8% had a vocational training such as a
NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) obtained after 11
or more years of schooling. Neither GCSEs nor NVQs
typically allow access to higher education (i.e., university-
level study). 6.8% had A levels which are obtained after 13
years of schooling and which enable university entry,
22.7% had an undergraduate university degree, and 60.9%
had a postgraduate university degree. Seventy-five women
had one child, 106 had two children, 23 had three children,
and 4 had more than three children’. Overall, then, this was
quite a highly educated sample.

At the start of the study, participants were told that, for the
purpose of this study, an ‘employed person’ is someone who
currently earns a regular salary paid by an employer, or
someone who is self-employed. They were told that a person
who is ‘not employed’ is defined as someone who is cur-
rently not in paid employment. On this basis, 163 participants

! When using the sociodemographic variables included in the study as
control variables in the analyses presented, this did not substantially
alter the pattern of results. For brevity’s sake, these variables will
therefore not be discussed further.
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classified themselves as employed, and 45 participants clas-
sified themselves as not employed.

Procedure

Participants were contacted via online forums (e.g., net-
mums.co.uk) and asked to complete an online or paper-and-
pencil questionnaire. Participation was also invited (online
or paper-and-pencil, as preferred by the participant) at a
primary school in the greater London area, and mother-baby
groups in East Dulwich, London. The researchers recruited
participants using a snowballing method, whereby partici-
pants were asked to disseminate links to the survey to other
potential participants in their networks.

The research was approved by the College Ethics
Committee at Royal Holloway University of London. All
aspects of the research were in line with American Psy-
chological Association (APA) ethics guidelines, as well as
those of the British Psychological Society (BPS). All par-
ticipants gave informed consent by signing a paper or online
consent form prior to participating. Participation was
voluntary and no monetary compensation was offered.

The following manipulation and measures are the ones
that employed mothers were exposed to. The small sub-
sample of mothers who indicated to be unemployed also
responded to the questions on well-being.

Manipulation of Identity Conflict Between Being a Mother
and Employed

The identity conflict between being a mother on the one
hand and an employed person on the other hand was
manipulated experimentally. Employed mothers were ran-
domly allocated to one of two conditions, leading to
roughly half of the participants in each condition: ‘identity
conflict salient’ versus ‘identity conflict not salient’. This
was achieved by handing participants randomly one of two
versions of a paper-and-pencil questionnaire or randomly
presenting one of two online versions. Identity conflict then
focused on conflict between being a mother and being
employed for those who reported to be employed. As would
be expected with random allocation, participants in the two
conditions did not differ significantly from each other on
any characteristics or measures.

In the ‘identity conflict salient’ condition, participants
read a paragraph before responding to the survey. The text
explained that individuals have multiple identities and
sometimes these may conflict with each other. It empha-
sized that this conflict is experienced by most people at
some time in their lives. Participants were given the
example that they may experience conflict between their
identities as an employed person and a mother, because
their obligations to their job may conflict with their ability
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to care for their children. Participants were asked to think
about the conflicts that they may have experienced between
being a mother on the one hand and an employed person on
the other hand. Then, to further strengthen the salience of
identity conflict, participants answered these two questions
(adapted from Simon et al., 2013) before responding to
the rest of the questionnaire: ‘Mothers have to give up their
job to become an ‘ideal’ mother’; and ‘Mothers cannot be
‘ideal’ employees’ (0 = disagree strongly to 6 = agree
strongly, for both items). The two items correlated at 0.60,
p=0.001.

In the ‘identity conflict not salient’ condition, employed
participants read a different paragraph that did not invoke
identity conflict before responding to the survey. The text
only explained that individuals have multiple identities (the
start of the same text as was used in the other condition), but
did not mention that these might be in conflict — all refer-
ences to potential identity conflict were omitted. Partici-
pants were asked to think about their identities as a mother
and employed person. The two questions on identity con-
flict used in the other condition were omitted at this point in
the survey, to avoid making identity conflict salient from the
beginning (they were however entered at the very end of the
survey, after all the other measures). After the study, par-
ticipants were thoroughly debriefed.

The rationale for experimentally manipulating identity
conflict was that this approach allows making inferences
about causality, which of course merely correlational find-
ings do not. If an experimentally manipulated variable has
an effect on a given outcome variable, this affords greater
certainty that the effect is indeed causal. Given the centrality
of identity conflict to the hypotheses, an experimental
approach was favored in this research.

Measures

Following the experimental manipulation (described
above), the following scales were administered. All items
for all constructs were measured with 7-point Likert scales
(0 ="*not at all” to 6 =“very much”). ‘Identification with
being a mother’ was measured with a four-item scale (based
on Brown et al.,, 1986): “I feel strong ties with other
mothers;” “Being a mother is an important aspect of my
person;” “In general, I am glad that [ am a mother;” and “I
identify with being a mother,” a =0.75.

‘Identification with being employed’ was measured (for
employed participants only) with the same four items, but
this time the items focused on the participants’ identity as an
employed person, e.g. “Being an employed person is an
important aspect of my person;” “In general, I am glad that I
am employed”, a = 0.84.

A three item scale to measure ‘dual identity’ after Simon
et al. (2013) was also included: “I feel I belong as a mother

as well as an employed person;” “Sometimes I feel more
like a mother and sometimes more like an employed person,
it depends on the situation;” and “I have many similarities
with mothers as well as other employed people,” a =0.71.

‘Parenting-related stress’ was measured with three
burnout items and five items related to anxiety and
somatic complaints (adapted from Firth et al., 2004),
making up an 8-item scale: “I feel emotionally drained by
motherhood;” “I feel burned out by motherhood;” “I feel
frustrated by motherhood;” “I feel tense whilst child car-
ing;” “I lose my appetite because of my child-related
problems;” “Child-related problems keep me awake at
night;” “Child-related problems make my stomach upset;”
and “Child-related problems make my heart beat faster
than usual,” a = 0.86.

‘Job-related stress’ was measured with the same 8 items,
but this time items were focused on employment, not
motherhood (e.g., “I feel emotionally drained by my job”),
a=0.92. The job-related stress measures were only com-
pleted by those who had indicated to be employed.

To measure psychological well-being for all participants,
including both employed and unemployed mothers, we
utilized two indicators that are frequently used as proxies of
this construct: Diener et al.’s (1985) life satisfaction con-
cept, and Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem index.

‘Life satisfaction’ was assessed with five items taken
from Diener et al. (1985): “In most ways my life is close to
my ideal;” “The conditions of my life are excellent;” “T am
satisfied with my life;” “So far I have gotten the important
things I want in life;” and “If I could live my life over,
I would change almost nothing,” o = 0.89.

‘Self-esteem’ was assessed with 10 items taken from
Rosenberg (1965): An example item is “I take a positive
attitude toward myself,” a =0.90. The data for this study
can be found here: https://osf.io/qvem2/?view_only=
13778790b7¢34ff694340b3ad98cef99.

Results

Bivariate correlations, means and standard deviations for all
measures can be found in Table 1 (these are descriptives for
employed participants only).

Testing Hypothesis 1

To test whether being identified as both an employed
person and a mother will be associated with greater well-
being (operationalized through life satisfaction and self-
esteem), regression analyses were conducted (focusing on
the employed mothers in the sample only). The first
regression model tested the effects of three predictors on
‘life satisfaction’: ‘identification with being a mother’,

@ Springer
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Table 1 Bivariate correlatlons. Measure 1 5 3 4 5 6 7 3
between all measures and their
means and standard deviations 1. Identification with - 0.03 0.30%** —0.19*  —0.01 0.15% 006  —0.09
being a mother
2. Identification with - 0.35%%% (27 ##k  _(Q3]*xx 35wk () 42%kkE () 24%*
being employed
3. Dual identity - —0.45%*% (., 24%* 0.45%%%  (.38%%* —(,16*
4. Parenting- - 044535 —(,59%%% (), 59%#* (), 334k
related stress
5. Job-related stress - —0.44%%% Q. 51%*%*  (.24%*
6. Life satisfaction - 0.71%*%  —(.33%**
7. Self-esteem - —0.41%**
8. Identity conflict -
questions
Mean 4.99 447 4.36 1.24 1.64 4.06 4.06 2.22
SD 0.82 099 1.19 0.94 1.16 1.28 1.15 1.73

Findings based on N = 163 employed mothers.

9 <0.05, *p <0.01, ***p <0.001

‘identification with being employed’, and ‘dual identity’.
The second regression model had the same predictors, but
this time ‘self-esteem’ was the dependent variable (DV).
As can be seen in Table 2, identification with being a
mother was not related to either life satisfaction or self-
esteem. However, consistent with H1 identification with
being employed was a significant predictor, as was dual
identification.”

Testing Hypothesis 2

To test whether the manipulation of identity conflict had a
causal effect on well-being (operationalized as life satis-
faction and self-esteem), two ANOVAs were computed
(focusing on employed mothers only). The identity conflict
manipulation was the IV with two levels (identity conflict
salient versus not salient), and life satisfaction and self-

2 If it is true that having an identity of being employed on top of the
parental identity is conducive to well-being, then one would also
expect higher levels of well-being between the employed mothers in
the sample, compared to the unemployed mothers (all participants in
the study, both employed and unemployed participants, completed the
well-being indices). Hence, as a supplementary analysis, an ANOVA
was conducted with employment status of the participant (N =163
employed, 45 unemployed) as independent variable (IV), and life
satisfaction as DV. This yielded a significant effect, F' (1, 202) =7.53,
p =0.007, np2 = 0.04. The life satisfaction of employed mothers was
higher (M =4.05, SD = 1.28) than the life satisfaction of mothers not
in paid employment (M = 3.39, SD = 1.92). When repeating the same
analysis with self-esteem as DV, again the effect was significant, F (1,
202) = 14.40, p =0.001, np2 =0.07. The self-esteem of employed
mothers was also higher (M =4.06, SD=1.15 vs. M =3.22, SD=
1.73). These results suggest that in line with present theorising
employed mothers overall had higher well-being than mothers not in
paid employment, although of course this would need to be tested
further because the subsample of unemployed mothers in this study
was comparatively small.

@ Springer

esteem were the DVs, respectively. The effect on life
satisfaction was significant, F (1, 157) =8.53, p =0.004,
np2 =0.05; and the effect on self-esteem was not quite
significant, F (1, 157)=3.69, p=0.057, np2 =0.02. As
can be seen in Table 3, results supported H2, which pre-
dicted a negative effect of identity conflict on well-being.’

Testing Hypothesis 3

To test whether stressors associated with employment and
parent identities would interact with identity conflict
(experimentally manipulated) in their effect on well-being
(Hypothesis 3), regression analyses were conducted (again
focusing on employed mothers only). All predictors were
centered. First ‘life satisfaction’ and then ‘self-esteem’ were
predicted from ‘parenting-related stress’, ‘job-related
stress’, and the identity conflict manipulation. The interac-
tions between the manipulation and the two types of stress
were entered in a second step in the regressions.

When predicting life satisfaction, the overall model was
significant, R? = 0.39, p = 0.001. Parenting-related and job-
related stress were both negatively related to life satisfac-
tion, f=—-0.47, p=0.001; and p=—-0.22, p=0.002.
Replicating the ANOVA results reported above, experi-
mentally manipulated identity conflict also impacted
on life satisfaction, f=0.14, p =0.035. When testing the
interactions between the manipulation and the two types of
stress, the R? change at step 2 was significant, 0.04,

3 We also explored the effects of identity conflict on identification.
Motherhood identification was marginally higher when conflict was
high, indicating a potential ‘defiance’ effect whereby an identity which
is of subjective importance and which is perceived to be under jeo-
pardy is consequentially emphasized even stronger. The effect on
identification with being employed was nonsignificant.
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Table 2 Effect of identities on life satisfaction and self-esteem (Testing
Hypothesis 1)

Life satisfaction Self-esteem

R’ 0.25%%* 0.24%3%
Effect of 0.03 0.04
Motherhood identification ()

Effect of work identification () 0.23%* 0.33%**
Effect of dual identification 0.37%%* 0.27%*%*

Findings based on N = 163 employed mothers
*p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001

Table 3 Effect of the identity conflict manipulation on life satisfaction
and self-esteem (Testing Hypothesis 2)

Identity conflict Identity conflict

High Low
Life satisfaction 3.83 (1.33) 443 (1.12)
Self-esteem 3.92 (1.34) 4.28 (0.72)

Standard deviations in parentheses. Findings based on N =163
employed mothers

p=0.004. The beta for the interaction between the
manipulation and job stress (but not the interaction between
conflict * parenting stress) reached significance, = 0.23,
p =0.001.

To interpret the pattern, the effect of job stress on life
satisfaction was assessed separately for those for whom
identity conflict had been made salient and for those for
whom this was not the case. This revealed that job stress had
an effect on life satisfaction if identity conflict was high
(r=-0.61, p=0.001), but not if it was low (r=10.03, p=
0.820). The interaction is visualized in Fig. la.

When predicting self-esteem, the overall model was
significant, R’ =0.42, p=0.001. Parenting-related and
job-related stress were both negatively related to self-
esteem, = —0.44, p=0.001; and = —0.31, p =0.001.
Experimentally manipulated identity conflict was not sig-
nificant this time, f=0.07, p =0.282. When testing the
interactions between the manipulation and the two types
of stress, the R? change at step 2 was significant, 0.08, p =
0.001. As before, the beta for the interaction between the
manipulation and job stress, but not the interaction
between conflict * parenting stress, reached significance,
$=0.29, p=0.001.

To interpret the pattern, the effect of job stress on self-
esteem was assessed separately for those for whom identity
conflict had been high and for those for whom this was not
the case. This revealed that job stress had a strong effect on
self-esteem if identity conflict was high (r=—0.68, p =
0.001), but not if it was low (r=0.11, p=0.409). The
interaction is visualized in Fig. 1b.

—e— Conflict

high
--4-- Conflict
low

Low job-related stress High job-related stress

—e— Conflict

Self esteem

high
---4-- Conflict
low

Low job-related stress High job-related stress

b.

Fig. 1 a Interaction between job-related stress and identity conflict in
their effect on life satisfaction. b Interaction between job-related stress
and identity conflict in their effect on life satisfaction

Discussion

To summarize, the findings suggest that employment is
good for mothers’ well-being: There was evidence that
having a work identity on top of the parental identity was
associated with greater well-being among the women in this
sample. In particular the fact that job identification was a
strong significant predictor of well-being lends support to
the idea that employment might be particularly crucial for
enhancing mothers’ well-being. Findings were also in line
with previous findings that reported greater well-being for
employed mothers, compared to mothers not in paid
employment (Buehler & O’Brien, 2011, see also Ali &
Avison, 1997). In agreement with these previous findings,
the present results also linked strength of identification and
dual identity to well-being outcomes.

However, there is an important caveat to this conclusion.
The data also provided evidence that conflict between the
identities of being a mother and being employed had a
negative impact on well-being, and, importantly, identity
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conflict exacerbated the negative effects of job-related
identity stressors. In other words, identity conflict nega-
tively impacted on well-being via two avenues, firstly
directly, and secondly indirectly by strengthening the
effects of job-related stressors.

The data clearly provide evidence for the central tenet of
SIT that belonging to social groups is good for us (Tajfel &
Turner, 1986), and that being able to draw on more than one
identity, e.g. not only being an employee but also a mother,
or not only a mother but also an employee, can boost well-
being. At the same time, there was also evidence for the
theoretical predictions stemming from theories of role strain
(Reid & Hardy, 1999), in that role conflict was detrimental
to well-being, and even exacerbated stressors associated
with single identities.

From an applied point of view, taken together this means
that policies that move women into employment can be
expected to have positive effects on female well-being, but
only if those policies successfully minimize conflict
between home and work demands. Many such policies
exist, but they are adopted to varying degrees in different
countries. The length of paid maternity leave, the ease of
arranging of job-shares, part-time work and flexible work-
ing arrangements, the ability to split maternity-related leave
between the father and the mother, all vary tremendously
between different countries. Incidentally, those countries
that have progressive policies to support working mothers
are also countries that score highly on the world happiness
index (Iceland and other Scandinavian countries being a
case in point, https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2018/), a
pattern which is entirely consistent with the story told by the
present data.

Of course, some important limitations to this study must
be acknowledged. Most importantly, the sample was not
representative of the general population. Hence, repre-
sentative or at least stratified data would be needed before
the insights generated by this initial exploration can be
generalized with confidence. Social desirability effects can
also not be ruled out in studies that use self-report measures.
It is possible that this might have affected some of the
measures, although it cannot have affected the effects
caused by the experimental manipulation.

A further limitation is that the present study did not
control for income, nor did it investigate different types of
employment such as full-time versus part-time employment,
or potentially confounding factors such as depression and
other mental health issues in the mothers. However, one
must assume that the extent to which employment is the
result of financial pressures, the quality of employment, job
security, salary level, and options for flexible working
might all modulate the effect of employment on maternal
well-being (e.g. Cooklin et al., 2011; Haggag et al., 2011).
As such, the present data can provide some initial ‘broad
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brush’ insights, but follow-up work could usefully look at
more nuanced effects, taking these various contextual
variables into account.

Maybe one of the most important potential moderators of
the effects found here is the children’s age at the point the
mother returns to work. For example, one might expect
rather different mean levels of perceived identity conflict for
mothers who return to work when their child is 2 months, 2
years, or 12 years old. Indeed, there is evidence that being
forced to work (e.g., because of the absence of paid
maternity leave as for example in the US) shortly after
giving birth has a detrimental effect on children and mothers
(Chatterji et al., 2013). The present data was collected in the
UK where maternity leave entitlement is somewhat better
than in the USA Moreover, participants can be assumed to
have in the majority had a fairly affluent background (also
implying choice over employment decisions) were likely
overrepresented in this sample (given the high proportion of
participants with postgraduate degrees). The positive effects
of employment on well-being found here have to be inter-
preted in this context, and cannot be assumed to generalize
to mothers who are forced to return to work very soon after
having given birth out of necessity. Taken together our
present findings which show positive effects of employment
in the UK in a highly educated sample, and other findings
which show negative effects of early employment which
might not be out of choice (Chatterji et al., 2013), one might
tentatively conclude that what will be beneficial are policies
which enable mothers to work if they wish, but not those
which force mothers into work against their will.

Those limitations directly point to promising avenues for
future research. Future studies could try to replicate these
findings with a bigger, more representative sample. Ideally,
such a sample would be large enough to systematically test
for variables that might provide boundary conditions to the
effects found here, such as type of employment, or age of
the children. Another promising avenue would be to extend
the current logic to identities other than working mothers.
The positive effects of multiple identities, and the limita-
tions to this in the case of identity conflict, should in theory
apply to other identity categories too. Future research could
explore this.

If further studies support the pattern found here, an
important message for policy makers would be to support
policies that enable women to work if they wish, and that
reduce identity conflict between employment and parental
identities. However, any policies should not only take the
effect of working parents on parental well-being into
account, but also the effect on child well-being (see e.g.,
Goldberg et al., 2008; but, see also Buehler et al., 2014).
This is of course a hotly debated issue which the current
data do not speak to. However, what the present data can
offer is to highlight that employment choices impact not
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only on children but also on parents, and both need to be
considered by policy makers.
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