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Abstract 
Do differences in experiences of motherhood (e.g., number of children, age at first child, and relation-
ship type) by race/ethnicity and social class mean that attitudes toward motherhood also vary by so-
cial location? We examine attitudes toward being a mother among black, Hispanic, Asian, and white 
women of higher and lower socioeconomic status (SES, as measured by education). Results using the 
National Survey of Fertility Barriers (N = 4,796) indicate that, despite fertility differences, attitudes 
toward being a mother differ little between groups. White and Asian women have higher positive 
attitudes toward being a mother than black and Hispanic women. Only black women appear to dis-
tinguish between having and raising children; surprisingly, lower educated Hispanic women are less 
likely to think that they would be a mother, see motherhood as fulfilling, and think that it is impor-
tant to have and to raise children compared with higher educated, white women. 

Keywords: mothering, motherhood, intersectionality, race/gender/class, reproduction 

Changes in family life in recent decades—including fertility and employment patterns—raise ques-
tions about how attitudes toward being a mother may differ among women in the United States. 
Among women in the United States, fertility rates for non-Hispanic white women (1.77 children per 
woman) are lower than those for non-Hispanic black women (1.92) and for Hispanic women (2.24; 
Martin et al. 2013). The largest proportion of births to white and black women are to those with at 
least some college (63 percent and 46 percent, respectively), whereas the largest proportion of births 
to Hispanic women are to those with less than a high school diploma (Livingston and Cohn 2010). 

Despite differences in the patterns of motherhood by race/ethnicity and education, much of the 
discussion of “motherhood” is generic, with the experiences of white, middle-class women as the 
presumed norm and the standard against which all mothering is judged. Mother-work in the United 
States is shaped by cultural schemas about what it means to be a “good mother,” and dominant 
ideologies and social policies often support some mothers and denigrate others (Collins 1991; Se-
gura 1994; Taylor 2011). Certain kinds of motherhood—for example, single motherhood, immigrant 
motherhood, welfare motherhood—are marked, and, therefore, seem unique or, often, deviant. Thus, 
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motherhood stands as an organizing principle in society, which is simultaneously generic and spe-
cific, depending upon the context, as well as the value placed on the women enacting it. Variation 
in the experience and depiction of motherhood raises several questions: Do differences in social 
value placed on different kinds of mothers, or differences in the experience of mothering, based on 
intersecting social categories of race/ethnicity and education, lead to differences in attitudes toward 
being a mother between women in those groups? Or, despite differential social meanings and experi-
ences, do attitudes toward being a mother vary among women, but in ways that do not depend upon 
race/ethnicity or education? 

The idea that motherhood is in many ways synonymous with adulthood for women, and that 
women expect and want to be mothers, is ubiquitous. Therefore, it is possible that all women, re-
gardless of social location, place high importance on being a mother. Yet prior research on American 
women shows that women do vary with regard to the importance of motherhood in their lives, 
with white women placing a higher importance on motherhood than black and Hispanic women 
(McQuillan et al. 2008). We advance research on subgroup differences in experiences of motherhood 
by assessing the impact of race/ethnicity and education simultaneously, using eight combinations 
of four race/ethnicity (white, black, Hispanic, and Asian) and two education (“higher”: 16 or more 
years, and “lower”: less than 16 years) groups. We anticipate that different cultural schemas about 
motherhood for subgroups created by intersections of race/ethnicity and education could lead to 
different attitudes toward being a mother (Ridgeway and Kricheli-Katz 2013). We are guided by 
insights into variations in mothering experiences generated by feminist and health research that use 
an intersectionality perspective (Choo and Ferree 2010; Collins 1991; Vespa 2009). 

Understanding variation in attitudes toward being a mother by race/ethnic/education subgroups 
is important for several reasons. First, although attitudes are not always consonant with behavior, 
they may anticipate future trends in behavior, such as shifts in fertility rates or other changes in the 
meanings surrounding (or enactment of) motherhood, and these might vary by race/ethnic/educa-
tion location. Second, variations in enactments of motherhood may be interpreted as differences in 
attitudes among women, when instead they reflect differences in resources, opportunities, support, 
or sense of entitlement. For example, having (more) children could seem to indicate highly positive 
attitudes toward motherhood, but, instead, reflect differential pressures on fertility, or opportunities 
for fertility control. Furthermore, understanding the value women place on various dimensions of 
motherhood could help to explain a range of motherhood behaviors, including more women choos-
ing not to become mothers. It may also lead to policies that could support women doing the work of 
mothering across a wide range of social contexts. Therefore, exploring whether and how attitudes 
toward being a mother vary by social location is an important contribution to scholarship on mother-
hood. 

Theoretical Framework 

Intersectionality and Differences in the Mothering Experience 
Social class, race/ethnicity, and culture shape mothering experiences and influence the meanings 
that mothers can assign to them (Collins 1994; Landry 2002). Contemporary discourse about mother-
hood in the United States is shaped by the (white middle-class) ideology of “intensive mothering” 
(Hays 1996), which suggests that mothers should invest all their material and emotional resources 
in their children. This ideology represents a “hegemonic form of mothering” (Taylor 2011:898), in 
that it dominates cultural understandings and descriptions of mothering, and obscures subcultural 
differences as well as inequalities in the material conditions under which motherwork occurs. This 
dominant perspective views “good” mothering as expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, and labor 
intensive. Many feminist scholars have argued that this ideal sets up unrealistic expectations for 
women that may be beyond the temporal and material resources of most mothers, particularly if they 
are employed outside the home (Douglas and Michaels 2005; Hays 1996). 

Furthermore, “hegemonic mothering” is implicitly pronatalist; it assumes that all women can 
(and should want to) be mothers, but these pressures are differentially felt by, and exerted on, vari-
ous groups of women. Poor and nonwhite women, for example, are often depicted as hyperfertile 
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and sexually irresponsible (Collins 1991; Roberts 1997)—particularly immigrant women and those 
receiving welfare payments (Bloch and Taylor 2014; Gutierrez 2008). Differences in the depictions 
of poor and nonwhite (compared with middle-class and white) women lead to social policies that 
discourage births among poor women and women of color, but promote births among white and 
middle-class women (Bell 2010). 

Attitudes toward being a mother, then, are likely shaped by the distinct histories and experiences 
of race/ethnic/class groups in the United States, which are marked by a range of push/pull factors. 
First, women of color have often viewed domestic labor, including childbearing and child-rearing, 
as a form of resistance to racial oppression (Espiritu 2008), yet they must often perform this mother-
work under difficult circumstances. For example, just over half of all African American households 
are headed by a single parent (Cherlin 2010). Black mothers also face greater unemployment than 
do white mothers (Hull et al. 2008), and for many women of color, blocked opportunities at work, as 
well as low pay and job flexibility, may force them into fulltime motherhood (Damaske 2011). 

Cultural discourse on mothering in recent decades has focused on the pressure felt by (white 
middle-class) women as they have moved into the paid labor force in larger numbers and struggled 
to meet the hegemonic expectations of intensive mothering (J. Williams 2000). Combining mother-
hood and paid work, however, has long been the reality of most lower socioeconomic status (SES) 
women and women of color in the United States (Landry 2002; Ornelas et al. 2009), and the demands 
implied by hegemonic mothering have not been accepted by all racial/ethnic groups (Collins 1991; 
Sutherland 2010; Taylor 2011). Black women, for example, have long embraced both mothering and 
paid work as part of normal femininity (Landry 2002). They do not focus exclusively on parenting 
their biological children; family, friends, and neighbors may serve as “other mothers” to children in 
their communities (Collins 1991). This “norm of solidarity and collective survival through commu-
nity mothering practices” cuts across class lines (McDonald 1997:776). Indeed, data from the Current 
Population Survey (Kreider and Ellis 2011) reveal that, in 2009, black children were more likely to live 
with neither parent (8.7 percent) than either white (3.1 percent) or Hispanic children (4.0 percent). 

Like black women, many Hispanic women have also seen employment as part of mothering (Se-
gura 1994). Hispanic women are often characterized as being especially family-focused (Bengston 
2001; Skogrand, Barrios-Bell, and Higginbotham 2009); they have a lower employment rate, higher 
fertility rate, and have children at a younger age than other racial/ethnic groups (Landivar 2013). 
Yet, there is a great deal of diversity among Hispanic mothers in terms of cultural background, na-
tional origin, and economic circumstances. Many Hispanic women struggle to parent with few re-
sources. Recent immigrant mothers also face acculturation challenges (Horwitz et al. 2007; Ornelas 
et al. 2009) and may be unable to access the extended care networks to which they were accustomed 
in their native countries (Christopher 2013). 

Motherhood for Asian women is also shaped by distinct cultural influences. For example, many 
Asian American women face great pressure to achieve occupational success, raise similarly high 
achieving offspring, and meet other (e.g., transnational) family obligations (Kang 2010b; B. K. Kim, 
Li, and Ng 2005; U. Kim and Park 2006; Lee 2009). Asian women working in low-wage jobs, however, 
often struggle to meet these demands, as hours spent away from home leave mothers with little time 
to care for their children, or to support them in their schooling. Mothers in difficult circumstances 
can feel like “failures,” and children are often resentful (Kang 2010a). Asian mothers also appear 
to face more conservative gender expectations than other racial/ethnic groups in that they are less 
likely to think that mothers of young children should be employed (Goldberg et al. 2012) and have 
lower labor force participation rates than blacks or whites when married with husbands present (Lee 
2009). Of course, “Asian” is a socially constructed term that does not capture the diverse historical, 
cultural, and political variations between groups (e.g., Korean, Chinese, Japanese, Thai, Filipino, and 
Vietnamese) and within groups (e.g., regional, religious, cultural, political). Therefore, heterogeneity 
among women may outweigh any shared “Asian” attitudes toward motherhood (Glenn 1998). 

Other research provides little evidence of racial/ethnic variation in mothering, emphasizing class 
differences instead. For example, motherhood appears to be central to the lives of lowincome black, 
white, and Hispanic women because, unlike the vagaries of marriage, children provide both stability 
and meaning (Edin and Kefalas 2005). Moreover, women receiving welfare payments often strongly 
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identify with the expectations of hegemonic mothering to neutralize the negative stereotypes of be-
ing a “welfare mother” (McCormack 2005). Lareau (2005) also concluded that class was more im-
portant than race in determining attitudes toward parenting. Black and white middle-class moth-
ers practiced “concerted cultivation,” a parenting style that required pouring tremendous time and 
financial resources into children and their activities, in consort with the expectations of hegemonic 
mothering (and in contrast to the “natural growth” approach of black and white working-class and 
poor parents, which focused on allowing children more unstructured time with peers). 

Even though many studies emphasize either class or race/ethnicity, feminist scholarship has rec-
ognized that the social organization of family and motherhood is dependent simultaneously on race, 
class, and gender structures; therefore, it is important to be sensitive to the unique social locations 
generated by the intersection(s) of these social forces (Baca Zinn and Thornton Dill 1996). Even seem-
ingly similar outcomes are often the result of differing social pressures and opportunities. For exam-
ple, over the last several decades of deindustrialization, there have been increases in the proportion 
of female-headed households in the United States, but the dynamics that create them differ by race 
and class. For working class and poor women, as well as women of color, decreasing job opportuni-
ties for potential male partners has increased the likelihood that many women will parent alone; for 
more affluent white women, increases in their own economic prospects have fueled the ability to 
choose parenthood without a partner (Baca Zinn 1990). 

Given the wide range of experiences and pressures faced by women in different social locations, 
we examine the joint influence of race/ethnicity and class (as measured by education) on attitudes 
toward being a mother. The gender schema and intersectionality perspectives lead us to competing 
hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: The dominance of cultural expectations of hegemonic mothering for women 
will contribute to consistently positive attitudes toward being a mother across all subgroups. 

Hypothesis 2: The different cultural framings of women in racial/ethnic and education sub-
groups will contribute to more positive attitudes toward being a mother for women in groups 
in which motherhood is valued, celebrated, or supported, and less positive attitudes for wom-
en in groups in which motherhood is less valued, celebrated, or supported. 

Data and Method 

Sample 
The National Survey of Fertility Barriers (NSFB)1 is a national, population-based, random-digitdial-
ing (RDD) telephone survey with measures of social and health factors related to reproductive and 
fertility experiences among U.S. women (Johnson et al. 2009). The survey started with questions that 
determined eligibility for the survey. The response rate to these questions was 53 percent, typical for 
contemporary RDD surveys (McCarty et al. 2006). The overall response rate was lower (37 percent). 
These modest response rates are consistent with other RDD telephone surveys in the early 2000s 
(Keeter et al. 2006). Extensive comparisons of the NSFB data with other population data with in-
person surveys that have higher responses rates (e.g., the National Survey of Family Growth and the 
Current Population Survey) show minimal bias in the NSFB (see Johnson et al. 2009 for additional 
details). Relevant to the current study, there is underrepresentation of less educated women and 
overrepresentation of more educated women. We, therefore, use survey weights to more accurately 
approximate population patterns. 

The full sample includes completed interviews with 4,794 women aged 25 to 45 in the United 
States, collected between September 2004 and January 2007. Women from racial/ethnic minority 
groups, women who have experienced infertility, and women who are at higher risk for experiencing 
infertility were oversampled. The survey weight variable also adjusts for oversampling. The survey 
used a “planned missing” design that involved randomly assigning two thirds of the scale items 
to each participant to efficiently incorporate all necessary measures and minimize respondent bur-
den. Because the scales were highly reliable and the data were missing completely at random, there 



Variation in attitudes toward Being a Mother 5

was very little loss of information (Allison 2002). A single imputation using the Stata Imputation by 
Chained Equations (ICE) program (Royston 2005) was used to impute responses for the respondents 
on the items of the following missing scales, as well as for other instances of missing data. Method-
ological information, including the methodology report, introductory letters, interview schedules, 
interviewer guides, data imputation procedures, and a detailed description of the planned missing 
design is available at: http:// sodapop.pop.psu.edu/codebooks/nsfb/wave1/. Ideally, the survey 
would explicitly ask about sexual minority status, but in the NSFB, women are coded as “lesbian” 
only if they volunteered this information; we excluded the 34 women who self-identified as lesbian 
for this analysis. 

Concepts and Measures 
The NSFB questionnaire included five items intended to measure attitudes toward the “importance 
of motherhood.” Four items are measured using Likert-type scales (strongly agree to strongly disagree): 
(1) “Having children is important to my feeling complete as a woman,” (2) “I always thought I would be 
a parent,” (3) “I think my life will be or is more fulfilling with children,” and (4) “It is important for me 
to have children.” A fifth item is measured on a scale ranging from very important to not important: (5) 
“How important is each of the following in your life . . . raising children?” The question about raising 
children was asked differently from the other importance of motherhood items. Because this ques-
tion asks about whether raising children is important in one’s life, it is possible that women without 
children might say that children are not important in their lives even though they intend to have 
children in the future. To alleviate this concern, we control for number of children. 

Race/ethnicity questions were asked using standard U.S. Census wording. We then constructed bi-
nary indicator variables for white, black, Hispanic, and Asian compared with white women. Women 
who reported “Other race” (n = 144) were excluded from the analysis. Individuals who reported 
more than one race were classified according to coding rules that gave first priority to identification 
as “Hispanic” and second priority to identification as “black.” White/higher education is the refer-
ence category. 

We use education (measured in years) as an indicator for social class, a common practice among 
family demographers (cf. Cherlin 2010; Furstenberg 2009). To facilitate the creation of interaction 
terms, we dichotomized education into “higher” (16 or more years of formal schooling) and “lower” 
(less than 16 years of formal schooling). This use of college education as a marker of social (middle) 
class has been employed by other scholars investigating women’s employment and family forma-
tion/fertility patterns from an intersectional perspective (Damaske 2011; Dean, Marsh, and Landry 
2013; see also Brand and Davis 2011; Musick, Brand, and Davis 2012, for reviews). Formal tests of 
interactions using both continuous and categorical measures of education revealed no differences in 
conclusions regarding race/ethnicity, education, and attitudes toward being a mother. To maintain 
our focus on how intersecting social locations matter for women’s attitudes toward being a mother, 
we present the results with education dichotomized. We use indicator variables for the joint race/ 
ethnicity and education groups that capture meaningful subgroups of women who vary in claims to 
motherhood as a privileged status. In addition, in the multivariate analyses, we include measures of 
factors that are associated with race/ethnicity, education, and the importance of being a mother in 
women’s lives (McQuillan et al. 2008)—including economic, cultural, and life-course variables. We 
describe these control variables in Table 1. 

Analytic Strategy 
We conducted preliminary analyses to assess whether the five indicators of attitudes toward being 
a mother loaded in a similar manner for each subgroup, and they did not (Raja, Laffitte, and Byrne 
2002).2 From a scale measurement perspective, the differences in loadings indicate that the scale is 
not consistent across racial/ethnic subgroups. We, therefore, did not combine the items into a single 
scale but, instead, conducted five separate analyses, using each attitude item as a separate measure. 

Because the dependent variables are ordinal, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was not 
an appropriate analytic tool. We needed a method that would accommodate the ordinal level of 
measurement. We also needed to assess whether all of the categories of the dependent variable were 
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distinguishable from one another. Ordinal logistic regression is appropriate only when the model 
meets the parallel lines (proportional odds) assumption (Winship and Mare 1984). This assumption 
requires that the slopes predicting values of the dependent variable are parallel for every level of the 
dependent variable. Using the Rollin Brant (1990) technique, we determined that the parallel lines 
assumption did not hold for this set of variables. Therefore, we used stereotype logistic regression 
(Long and Freese 2006), an alternative form of ordinal logistic regression that does not require the 
proportional odds assumption. We determined that the categories of the dependent variables were 
distinguishable from each other; the phi test showed that all of the terms operated as ordinal vari-
ables. Therefore, stereotype logistic regression is the most appropriate method for this analysis. In 
the stereotype logistic regression results, we use “white/higher education” as the reference category 
because this is the implicit, but often “unmarked,” focal group in motherhood research. Because with 
multiple comparisons, it is possible to have significant associations by chance, some scholars use 
Bonferroni corrections. We follow the guidance of John D. Williams (1971), who argues that a mul-
tiple regression approach is equivalent to the Dunnett test, a more appropriate adjustment strategy. 

Results 

Descriptive and Bivariate Statistics 
We first examined descriptive statistics for each race/ethnic/educational subgroup in Table 2. We 
present means and standard deviations for quantitative variables and proportions for categorical 
variables. We also tested for differences among the race/ethnicity/education subgroups using 

Within each race/ethnicity group, attitudes toward being a mother differ by level of education. 
Among white women, less educated women have more positive attitudes than higher educated 
women. The pattern is similar for black women, with the exception that more educated black women 
had higher attitude scores than less educated women for the item always thought that I’d be a mother. 
For Hispanic women, the attitude scores for less and more educated women are similar for complete 
as a woman, motherhood fulfilling, and important to have children. For the question always thought that 
I’d be a mother, however, more educated women have higher attitude scores, while for important to 
raise children, less educated women have higher attitude scores. Among Asian women, there are 
differences by education for only two questions—important to have children and important to raise 
children. For both, less educated women have higher attitude scores. These patterns suggest that it is 
important to attend to the interaction between race/ethnicity and education in trying to understand 
attitudes toward being a mother among U.S. women. All of the other independent variables also dif-
fer by race/ethnicity and education. Because many of these are likely to be associated with attitudes 
toward being a mother, we include these variables in the stereotype logistic regression analyses that 
we summarize next. 

Stereotype Logistic Regression Results 
Table 3 provides the stereotype regression results of the race/ethnicity by education groups re-
gressed on the measures of attitudes toward being a mother, adjusted for economic, culture, and life-
course measures. There are differences by race/ethnicity/education compared with white women 
with higher education for each of the measures of attitudes toward being a mother. Which groups 
have significant differences are measure-specific. For example, white women with less education 
have higher adjusted complete as a woman scores than more educated white women. Hispanic women 
with less education have lower scores on all of the other measures: thought I would be a mother, mother-
hood fulfilling, important to have children, and important to raise children. Black women of any level of 
education have lower scores on the motherhood fulfilling and important to have children measures than 
more educated white women. Black women with more education have lower scores on motherhood 
fulfilling than more educated white women. 

The analyses also provide the associations for all of the economic resource, culture, and lifecourse 
variables with the measures of attitudes toward being a mother. Among the economic measures, 
only family income is associated with a measure of importance of being a mother: important to have 
children. Greater family income is associated with slightly lower scores on important to have children. 



Variation in attitudes toward Being a Mother 7

Table 1. Descriptions of the Control Variables.
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Several culture variables are associated with measures of attitudes toward being a mother. Wom-
en with nonegalitarian gender attitudes have higher complete as a woman and important to raise chil-
dren scores than women with egalitarian gender attitudes, but lower scores on motherhood fulfilling. 
Therefore, less egalitarian women may see motherhood as important even if they find motherhood 
less personally rewarding. Women who value leisure have lower scores on thought would be a mother, 
motherhood fulfilling, and important to have children, and women who place higher value on career suc-
cess have higher scores on thought would be a mother, important to have children, and important to raise 
children. Consistent with prior research, higher levels of religiosity are associated with more posi-
tive attitudes toward being a mother; the association is significant for the always thought that I’d be a 
mother, motherhood fulfilling, and raising children is important measures. 

Several life-course variables are associated with attitudes toward being a mother. Greater age is 
associated with lower scores for complete as a woman and important to have children. Having children is 
associated with higher scores on all of the measures of attitudes toward being a mother. Women who 
perceive a fertility problem also have higher scores on all of the measures of attitudes toward being 
a mother compared with women who do not identify a fertility problem. Women who perceive that 
their parents want grandchildren and that their partner wants a child have higher scores than those 
who do not on all of the measures. Women who say that most of their friends have children score 
higher on motherhood fulfilling. 

Comparisons of Adjusted Means 
Table 4 reports adjusted means (predicted scores after control variables are taken into account) and 
standard errors for the eight combinations of race/ethnicity and education. To determine which 
groups were significantly different from one another, we compared all of the groups to each other 
(rather than to just one reference category) using the post-hoc probing simple slopes approach (Holm-
beck 2002). To do this, we estimated a series of eight OLS regression models for each dependent 
variable, rotating the reference category to determine which groups were significantly different from 
each other. 

Table 4 summarizes significant differences between groups on each attitude toward being a moth-
er measure. We summarize the groups that are significantly different from each other by using short-
hand descriptions for the groups and symbols. For example, “W Hi, W Low, B Hi, B Low, A Hi > H 
Low” indicates that white women with more education, white women with less education, black 
women with more education, black women with less education, and Asian women with more edu-
cation all have significantly higher means than Hispanic women with less education on a particular 
variable, adjusted for other variables in the model. To some degree, the patterns depended upon the 
specific measure, justifying our decision to not simply create a combined scale. 

For the measure complete as a woman, less educated white women have significantly higher scores 
than more educated white women and less educated Hispanic women. For the measure always 
thought that I’d be a mother, white women, black women, and more educated Asian women have 
higher scores than less educated Hispanic women. For the measure motherhood fulfilling, white wom-
en and more educated Asian women have higher scores than more educated black women and less 
educated Hispanic women. Less educated black women and more educated Hispanic women also 
have higher scores on this measure than less educated Hispanic women. For the measure important 
to have children, white women had higher scores than less educated black or Hispanic women. Black 
women, more educated Hispanic women, and more educated Asian women had higher scores than 
less educated Hispanic women. Finally, for the measure important to raise children, white and black 
women and more educated Hispanic and Asian women have significantly higher scores than less 
educated Hispanic women. 

Overall, Asian women had the highest scores. It is interesting that white women with more educa-
tion had one of the highest scores for having children but one of the lowest scores for raising children, 
ahead of only less educated Hispanic women. Consistent with the idea that some women face more 
challenges raising children (e.g., black and Hispanic mothers must help their children confront rac-
ism in the United States), black and Hispanic women of all education levels had lower scores for 
motherhood fulfilling. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

We explored attitudes toward being a mother among subgroups of women created from the inter-
section of the structures of social class (as measured by education) and race/ethnicity. We found 
support for both the hypothesis that attitudes toward motherhood scores would be relatively high 
across groups and the hypothesis that scores would vary by race/ethnicity/education groups. Ac-
counting for cultural, life-course, and economic measures, we highlight three main findings. First, 
as we hypothesized, scores across the indicators of attitudes toward being a mother are fairly high 
for all subgroups of women. This is a valuable finding because it suggests that, despite whatever 
differences exist between race/ethnic/education groups in how motherhood is viewed, valued, and 
enacted; women across these groups tend to have positive attitudes toward being a mother. Second, 
our results suggest that some of the assumptions embedded in the ideology of intensive mothering 
are less salient for some women, which may suggest future shifts in the ideology itself or, perhaps, in 
mothering practices. Third, the differences in attitudes toward motherhood scores among the groups 
are not large, and are not consistent across race/ethnic class groups. Of particular note are the high 
scores for less educated white women, the low scores for less educated Hispanic women, the high 
scores for Asian women, and the differences between having and raising children for black and 
white women. 

The relatively high scores across the groups on all measures suggest that attitudes toward being 
a mother are generally positive, and that the ideology of intensive mothering remains influential in 
women’s thinking about motherhood. One set of scores, however, suggests that some of the assump-
tions embedded in this ideology are becoming less salient for women. The lowest attitudes toward 
motherhood scores across all groups are for the question about motherhood making one feel com-
plete as a woman. Because motherhood has often been conflated with successful adult femininity, 
these results suggest a loosening of the link between motherhood and femininity for women across 
race/ethnic and education groups. Due to increased educational and occupational opportunities for 
women over the last several decades, women in all of the groups may be less likely to see mother-
hood as their primary source of adult identity. Comparisons of attitudes among women across sev-
eral cohorts would help to clarify whether there has been change over time. 

The variations in attitudes toward motherhood scores by group are sometimes surprising and 
raise interesting questions. For example, we did not expect white women with less education to be 
near the top of the scores for all outcomes. Only for one measure (important to have children) did white 
women with more education have higher scores than white women with less education, but the dif-
ference was not significant. Less educated white women also score higher on complete as a woman than 
most other groups. Several factors may help explain this finding. We know that some lower-income 
women across race/ethnic groups enjoy fewer opportunities for educational and occupational suc-
cess, and that some feel strongly that motherhood “saved” them; without their children, they would 
be dead or in jail (Edin and Kefalas 2005). For less educated white women, it may also be easier for 
them to “pass” as middle class (McCormack 2005), thus, avoiding the combined class stigmatization 
and racialized stereotypes facing poor women of color. Less educated white women have also been 
spared the harshest application of restrictive birth control and sterilization policies imposed on poor 
Hispanic and black women (Gutierrez 2008; Roberts 1997). Therefore, they may be able to use race 
privilege and motherhood to create a more “successful” feminine identity (complete as a woman). 

Another rather surprising finding is that less educated Hispanic women had lower attitudes to-
ward motherhood scores compared with other groups across all five indicators. These findings chal-
lenge the notion of Hispanic women as especially oriented toward motherhood, as does the fact that 
Hispanic women’s fertility rates declined most dramatically during the recent economic recession 
(Livingston 2012). These patterns suggest that being a mother may be especially difficult for less 
educated Hispanic women for a number of reasons. First, Hispanic women are likely to work in 
occupations that are the most poorly paid and provide the least flexibility for meeting family obli-
gations (Landivar 2013). Second, it may be that the expected extended care networks that facilitate 
good mothering in some Hispanic cultural traditions (or native countries) are not available to con-
temporary U.S. Hispanic women, making motherhood both less desirable and less manageable for 
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less educated Hispanic women in the United States at this time (Christopher 2013). Third, the anti-
immigrant rhetoric of recent decades, and negative stereotypes of Mexican women (in particular) as 
“breeders,” combined with policies to block their access to reproductive care (Gutierrez 2008), may 
lower their scores on these measures of attitudes toward being a mother. Fourth, these results may 
indicate that motherhood is less closely linked to Hispanic women’s identities, in comparison with 
white, black, and Asian women. Fifth, it could be that the measures we have of the importance of be-
ing a mother do not capture the way that Hispanic women think about motherhood. These possible 
explanations raise more questions than they answer, thus, indicating the need for further investiga-
tion to understand the meanings behind the finding that, despite higher fertility rates, Hispanic 
women tend to have lower scores on these measures of attitudes toward being a mother. 

For most outcomes, white women and more educated Asian women had the highest scores. We 
expected white women to have positive attitudes toward motherhood because white women’s moth-
erhood has been most highly valued in the United States. Finding more positive attitudes among 
more educated Asian women was surprising. We expected somewhat lower scores for Asian women, 
because Asians in the United States are “racially triangulated” between blacks and whites, superior 
to the former and inferior to the latter (Espiritu 2008:124). Asian women have often been negatively 
stereotyped as either promiscuous and exotic, or diminutive and submissive. They have not, how-
ever, been attacked as bad mothers or hyper-fertile in the same way as Hispanic and black women 
(Gutierrez 2008; Roberts 1997), and this may account for Asian women’s scores being higher than 
those of black and Hispanic women. In addition, Asian women are highly successful in the labor 
market. They are more likely to work in higher status occupations and less likely to be unemployed 
than women in other racial/ethnic groups (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2010), and in our own data, valuing career success is associated with higher scores on attitudes 
toward being a mother. Both Asian and white women are also most likely to work in managerial or 
professional occupations, which means they may be in a better position to control at least some of the 
terms or conditions of their employment. This may then have a positive impact on attitudes toward 
being a mother. 

Another striking difference between groups is that, across both education groups, both white and 
black women place a high importance on raising children, yet white women place a greater impor-
tance on having children than do black women. This distinction between having and raising children 
could be interpreted to mean that black women expect to raise children that may not be “their own.” 
These findings may be related to both unique structural constraints and cultural expectations faced 
by black women. It is possible that attitudes toward having and raising children may be related 
to differential rates of success in matching fertility outcomes to fertility desires (Littlejohn 2012). 
College-educated black women, in particular, face a range of barriers in family formation (marriage 
and childbearing). They have a more difficult time finding romantic partners and are, therefore, 
more likely to remain celibate and unmarried and to spend a smaller number of their reproductive 
years in marriage, compared with their white and Hispanic peers, all of which depresses fertility 
(Clarke 2011). Our findings also appear consistent with prior evidence that black women expect (or 
are expected) to engage in more communal mothering by serving as “other mothers” to the children 
of other women (Collins 1991; Dean et al. 2013; Roberts 1997). This valuing of communal mother-
ing has not been central to the ideology of intensive mothering (e.g., Hays 1996) or to social policies 
designed to support families. 

The potential uncoupling of having and raising children is important because it could challenge 
the notion of motherhood (and fatherhood) as private activities. Valuing, emphasizing, and encour-
aging more collective understandings of societal obligations toward children has social and policy 
implications. As most federal, state, and employer policies are currently written, family benefits—
particularly family leave policies—accrue to women who bear (or adopt) children. This means that 
women who serve as “other mothers” to the children of their relatives, friends, and neighbors, who 
are stepmothers, or who care for children whose parents are incarcerated or incapacitated, are not 
entitled to the same cultural legitimacy or practical support as birth or adoptive mothers, which has 
a negative impact on the well-being of both caregivers and children. Recent conversations about 
diversity in family life have contributed to policy shifts, most notably the legal recognition of same-
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sex marriage in the United States. Paying closer attention to the attitudes toward (and experiences 
of) mothering across race/ethnic/class groups (i.e., “shifting the center” of motherhood discussions; 
Collins 1994) could generate a similar policy shift that would provide more meaningful support for 
all mothers and families. 

As with all research, however, there are limitations to this study, and we are cautious about 
interpreting some of our results. For example, we may be incorrect in our interpretations of 
the meaning of “having” and “raising” children among our respondents. We also are unable 
to address the full range of variation by race/ethnic/class groups. With a larger sample, we 
could have explored finer gradations of education, which could be important for racial/ethnic 
subgroups in which the proportions of women earning various levels of education differ consid-
erably. We ran analyses, however, using different cutoff points for level of education (e.g., less 
than a high school degree, or some college or less) and education as a continuous measure, and 
the overall patterns were similar. Yet, the education differences are fairly small. In addition to 
oversimplifying education, we necessarily oversimplified racial/ethnic groups. We expect that 
if we could explore more homogeneous subgroups within the broader categories, we would find 
valuable information based upon history, culture, and routes to the United States among His-
panic (e.g., Puerto Rican, Cuban, Mexican, etc.), black (e.g., West Indies, Caribbean, Somali, etc.), 
and Asian (e.g., Japanese, Korean, Chinese, etc.) women. 

Even with these limitations, this exploration of race/ethnic/class differences in women’s 
attitudes toward being a mother provides several valuable insights. In attempting to explain 
these differences, we have drawn on qualitative and quantitative research that examines varia-
tion in the contexts and experiences of motherhood, as well as employment and family forma-
tion patterns. Future research on attitudes toward being a mother should bring together these 
various explanatory threads by simultaneously examining greater diversity in racial/ethnic/ 
class groups, the structural constraints faced by them in family formation and maintenance, 
and the cultural depictions of, and expectations for, mothering across these race/ethnic/class 
locations (Collins 1994). 
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Notes
1. Data are available at http://sodapop.pop.psu.edu/nsfb_page1.html.
2. To assess whether all of the attitudes toward motherhood measures should be combined into a 

singlescale, we tested the invariance of the loadings for the indicators using confirmatory factor 
analysis in Mplus. Compared with a model with factor loadings fixed to be equivalent across 
the racial/ethnic groups, the fit for a model with factor loadings free to vary across groups was 
significantly better (Δ χ 2 = 92.013; Δdf = 12; p = .000). We explored which loadings differed 
between which groups, and found several patterns. Therefore, unlike studies that could remove 
items or countries to create a single scale (e.g., André, Gesthuizen, and Scheepers 2013), we 
maintain all five outcomes and focus on measures that may resonate more with some groups 
than other groups to better understand how women think about motherhood.
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