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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive summary

For women, the life stage at which combining employment with other commitments is most challenging is 
when they are raising their children. This report focuses on this time, providing information about mothers’ 
employment from those with babies through to those with primary school-age children. The report provides 
some broad descriptive information about mothers’ employment patterns, including work hours, job 
contracts and occupations, in addition to the simpler measure of whether or not they are employed. It also 
explores how patterns vary across the characteristics of mothers and families. 

The report is based on the first four waves of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), including 
families of children from both the B cohort (‘birth’ at Wave 1, born between March 2003 and February 2004) 
and the K cohort (‘kindergarten’ at Wave 1, born between March 1999 and February 2000). The data are 
primarily taken from reports of mothers of these children and specifically relate to characteristics of their 
employment at each wave. This allows analyses of differences in employment characteristics of mothers 
who have different personal and family characteristics and also allows analyses of mothers’ employment 
transitions from one wave to the next. Both approaches are used in this report. 

The report aims to explore several research questions. The key findings from the report for each of these 
questions are discussed below.

How employment varies by age of youngest child

The analyses examined how mothers’ employment participation, hours of work, job contracts and 
occupations varied by the age of their youngest child. Some key findings are:

 > Not surprisingly, the employment participation rates showed increases in maternal employment rates as 
children grew older.

 > Work hours increased as children grew older, although part-time hours were more common than 
full-time hours at all ages of children examined here. 

 > At all ages of children, permanent employment was the most common job contract. While there was an 
increase in the percentage of mothers in self-employment as well as casual work as children grew, there 
was a greater increase in the take-up of permanent work. Self-employment was especially prevalent for 
employed mothers of the youngest children. 

 > Differences in working hours were apparent across the job contract types, with casual work as well as 
self-employment tending to involve shorter hours than permanent employment.

 > Around one-third of mothers worked in the higher-status (professional and managerial) jobs; others were 
employed as associate professionals or tradespersons, clerical workers, sales and service workers; and a 
smaller percentage were employed as cleaners, labourers and others. The occupational distribution did 
not vary much by age of youngest child.

 > There were differences in working hours and job contracts by these occupation groups. Permanent 
employment and longer work hours were most likely in the higher-status occupations.
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Mothers’ employment transitions

The findings for mothers’ employment transitions were consistent with the other analyses in the report. The 
transitions analyses incorporating job characteristics revealed the following:

 > Higher rates of exit from employment were apparent for those who had been working in jobs with short 
work hours (fewer than 15 hours per week), lower-status occupations and casual jobs (and also, to a 
lesser extent, self-employment) than for those in permanent employment.

 > Transitions in employment overall, in hours, job contracts and occupations, were all most likely to have 
occurred for those who had had a new baby at some time across waves of the study. This reflects that 
these transitions largely capture movements out of and into work over the year or two after a child 
is born. 

 > The high take-up of part-time work by mothers was reflected in slightly higher percentages moving into 
part-time rather than full-time work from non-employment. 

 > There were some mothers making the transition from part-time to full-time work and also making the 
transition from casual to permanent employment. Transitions from self-employment to permanent 
employment were less likely. 

Variation by maternal and family characteristics

The next question concerned variation in maternal employment by age of youngest child and demographic 
and family characteristics (such as education, family size, language proficiency of mothers, family type and 
partner’s employment, remoteness and area-level disadvantage). Some key findings are as follows:

 > Employment participation was lower for younger mothers; those with a lower level of education, health 
problems or a disability; and those who were Indigenous or had poor English language proficiency. 
The disability status of others in the household was also associated with lower rates of participation 
in employment. Further, single mothers and mothers with not-employed partners had lower levels of 
engagement in paid work when compared with couple mothers with employed partners. Mothers with 
self-employed partners had notably higher employment participation—even higher than those with 
partners in permanent/casual jobs.

 > The lower employment rates for single mothers applied particularly when their youngest child was aged 
under 5 years, while the lower employment rates for those with not-employed partners was apparent at 
younger and older ages of children. 

 > There was lower employment participation by mothers who had not been employed while they were 
pregnant with their first child. This finding was independent of other strong predictor variables such as 
educational attainment, relationship status and age of mothers.

 > The maternal and family characteristics that predict mothers being more likely to be employed 
sometimes, but not always, predict mothers working longer hours. This is the case, for example, for 
mothers with higher levels of education and fewer children. There are some exceptions. For example, 
mothers with not-employed partners and younger mothers were less likely to be employed than other 
mothers, but, on average, if they were employed they worked longer hours than others.  

 > Mothers with self-employed partners were very likely to be self-employed themselves, perhaps reflecting 
employment opportunities in a family business. Other key findings related to the factors associated with 
working in casual rather than permanent work. Those with a higher risk of being casually employed were 
single mothers, younger mothers, mothers with larger families, those with lower educational attainment, 
those with poor English language proficiency and those living in a more disadvantaged region.     

Job quality and work–family spillover

The quality of mothers’ jobs was captured with four different indicators: flexibility (being able to change start 
or finish times at work), security (feeling secure in their job), autonomy (having freedom in how to decide to 
do their work) and working time intensity (never having enough time in their job to get everything done).
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Key findings regarding job quality were as follows:

 > The proportion of jobs with the four qualities did not vary markedly by age of youngest child. 

 > Casual workers were less likely than permanent workers to have flexibility in working hours, secure 
employment and autonomy at work. However, casual workers were less likely than permanently 
employed mothers to experience working time intensity. 

 > Self-employment offered more flexibility and autonomy to mothers compared with permanent or casual 
work. However, self-employment was less secure than permanent (but not casual) employment. 

 > Working time intensity was the job quality most strongly related to working hours. Longer work hours 
were associated with a greater likelihood of experiencing working time intensity. 

 > By occupation group, flexibility was most apparent for those in associate professional and trades jobs 
and also clerical jobs. Autonomy was most apparent in professional/manager and associate professional/
trades jobs. Working time intensity was most apparent in professional/manager jobs. 

Work-to-family spillover was then examined, looking at positive as well as negative spillover. Positive spillover 
reflects mothers’ beliefs that their working is good for their children, helps them appreciate time with their 
children or makes them a better parent. Negative spillover reflects mothers’ beliefs that work responsibilities 
have resulted in missing out on family activities or family time being less enjoyable or more pressured. 
Findings from the analyses of spillover included the following:

 > Having secure work and work that provided autonomy were associated with more positive work–family 
spillover and less negative work–family spillover.

 > Flexible work arrangements and working time intensity were important in explaining negative 
work–family spillover, with negative work–family spillover more likely when mothers did not 
have flexible work arrangements and had jobs that involved working time intensity. 

 > Workers who experienced the least negative spillover were self-employed and casual workers and those 
working longer hours, with some occupational differences also apparent. 

 > Self-employment was also associated with somewhat more positive work–family spillover, which 
appeared to be related to links between autonomy at work and positive work–family spillover.

 > Another factor related to positive spillover was work hours, with the ‘best’ number of hours seeming to 
be between 15 and 24 hours per week. 

 > Mothers in clerical jobs seemed to experience less positive work–family spillover, but they also 
experienced less negative work–family spillover compared to those in higher-status occupations. 
Mothers in the lowest-status jobs—cleaner/labourer/other—also tended to experience less 
positive work–family spillover than those in higher-status jobs. 

Not-employed mothers

Mothers who were not employed were examined according to their labour force status—that is, whether 
they were unemployed or not in the labour force—by age of youngest child. The category of ‘unemployed’ 
differs from ‘not in the labour force’, as it captures those who would like to be working and are actually 
seeking work. As a percentage of not-employed mothers, the unemployed increased among those with 
older children, indicating that those who remain out of employment include a disproportionate percentage 
of mothers who are facing some barriers to fulfilling their wish to be employed. This was also apparent when 
examining the activities of mothers by age of youngest child, with ‘home duties’ becoming less likely and 
‘unemployed’ more likely  as children grew older. 

As children grew older, reasons for not being employed increasingly suggested barriers to or difficulties in 
gaining employment. Mothers more likely to give such reasons were those with poor health, a disability or 
potential caring responsibilities (having someone in the home with a medical condition or disability), single 
mothers and mothers with not-employed partners, mothers with larger families and younger mothers. 

At all ages of children, reasons for being out of employment for not-employed mothers were dominated by 
the preference to care for children. 
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Conclusion

While this research has not directly considered how mothers’ attitudes and preferences shape their 
decision-making about work and family across this life stage, there is no doubt that, when decisions about 
employment are made, ability to care adequately for children is an important consideration for mothers. 

Across this report there is considerable evidence of mothers increasing their work attachment as their 
children grow older: more are in employment and employed mothers are working longer hours as well 
as being more likely to be in permanent work. However, mothers’ situations show much diversity and, 
consistent with a large body of literature, for mothers who are in some way disadvantaged (for example, 
through educational, language or local area disadvantage) lower levels of participation and participation in 
lower status jobs or less secure work were apparent. 

Much variation was apparent also in how work spilled over to family life in positive or negative ways. This 
spillover no doubt exists in ways not explored in this paper—for example, there are likely to be links with 
emotional as well as financial wellbeing. And, beyond this, mothers’ employment is likely to affect, and be 
affected by, other aspects of family functioning, including relationships with family members. The analyses 
of positive work–family spillover shows that this need not be only negative spillover. Some mothers may 
experience positive spillover associated with certain aspects of their jobs and negative spillover associated 
with other aspects. 

Research such as this is especially valuable for recognising the various ways that mothers do negotiate their 
paid work life to accommodate their need to care for their family and also to provide insights into how 
different forms of work are associated with different outcomes. The depth and richness of the LSAC data, 
being longitudinal and including reports from multiple family members, is expected to be a valuable resource 
for future research on this important topic of maternal employment.
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1 Introduction

This report focuses on mothers who have youngest children aged up to 11 years old and examines aspects of 
their participation in paid employment. The aim is to explore differences in the nature of engagement in paid 
work among mothers with different characteristics and as children grow older. 

Four waves of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) are used to explore mothers’ participation 
in paid employment. This research uses the richness of the data that the range of family and personal 
characteristics provide, along with detailed information on employment characteristics.

Various indicators of employment participation are examined, starting with being employed or not employed 
but then going on to consider working hours, job contracts and occupations. Aspects of job quality and 
work–family spillover are also examined. For mothers who are not employed, some additional analyses focus 
on reasons for being out of employment. Throughout the report, variation in employment participation is 
examined with reference to age of youngest child as well as a range of characteristics such as educational 
attainment, family form, ethnicity, health and remoteness. The longitudinal nature of the data is also exploited 
to examine mothers’ transitions into and out of work and between jobs of different types.

The report is structured as follows. Section 2 provides more extensive background on this subject, with 
reference to recent Australian literature on maternal employment. Section 3 describes the data used. 
Section 4 begins the analytical sections by analysing mothers’ participation in employment. 
Section 5 adds some depth by examining working hours, job contracts and occupations of employed 
mothers. Section 6then relates these data to other indicators of maternal employment conditions and 
work–family spillover. Section 7 presents analyses of employment transitions. Section 8 presents analyses 
of not-employed mothers. Section 9 summarises and presents some conclusions. 
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2 Background

In Australia, as in many countries around the world, there is ongoing interest in the extent to which mothers 
participate in paid work, the nature of their paid work and the implication of this work for them and their 
families (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2007, 2012). This report looks at some 
of these issues using data from LSAC. 

This section begins by providing some background information about maternal employment in Australia, 
briefly describing the historical context as well as the current policy context. An overview of related literature 
on maternal employment is then presented, first considering maternal employment participation more 
generally and then considering the specifics of types of employment. This is followed by a summary of the 
objectives of this research. 

2.1 Historical, policy and economic context

In Australia, women have always worked to some extent. The number and proportion of women in 
employment increased through the 1950s and 1960s (Hugo 1986, Richmond 1974). From the 1960s through 
to the 1980s women moved into paid work in very great numbers, taking up part-time work in the expanding 
services industry; taking advantage of improved pay relative to men; and, later in this period, making use of 
newly created child care places (Baxter 2005a; Eccles 1982; Encel & Campbell 1991; Lewis & Shorten 1987; 
Ryan & Conlon 1989; Young 1989). The growth in the rate of female employment was particularly evident 
among married women (Hugo 1986; Lewis & Shorten 1987; Richmond 1974), although women continued 
to have relatively low employment rates during the child-bearing years (Young 1989). The growth in the rate 
of female employment continued through to the end of the 20th century and, by this time, increases in 
maternal employment participation had become much more apparent (Baxter 2005a; Baxter 2013a; Baxter 
2013b; de Vaus 2004; Gray et al. 2006; Hayes et al. 2010). 

Recent analyses of Australian Census data show that, among families with children aged under 18 years old, 
the proportion of mothers who were employed increased from 55 per cent in 1991 to 59 per cent in 2001 
and then to 65 per cent in 2011 (Baxter 2013b). Not surprisingly, employment rates for mothers over this 
period remain lower when children are younger (see also Figure 1 for 2001, 2006 and 2011), reflecting that 
many mothers withdraw from paid work when they have young children but then return to work as their 
children grow older. 

Over the decades, coinciding with the growth in maternal employment rates, there have been very significant 
changes in the labour market and also in policies to support mothers in employment. These policies include 
those addressing pay equity, child care, access to part-time work, parental leave and income support (Baxter 
2005a; Young 1989). It is beyond the scope of this report to detail all of these changes; however, it is worth 
noting that some of these changes have occurred over the time in which these data were collected. The first 
data collection for LSAC was in 2004 (Wave 1) and the most recent data used in this report were collected 
in 2010 (Wave 4). Across this time, a policy focus on child care has continued for children under school age 
as well as of school age (DEEWR 2010). Formal as well as informal child care continues to be an important 
support for families with children (Baxter 2013b).

With regard to income support, there were fairly significant changes within this period and these are 
expected to have affected the employment decisions of certain mothers. Specifically, for parents on income 
support, from July 2006 partnered parents with a youngest child aged 6 years or single parents with a 
youngest child aged 8 years or more were required to meet part-time participation requirements.1 As such, 
employment rates for these mothers are likely to be higher since this time. Figure 1 shows that, according to 
the Census data, single mothers’ employment rates were higher in 2006 than in 2001 for all but the youngest 
ages of children. Then, between 2006 and 2011, increases in employment rates were apparent for those 
with a youngest child aged between 8 and 15 years, while no increases were apparent if children were aged 



3 

BACKGROUND

under 8 years. More analyses of these data would be required to determine to what extent other factors 
(such as compositional changes in the population) contributed to these changes. For couple mothers, the 
changes between census years appeared to be less closely related to ages of children.

Figure 1: Percentage of single and couple mothers employed by age of youngest child, 2001, 
2006 and 2011

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Census, special data reports.

Another policy change of relevance to the employment of mothers (and of fathers and others with caring 
responsibilities) was the Fair Work Act 2009. From 1 January 2010 this Act formalised the right of parents of 
preschoolers and parents of children under 18 with a disability to request flexible working hours from their 
employer if those parents meet certain eligibility requirements (Skinner, Hutchinson & Pocock 2012). While 
this could have increased the number or proportion of mothers working flexible working hours, Skinner, 
Hutchinson & Pocock (2012) found that the number of requests to work flexible hours did not increase 
between 2009 and 2012—a period that should have captured changes if they were apparent. Their study 
found that many mothers and fathers of preschoolers were not aware of their right to request flexible hours.

Of particular relevance to mothers’ employment was paid parental leave, which was introduced in Australia 
from 1 January 2011, but this is outside the time of collection of data used in this report.

It is also worth noting that there were broader economic and demographic changes across the years 
covered by the LSAC data collections used in this report (2004 through to 2010) that may have affected 
the options for mothers’ employment. See Hayes et al. (2010) for a discussion of some of the demographic 
trends relating to families. In regard to the economic situation, for example, across this period there has 
been sustained economic growth. The global financial recession occurred within this time (2008–09), 
but Australia’s experience of this recession was less severe than that of other countries (ABS 2010). The 
percentages of single and partnered mothers employed across this time are shown in Figure 2, with the 
timing of each of the LSAC data collections also shown. These data show (as did Figure 1) some changes in 
maternal employment rates over this period that are likely to be reflected also in different rates of maternal 
employment for the LSAC sample. However, this report is not designed to examine changes in maternal 
employment across this period, so the findings reported here more generally reflect maternal employment 
across this broad period of time.
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Figure 2: Percentage of single and couple mothers employed, by month, 2003 to 2001

Notes:  Employment rates are shown for mothers of children aged under 15 years. The timing of each LSAC data collection is shown and 
based on the band of dates within which 90 per cent of the interviews were conducted. 

Source: ABS 6291.0.55.001—Labour Force, Australia, Detailed—Electronic Delivery, Mar 2013, Table FM2—Labour Force Status by Sex, 

Age, Relationship.

2.2 Exploring maternal employment participation

Understanding which mothers are and are not employed has been a focus of research for many decades, 
including when maternal employment rates were lower (but rising) in Australia (see, for example, Harper 
& Richards 1986; Richmond 1974) and continuing now that employment rates are higher (Baxter 2013b; 
Parr 2012). But maternal employment rates remain lower than rates of some other Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries (OECD 2007, 2012) (also see Table A1). This has 
become an important question, as the ageing of the population has heightened the need to boost the supply 
of labour from the working age population. Concerns about the wellbeing of adults and children living in 
jobless households further contribute to interest in understanding what may be done to lift the employment 
rate of mothers, particularly single mothers (Baxter et al. 2013)).

Mothers are often not in paid work because they have very young children to care for, with many mothers 
leaving work at least for a period when a new baby is born (Baxter 2009). However, the employment rate 
increases as children grow and women become more likely to combine their caring responsibilities with paid 
work. Previous research on maternal employment has clearly shown how participation varies both with the 
age of the youngest child and with the number of children. For example, using the Household, Income and 
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, Parr (2012) showed that maternal employment rates increased 
with the age of the youngest child and were lowest when there were three or more children in the family. 
Such findings are consistent with other analyses of HILDA (Baxter & Renda 2011), the International Social 
Science Survey Australia (Evans & Kelley 2008), the Negotiating the Life Course Survey (Baxter 2013a), the 
Australian population census (Baxter 2005a; Gray et al. 2002; Baxter 2013b) and LSAC (Gray & Baxter 2011). 

Increased participation by mothers as children grow older is likely to reflect a number of things. One is that 
mothers may feel it is not appropriate or desirable to ‘outsource’ the care of a baby, but, as children become 
more independent and social, non-parental care may be seen to offer opportunities for children to develop 
as well as potential for parents to work. Mothers may seek to work for a range of reasons, including financial 
ones, to maintain skills or a career, to socialise and to be able to contribute in some way outside the home 
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(Baxter 2008). Financial aspects may also take into account the cost of child care and other costs of working, 
relative to the income that comes in and possibly the income support that is withdrawn. 

The age of the youngest child is the central variable used in this report for all analyses of employment 
participation given the strong relationship between age of youngest child and maternal employment 
described above.

Family size is also taken into account given the expected lower rates of employment participation among 
mothers with larger families (Baxter 2005a; Gray et al. 2002). Various other key characteristics are also 
examined with a view to gaining insights about whether certain mothers have more (or fewer) deterrents to 
entering employment than others. 

One factor that is considered is the family form. Data for single mothers is compared with that for couple 
mothers given that previous research has highlighted their different levels of engagement in paid work (Baxter 
2013b; Baxter 2013c, Baxter & Renda 2011; Gray et al. 2006) (and see figures above). 

Understanding more about the employment of single mothers is particularly important given the importance 
of paid work to their financial wellbeing (Baxter et al., 2013). This report provides information for single 
mothers that allows comparison to mothers in couple families. Because the focus of this report is on all 
mothers rather than only single mothers, we have not made use of the detailed information that applies more 
specifically to those families where a child has a parent living elsewhere. For example, LSAC includes detailed 
information about receipt of child support and that has been previously examined in the context of maternal 
employment (Taylor & Gray 2010). There are clearly opportunities for this research to be expanded in the 
future to take into account such characteristics, especially in the context of single mothers’ employment. 

Couple mothers are further grouped according to their partners’ employment status to allow analyses of how 
maternal employment varies when partners are not employed, self-employed or employees. Decisions about 
maternal employment are likely to be made as part of couple-level strategies regarding employment (Becker 
& Moen 1999; Moen & Yan 2000; van Wanrooy 2013), so taking some account of partner’s employment 
status provides some insights into this. In particular, mothers with not-employed partners are expected to 
have relatively low employment rates (Baxter 2005a, Bradbury 1995; Evans & Kelley 2008; King, Bradbury 
& McHugh 1995; Micklewright & Giannelli 1991). One possible reason for this is ‘assortative mating’—that is, 
the tendency for people to form relationships with those who have similar characteristics to their own. So, 
for example, if a man of working age is unemployed, his wife or partner may also have characteristics that 
predispose her to also be out of paid work.2 For couples in which the father is employed, on the other hand, 
having a self-employed partner may indicate that there are opportunities for the mother to work in a family 
business and this may be associated with higher employment rates. 

There are no doubt other couple-level factors that contribute to maternal employment decisions, but it 
was not possible to include all such factors in this report.Thus there are opportunities to use these data 
to investigate partnered mothers’ employment in more detail. One factor that was not taken into account 
in these analyses was the level of the fathers’ income. Mothers may be more likely to remain out of 
employment when fathers earn higher incomes, as there may be less need for them to contribute financially 
to the family income. However, higher-earning men are likely to have partners or wives with higher earning 
potential who may not wish to take an extended break from employment, so it is not clear whether these 
associations will make a significant difference.3 Another couple-level factor that may make a difference 
to maternal employment decisions is the extent to which fathers are involved, or prepared to be involved, 
in child care. This has not been considered in this report because the information needed to explore 
this relationship is not available at all waves of the study. Also, an attempt to disentangle whether greater 
involvement by fathers in child care leads to higher levels of maternal employment or follows from higher 
levels of maternal employment would require a different approach than has been used in this report.  

Mothers’ educational attainment is an important variable in regard to participation in employment, with higher 
educational attainment associated with a greater likelihood of being employed (Austen & Seymour 2006; 
Baxter 2013a; Gray et al. 2002; Parr 2012). This is likely to reflect that education is associated with higher 
earnings potential and therefore women with more education have more to lose by not working. That is, the 
opportunity cost of not working affects the employment decision. Higher education can also reflect a greater 
commitment to a career and may be associated with being able to attain more interesting and fulfilling work 
and less conservative attitudes about mothers and employment (van Egmond et al. 2010). On the demand 
side, employers may prefer more highly educated people over others (Miller 1993).
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Prior work experience is also a useful indicator of human capital, with past employment experience strongly 
related to the likelihood of being employed at a point in time (Gray & Chapman 2001). For mothers, being 
employed during pregnancy is an important predictor of timing of return to work after childbirth (Baxter 
2009). Also, employment experience is related more generally to transitions into and out of employment: 
those who have spent more time in employment are more likely to remain employed if they are already 
employed or to enter employment if they are not employed (Baxter & Renda 2011; Buddelmeyer, Wooden 
& Ghantous 2006; Haynes et al. 2008; Knights, Harris & Loundes 2000; Stromback, Dockery & Ying 1998). 
In this report some analyses of employment during pregnancy is included. However, instead of examining 
a measure of prior work experience, these analyses include the age of the mother at the birth of her first 
child. This will provide some indication of the potential to have gained work experience (or education) before 
child-bearing. Baxter’s (2013a) analyses of mothers’ employment participation using the Negotiating the Life 
Course Survey showed that, the older mothers were when they had their first child, the less likely they were 
to leave work on child-bearing. However, for mothers who left work, rates of return to work varied little 
according to their age at the birth of their first child. 

One other factor is country of birth, with migrant women, particularly those from non-English-speaking 
countries, less likely to be employed than Australian-born women (Parr 2012; Shamsuddin 1998; 
VandenHeuvel & Wooden 1996; refer to Birch 2003 for a discussion of issues concerning analyses of 
ethnicity and labour supply.) This is examined in this report through information on country of birth 
and English language proficiency. Given the higher unemployment rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders in general, the employment rate of Indigenous mothers is also expected to be lower than that of 
non-Indigenous mothers and is also explored in this report. 

Another factor is health status, as women with a long-term health problem or a disability are less likely to be 
employed than other women (Cai & Kalb 2006; Wilkins 2004). Renda (2007) found this also when focusing 
specifically on mothers. Her research found that not-working mothers with a work-affecting health problem 
or disability had similar desires regarding being employed as the other not-working mothers but they had 
less confidence about their future engagement in paid work. Consistent with this, Baxter and Renda (2011) 
showed that not-employed mothers were much less likely to enter employment in a given month if their 
health was self-rated as fair, poor or very poor as opposed to good or very good. Mothers with poorer health, 
if employed, were also somewhat more likely to leave employment in a given month. 

Further, within families in which a child or someone else has a disability or long-term health condition, 
parents’ caring responsibilities may lead them to be constrained in how they can engage with paid work. With 
mothers more often than fathers undertaking these caring responsibilities, mothers have somewhat lower 
levels of participation in paid work when they have a child with a disability or long-term health condition 
or are living in a household in which someone else has a disability or long-term health condition (Gray & 
Edwards 2009). 

Finally, mothers’ employment participation is also expected to vary according to characteristics of the region 
of residence (Gray et al. 2002), perhaps reflecting differences in employment opportunities.

2.3 Mothers’ job characteristics

While the research discussed above has focused on which mothers are and are not employed, other 
research has pursued questions relating to the nature and quality of jobs that are taken up by mothers. 
This is a very broad area of research, but the main areas of concern relate to working hours (especially 
part-time work) and the nature of the job contract (especially with regard to casual work). Others have looked 
at occupations, job quality and work–family spillover. The focus below is on hours and job contracts, as a 
reference to the other literature will be made in later sections of the report.  

The first characteristic examined is hours of work, which is especially relevant in the Australian labour market, 
in which mothers very often work part-time hours (Abhayaratna et al. 2008; Baxter 2005a; Borland, Gregory 
& Sheehan 2001; Campbell 2004; Gray & Baxter 2011; van Wanrooy 2013). The rate of part-time work by 
Australian mothers is high by OECD standards. Table A1, for example, shows that 38 per cent of employed 
Australian women worked part-time, which compared with an OECD average of 26 per cent.  
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A preference for part-time work is expressed by a majority of Australian mothers with young children (Glezer 
& Wolcott 1997; Qu & Weston 2005; van Wanrooy 2013), as it allows them to more easily combine caring 
responsibilities and paid work responsibilities, reducing time pressure and increasing satisfaction with the 
work–family balance (Baxter et al. 2007; Campbell & Charlesworth 2004). However, the high take-up of 
part-time work by mothers is also considered to be a response to the nature of full-time work in Australia, 
which is not compatible with caring responsibilities given the long hours that are expected in full-time jobs 
(van Wanrooy 2013). The longer-term effects on women’s incomes and careers of working in part-time jobs 
has been of considerable concern with regard to the financial security of women (Campbell & Charlesworth 
2004; Chalmers & Hill 2007). 

There is considerable evidence that part-time jobs are different to full-time jobs, with part-time work more 
common in the lower-status (lower-skilled) occupations, for example (Abhayaratna et al. 2008; Harley & 
Whitehouse 2001; Rodgers 2004). The roles and responsibilities of part-time workers differ from those 
of full-time workers also (Abhayaratna et al. 2008). However, part-time work may offer the advantage of 
flexible working arrangements to mothers who need to fit their employment around caring responsibilities. 
Associations between working hours and other job characteristics are examined in this report. 

Another distinctive feature of the Australian labour market is the high incidence of casual employment 
(Borland et al. 2001), with part-time jobs more likely than full-time jobs to be casual (Abhayaratna et al. 
2008). Mothers with young children have relatively high rates of casual employment when compared with 
other workers, which is related to the high take-up of part-time work by mothers and the casualisation of 
these jobs. Mothers’ employment is also examined by job contract in this report to explore differences in 
permanent and casual employment. Further, these analyses consider self-employment as a different form 
of job contract given that mothers have a relatively high rate of self-employment (Baxter & Gray 2008) and 
self-employment is especially common among employed mothers of infants (Baxter & Gray 2006).

The analyses in this report provide insights into working hours, job contract and occupation and also 
relate this information to some information about conditions often associated with job quality (measures 
of flexibility in hours, job security, autonomy of work and working time intensity), and also to positive and 
negative work-to-family spillover. Positive spillover captures mothers’ views on whether their working is good 
for their children, helps them appreciate time with their children or makes them a better parent. Negative 
spillover captures views on whether work responsibilities have resulted in missing out on family activities or 
family time being less enjoyable or more pressured.

These analyses are particularly useful for gaining insights into the possible experiences of employed mothers 
and how they vary for those working in different types of jobs (Charlesworth  et al. 2011; Hosking & Western 
2008; Strazdins, Shipley & Broom 2007). 

Throughout the analyses, mothers’ employment characteristics are examined by age of youngest child, 
which allows consideration of how employment participation varies with life stage, from motherhood of 
new babies through to older primary school age children. It is expected that considerable differences will be 
found as children grow, as has been previously observed in analyses of maternal work hours (Abhayaratna et 
al. 2008; Baxter et al. 2006; Gray & Baxter 2011; Parr 2012). Other sociodemographic variables (for example, 
educational attainment, age at birth of first child, ethnicity, health and remoteness) and local area variables 
are also taken into account throughout the report to examine how mothers’ access to different types of jobs 
varies with these characteristics. 

2.4 This study

Using LSAC (B and K cohorts, Waves 1 to 4), a range of analyses is presented in this report. 

As well as examining mothers’ employment participation in terms of being in or out of employment, this 
research will explore some aspects of employment characteristics, including hours worked and type of 
job contract. Looking beyond participation rates to more detailed information about the types of jobs that 
mothers are employed in is important, as the participation rates conceal a great deal of diversity in the ways 
in which mothers engage with the labour market.
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This research provides insights into the ways in which mothers negotiate the paid labour market when they 
have young children. The aim is to explore differences among mothers and also differences in the nature of 
mothers’ engagement in paid work as children grow older. The specific research questions examined are as 
follows:

 > How does mothers’ employment participation change as their youngest child grows older, as reflected in 
overall participation rates (Section 4), hours of work, job contract and occupation (Section 5)?

 > How do the longitudinal data, and analyses of mothers’ employment transitions, provide insights on the 
employment participation of mothers with young children? How do employment transitions vary with 
the abovementioned characteristics (Section 7)?

 > How do patterns and trends by age of youngest child vary with different demographic and family 
characteristics (such as education, family size, language proficiency of mothers, family type and partner’s 
employment, remoteness and area-level disadvantage) (Sections 4 through 7)?

 > What are other characteristics of jobs mothers work in and how do these jobs spill over to family life? Are 
some jobs more likely to be affected by spillover from family responsibilities to work (Section 6)?

 > How do not-employed mothers’ reasons for remaining out of work vary as children grow and how are 
they related to different sociodemographic characteristics (Section 8)?
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3 Data and method

3.1 The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children

The analyses in this report are based on data from LSAC, which follows two cohorts of children selected 
from across Australia. Children in the B cohort (‘birth’ at Wave 1) were born between March 2003 and 
February 2004 and children in the K cohort (‘kindergarten’ at Wave 1) were born between March 1999 and 
February 2000. An overview of the design of LSAC is provided by Gray and Smart (2009).

This report uses data from the first four waves of the survey, collected in 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2010.4 
The LSAC sample was 10,090 children at Wave 1. Like all longitudinal studies, LSAC experiences sample 
attrition (that is, not all of the original study participants are interviewed at each subsequent wave), so at 
Wave 4 83 per cent of the original Wave 1 sample was successfully interviewed. This retention rate compares 
favourably with other similar longitudinal studies (Gray & Smart 2009).

Attrition has resulted in some biases being introduced into the sample. For example, single parents and 
parents with lower levels of educational attainment have been more likely to drop out of the study. 
The dataset includes sample weights that are designed to adjust sample estimates to take account of 
differential rates of attrition for a range of observable characteristics; however, it is not possible to adjust 
estimates for possible differences in attrition rates for characteristics that are not observed in the dataset.5 
Estimates presented in this report have been produced using the sample weights, with unweighted data 
used in the multivariate analyses.

The main focus of LSAC is the collection of information about children selected into the study (referred to 
as the ‘study child’). A large amount of information is also collected about the family more broadly, including 
about the paid employment of the study children’s parents. This report draws in particular on the detailed 
information collected on the employment characteristics of mothers.

The LSAC methodology involves collecting information about the family from the study child’s primary carer 
or the parent who knows most about the child (Parent 1).6 In couple-parent families, in the vast majority of 
cases, Parent 1 is the mother. In single-parent families, Parent 1 is the parent with whom the child is residing 
at the time of the data collection; in most cases, again, this is the mother. Data are collected from Parent 1 via 
face-to-face interviews and self-complete questionnaires, including computer-assisted instruments in more 
recent waves. In the case of couple-parent families, information is also collected about and from the other 
parent. Data from these different sources are used in this report.

3.2 Analytical approach

In much of the analysis contained in this report the data from the two cohorts and the four waves are pooled 
across waves and cohorts. A consequence of pooling data across waves is that the study children in the 
pooled sample range in age from 0 to 1 years (Wave 1, B cohort) to 10 to 11 years (Wave 4, K cohort). Of 
course, many LSAC children have older and/or younger siblings, so the age range of all children in these 
families is wider than this. For analyses of maternal employment it is especially important to consider ages 
of younger children in the family, not just the age of the LSAC study child. As such, much of the analysis in 
this report refers to age of youngest child. Table 1 provides information on the number of responding LSAC 
families at each wave for the B and K cohorts, by age of youngest child.

The data are restricted to families with a mother present. The overwhelming majority (greater than 
99 per cent) of mothers are biological mothers of the LSAC study child, but step-, adoptive and foster 
mothers are also in scope. 
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Table 1: Sample numbers by age of youngest child for each wave of LSAC

B cohort 

Age of study child

K cohort 

Age of study child Pooled 

sample 

total0–1 

year

2–3 

years

4–5 

years

6–7 

years

4–5 

years

6–7 

years

8–9 

years

10–11 

years

Total families 5,107 4,606 4,386 4,242 4,983 4,464 4,331 4,169 36,288

In-scope families 5,085 4,572 4,321 4,172 4,899 4,376 4,167 4,001 35,593

Age of youngest 

child (years)

0 4,303 897 479 235 443 245 148 85 6,835

1 782 541 558 252 640 304 175 90 3,342

2 2,280 694 407 842 316 194 111 4,844

3 854 347 416 386 447 259 137 2,846

4 1,682 574 2,126 621 251 168 5,422

5 561 304 462 334 401 236 2,298

6 1,369 1,506 550 240 3,665

7 615 603 274 351 1,843

8 1,419 529 1,948

9 496 263 759

10 1,227 1,227

11 564 564

Note: The number of in-scope families is slightly less than the total number in the sample, as families were excluded if there was no 
resident mother in the family. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

By pooling the LSAC data from two cohorts and four waves, the constructed dataset could loosely be 
described as that of families with young children. These families include those with a youngest child between 
0 (under 1) year and 11 years. However, as is apparent in Table 1, the distribution by age of youngest child 
is far from even, reflecting the construction of these data from the two LSAC cohorts as distinct from a 
cross-sectional dataset of families. Examples of how the distributions by age of youngest child appear 
in cross-sectional data are shown in Table A2. The LSAC data are also tabulated by year or wave of data 
collection in this Appendix table, which shows another point about these data—in families with children under 
8 years old, there are reasonable numbers of cases from each of the waves or years (although they are not 
evenly spread). However, for families with a youngest child aged 8 years or over, these data were obtained 
only in 2008 and 2010 (Waves 3 and 4). This is also apparent in Table 1. With regard to the policy context 
outlined in Section 2.1, this means that, for mothers of under-8-year-olds, the data reflect a mix of policy 
environments while, for mothers of older children, the data reflect the more recent policy environment. For 
these reasons, we do not attempt to relate the findings in this report to any specific policy context or change. 

Simple descriptive analyses are used to present overviews of patterns (including transitions) and associations 
with key variables. Multivariate analyses are also used to further explore associations between maternal 
employment and the range of sociodemographic variables. The specific nature of the analysis is explained at 
the point where it is presented in the report.

In cases where the data are pooled to analyse maternal employment, this means that the same mother may 
appear multiple times (up to four times for those who participated in all four waves). The multivariate analyses 
based on the pooled sample take account of the fact that the same study mothers may appear multiple times 
in the dataset, in order to estimate accurate standard errors.

Many of the analyses in this report use the labour force status (and other characteristics) of mothers at 
the time of the interview at each wave of LSAC to analyse cross-sectional differences in employment 
participation and to then analyse transitions across waves. The key variables are described below.
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3.3 Key variables

Labour force status

Labour force status is derived from questions about participation in employment in the week before the 
LSAC interview and is presented by age of youngest child in Table 2.7 Note that the sample size is slightly 
lower than that shown in Table 1 because of a small amount of missing employment data.

Mothers are initially classified as employed, not in the labour force or unemployed. Employed mothers are 
those who undertook paid work in the week before being interviewed or who had a job from which they 
were on leave (or were otherwise absent from). As is apparent in Table 2, mothers are most likely to be away 
from work when they have a child aged under 1 year. The actual reasons mothers give for being absent for 
work (including types of leave), by age of youngest child, is given in Table A3, and these data show that this 
higher proportion on leave with under-1-year-olds relates to mothers being on maternity leave. 

To establish that the LSAC pooled data set can reliably be used to analyse maternal employment patterns, 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census data from 2006 and 2011 were used to derive the same 
information, as is shown in Table 2. The 2006 data were included, as they are likely to be more comparable 
to the pooled LSAC data than the 2011 Census data given that the LSAC data cover the period 2004 to 2010. 
This Census data are presented in Table A4 and Table A5. Across families with a youngest child aged under 
12 years, overall, 59 per cent of mothers were employed (54 per cent at work and 3 per cent away from 
work, plus some ‘not stated’), 3.7 per cent were unemployed and 38 per cent were not in the labour force. 
The comparable figures from the LSAC pooled data were very similar—61 per cent employed (54 per cent at 
work and 6.6 per cent away from work), 3.2 per cent unemployed and 36 per cent not in the labour force. 

Table 2: Maternal labour force status by age of youngest child

Employed

Age of 

youngest child 

(years)

At work Away from 

work

Total 

employed

Unemployed Not in the 

labour force

Total

%

0 31.0 13.7 44.6 2.8 52.6 100.0

1 43.8 4.4 48.1 3.0 48.8 100.0

2 52.5 4.3 56.8 3.2 40.0 100.0

3 54.2 4.7 58.8 3.0 38.2 100.0

4 59.3 4.5 63.8 3.1 33.0 100.0

5 62.8 4.8 67.5 3.8 28.7 100.0

6 66.9 5.3 72.2 4.4 23.4 100.0

7 68.9 5.8 74.7 3.6 21.7 100.0

8 72.5 5.3 77.8 3.4 18.8 100.0

9 71.6 6.1 77.6 2.6 19.8 100.0

10 72.3 7.1 79.3 3.0 17.7 100.0

11 75.0 8.0 82.9 1.7 15.3 100.0

Total 54.2 6.6 60.8 3.2 36.0 100.0

N

Sample size 20,353 2,563 22,916   988 11,656 35,560

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.



12 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Figure 3: Rates of maternal employment according to 2006 and 2011 Census and LSAC

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts and ABS Census, special data reports.

The percentage employed is also similar across age of youngest child, as shown in Figure 3, which includes 
the LSAC pooled data and also Census data from 2006 and 2011. LSAC rates are slightly higher for older 
children when compared with the Census but were very comparable for children under school age.

Mothers who have a job but were absent from that job in the reference week are included as employed 
in the analyses of employment participation but are excluded from analyses of job characteristics (such as 
hours worked). 

Those without a job are classified as unemployed if they had been actively seeking employment in the 
previous four weeks and could have started work in the reference week (the week before the interview). 
The remainder are those not in the labour force. This includes those who did not want to work or who 
wanted to work but were engaged with other activities (such as caring for children) at the time of the survey. 
Analyses of the not-employed mothers (unemployed and not in the labour force) are presented in Section 8.

From the labour force information, the employment rate is calculated as the percentage of mothers who 
are employed as opposed to being either unemployed or not in the labour force. This employment rate is 
used in Section 4 in comparing different rates of participation according to a range of personal and family 
characteristics. 

For couple mothers, the labour force status of their partner is also calculated, in order to analyse how 
mothers’ employment participation varies when partners are not employed. 

Various job characteristics are collected in LSAC for the main job of each parent (most employed mothers 
only have one job—see Table A6). Details examined in this report are job contract, occupation, flexibility of 
hours and other information on scheduling of work hours, work–family spillover and work stress. These data 
are described and analysed in later sections.

Other key variables

The employment data are related to key sociodemographic and family-level variables such as age of 
youngest child, number of children, age of mother at birth of first child, single- versus couple-parent family, 
educational attainment of mothers, mothers’ health status, English language proficiency, remoteness and 
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socioeconomic status of regions. Partner’s employment status is also examined. See Table 3 for a list of the 
variables used. Table A7 shows the means and distributions of these variables in the pooled sample for all 
mothers and all employed mothers. 

A key variable used throughout the report is family type, as mothers’ decisions about employment 
participation are likely to be made within the broader context of the family. Family type is initially derived from 
the relationship status of the mother (whether or not she has a resident partner). A family is categorised as a 
single-mother family if the mother does not have a resident partner (see box below, ‘Single-parent families 
and other family forms’ for a more extensive explanation). If another parent is only temporarily absent (for 
example, for work-related reasons), this family is classified as a couple-parent family. For couples, family 
type also incorporates the employment status of the partner. Employment status of the partner has three 
categories. One category is for mothers whose partners are not employed, as prior research leads to the 
expectation that mothers with not-employed partners will have relatively low employment rates. Then 
employed partners are divided into those who are self-employed and those who work for an employer. 
The purpose of this is to examine how a partner’s self-employment might be linked to higher rates of 
employment—in particular, self-employment for mothers.8 
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Table 3:  Key sociodemographic variables

Variable Categories/values Source and notes

Age of youngest 

child 

Continuous (years) Age of the youngest child in the family

Family type Single mother

Couple mother with not-employed 

partner

Couple mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job

Couple mother with self-employed 

partner

Educational 

attainment

Incomplete secondary

Secondary, certificate or diploma

Degree or higher

Age at birth of first 

child

Under 24 years

24–32 years

33 years or more

Mother’s age at birth of first child was derived from 

age of mother’s oldest child living in the household 

at Wave 1. This may be inaccurate if mothers have 

children who have left home or are deceased. The 

categories were derived to identify the youngest 

mothers (those with age in the bottom 20% of the 

distribution) and the oldest mothers (those with 

age in the top 20% of the distribution)

Ethnicity Australian-born non-Indigenous

Indigenous Australian

English-speaking overseas-born 

Poor English language proficiency, 

overseas-born

Health
9 Good, very good or excellent

Fair or poor

Based on self-reported health of mothers who say 

their health is poor or very poor

Number of children One

Two

Three or more

Counts the number of children in the home. This 

includes siblings of the study child who are aged 

15 years or older

Local area 

disadvantage

Least disadvantaged 

Middle 60%

Most disadvantaged

Based on socioeconomic index of disadvantage 

and advantage for areas, with those with highest 

(20%) of Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) 

scores identified as least disadvantaged and those 

in areas with the lowest (20%) of SEIFA scores 

identified as most disadvantaged

Remoteness Major cities

Inner regional

Outer regional

Remote or very remote

While LSAC is not representative of all children 

living in remote and very remote parts of Australia, 

some children living in these regions are in the 

study
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Single-parent families and other family forms 

The complexity of different family forms is difficult to capture and represent accurately in studies such 
as this. The classification of family type used here is based on whether the mother of the LSAC study 
child has a resident partner (married or cohabiting). There is no further differentiation based on the 
relationship between the mother, her partner and the children living in the household (or elsewhere). 
Further, the analyses do not take account of whether any of the children in the household have a 
parent who lives else elsewhere. 

Family form is derived from information provided by Parent 1 at each wave of the study and therefore 
reflects the situation at that time. This therefore allows for changes in family form across waves of the 
study. That is, a family can be a single-mother family at one wave, a couple family at the next and a 
single-mother family again if the mother was single at one wave, in a live-in relationship at the next 
wave but single again at the next time. 

Indicators of disability of different household members are also included; however, these items could not be 
derived consistently across all four waves. Table 4 shows the items that could be derived from Waves 2 to 4. 
The distribution of these variables is shown in Table A7. 

Table 4: Disability variables—Waves 2 to 4 only

Variable Categories/values Source and notes
10

Disability—mothers Yes, no Indicates if mother has a medical condition or disability that has lasted, 

or is likely to last, for six months or more or that restricts everyday 

activities

Disability—any 

children

Yes, no Indicates if any child of either (or single) parent has a medical condition 

or disability that has lasted, or is likely to last, for six months or more or 

that restricts everyday activities

Disability—any 

others in household

Yes, no Indicates if anyone in the household other than mother and/or 

children has a medical condition or disability that has lasted, or is likely 

to last, for six months or more or that restricts everyday activities
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4 Participation in employment

This section explores mothers’ participation in employment according to age of youngest child and other 
key variables. The focus here is whether or not mothers are participating in employment at different times, 
with a view to gaining greater insights into any barriers or deterrents to employment that some women face 
and understanding which women remain out of employment, even after a period of caring for very young 
children.

The section is structured as follows. Employment participation is first examined by comparing percentages 
of mothers employed by age of youngest child and a selection of variables through graphs and multivariate 
analyses. Taking a step back, in the final subsection the employment of these mothers before the birth of 
their first child is examined and related to later patterns of employment participation.

4.1 Variation in employment participation rates

Table 2 showed that the percentage of mothers in employment increases with the age of the youngest 
child, as would be expected. Here this is explored in more detail to examine how this relationship between 
age of youngest child and maternal employment varies with characteristics of mothers and families. Initially 
this is done through graphical presentation of employment rates in the pooled dataset, by a selection of 
characteristics and age of youngest child. Multivariate analyses were then also used to confirm which 
relationships are statistically significant when other associations are controlled. Random effects (RE) logistic 
regression models were estimated, as they are appropriate for analysing associations between a range of 
explanatory variables and a binary outcome (being employed or not) with longitudinal data. Results from 
the RE models can be interpreted like the other models presented in this report, although the associations 
observed represent differences across individuals (with different characteristics) as well as changes in 
characteristics among individuals across time. The box below, ‘Interpretation of multivariate results’, describes 
how the results (presented as odds ratios) can be interpreted. The variables listed in Table 3 are included as 
explanatory variables. 

A model was first estimated across the pooled data. Then the same model was estimated for subsets of 
the sample—those with youngest children aged 0 to 4 years and 5 to 11 years—to explore whether different 
factors explained maternal employment participation when the mother’s youngest child was (approximately) 
under school age rather than primary school age. An additional model (not shown) was also estimated in 
which all explanatory variables were included along with interaction terms between each and the age group 
variable (0 to 4 years versus 5 to 11 years). The statistical significance of the interaction term in this model was 
used to indicate whether the effect of the explanatory variable differed across these two broad age groups.

The discussion of results below draws upon the figures as well as the multivariate analyses.
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Interpretation of multivariate results

Mothers’ employment was coded as 1 for being employed and 0 for not being employed (that is, 
being unemployed or not in the labour force). Logistic regression models are estimated because the 
outcome variable is binary. Results of logistic regressions are presented as odds ratios. The ‘odds’ of 
being employed is the probability of being employed expressed as a ratio of the probability of not 
being employed. Odds ratios are an estimate of how the ‘odds’ vary for those with and without a 
particular characteristic.

In these analyses, the odds ratios provide an indication of whether being employed is more likely 
(when the odds ratio is greater than 1) or less likely (when the odds ratio is less than 1) for those with 
a particular characteristic compared with those in a comparison group (the reference category of the 
variable). When the odds ratio is equal to (or close to) 1, there is no difference between those with that 
characteristic and those in the reference group.

For example, for maternal educational attainment, the reference category is having a bachelor degree 
or higher. The odds ratios, then, compare the ‘odds’ of being employed for those with incomplete 
secondary education and those with a certificate or diploma to those having a bachelor degree or 
higher. The odds ratio of 0.14 for those with incomplete secondary education indicates that the odds 
of being employed for this lower level of education was 0.14 that of those with a degree or higher. 

The asterisks in the table indicate the statistical significance of each odds ratio. If there are no asterisks 
on a figure, this indicates that, according to conventional levels of significance, this odds ratio does 
not differ significantly from 1. A greater number of asterisks indicate that we have greater confidence 
that this variable has a significant association with the probability of being employed. 

The size of the odds ratio indicates how much the likelihood of being employed varies according to 
this characteristic. Thus, if the odds ratio is greater than 1, the larger the number is, the greater the 
difference in the probability of being employed between those with this characteristic and those in 
the reference group. If the odds ratio is less than 1, the closer the number is to 0, the smaller is the 
relative likelihood of being employed among those with this characteristic compared with those in the 
reference group. Put another way, the closer the number is to 0 for a characteristic, the greater the 
probability of being employed for those in the reference group for this characteristic.

Note that a limitation is that these odds ratios only allow comparison back to the reference group in 
a strict sense, although the size and direction of the coefficients can be used as a guide to how the 
probability of being employed compares across other groups. For example, the odds ratios for those 
with incomplete secondary education (0.14) and those with a certificate or diploma (0.45) are based 
on comparisons for each group to the reference group of having a degree or higher. The relative size 
of these odds ratios suggests that those with a certificate or diploma have a greater likelihood of being 
employed than those with incomplete secondary education. However, further statistical tests would 
be required to assert this with certainty. 

For many of the models presented in this report, random effects logistic regression models were 
estimated. Random effects models are appropriate since there is more than one observation per 
person (up to four observations, given four waves of LSAC). The difference between these models and 
logistic regression models is that a ‘random effect’ component is estimated that attempts to estimate 
each individual’s likelihood of being employed. In other models presented in this report, random 
effects ordinary least squares models are presented, when outcome variables are continuous rather 
than binary and the data are longitudinal.

The coefficients in random effects models represent the amount of change in the dependent variable 
associated with the presence of a particular characteristic, but, because they are derived from multiple 
records per person, they represent both differences across mothers (at any wave) and individuals’ 
differences across waves. Some characteristics do not change at all across waves (for example, 
Indigenous status), while some have the potential to change (for example, age of youngest child and 
relationship status). For those variables that may change across waves, the estimated coefficient will 
reflect these changes across the waves as well as between mothers.



18 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Figure 4 presents the percentage of mothers employed by age of youngest child and by family type from 
the pooled LSAC data. The differences in employment participation by age of youngest child that were 
evident in Table 2 are apparent here for most of the categories of family type. Four groups were considered 
in family type: single mothers, couple mothers with not-employed partners, mothers with partners in 
permanent/casual jobs and mothers with self-employed partners. Of all these groups, at any age of 
children, mothers with self-employed partners have the highest employment rates. This is especially true, 
relative to other mothers, for those with younger children. The next most likely to be employed are couple 
mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs and, again when children are young, there are quite large 
differences between the mothers with employed (permanent/casual or self-employed) partners and those 
without employed partners. Differences according to whether partners are in permanent/casual jobs or 
self-employed become less distinct once children are of school age. 

As expected, the employment rate of mothers who have not-employed partners is quite low, and it remains 
relatively low for all ages of children. 

The employment rate of single mothers is similar to that of mothers with not-employed partners while 
children are under school age, but from when youngest children are aged 5 years or more the employment 
rate of single mothers increases considerably and climbs as children grow, such that the employment rate 
approaches that of couple mothers with employed partners when youngest children are aged 10 to 11 years. 

In the multivariate analyses (Table 5), age of youngest child is clearly related to mothers’ employment 
participation, with employment more likely as children grow older. Age of youngest child has a greater 
association with employment participation for mothers with children aged under 5 years rather than 5 to 11 
years, reflecting the steeper gradient in the employment rates by age of youngest child as children grow from 
under 1 year up to around 5 years when compared with older ages. 

The multivariate analyses also show that, overall, single mothers and partnered mothers with not-employed 
partners have the lowest employment rates, while mothers with self-employed partners have the highest 
employment rates. When examined separately for mothers with a youngest child aged 0 to 4 and 5 to 11, 
some different associations are apparent, which are in accordance with Figure 4. Specifically, single mothers’ 
employment rates are only significantly lower than couple mothers’ (with partners in permanent/casual jobs) 
for the younger age group. Single mothers with younger children, when compared with those with older 
children, may be a more selective group of mothers on characteristics not included in these analyses, and 
this might explain the different associations for each of these age groups.11 

There is a greater gap in employment rates for couple mothers with not-employed partners when compared 
with those with partners in permanent/casual jobs in the older child age group. The higher employment rate 
of mothers with self-employed partners is apparent for both child age groups, but the gap is greater for the 
younger age group. 

Figure 5 shows how maternal employment participation varies by mothers’ educational attainment and 
age of youngest child. Not surprisingly, higher rates of participation are apparent for more highly educated 
mothers. There does not appear to be a different association between education and employment when 
children are 0 to 4 years versus 5 to 11 years. This is apparent also in the multivariate analysis. 

Other findings have not been presented graphically, but a number of relationships are apparent in the 
multivariate analyses:

 > As younger mothers have had less time to build up experience in the labour market, lower participation 
rates are expected for them compared with older mothers, and this is confirmed in these analyses. 

 > Having a smaller family size is associated with higher employment rates.

 > Poor self-reported health is associated with lower employment rates, especially in the older child 
age group.
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 > Being overseas-born with poor English language skills is associated with considerably lower employment 
rates, but being overseas-born and English-speaking is also associated with relatively low employment 
rates compared with Australian born, non-Indigenous mothers.12 Being Indigenous is associated with 
lower employment rates also.

 > Employment rates were higher in all areas outside the major city area. For mothers of the youngest 
children they were highest in outer regional areas, but, for mothers of the older children, participation 
rates increased with greater levels of remoteness, such that highest employment rates were apparent in 
the remote and very remote areas of Australia.13 

 > Employment rates were lowest in areas of greatest socioeconomic disadvantage. 

Additional models, using only Waves 2 to 4, were also estimated so that the disability items could be 
included. Only the coefficients to these items are shown in Table 6. There are marked differences in 
employment participation for these variables. Mothers are less likely to be employed if they have a medical 
condition or disability, and this is the case for each of the age groups of children. Also, mothers are less likely 
to be employed if there is a child with a medical condition or disability in the household, and, again, this is 
the case regardless of the age of youngest child in the family. Finally, having someone else in the household 
(for example, a partner or parent) with a medical condition or disability is associated with lower levels of 
employment participation by mothers, and this is most apparent for mothers of older children.

Figure 4: Mothers’ employment participation by family type and age of youngest child

Notes: These data are also presented in Table A9.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Figure 5: Mothers’ employment participation by educational attainment and age of youngest child

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table 5: Multivariate analyses of maternal employment

Overall, 

youngest child 

aged 0–11 

years

Youngest child 

aged 0–4 

years

Youngest child 

aged 5–11 

years

Comparison 

of coefficents 

for  

0–4 to 5–11

Odds ratio (employed vs not employed)

Age of youngest child (years) 1.44*** 1.52*** 1.32*** **

Family type (ref: mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job)

Single mother 0.66*** 0.49*** 0.84 ***

Mother with not-employed partner 0.64*** 0.70** 0.33*** **

Mother with self-employed partner 2.65*** 3.00*** 2.43*** ***

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor degree 

or higher)

Incomplete secondary only 0.14*** 0.15*** 0.09***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 0.45*** 0.47*** 0.34***

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1 2.16*** 2.42*** 1.93*** **

2 1.68*** 1.74*** 1.97***

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years 2.30*** 2.31*** 2.10*** **

> = 33 years 2.50*** 2.80*** 1.61**

Mother has fair or poor health 0.56*** 0.60*** 0.33*** **

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born non-Indigenous)

Indigenous Australian 0.32*** 0.27*** 0.52 *

English-speaking overseas-born 0.43*** 0.43*** 0.40***

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

0.05*** 0.06*** 0.03***

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional 1.22* 1.20* 1.38*

Outer regional 1.57*** 1.64*** 1.64**

Remote or very remote 1.70** 1.50* 3.22***

Local area disadvantage 

(ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60% 0.96 0.97 0.97 **

Most disadvantaged 0.83* 0.81* 0.84 *

Constant 0.76** 0.63*** 2.69***

Number of observations 35,122 22,997 12,125

Number of mothers 9,951 9,515 6,316

Rho 0.64 0.64 0.72  

Note:  Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. The final column shows the significance of difference between the 
coefficients in the model of 0 to 4-year-old children compared with 5 to 11-year-old children, as determined through fitting a fully 
interacted model. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level variance. Model also includes indicator 
variable for missing data on health status. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.



22 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Table 6: Multivariate analyses of maternal employment—disability items

Overall, 

youngest child 

aged 0–11 

years

Youngest child 

aged 0–4 years

Youngest child 

aged 5–11 

years

Comparison of 

coefficents for 

0–4 to 5–11

Odds ratio (employed vs not employed)

Mother has a disability 0.63* 0.54* 0.49*

At least one child has a disability 0.50*** 0.43*** 0.54**

Another household member has a disability 0.48*** 0.78 0.27*** **

Other variables not shown

Constant 1.05 0.70* 3.31***

Number of observations 25,299 13,625 11,674

Number of mothers 9,252 6,789 6,269

Rho 0.70 0.70 0.72

Note:  Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. This table shows only the variables relating to disability. Findings for 
other variables are consistent with those in Table 5. The final column shows the significance of difference between the coefficients 
in the model of 0 to 4-year-old children compared with 5 to 11-year-old children, as determined through fitting a fully interacted 
model. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level variance. Model also includes indicator variable for 
missing data on health status. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.

4.2 Employment before and after becoming mothers 

A key factor in explaining likely maternal employment participation is the degree of attachment mothers had 
to employment before becoming parents. Studies have consistently found that having worked before the 
birth of a child is strongly associated with working after the birth and returning to work faster (Baxter 2005b; 
Baxter et al. 2007; Glezer 1988; Hofferth 1996). Mothers who are already disengaged from employment 
leading up to the birth of a child may have less motivation and ability to engage with employment after 
the birth. 

This subsection analyses maternal employment using a different approach to that of Section 4.1 by examining 
employment participation according to some pre-motherhood information. 

Mothers’ employment during pregnancy

For these data, the analyses make use of information reported in Wave 1 of LSAC, when mothers were asked 
‘were you in paid work during your pregnancy with [study child]?’. Table 7 shows that 77 per cent of first-time 
mothers in LSAC were in employment while pregnant.14 This compares with 54 per cent for those pregnant 
with their second child and 36 per cent employed for those pregnant with a third or other children. These 
figures reflect that returning to work between births is less likely once family size gets larger—consistent with 
cross-sectional employment data which show lower employment rates for mothers with larger families (as in 
Table 5). 

Focusing on the first-time mothers, differences in pregnancy employment were apparent according to 
educational attainment, with 87 per cent of first-time mothers with a bachelor degree or higher employed 
compared with 60 per cent for those with incomplete secondary education. Those with complete secondary 
education and/or a certificate or diploma had employment rates falling in between these two. Differences in 
first-pregnancy employment rates are apparent by other variables examined in Table 7:

 > There were considerably lower employment rates during pregnancy for mothers who had their first birth 
at a younger age.



23 

PARTICIPATION IN EMPLOYMENT

 > Mothers who had been single while pregnant with their first child had lower employment rates in 
pregnancy compared with partnered mothers.

 > Indigenous mothers and mothers who were overseas-born and had poor English language proficiency 
had the lowest employment participation rates while pregnant with their first child. 

These patterns were also apparent for mothers who had three or more children (third or higher 
order pregnancy).

Multivariate analyses were also used to explore these relationships (Table 8), with the outcome of interest 
being whether or not employed during pregnancy, and so logistic regression was used. (RE logistic regression 
was not necessary, as only one observation per family was used in the analyses, from Wave 1.) One model 
was estimated for mothers for whom there was information about employment participation during the 
pregnancy of their first child. Another model was estimated for any births, with an additional explanatory 
variable of birth order. These models include a smaller set of data than was used in Table 5, as variables that 
may have changed since the time of the pregnancy (such as health status) were omitted. Regional variables 
are retained, even though it is possible for families to have moved since the pregnancy. (The inclusion of the 
regional variables did not alter the findings for the other variables.)

Table 7: Employment during pregnancy by birth order of study child and selected characteristics 

1st 

pregnancy
2nd pregnancy

3rd or higher 

order pregnancy
All pregnancies

% employed during pregnancy

All 77.1 53.7 36.4 59.2

Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 60.4 38.5 22.7 40.5 

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 78.1 52.8 38.8 60.2 

Bachelor degree or higher 87.4 71.1 56.8 76.2 

Age at birth of first child

Under 24 years 54.9 41.5 28.9 38.0

24–32 years 81.9 66.7 48.6 64.4

33 years or more 84.6 70.1 54.9 74.1

Relationship status before birth

Couple 84.0 59.0 41.9 64.8

Single 59.1 25.2 19.4 41.9

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous 81.8 57.2 41.0 63.7

Indigenous Australian 38.4 40.7 21.7 32.3

English-speaking overseas-born 70.0 49.1 29.5 53.0

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

35.4 16.1 14.2 22.4

N

Sample size 4,119 3,536 2,266 9,921 

Note: Educational attainment is measured at the time of the survey, so may not reflect educational attainment at the time of the birth.

Source: LSAC Wave 1, B and K cohorts.
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The multivariate analyses confirm the findings described above. All differences are quite highly statistically 
significant in their own right, so it appears that age at birth of first child, educational attainment, relationship 
status and ethnicity are all important in explaining the variation in who is likely to be employed during 
pregnancy. Further, these analyses show that mothers from lower socioeconomic regions had a lower 
likelihood of being employed during pregnancy. Significant differences were not apparent by remoteness.

Table 8: Multivariate analyses of being employed during pregnancy

Variable First births only any births

Odds ratio

Birth order (ref: 1st )

Child is 2nd birth order n.a. 0.31***

Child is 3rd or other birth order n.a. 0.18***

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years 3.26*** 1.90***

> = 33 years 3.95*** 2.25***

Single in pregnancy (ref: partnered) 0.60*** 0.53***

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only 0.35*** 0.33***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 0.68*** 0.59***

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born non-Indigenous)

Indigenous Australian 0.32*** 0.60***

English-speaking overseas-born 0.36*** 0.50***

Poor English language proficiency overseas-born 0.11*** 0.17***

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional 1.15 1.09

Outer regional 0.99 1.01

Remote or very remote 1.45 1.26

Local area disadvantage (ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60% 0.80 0.95

Most disadvantaged 0.67** 0.84*

Constant 4.16*** 5.31***

Number of mothers 4,107 9,896

Note: Logistic regression models were estimated. Region and SEIFA were measured at the time of the Wave 1 survey rather than the 
pregnancy. The other coefficients are not affected by the inclusion of these variables. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Employment during pregnancy and return to work

Previous analyses using LSAC to explore mothers’ return to work after child-bearing (Baxter 2009) has 
highlighted how being employed during pregnancy is related to differences in return to work over the year 
or so after the birth of a child. The analysis reported here looks beyond this time frame to show that this has 
longer-term implications for mothers’ employment. 

To do this, the data (as reported above) on mothers’ employment in pregnancy are used, but only for those 
mothers who reported on whether they were employed when pregnant with their first child—that is, the 
mothers of LSAC study children who were firstborn children. Mothers’ employment rates from each of the 
waves of LSAC were related to the age of the youngest child in the family at the time, to take account of 
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subsequent children that may have been born after the Wave 1 collection. These employment rates are 
shown, for mothers who were and were not employed while pregnant with their firstborn child, in Figure 6.

Being employed during pregnancy is very strongly associated with later employment participation. The gap 
between those who had and had not been employed during pregnancy is greatest when there is a young 
baby (aged under 1 year) in the family, with 59 per cent of mothers who had been employed during 
pregnancy employed at this time compared with 16 per cent of mothers who had not been employed during 
pregnancy. The gap between the two groups remains at around 30 percentage points at any time.

Figure 6: Percentage of mothers employed at each age of youngest child and whether employed during 
pregnancy of first child

Notes: Only includes mothers of children who were firstborn at Wave 1, by employment in that pregnancy.  
The estimate for 11 years has not been presented for mothers who were not employed in pregnancy because of the small sample 
size for this group.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Again, multivariate analyses were used to assess this relationship, while taking account of other characteristics 
of mothers. Logistic regression is appropriate and RE analyses have been used, as these analyses are based 
on the pooled data. The analyses are limited to those mothers of firstborn LSAC study children, so the sample 
size is smaller than in the analyses presented in Table 5. While our interest is in the association between 
pre-birth employment and later employment, a simpler model is first presented that omits the pre-birth 
employment variable but limits the sample to that used in this analysis. This allows us to see whether some 
of the sociodemographic variables’ associations with maternal employment reduce with the inclusion of 
pre-birth employment in the analyses.

Table 9 shows that, in this more limited sample, the findings already discussed (from Table 5) are still 
apparent. By adding in the indicator of being employed during pregnancy, the coefficients on age at birth 
of first child diminish in size although remain statistically significant, so effects of age at birth of first child 
on employment rates are related to the association between age at birth of first child and being employed 
during pregnancy. Other coefficients change to a lesser degree. These analyses confirm that being employed 
during pregnancy is strongly related to later employment outcomes. 
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Table 9: Multivariate analyses of being employed, sociodemographic characteristics and employment 
during pregnancy with firstborn child

Variable Base model
Based model plus indicator of 

being employed during pregnancy

Odds ratio (employed versus not employed)

Employed during pregnancy (ref: not 

employed during pregnancy)

n.a. 8.33***

Age of youngest child (years) 1.41*** 1.41***

Family type (ref: mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job)

Single mother 0.60*** 0.65***

Mother with not-employed partner 0.73 0.83

Mother with self-employed partner 1.90*** 1.92***

Educational attainment (ref:  Bachelor 

degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only 0.15*** 0.20***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 0.45*** 0.49***

Number of children (ref: 3 or more) 1.00 1.00

1 2.26*** 2.28***

2 1.79*** 1.79***

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years 3.75*** 2.21***

> = 33 years 3.92*** 2.16***

Mother has fair or poor health  

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born 

non-Indigenous)

0.55*** 0.57***

Indigenous Australian 0.40** 0.62

English-speaking overseas-born 0.46*** 0.64***

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

0.05*** 0.13***

Remoteness (ref: major cities) 1.00 1.00

Inner regional 0.95 0.90

Outer regional 1.70*** 1.70***

Remote or very remote 0.94 0.86

Local area disadvantage (ref:  least 

disadvantaged)

1.00 1.00

Middle 60% 1.08 1.15

Most disadvantaged 0.98 1.09

Constant 0.53*** 0.12***

Number of observations 14,491 14,491

Number of mothers 4,098 4,098

Rho 0.62 0.59

Note:  Only includes mothers of firstborn LSAC study children. Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. The final 
column shows the significance of difference between the coefficients in the model of 0 to 4-year-old children compared with 5 to 
11-year-old children, as determined through fitting a fully interacted model. Model also includes indicator variable for missing data 
on health status. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level variance. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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These analyses only considered whether later employment patterns are associated with whether or not 
women were employed before having children. The return-to-work timing of mothers who were employed 
during pregnancy may vary according to the characteristics of their pre-birth job. This has been shown 
in LSAC analyses of return to work in the year or so after the birth of a child (Baxter 2009) and will not be 
explored in this report. 

For those employed before having a child, the availability of parental leave is relevant to decision-making 
about the timing of return to work. Parental leave assists in maintaining a connection to a job and, when 
paid, addresses financial needs. In this report, the links between leave and return to work are not explored, as 
entitlement to paid leave in Australia has changed since the time at which many of the mothers in LSAC will 
have been contemplating a return to work, and this will be better explored in a study that is dedicated to the 
question of how use or access to leave is related to employment in this new policy context. 

4.3 Summary

This section has used the first four waves of the LSAC data to describe mothers’ participation in employment, 
including mothers whose youngest children are aged between under 1 year old and 11 years old. The findings 
regarding increased participation as youngest children grow are as expected, as are the findings regarding 
maternal and other family characteristics. For example, employment rates were found to be lower for 
younger mothers, those with lower levels of education, those with health problems and those from particular 
ethnic groups. Disability of mothers, and also of others in the household, was associated with lower levels of 
participation in employment. 

The interesting new findings from these analyses relate to the findings for different family types—specifically 
those comparing partnered mothers who have not-employed partners, self-employed partners or partners in 
permanent/casual jobs. It was interesting to observe the higher rates of employment by mothers who have 
self-employed partners. One possible explanation for this is the role of family business in providing some 
employment opportunities for mothers. 

Many of the factors that predicted higher levels of maternal employment had a fairly consistent association 
with the likelihood of being employed as children grew older. This was the case, for example, for maternal 
education. Some had stronger effects when children were younger, indicating that there is more diversity 
among mothers with different characteristics when children are very young. For example, single mothers had 
lower employment rates than mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs while the youngest child was 
aged under 5 years, but there was not a statistically significant difference in employment rates between these 
groups when the youngest child was aged 5 to 11 years. 

The analyses also confirmed other research that showed how being employed before becoming a mother 
is strongly related to later employment participation. Those less likely to be employed while pregnant with 
their first child include younger mothers, single mothers and those with lower educational attainment. These 
mothers, then, become at greater risk of remaining out of employment later and may need particular help or 
support to improve their pathways into employment as their children grow.

These issues are explored further in analysing employment transitions in Section 7 and in analysing 
not-employed mothers in more detail in Section 8.
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5 Hours, job contract and occupation

This section takes the examination of maternal employment a little further by looking at some key 
characteristics of employment: working hours, job contract and occupation. Most of the analyses are 
cross-sectional, although the longitudinal data are used to incorporate information on characteristics across 
the four waves of the study. Transitions relating to these aspects of employment are examined in Section 7. 

Together these analyses provide descriptive information about the nature of mothers’ employment, how it 
varies as children grow and more mothers re-enter employment and how it varies with maternal and family 
characteristics. 

5.1 Mothers’ working hours

One of the very significant features of maternal employment in Australia is the high incidence of part-time 
work (Abhayaratna et al. 2008; Baxter 2005a; Borland et al. 2001; Campbell 2004; Gray & Baxter 2011; van 
Wanrooy 2013; and see Table A1). Part-time work allows mothers to have some connection to the labour 
market while also being able to devote time to child care and, as such, is often sought by mothers, especially 
those with young children (Qu & Weston 2005; van Wanrooy 2013). However, there is ongoing debate about 
the quality of part-time jobs (Burgess 2005; Charlesworth et al. 2011) and the long-term effects of part-time 
work on mothers’ careers and financial security (Campbell & Charlesworth 2004; Chalmers 2013; Chalmers, 
Campbell & Charlesworth 2005; Chalmers & Hill 2007). As such, it is important to understand which mothers 
are working part-time and which mothers remain in part-time jobs as their children grow older. To do this, 
mothers’ hours of paid work are examined here, looking not only at the part-time/full-time distinction but 
also in more detail to see which mothers are working the very short or very long hours. This is especially 
important given the great diversity of working hours of mothers in part-time work (Baxter et al. 2006; 
Chalmers et al. 2005). 

Mothers’ usual work hours (in all jobs) are used in these analyses.15 In addition to analysing these data in 
single hours, bands of usual weekly working hours are examined. These data are shown, by age of youngest 
child, in Table 10. The percentages are calculated over all mothers in the pooled LSAC dataset, and the mean 
of the usual work hours is calculated for those who are employed and at work. This measure is easier to 
examine by age of youngest child and other variables (see Figure 7), while the categorical data are useful for 
seeing the extremes of the distribution across different groups (see Table 11). 

Overall, there is a shift toward longer work hours as children grow older. In the LSAC data, the percentage of 
mothers working fewer than 15 hours per week was 5 per cent for mothers of children aged 11 years, while it 
was 13 per cent for mothers with youngest children aged under 1 year. The percentage in each of the other 
work hours categories increases as children grow, with the largest increase being for the more standard full-
time hours (35 to 44 hours per week), which increased from 5 per cent of mothers of children under 1 year 
old to 23 per cent of mothers of 11-year-olds. The mean usual work hours increases gradually as children 
grow, so maternal employment increases through greater numbers of mothers working and also employed 
mothers working greater numbers of hours. 

Note that similar data were derived from the ABS Census (2006) to examine whether these patterns were 
similar in each dataset. The Census data are presented in Table A10. The overall patterns are very similar. 
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Table 10: Usual weekly work hours by age of youngest child

Age of 

youngest 

child (years)

1–14 15–24 25–34 35–44
45 

and over

Not 

employed/

away from 

work

Total

Hours 

worked,  

if at work

% Mean

0 13.3 9.1 3.8 4.7 1.6 67.6 100.0 19.8

1 15.5 14.2 6.4 6.1 3.3 54.4 100.0 21.5

2 15.5 17.8 8.6 8.7 3.0 46.4 100.0 22.4

3 14.7 16.9 9.5 10.0 4.4 44.6 100.0 24.2

4 15.1 18.1 10.8 12.0 4.9 39.2 100.0 24.8

5 13.0 19.8 12.0 13.5 5.6 36.1 100.0 26.0

6 12.0 19.4 15.0 15.1 6.1 32.4 100.0 26.7

7 11.0 21.3 12.9 17.0 7.1 30.7 100.0 27.4

8 10.4 21.3 15.9 17.5 8.0 26.9 100.0 28.0

9 7.3 21.2 15.6 17.6 10.2 28.1 100.0 30.2

10 8.0 18.3 16.8 20.6 8.8 27.4 100.0 29.7

11 5.2 21.1 16.6 23.0 10.6 23.5 100.0 31.4

All 13.3 16.5 9.9 11.0 4.6 44.7 100.0 24.9

N

Sample size 4,993 6,346 3,730 3,979 1,731 14,770 35,549

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

In Figure 7, average maternal work hours is presented by age of youngest child and family type using the 
LSAC pooled data. This shows the average hours worked by mothers with not-employed partners is relatively 
high, at least at the younger ages of children, despite their being less likely to be employed (Table 5). The 
categorical data in Table 11 show that a small percentage of these mothers work fewer than 15 hours per 
week, while a relatively high percentage work 35 hours or more per week. 

Other differences by family type in average hours worked are not very great. In fact, multivariate analysis of 
hours worked confirms this. Ordinary least squares were used to analyse the continuous measure of hours 
worked, again using the random effects specification given that the pooled data were used. As with earlier 
analyses, models were estimated for the whole pooled sample and then for mothers with youngest child 
aged under 5 years and those aged 5 to 11 years separately. The results are presented in Table 12. Additional 
analyses were undertaken on Waves 2 to 4 only, to allow the inclusion of the disability item (see Table 13).

The multivariate analyses, like Figure 7, show that work hours are highest for mothers with not-employed 
partners, and especially so in the model for youngest children aged under 5 years. There is minimal 
difference in the hours worked by single mothers compared with mothers with partners in permanent/
casual jobs. Mothers with self-employed partners work fewer hours per week than mothers with partners in 
permanent/casual jobs, although this is only apparent for mothers with a youngest child aged under 5 years, 
and it is a difference of only two hours per week. 

For other characteristics, maternal work hours for the data pooled across all ages of children with employed 
(and at work) mothers are presented in Table 11. The key findings from this analysis and the multivariate 
analysis of working hours (Table 12) are summarised below. For context, the findings from Table 5 regarding 
associations with maternal employment participation are also referenced:

 > In addition to being related to a lower likelihood of being employed, lower levels of education are 
associated with working fewer hours. In Table 11 this is most apparent in that lower educated mothers 
are more likely to work the shortest hours and less likely to work the longest hours.
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 > Youngest mothers work the most hours while being the least likely to be employed. This appears 
to reflect that these mothers are least likely to work 15 to 24 hours but are most likely to work 35 to 
44 hours per week. 

 > Mothers with fewer children work longer hours and are more likely to be employed. This is especially 
apparent in the higher proportion of mothers with only one child who are working full-time hours 
(35 hours or more) when compared with mothers with greater numbers of children.

 > Overseas-born mothers work longer hours than Australian-born mothers (while being less likely to be 
employed). This was especially true for overseas-born mothers with poor English language proficiency. 

 > Compared with mothers in major cities, mothers in remote or very remote areas of Australia worked 
somewhat longer hours, with the highest percentages working full-time hours (Table 11).16 This was also 
true for mothers in outer regional areas, but only for mothers of children aged 5 to 11 years (Table 12). 
Mothers in inner regional areas worked somewhat less than those in major cities, being less likely to work 
full-time hours.

 > Hours worked did not vary significantly by the socioeconomic disadvantage of the region.

In the multivariate analyses incorporating disability status (Table 13) these indicators are generally not 
statistically associated with variation in mothers’ working hours. The one significant finding was apparent for 
mothers of children under school age, who work fewer hours (by two hours per week) if someone (other 
than a child and the mother herself) with a disability is living in the household.

Figure 7: Average maternal work hours by family type—employed mothers

Notes: Mothers who are employed but away from work are excluded from calculations.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table 11: Sociodemographic characteristics and hours worked—employed mothers 

Variable

Mother’s work hours

1–14 15–24 25–34 35–44
45 

and over

All 

employed
%

All 24.1 29.9 17.9 19.8 8.3 100.0
Family status

Single mother 18.5 29.3 19.9 24.3 8.0 100.0
Mother with not-employed partner 16.1 20.1 15.8 31.6 16.3 100.0
Mother with partner in permanent/

casual job

21.5 31.7 18.6 20.7 7.4 100.0

Mother with self-employed partner 33.2 27.3 15.6 14.4 9.5 100.0
Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 27.9 28.4 18.4 18.9 6.5 100.0
Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 24.0 29.8 17.8 20.9 7.5 100.0
Bachelor degree or higher 21.8 31.0 17.9 18.1 11.2 100.0

Age at birth of first child
< 24 years 22.9 25.5 18.2 25.2 8.2 100.0
24–32 years 25.1 31.1 17.8 18.3 7.7 100.0
> = 33 years 22.0 30.7 17.9 19.1 10.4 100.0

Health
Good, very good or excellent 24.3 30.7 18.1 19.1 7.9 100.0
Fair or poor 23.3 25.2 20.5 21.5 9.5 100.0

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 27.1 28.8 13.9 18.8 11.5 100.0
No 21.6 30.0 19.1 20.7 8.6 100.0

One or more child has a disability
a

Yes 27.5 25.4 17.2 20.9 9.0 100.0
No 21.5 30.1 19.2 20.7 8.6 100.0

Another household member has 

a disability
a

Yes 25.4 27.5 16.6 21.8 8.7 100.0
No 21.6 30.0 19.1 20.6 8.6 100.0

Ethnicity
Australian-born non-Indigenous 25.4 31.0 17.9 17.8 8.0 100.0
Indigenous Australian 19.1 25.3 22.4 29.4 3.7 100.0
English-speaking overseas-born 19.8 27.0 18.0 25.7 9.6 100.0
Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

17.9 17.7 13.5 34.9 16.1 100.0

Number of children
1 18.6 26.8 16.7 27.2 10.7 100.0
2 21.4 31.4 19.4 19.7 8.2 100.0
3 or more 30.0 29.1 16.5 16.8 7.6 100.0

Remoteness
Major cities 23.1 30.1 18.0 20.3 8.6 100.0
Inner regional 26.6 31.5 18.3 16.9 6.7 100.0
Outer regional 25.7 27.5 17.4 20.6 8.9 100.0
Remote or very remote 16.8 27.1 16.4 28.5 11.3 100.0

Local area disadvantage
Most disadvantaged 24.1 28.6 18.0 20.8 8.4 100.0
Middle 60% 24.1 30.5 17.8 19.8 7.7 100.0
Least disadvantaged 24.0 29.3 18.0 18.7 10.0 100.0

N
Sample size 4,992 6,345 3,730 3,979 1,730 20,776

(a) Analyses of disability items use only Waves 2 to 4.

Note: Excludes mothers who were not employed or were employed but away from work. All sociodemographic characteristics refer to 
mothers’ characteristics or family characteristics. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table 12: Multivariate analyses of mothers’ usual weekly working hours—employed mothers

Variable
Youngest 

aged 0–11

Youngest 

aged 0–4

Youngest 

aged 5–11

Comparison of coefficents 

for 0–4 to 5–11

Coefficient

Age of youngest child (years) 1.16*** 1.58*** 0.79*** ***

Family type (ref: mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job)

Single mother 0.28 –0.41 1.16* **

Mother with not-employed partner 4.64*** 6.65*** 3.25*** ***

Mother with self-employed partner –1.07*** –1.98*** –0.07 ***

Educational attainment 

(ref: Bachelor degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only –3.30*** –3.03*** –3.97***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma –1.58*** –1.49*** –2.45***

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1 3.44*** 3.68*** 4.81***

2 1.51*** 1.68*** 1.75***

Age at birth of first child (Ref: <24 years)

24–32 years –2.10*** –2.09*** –1.67*** ***

> = 33 years –1.66*** –1.33* –2.13*** *

Mother has fair or poor health 0.86* 1.62** 0.01 *

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born 

non-Indigenous)

Indigenous Australian 1.41 2.29 –0.13

English-speaking overseas-born 1.62*** 2.18*** 0.81 **

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born
6.31*** 6.37*** 6.80***

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional –0.79* –0.69 –0.73

Outer regional 0.76 0.33 1.63** **

Remote or very remote 3.67*** 3.83*** 3.33**

Local area disadvantage 

(ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60% 0.15 0.49 –0.51

Most disadvantaged –0.06 0.26 –0.10

Constant 20.00*** 19.00*** 23.05***

Number of observations 20,090 11,369 8,721

Number of mothers 7,654 6,233 4,962

Rho 0.57 0.58 0.62

Note:  Random effects models were estimated. Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed but away from work. The final 
column shows the significance of difference between the coefficients in the model of 0–4-year-old children compared with 5 to 
11-year-old children, as determined through fitting a fully interacted model. Model also includes indicator variable for missing data 
on health status. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level variance. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table 13: Multivariate analyses of mothers’ usual weekly working hours—employed mothers, disability 
coefficients Waves 2 to 4 only

Variable
Youngest aged 

0–11

Youngest aged 

0–4

Youngest aged 

5–11

Comparison of 

coefficents for 

0–4 to 5–11

Coefficient

Mother has a disability 0.70 –0.99 1.26

At least one child has a disability –0.42 0.13 –1.00

Another household member has a 

disability

–0.21 –2.04* 1.02 *

Other variables not shown

Constant

Number of observations 15,672 7,235 8,437

Number of mothers 7,157 4,486 4,928

Rho 0.62 0.62 0.63

Note:  Random effects models were estimated. This table shows only the variables relating to disability. Findings for other variables are 
consistent with those in Table 12. Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed but away from work. The final column 
shows the significance of difference between the coefficients in the model of 0 to 4-year-old children compared with 5 to 11-year-
old children, as determined through fitting a fully interacted model. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-
level variance. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.

5.2 Job contract

Type of job contract in mothers’ main jobs is analysed in this subsection. This classification is important, firstly, 
because of the distinction between permanent and casual employees and, secondly, because of the separate 
identification of self-employed mothers. Casual employment is less secure than permanent employment 
and casual employees have fewer entitlements (such as paid leave) and possibly lower levels of access to 
training and career development. Mothers have relatively high rates of employment in casual work. This is 
partly related to the demand for part-time work by mothers, which is more likely to be casual than full-time 
employment (Abhayaratna et al. 2008). Concerns over the working conditions of casually employed mothers 
follow those previously outlined in relation to part-time work. While casual employment can be attractive in 
that it may often involve shorter work hours, the lack of security and entitlements and access to opportunities 
to improve work or career prospects are some of the negatives aspects of casual work (Charlesworth et al. 
2011). Self-employment is separated in these analyses from other types of work. Mothers—and especially 
mothers of infants—have relatively high rates of self-employment (Baxter et al. 2007). Self-employed mothers 
often report that they have taken up self-employment to better fit work around their caring responsibilities 
(Gray & Hughes 2005), so it is useful to explore how this type of work is distributed across employed mothers 
and, later, to see how this is related to job quality of work–family spillover. 

As in the previous section on work hours, in this section mothers’ employment is examined to explore 
differences in types of job contract across age of youngest child and the various maternal and family 
characteristics with a view to understanding the extent to which certain characteristics lead to a greater 
likelihood of being casual or self-employed rather than in permanent employment. 

In LSAC, mothers’ job contract is classified as permanent (including fixed-term contract), casual or 
self-employed.17 Across the pooled data, 57 per cent of employed (and at-work) mothers are in permanent 
jobs. Another 23 per cent are self-employed and 19 per cent are in casual jobs. Table 14 shows that the 
distribution changes as children grow, with self-employment most likely for employed mothers of the 
youngest children. Casual employment is also most likely when children are younger, such that the 
percentage in permanent employment increases quite significantly as children grow. 
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Table 14: Job contract by age of youngest child—employed mothers

Age of youngest child 

(years)
Self-employed Permanent Casual

Employed (at-work) 

total

%

0 32.4 45.5 22.2 100.0

1 27.7 51.1 21.2 100.0

2 24.4 55.2 20.3 100.0

3 24.6 56.0 19.4 100.0

4 22.5 57.2 20.3 100.0

5 21.5 58.5 20.0 100.0

6 21.0 61.5 17.5 100.0

7 17.8 64.7 17.6 100.0

8 20.3 61.6 18.1 100.0

9 19.5 65.3 15.3 100.0

10 18.3 64.3 17.4 100.0

11 19.0 68.1 12.8 100.0

All 23.4 57.3 19.4 100.0

N

Sample size 4,916 12,111 3,759

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

The distribution of job contract is examined for all mothers, including non-employed mothers as well 
in Table A14. These analyses show that, as children grow, the percentage of mothers working in self-
employment or in casual work remains fairly stable after some initial growth from when children are aged 
under 1 year through to around 2 years. That is, as the proportion that is not employed declines, there are 
initially increases in all types of jobs. However, the greater return to (or take-up of) permanent jobs at all ages, 
as children grow, is reflected in the distribution shown in Table 14.

Before describing how job contract varies across sociodemographic characteristics, we show, in Table 15, 
how this classification of employment is associated with the working hours examined in the previous 
subsection.18 Mothers in permanent jobs work the longest hours on average, while mothers in casual jobs 
work shorter hours on average. However, there is a spread of hours worked in each of the types of jobs. For 
example, a high proportion of self-employed mothers (like casually employed mothers) work fewer than 
15 hours per week, but many self-employed mothers work full-time hours, including 12 per cent who work 
45 hours or more per week. In Section 6, a broader range of working conditions is examined for those with 
different job contracts.
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Table 15: Work hours and job contracts of employed mothers

Usual work hours Self-employed Permanent Casual All employed

%

1–14 hours 39.5 11.5 42.4 23.4

15–24 hours 23.0 31.3 35.4 30.1

25–34 hours 14.7 20.6 14.0 18.1

35–44 hours 11.0 27.5 6.7 20.0

45 hours or more 11.8 9.1 1.4 8.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mean

Average work hours 22.1 28.4 17.0 24.9

N

Sample size 4,824 12,213 3,308 20,345

Note: Excludes mothers away from work (on leave or for other reasons).

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Table 16 shows the distribution of job contract of employed mothers according to mothers’ 
sociodemographic characteristics. To analyse the statistical significance of these associations, multivariate 
analysis was used to estimate the likelihood of mothers being in one of these three categories. Multinomial 
logistic regression was used for this analysis, with the standard errors adjusted to take account of the multiple 
records per person. As multinomial logistic regression coefficients are somewhat difficult to interpret, the 
results have been presented in the Appendix (Table A15).19 Though the multivariate analyses were used to 
ascertain which were the strong and significant differences, for simplicity, the bivariate results in Table 16 are 
referred to below in describing the associations. Some key findings are as follows:

 > Employed mothers with self-employed partners are very likely to be self-employed themselves—more 
than half of these mothers are self-employed compared with 23 per cent across all employed mothers. 
Mothers with self-employed partners, then, are much less likely than others to be in either permanent or 
casual jobs. 

 > Differences in job contract according to family type are less apparent for the other categories of family 
type. There is some evidence that single mothers are more likely than others to be in casual jobs and 
less likely to be in permanent jobs. Mothers with not-employed partners are the least likely to be self-
employed.

 > Differences in the likelihood of being casual, rather than permanent, exist by age of the mother at the 
birth of her first child, with younger mothers more likely than other mothers to be in casual jobs. 

 > The likelihood of being self-employed rather than in permanent employment increased for those with 
three or more children compared with those with fewer children. This was also the case for being in 
casual employment rather than permanent employment. 

 > Higher-educated mothers were less likely to be self-employed and less likely to be in casual jobs (relative 
to permanent employment) than other mothers. 

 > Poor English language proficiency was associated with a higher likelihood of being in self-employment 
and casual work relative to permanent work.

 > Mothers are more likely to be in casual jobs in more disadvantaged regions, while the proportion in 
self-employment and permanent employment increase in more advantaged regions.

Disability status of mothers and other family members was not significantly related to type of job contract. 
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Table 16: Sociodemographic characteristics and job contract of employed mothers

Variable
Self-

employed
Permanent Casual

Total 

employed

%

All 23.4 57.6 18.9 100.0

Family status

Single mother 10.4 62.5 27.2 100.0

Mother with not-employed partner 10.2 67.0 22.8 100.0

Mother with partner in permanent/casual job 12.7 67.1 20.2 100.0

Mother with self-employed partner 54.4 33.8 11.7 100.0

Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 22.0 52.6 25.4 100.0

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 24.6 55.1 20.3 100.0

Bachelor degree or higher 21.9 66.2 12.0 100.0

Age at birth of first child

< 24 years 18.9 53.2 28.0 100.0

24–32 years 24.7 57.8 17.5 100.0

> = 33 years 24.2 61.9 14.0 100.0

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous 23.6 57.5 18.9 100.0

Indigenous Australian 11.3 63.1 25.6 100.0

English-speaking overseas-born 22.8 59.7 17.6 100.0

Poor English language proficiency overseas-born 36.0 31.7 32.2 100.0

Health

Good, very good or excellent health 23.7 58.1 18.2 100.0

Fair or poor health 22.3 55.4 22.3 100.0

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 26.3 54.3 19.5 100.0

No 22.7 59.4 17.9 100.0

At least one child has a disability
a

Yes 20.6 57.0 22.3 100.0

No 22.8 59.4 17.8 100.0

Another household member has a disability
a

Yes 23.0 55.2 21.9 100.0

No 22.7 59.5 17.9 100.0

Number of children

1 15.9 64.7 19.4 100.0

2 21.1 61.6 17.4 100.0

3 or more 29.8 49.4 20.8 100.0

Remoteness

Major cities 22.6 59.8 17.6 100.0

Inner regional 23.6 54.7 21.7 100.0

Outer regional 26.5 53.4 20.1 100.0

Remote or very remote 23.4 56.2 20.4 100.0

Local area disadvantage

Least disadvantaged 25.9 60.3 13.8 100.0

Middle 60% 22.6 57.1 20.3 100.0

Most disadvantaged 21.5 53.8 24.7 100.0

N

Sample size 4,816 11,915 3,585 20,316 

(a)   Analyses of disability items use only Waves 2 to 4.

Note: Excludes mothers away from work (on leave or for other reasons). 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.



37 

HOURS, JOB CONTRACT AND OCCUPATION

5.3 Occupation

In this section, continuing from earlier analyses in this report, mothers’ occupations are examined and related 
to other job characteristics as well as the range of mothers’ sociodemographic characteristics. 

With regard to previous research on maternal employment and occupational groupings, there have been 
two key areas of focus. One is to what extent mothers change their occupation in order to achieve the 
work–family balance that they seek when they are caring for young children or whether mothers are able 
to regain their prior occupational standing as they increase their connection to paid work as children grow 
(Chalmers 2013). In the other, the gender segregation of occupations has been examined, especially in 
the context of how this segregation is related to the gender pay gap (for example, Preston 2004). While 
the analysis presented here does not specifically address these topics (as men’s occupations and women’s 
occupation before child-bearing are not covered in this report), the descriptive information on the types of 
occupations in which mothers are employed provides contextual information that could help inform these 
areas of research.

A classification of occupation provides information about a job’s likely social status, skill and earning and is 
strongly associated with job conditions. As Houston and Waumsley (2003) wrote, ‘occupational level tends 
to define the structure of working patterns’ (p. 21). The classification of occupation used here is based on the 
Australian Standard Classification of Occupations (ASCO) codes from ABS (1997).20 These data have been 
grouped quite broadly to provide an overview of mothers’ occupations (in their main job). Some variations 
to the standard grouping were applied so as to focus on specific types of jobs in which mothers are often 
employed. Specifically, instead of differentiating clerical jobs according to whether they were ‘advanced’, 
‘intermediate’ or ‘elementary’, they have all been included in one group. Similarly, distinctions based on 
skill level or complexity are not shown for sales and service jobs. Detail about the classification is shown in 
Table A16. 

Table 17 shows that just less than one-third of employed (and at-work) mothers are in professional and 
managerial jobs. This includes, for example, registered nurses, teachers and accountants. Another 17 per cent 
are in associate professional jobs—which includes office and shop managers, project and program 
administrators and hairdressers, for example. Almost one-quarter of mothers are employed in clerical jobs 
(the most common being bookkeepers) and another 20 per cent are employed in sales or service jobs (such 
as sales assistants and child care workers). Another 8 per cent are classified as cleaners, labourers and others 
(see Table A16 for details). This distribution is consistent with that described by Preston (2004).

While these percentages vary over ages of youngest child, there are no very strong trends apparent, such 
that employed mothers do not appear to move into or away from occupational groups (very broadly defined) 
as children grow. More precise analyses of specific types of occupations may reveal different patterns but is 
beyond the scope of this report. 
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Table 17: Occupation group by age of youngest child—employed mothers 

Age of youngest 

child (years)

Professionals 

& managers

Associate 

professionals 

& trades

Clerical Sales/service

Cleaners, 

Labourers 

&˛others

Employed 

(at work) 

total

%

0 33.8 15.6 27.4 18.1 5.2 100.0

1 32.2 16.6 25.0 18.2 7.9 100.0

2 33.9 15.1 25.4 18.7 6.8 100.0

3 30.0 16.4 23.8 21.4 8.3 100.0

4 31.6 16.8 24.4 19.7 7.4 100.0

5 30.1 16.4 23.0 22.6 8.0 100.0

6 31.4 16.7 23.3 20.3 8.3 100.0

7 30.7 17.6 21.2 21.0 9.4 100.0

8 30.1 18.0 22.2 21.3 8.4 100.0

9 28.2 21.4 19.9 22.0 8.4 100.0

10 30.3 16.9 23.2 20.9 8.7 100.0

11 31.4 18.8 24.7 17.6 7.5 100.0

All mothers 31.6 16.7 24.1 20.0 7.6 100.0

N

Sample size 7,250 3,301 4,764 3,590 1,297 20,202

Note: Excludes mothers away from work (on leave or for other reasons).

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

The occupation groups have different characteristics, as evident in the hours worked and job contract 
distributions, shown in Table 18. Mothers work longer hours in the higher-status (professional/managerial 
and associate professional/trades) jobs, with fewer working one to 14 hours per week and more working 
45 hours or more. Mothers in professional/managerial jobs are the most likely to be in permanent jobs. 
Self-employment is most common among mothers who are in associate professional/trades and clerical 
jobs. Casual work is more common in the lower-status occupations of service/sales jobs and cleaners, 
labourers and other workers. Additional characteristics will be examined in Section 6. 
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Table 18: Work hours and job contract by broad occupation group—employed mothers 

Job characteristics
Professionals 

& managers

Associate 

professionals 

& trades

Clerical
Sales/

service

Cleaners, 

labourers & 

others

Employed 

(at work) 

total

Usual work hours %

1–14 hours 16.7 17.2 30.2 29.1 30.2 23.5

15–24 hours 30.2 27.0 30.9 32.3 27.6 30.1

25–34 hours 19.3 20.3 15.5 18.7 14.9 18.1

35–44 hours 20.9 23.7 20.0 14.6 21.3 19.9

45 hours or more 13.0 11.8 3.3 5.3 6.0 8.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Mean

Average work hours 27.7 28.1 21.8 22.1 23.0 24.9

Job contract %

Self-employed 19.7 34.6 28.9 15.8 17.4 23.4

Permanent 70.6 54.3 58.6 51.4 44.0 59.1

Casual 9.7 11.1 12.5 32.9 38.6 17.5

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

N

Total 7,247 3,300 4,763 3,588 1,296 20,194

Note: The job change data is taken from Waves 2 to 4. Excludes mothers away from work (on leave or for other reasons).

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

There were no strong trends in the occupational distribution by age of youngest child; however, associations 
between other socioeconomic variables and occupations are much more apparent (Table 19). In particular, 
there is a very strong association between mothers’ educational attainment and occupation. Not surprisingly, 
mothers with a degree or higher are most likely to be in professional/managerial jobs (70 per cent of 
mothers with a degree or higher) and are not likely to be in sales/service jobs (7 per cent of these mothers) 
or cleaners/labourers/other workers (less than 2 per cent of these mothers). At the other end of the 
educational attainment classification, mothers with an incomplete secondary education are least likely to be 
in professional/managerial jobs (9 per cent of these mothers) and most likely to be cleaners/labourers/other 
workers (18 per cent of these mothers). The percentages in sales or service, or in clerical jobs, are similar for 
these mothers and for those with a complete secondary education, certificate or diploma. 

Many of the other associations apparent in Table 19 are likely to reflect the educational differences across 
groups. For example, single mothers and mothers with not-employed partners have relatively low educational 
attainment (Table A17), so to some extent this will explain these mothers having relatively high percentages 
employed as cleaners/labourers/other workers. 

Multivariate analyses of these data would be needed to disentangle these associations fully, but this is 
complicated by the classification having a number of categories, making any multivariate analyses difficult 
to interpret. This is left, therefore, for future work with these data. There are, nevertheless, some associations 
that are worth pointing out from the bivariate analyses in Table 19:

 > Mothers with self-employed partners are over-represented in clerical jobs. This reflects a relatively high 
proportion of these mothers being bookkeepers and no doubt reflects that mothers in some families 
undertake the bookkeeping for a family business (Baxter & Gray 2006). 

 > Like education, age of mother at birth of first child is strongly related to occupation. While this is likely 
to reflect that younger mothers (at birth of first child) have lower educational attainment (Table A17), on 
average it may also indicate that mothers who have had their first child earlier have not had as much 
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opportunity to develop their human capital in the labour market and therefore are less able to find 
employment in the higher-status occupations.

 > There are significant occupational differences by ethnicity. Mothers with poor English language 
proficiency are most likely to be in sales/service jobs and to be cleaners/labourers/other occupations. 
Indigenous Australians are also over-represented in these occupations, and both these groups are 
under-represented in professional/managerial jobs. These differences are also likely to be related to 
educational differences (Table A17).

 > The other characteristic for which there are strong differences is the socioeconomic status of the 
region. Differences are most apparent for the percentage in professional/managerial jobs (less likely 
in more disadvantaged areas) and the percentage in sales/service jobs and cleaners/labourers/other 
workers (more likely in the more disadvantaged areas). This will also to some extent reflect educational 
differences given that mothers with higher educational attainment are more likely to live in higher 
socioeconomic status areas (Table A17). 
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Table 19: Sociodemographic characteristics and occupation—employed mothers

Variable
Professionals 

& managers

Associate 

professionals 

& trades

Clerical
Sales/

service

Cleaners, 

labourers 

& others

Total 

employed

%

All 31.6 16.7 24.1 20.0 7.6 100.0

Family status

Single mother 21.3 17.3 18.8 29.4 13.3 100.0

Mother with not-employed partner 33.5 14.7 14.8 23.3 13.7 100.0

Mother with partner in permanent/

casual job

34.6 15.4 21.0 21.5 7.5 100.0

Mother with self-employed partner 29.7 19.3 34.4 12.1 4.6 100.0

Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 9.0 15.5 29.9 27.4 18.3 100.0

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 20.4 20.0 27.9 24.2 7.5 100.0

Bachelor degree or higher 69.6 10.3 12.2 6.5 1.4 100.0

Age at birth of first child

< 24 years 14.8 16.1 22.0 32.6 14.6 100.0

24–32 years 33.0 16.7 25.6 18.1 6.6 100.0

> = 33 years 45.2 17.4 21.1 12.7 3.7 100.0

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-indigenous 31.3 17.0 25.0 19.7 7.0 100.0

Indigenous australian 18.2 12.6 22.7 32.2 14.2 100.0

English-speaking overseas-born 35.5 15.6 21.8 19.4 7.8 100.0

Poor english language 

proficiency overseas-born

9.0 20.7 8.1 30.9 31.4 100.0

Health

Good, very good or excellent health 32.5 16.7 24.5 19.2 7.1 100.0

Fair or poor health 29.5 15.3 22.8 23.1 9.3 100.0

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 33.0 12.0 23.6 21.3 10.1 100.0

No 31.3 17.0 23.8 20.0 7.9 100.0

At least one child has a disability
a

Yes 30.4 14.4 21.6 23.7 9.9 100.0

No 31.3 17.0 23.8 19.9 7.9 100.0

Another household member has 

a disability
a

Yes 26.2 13.9 30.1 20.0 9.7 100.0

No 31.4 17.0 23.7 20.1 7.9 100.0

Number of children

1 32.9 16.9 22.8 20.2 7.2 100.0

2 33.4 17.2 24.1 18.9 6.5 100.0

3 or more 28.7 15.9 24.6 21.4 9.4 100.0

Remoteness

Major cities 35.5 16.1 23.6 18.2 6.6 100.0

Inner regional 24.4 17.3 25.4 23.6 9.3 100.0

Outer regional 26.5 17.4 24.0 22.4 9.7 100.0

Remote or very remote 26.1 20.5 25.3 20.6 7.5 100.0

Local area disadvantage

Least disadvantaged 46.6 17.1 20.2 12.8 3.3 100.0

Middle 60% 26.4 16.8 26.1 22.1 8.6 100.0

Most disadvantaged 21.5 15.0 23.0 26.9 13.7 100.0

N

Sample size 7,247 3,300 4,763 3,588 1,296 20,194

Note: Excludes mothers away from work (on leave or for other reasons).  aAnalyses of disability items use only Waves 2 to 4.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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5.4 Summary

Together the analyses presented in this section provide descriptive information about the nature of mothers’ 
employment, showing the considerable diversity in work hours, job contracts and occupations of mothers 
and showing that some aspects of these employment differences are related to the characteristics of 
mothers and families. 

These data confirm the great use of part-time work by mothers across the stage of life covered by these data. 
Work hours do increase, on average, as children grow, with a shift away from the shortest work hours and 
more mothers working full-time hours. However, part-time hours are still more common than full-time hours 
even among the mothers with youngest children aged 10 to 11 years. 

The maternal and family characteristics that predict mothers being more likely to be employed are 
sometimes also related to mothers working longer hours. This is the case, for example, for mothers with 
higher levels of education and fewer children. However, for some, those with lower chances of being 
employed are actually the ones working longer hours. This includes mothers with not-employed partners and 
younger mothers.  

In exploring type of job contract, permanent employment, casual employment and self-employment was 
considered. While a majority of employed mothers are in permanent employment, significant proportions 
are in casual work and self-employment. As children grow and increasingly mothers return to work, the 
percentage in all types of job contract increases, but the percentage in permanent employment increases 
more, such that the percentage in permanent employment is considerably higher among those with older 
children (youngest aged 10 to 11 years) compared with those with the youngest children (aged under 1 year).

There was clearly a relationship between type of job contract and hours worked, with a greater proportion 
of those in self-employment and casual employment working part-time hours when compared with those 
in permanent employment. This was particularly apparent in the percentage working the shorter part-time 
hours, which is very low for those in permanent employment. While hours are quite short, on average, in 
self-employment, some mothers work long full-time hours, so there is still some diversity in the nature of 
employment according to these different job contracts. 

With regard to the characteristics of mothers and families and types of contract, a strong finding was related 
to self-employment. If a mother has a self-employed partner, she is very likely to be self-employed herself, 
which suggests that a family business may be providing opportunities for employment. Other key findings 
related to the factors associated with working in casual, rather than permanent, work. Those with a higher 
risk of being casually employed were single mothers, younger mothers, mothers with larger families, mothers 
with lower educational attainment, mothers with poor English language proficiency and mothers living in a 
more disadvantaged region.     

The occupational grouping of mothers showed some diversity in jobs, with around one-third working 
in the higher-status (professional and managerial) jobs and others employed as associate professionals 
or tradespersons, clerical workers and sales and service workers, and a smaller percentage employed 
as cleaners, labourers and others.  The main characteristic associated with occupation was mothers’ 
educational attainment, with higher education associated with working in a higher-status job. There were 
other differences in the occupational distribution—for example, across family type and age at birth of first 
child. However, it is likely that differences in educational attainment across these groups to some extent 
explain these differences. Further work with these data is needed to explain these relationships fully. 

These employment characteristics will be explored further in subsequent sections of the report.
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6 Conditions of work

The preceding sections have provided extensive information about which mothers are employed, for how 
many hours and in what types of job contracts and occupations. In this section some indicators of qualities 
of the jobs in which mothers are employed (Section 6.1) and the extent to which their employment ‘spills 
over’ in positive or negative ways to family life (Section 6.2) are explored. It is not possible to examine 
wage rate with the four waves of the LSAC data. Instead, a brief analysis of the extent to which mothers’ 
employment is related to their reported main source of income is presented to provide some information on 
the link between employment and income (Section 6.3).

6.1 Job quality

In LSAC, a range of descriptive information about parental employment is collected and this subsection 
reports on mothers’ responses on four of the different ‘qualities’ of their employment. No attempt has been 
made to identify ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs from this information, but the examination of these different qualities 
provides some insights into the degree to which some mothers may have employment that could be easier 
or more difficult to manage around family responsibilities. This analysis is directly relevant to the matter of job 
quality in part-time work relative to full-time work or in casual work versus permanent work or higher-status 
versus lower-status occupations. It adds, therefore, to some of the existing empirical work in this important 
area (Baxter et al. 2006; Burgess 2005; Chalmers et al. 2005; Charlesworth et al. 2011; Strazdins et al. 2007).

The four aspects of job quality examined here are the flexibility of hours, job security, autonomy and lack of 
working time intensity. These are qualities that are expected to be beneficial or positive for employees. Note 
that the item on flexibility refers specifically to the degree to which employees can alter their start or finish 
times. That is, employer-imposed flexibility has not been included in the analyses. This can be a negative 
feature of employment if it requires employees to alter hours on their employers’ demands. Measures such 
as those analysed here are commonly explored in relation to job quality (Chalmers et al. 2005; Strazdins 
et al. 2007). Other qualities that have not been analysed, for example, are specific working time arrangements 
(for example, whether the mother works weekends, only regular hours or at home), wage rate, access to 
leave, to training and career progression (Chalmers et al. 2005). Some, but not all, of these could be studied 
with the LSAC data.

The items analysed here are described more fully below:21 

 > Flexibility of working hours: The question asked was ‘If you sometimes need to change the time when 
you start or finish your workday, is it possible?’ Response options were ‘Yes, I am able to work flexible 
hours’, ‘Yes, with approval in special situations’, ‘No, not likely’ and ‘No, definitely not’. A dichotomous 
variable was created from these categories to identify those who reported that they had flexible 
hours, including the first two of these categories, against those who said they did not have flexibility in 
their hours. 

 > Job security: This is based on the question ‘How secure do you feel in your present job?’ For these 
analyses, mothers with ‘secure’ jobs are those who responded ‘very secure’ or ‘secure’ to this question as 
opposed to ‘not very secure’ or ‘very insecure’.

 > Autonomy at work: Employed mothers were asked how strongly they agreed or disagreed with several 
statements about their job (many of them analysed in the following subsection on work–family spillover). 
The first statement was ‘I have a lot of freedom to decide how I do my own work’. For these analyses, 
mothers were said to have jobs with autonomy if they answered ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ as opposed to 
‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ or ‘neither agree nor disagree’. 
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 > Working time intensity (Waves 2 to 4 only): Another statement mothers were asked to report on was 
‘I never have enough time to get everything done in my job’. For these analyses mothers were said to 
experience working time intensity if they responded ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to this as opposed to 
‘disagree’, ‘strongly disagree’ or ‘neither agree nor disagree’.

Table 20 shows these indicators by age of youngest child for employed mothers. Generally, job quality is not 
very strongly related to age of youngest child, with the percentages varying little over the ages in this table. 

Table 20: Job qualities by age of youngest child—employed mothers

Age of youngest child 

(years)
 Some flexibility 

Secure or very 

secure 

Has freedom to 

decide how to work 

Working time 

intensity 

%

0 84.3 77.6 67.9 34.9

1 84.5 85.6 67.4 31.7

2 84.3 86.2 65.0 36.9

3 85.1 89.0 67.4 33.7

4 84.7 83.1 65.5 33.6

5 85.1 88.4 62.8 32.7

6 85.1 87.7 64.8 35.5

7 85.7 88.9 63.4 35.7

8 84.1 89.4 62.3 31.3

9 85.7 89.3 64.6 34.2

10 85.4 87.7 63.8 31.2

11 81.8 90.5 65.8 33.0

All employed mothers 84.7 86.0 65.2 34.0

N

Sample size 16,715 16,100 16,847 13,241

Note: Working time intensity was not collected in Wave 1. Excludes mothers employed but away from work. Excludes non-respondents to 
self-completion questionnaire.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

To analyse how job quality varies across the different types of jobs, multivariate analyses were again used. 
As with other analyses presented in this report, random effects logistic regression was used. The same set 
of sociodemographic variables used in previous analyses was included in the analyses; however, the job 
characteristics examined in Section 5 have also been added—that is, the analyses include hours of work, job 
contract and occupation group. The results pertaining to these variables are the focus of this section, so 
only the results for these variables are shown in the table of results (Table 21), and discussed below. The full 
set of results, including the sociodemographic characteristics, is given in Table A18.22 The results for each 
of the different job qualities are noted below but will be discussed more fully after the analyses of work–
family spillover. 
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Having access to flexible jobs:

 > is most likely for mothers working 25 to 34 hours. The next most likely are those working 15 to 24 hours 
or 35 to 44 hours, with those working the shortest and the longest hours having similar, lower levels of 
access to flexible work hours

 > is more likely for self-employed mothers than those in permanent jobs, while those in casual jobs have 
the least flexibility 

 > is also most likely for those in associate professional/trades and in clerical jobs, with similar levels of 
flexibility for those in professional/managerial, sales/service and cleaners/labourers/other jobs.

Having access to secure jobs:

 > is least likely for those working one to 14 hours, although there is not a statistically significant difference 
between those working one to 14 hours and 35 to 44 hours.

 > is least likely for those in casual jobs, followed by those in self-employment. 

 > did not vary significantly by occupation.

Having more autonomy at work:

 > was much more likely for self-employed mothers and least likely for mothers in casual work

 > was less likely for those in clerical jobs, sales/service jobs and clerical/labourers/other jobs.

 > was not significantly related to working hours.

 > There were no significant differences by working hours.

Experiencing working time intensity:

 > was more likely with increasing work hours

 > was least likely for mothers in casual work, with no significant difference between mothers in permanent 
work and self-employment 

 > was most likely for those in professional/managerial jobs and least likely for those in sales/service jobs 
and cleaners/labourers/other jobs.

These results highlight that the nature of job quality varies considerably across different types of jobs, 
including lower-status as well as higher-status jobs. While specific qualities are more commonly found 
in certain types of jobs, these data do not indicate that higher-status jobs are necessarily ‘better’ jobs 
when measured on these indicators. These findings are discussed further, after analysing the work–family 
spillover measures. There is also variation, not discussed here, in job quality according to many of the 
sociodemographic characteristics (refer to Table A18).
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Table 21: Multivariate analyses of job conditions according to other employment and sociodemographic 
characteristics—employed mothers

Job characteristics Some flexibility 
Secure or very 

secure 

Has freedom to 

decide how to 

work 

Working time 

intensity

Odds ratios

Usual work hours (ref: <15 hours)

15–24 hours 1.24* 1.21* 0.90 1.21**

25–34 hours 1.55*** 1.31** 1.06 1.46***

35–44 hours 1.27* 1.12 1.03 1.54***

45 hours or more 0.96 1.36* 1.00 2.45***

Job contract (ref: permanent)

Self-employed 3.38*** 0.66*** 5.26*** 1.07

Casual 0.73*** 0.32*** 0.78*** 0.83**

Occupation (ref: professionals 

& managers)

Associate professionals & trades 2.22*** 1.19 1.04 0.82***

Clerical 3.75*** 1.18 0.68*** 0.76***

Sales/service 1.10 0.94 0.48*** 0.67***

Cleaners, labourers & others 1.20 1.16 0.52*** 0.69***

Age of youngest child 1.03* 1.11*** 1.00 0.98**

Other sociodemographic variables 

not shown

Constant 6.54*** 9.87*** 2.46*** 0.65***

Number of observations 16,715 16,100 16,847 13,241

Number of mothers 7,010 6,977 7,054 6,604

Rho 0.54 0.34 0.43 0.00

Note:  Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. Full model results are presented in Table A18. Excludes mothers who 
were not employed or employed but away from work and mothers who did not respond to the relevant questions. Working time 
intensity was not collected in Wave 1. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level variance. * p<0.05; 
** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

6.2 Work–family spillover 

It has long been recognised that events that affect the feelings, attitudes and behaviours of a parent in 
either the family or work environment can ‘spill over’ into other spheres of a parent’s life (Frone, Russell 
& Cooper 1992; Hill 2005; Voydanoff 2005). This spillover can be both positive and negative. For example, 
mothers may feel that being in paid employment provides them with an enhanced sense of wellbeing and 
contributes to the financial wellbeing of the family (positive work-to-family spillover) but at the same time the 
hours they spend at work may mean that they feel that they miss out on important family events (negative 
work-to-family spillover). While it is possible also to explore how the family domain may spill over into the 
work domain, the focus here is on how mothers perceive their work to spill over to themselves, their children 
and their family time. A number of indicators of work–family spillover are examined here, relating these data 
back to the aspects of maternal employment that have been examined in this report. The particular focus is 
on ascertaining how different jobs might be experienced by mothers in order to see whether certain factors 
are linked to more positive, or more negative, experiences of spillover. 
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The specific questions referred to here are listed in Table 22.23 Respondents were asked their levels of 
agreement with these statements, using five-point Likert scale, from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly 
agree’ (5), with a middle category of ‘neither agree or disagree’. In the analyses two scales have been 
created: positive work-to-family spillover and negative work-to-family spillover, each being the mean of the 
underlying items. 

Table 22: Work–family spillover items

Construct Item Question

Positive work-to-family 

spillover

Work is positive for children My working has a positive effect on my child(ren)

Work helps appreciate children Working helps me to better appreciate the time that 

I spend with my child(ren)

Work makes for a better parent The fact that I work makes me a better parent

Negative work-to-family 

spillover

Have not missed family due to 

work

Because of my work responsibilities I have missed out 

on home or family activities that I would like to have 

taken part in

Family is not less fun due to 

work

Because of my work responsibilities my family time is 

less enjoyable and more pressured 

Work-to-family spillover is expected to be greater in families in which there are greater family demands. 
For example, Barnett (1994) found the presence of young children or others needing higher levels of care 
was associated with more work-to-family spillover. The work–family spillover measures are shown by age 
of youngest child in Table 23, with only a little variation by age of youngest child. As children grow older, 
positive work–family spillover, on average, changes little, except for a somewhat lower mean score for 
mothers of children aged under 1 year compared with other mothers. Mothers become more likely to say 
that their work is positive for their children as children grow older and a little more likely to say that their work 
makes them a better parent. However, they appear somewhat less likely to say that their work helps them 
appreciate time with their children. While differences by age of youngest child are slight, in the multivariate 
analyses (discussed below, see Table 24), positive work–family spillover increased slightly with increases in 
age of youngest child after taking into account job and other characteristics. Mothers’ negative work–family 
spillover increases as children grow older also. This is apparent on both of the items, with mothers more 
likely to say that they have missed family due to work and that family time is less fun due to work as children 
grow. Note, though, that, in the multivariate analyses, age of youngest child is not a statistically significant 
predictor, so these changes by age of youngest child may reflect other changes that co-occur as children 
grow older. This would most likely be explained by the increasing work hours. 
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Table 23: Work–family spillover by age of youngest child—employed mothers

Age of 

youngest 

child (years)

Positive work–family spillover Negative work–family spillover

Work is 

positive for 

children

Work helps 

appreciate 

children

Work makes 

for a better 

parent

Mean 

Missed 

family due 

to work

Family less 

fun due to 

work

Mean

Mean

0  3.50  3.93  3.21  3.55  2.72  2.35  2.53 

1  3.61  3.97  3.31  3.63  2.73  2.39  2.56 

2  3.57  3.96  3.38  3.64  2.90  2.45  2.68 

3  3.58  3.89  3.39  3.62  3.00  2.57  2.79 

4  3.56  3.86  3.32  3.58  3.03  2.55  2.79 

5  3.62  3.83  3.40  3.62  3.07  2.55  2.81 

6  3.67  3.80  3.42  3.63  3.04  2.56  2.80 

7  3.62  3.77  3.39  3.59  3.10  2.65  2.87 

8  3.71  3.76  3.39  3.62  3.01  2.55  2.78 

9  3.65  3.69  3.34  3.56  3.11  2.72  2.92 

10  3.70  3.78  3.39  3.62  3.11  2.66  2.88 

11  3.72  3.75  3.45  3.64  3.10  2.65  2.88 

All  3.61  3.85  3.36  3.61  2.97  2.53  2.75 

N

Sample size 17,075 17,055 17,074 17,095 17,076 17,052 17,093

Note: Means are from the scale (1) strongly disagree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree or disagree, (4) agree, (5) strongly agree.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Table 24 presents results of multivariate analyses of the positive and negative work–family spillover measures, 
showing associations with the different job characteristics. Full model results are shown in Table A19.24 

The purpose of these analyses was to explore how spillover varies with the different job characteristics 
explored throughout this report. While family characteristics are expected to play a part in explaining variation 
in work–family spillover, job characteristics are usually found to be the more important in explaining this 
variation (Keene & Reynolds 2005). For example, prior research has found that negative work–family spillover 
is associated with longer hours of employment and non-standard work schedules (such as evening work, 
weekend work, shiftwork or excessive overtime) (Hosking & Western 2008; Mennino, Rubin & Brayfield 
2005), while variation is also likely according to the quality, complexity and skill level of jobs as well as the 
degree of flexibility and schedule control a worker has over their tasks (Keene & Reynolds 2005; Mennino 
et al. 2005; Roehling, Jarvis & Swope 2005). In earlier analyses of the LSAC data, Alexander and Baxter (2005) 
found that, for partnered mothers, those in self-employment experienced the least negative work–family 
spillover, followed by those in casual jobs, with those in permanent jobs experiencing the most of this type of 
spillover. Higher-status jobs may be associated with more positive work–family spillover if these jobs are more 
rewarding; however, such jobs can involve higher stress, which may increase negative work–family spillover 
(Roehling et al. 2005).

For both positive and negative spillover, random effects regression was used, given there may be more than 
one observation per mother. The measures of spillover were treated as continuous, and the coefficients 
presented in the regression results therefore represent the average change in spillover (relative to the 
reference group) for someone with that characteristic, holding other characteristics constant. Table 24 
presents the findings from a model including all sociodemographic variables plus the key employment 
characteristics and the job quality measures. Other models were also estimated to test whether the inclusion 
of different measures changed the findings, but little differences were observed, so these variations are 
presented only in Table A19.
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For work hours, the reference group is those working fewer than 15 hours per week. Those working 
somewhat more hours—but still relatively short part-time hours (15 to 24 hours per week)—were the most 
likely to report having positive spillover from work to family. Differences for other hours were not significantly 
different from the shortest hours for positive work–family spillover. For negative work–family spillover, 
however, increases in hours were associated with more spillover. 

Positive work–family spillover did not vary a great deal by type of job contract. Self-employed mothers 
reported higher levels of positive work–family spillover, but this was not apparent once the job quality 
measures were included in the analyses, and this reflects the association between job autonomy and positive 
spillover, given that autonomy is significantly higher among self-employed mothers. 

Differences according to job contract were more apparent for negative work–family spillover. Self-employed 
and casually employed mothers had less negative spillover than permanently employed mothers. In 
particular, negative spillover was considerably lower for self-employed mothers, even after taking account of 
differences in job quality. It is interesting that negative spillover was lower for mothers in casual employment 
compared with permanent employment in these analyses and suggests there are some benefits to casual 
over permanent employment for mothers who are seeking to combine work and family responsibilities. 

There were also differences in spillover by occupation group. The two occupation groups that differed from 
the others were clerical jobs and cleaners/labourers/other. Mothers in these occupations had the lowest 
levels of positive work–family spillover, so it seems that these mothers did not equate their work in these jobs 
with better outcomes for them and their children. The only occupational difference for negative work–family 
spillover was that mothers in clerical jobs had less negative work–family spillover. So, while clerical jobs had 
less to offer in regard to positive work–family spillover, they were perhaps somewhat more family friendly. 

Job quality measures were generally strongly related to work–family spillover. Specifically, being in secure 
jobs was related to higher levels of positive work–family spillover and less negative work–family spillover. 
Also, having more autonomy at work had the same associations with positive and negative spillover. Having 
more flexibility in working hours was not related to positive work–family spillover but was related to less 
negative spillover. Like the effects of clerical work, this suggests that flexibility in hours is beneficial for 
managing work and family commitments, even if mothers do not see flexibility at work as helping them or 
their children directly. Working time intensity also was not related to positive spillover in that mothers without 
working time intensity were not observed to feel more positively about how their work spills over to them 
and their children. However, experiencing working time intensity was associated with more negative spillover 
from work to family. 
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Table 24: Multivariate analyses of work–family spillover according to employment conditions and 
characteristics—employed mothers

Job characteristics
Positive work-to-family 

spillover

Negative work-to-family 

spillover

Usual work hours (ref: <15 hours)

15–24 hours 0.07*** 0.31***

25–34 hours 0.03 0.53***

35–44 hours –0.02 0.74***

45 hours or more –0.02 0.86***

Job contract (ref: permanent)

Self-employed 0.00 –0.23***

Casual –0.01 –0.08***

Occupation (ref: professionals & managers)

Associate professionals & trades –0.01 –0.05

Clerical –0.07*** –0.07**

Sales/service –0.02 –0.05

Cleaners, labourers & others –0.13*** –0.03

Flexible 0.01 –0.11***

Secure 0.15*** –0.27***

Autonomy 0.26*** –0.20***

Working time intensity –0.01 0.13***

Age youngest child 0.00 0.00

Other sociodemographic variables not shown

Constant 3.30*** 2.98***

Number of observations 12,355 12,347

Number of mothers 6,450 6,451

Rho 0.49 0.45

Note:  All models include sociodemographic controls. These models are estimated only on Waves 1 to 3, as working time intensity was not 
available in Wave 4. Alternative models are given in Table A19. These models show the coefficients on all variables in the models. 
Random effects regression models were estimated. Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed but away from work 
and mothers who did not respond to the relevant questions. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level 
variance.* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

6.3 Job characteristics and income

One key indicator of the gains that workers get from employment is the wage rate. It would be valuable 
to have information about the wages that mothers earn in their jobs so that differences in wages across 
the various (and other) job characteristics of mothers could be explored. (See, for example, analyses of 
differences in wages of part-time and full-time employees using HILDA, by Rodgers 2004). This information 
cannot be derived for respondents at all waves from LSAC so has not been explored for this report.25 
However, some insight can be gained by analysing whether mothers report that employment—or some 
other source—is their main source of income. This is shown by work hours, job contract and occupation 
group in Table A20. Not surprisingly, the longer the hours worked, the more likely it is that wages or 
business is the main source of income. Almost one-third of mothers working fewer than 15 hours per week 
reported that their main source of income was instead government payments. Likewise, casual work is 
less likely than permanent work to be a main source of income, with 74 per cent of those in casual work 
and 94 per cent of those in permanent work saying that wages or business were their main source of 
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income. Also, self-employment was similar to casual work in this regard. By occupation, differences were 
also apparent. While wages and business were said to be the main source of income by the majority in all 
occupations, 20 per cent of those in sales and service jobs and 24 per cent of those employed as cleaners/
labourers/other workers had government payments as a main source of income. 

6.4 Summary

This section has explored various dimensions of mothers’ employment to examine job quality as well 
as work–family spillover. 

Overall, these findings are consistent with previous research, especially with regard to the findings for 
differences in job quality for permanent and casual workers, with casual workers being less likely to have 
flexibility in working hours, secure employment and autonomy at work. However, casual workers were less 
likely than permanently employed mothers to experience working time intensity. Consistent with the working 
time intensity finding, the differences between permanent and casual employment went in the other direction 
with respect to negative work–family spillover, as casual workers experienced less negative work–family spillover 
than permanent workers. So it may be that some casual workers are trading off some aspects of job quality, 
but gaining in being able to more easily fit their work around family time. 

Self-employment offered more flexibility and autonomy to working mothers relative to permanent or 
casual work. However, self-employment was less secure than permanent (but not casual) employment. 
Negative work–family spillover was lower for mothers in self-employment relative to other job contracts, 
which is likely to reflect that mothers will have undertaken this type of work because it better enables 
them to fit work around caring responsibilities. Self-employment was also associated with somewhat more 
positive work–family spillover, which appeared to be related to links between autonomy at work and positive 
work–family spillover, given higher rates of autonomy in self-employment and strong links between autonomy 
and positive spillover. 

Looking at working hours, the associations with the measures of job quality were most apparent for working 
time intensity, which increased with longer work hours. Longer work hours were also associated with more 
negative work–family spillover, so long work hours clearly makes a difference to feelings of time pressure 
and constraints. 

Interestingly, with regard to positive work–family spillover, the ‘best’ hours seem to be 15 to 24 hours per week, 
which was associated with higher positive spillover in each of the models estimated. These hours may be 
those that are easiest to fit within or around caring responsibilities. 

There were various occupational differences apparent in these analyses, with flexibility most apparent for 
those in associate professional and trades jobs and also clerical jobs, and autonomy most apparent in 
professional/manager and associate professional/trades jobs, but working time intensity most apparent in 
professional/manager jobs. Taking this further, to examine work–family spillover, clerical jobs stood out as 
offering less in regard to positive work–family spillover but more in regard to (lower) negative work–family 
spillover. The lowest status jobs—cleaner/labourer/other—also tended to not be associated with positive 
work–family spillover to the same degree as higher-status jobs. 

The two job quality indicators most strongly associated with work–family spillover were job security 
and autonomy. Having secure work and work that provided autonomy was associated with more positive 
work–family spillover and less negative spillover, so these are clearly key qualities of employment that can 
result in good outcomes for mothers and families. Also, flexible work arrangements were important in 
explaining negative work–family spillover, such that having access to flexible start and finish times can help 
when managing care responsibilities around work time. Working time intensity also mattered in this regard, 
which no doubt reflects that managing a high workload, or the psychological stress associated this, can have 
flow-on effects to family time.

This section has presented some very clear links between different aspects of maternal employment, with a 
specific focus on the links between the different characteristics of jobs and work–family spillover. More detail 
about how job quality and work–family spillover varies with sociodemographic characteristics of mothers is 
available in the Appendix tables Table A18 and Table A19.
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7 Cross-wave employment transitions

The preceding subsections have made use of the LSAC data by pooling them and examining employment 
participation at a point in time. In this section, the longitudinal data are used to examine employment 
transitions from one wave to the next. This builds on recent Australian analyses of mothers’ transitions into 
employment after the birth of a child (Baxter 2009; Ulker & Guven 2011) and a more general body of research 
on employment transitions (Baxter & Renda 2011; Buddelmeyer et al. 2006; Fok, Jeon & Wilkins 2009; 
Stromback et al. 1998). The timing of employment transitions—by age of youngest child—is an important 
contribution of this research, as this has not been the focus of other research. Further, the analyses are 
extended to include transitions in hours, job contracts and occupations. 

Multivariate analyses have not been used in this section, but the transitions have been studied primarily to 
focus on what transitions are being made and when. Using multivariate analyses with these data will be a 
valuable future direction but is beyond the scope of this report given the complexity of the methods that 
would need to be used. (For example, Fok et al. in 2009 analysed employment transitions in work hours 
using panel data from HILDA. They use a dynamic random effects multinomial logit model.)

As the main waves of LSAC data are collected approximately two years apart, the transitions reflect 
two-yearly changes in employment. The incorporation of age of youngest child into the analyses allows us 
to take account of whether mothers have had a new baby between waves of LSAC. Clearly this is likely to be 
important to mothers’ employment transitions. Analysing transitions that span two years means that there 
is not a complete picture of mothers’ movements into and out of employment, especially around the birth 
of a new child; however, it allows some insights on how these transitions vary for mothers with different 
characteristics. Note that, as families were not observed before having children, these transitions do not 
include the first transition into motherhood.26

7.1 Employment participation 

According to the definition of employment used here, mothers who are on leave from work are counted 
as employed, so these analyses do not provide information about moving into or from a period of leave. In 
fact, the classification of leave as employment means that, when women are observed to remain employed 
from one wave to the next, this will include those who return from a period of leave, who begin a period of 
leave or even who have been on leave at two points in time. While it would be possible to separate those 
who are on leave, this complicates the analyses. Such details are more usefully analysed in a dataset that has 
employment information at more discrete time periods (that is, not two-yearly) around the birth of a child. 
For example, this was the approach taken in the analyses of return to work in Baxter (2009). 

Table 25 shows the four possible broad employment transitions that can occur over two waves of LSAC: 
remain not employed at time 1 (T1) and time 2 (T2), transition from non-employment at T1 to employment 
at T2, transition from employment at T1 to non-employment at T2, or remain employed at T1 and T2. As the 
data are pooled from Waves 1 to 4, these two-yearly transitions include Wave 1 to 2, Wave 2 to 3 and Wave 
3 to 4 transitions. Age of youngest child is measured at T2. The table also shows the percentage of mothers 
who enter employment at T2, from those who were not employed at T1, and the percentage who were not 
employed at T2, from those who were employed at T1. 

Across the pooled data, mothers are more likely to remain employed rather than undertake any of the 
other transitions, with remaining out of employment being the next largest group. Of course, this varies 
considerably with age of youngest child, with mothers more likely to remain employed and less likely to 
remain out of employment once they have older children. 

Not surprisingly, transitions out of employment are most likely for mothers who have another child (these 
data do not include mothers having their first child, since all mothers had at least one child at the beginning 
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of the study). This is evident for mothers with a youngest child aged under 1 year or 1 year at T2. For example, 
of the mothers with a child under 1 at T2 who had been employed at T1, 32 per cent were not employed 
at T2. Transitions into employment are not so likely for these mothers as indicated by the percentage of 
not-employed mothers who are employed at T2 (14 per cent for mothers of children aged under 1 year). 
At each of the child ages of 2 years and over, around 30 to 40 per cent of not-employed mothers entered 
employment over a two-year period. 

Table 25: Employment transitions across waves of LSAC

Age of 

youngest 

child 

(years)

Not 

employed 

T1 and T2

Not 

employed 

T1, 

employed 

T2

Employed 

T1, not 

employed 

T2

Employed 

T1 and T2
Total

Of not 

employed, 

% enter 

employment

Of employed, 

% leave 

employment

%

0 41.8 7.0 16.3 34.9 100.0 14.4 31.8

1 39.2 9.8 13.5 37.4 100.0 20.1 26.6

2 36.1 19.1 6.3 38.4 100.0 34.6 14.1

3 34.4 16.8 6.0 42.8 100.0 32.8 12.3

4 27.7 13.0 6.4 52.9 100.0 32.0 10.8

5 25.1 14.4 5.4 55.0 100.0 36.4 9.0

6 22.0 13.4 5.6 59.0 100.0 37.9 8.7

7 19.3 13.8 5.5 61.5 100.0 41.7 8.1

8 15.5 10.2 6.4 67.9 100.0 39.6 8.6

9 16.1 7.9 4.9 71.1 100.0 33.0 6.4

10 14.4 7.1 6.0 72.5 100.0 33.0 7.7

11 12.3 7.7 4.6 75.4 100.0 38.6 5.8

Total 27.9 13.1 7.4 51.6 100.0 31.9 12.5

Note: ‘Employed’ includes those on leave. There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves 
of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

For further analyses of these data, the focus is on the percentage entering employment (not employed at 
T1 and employed at T2) and the percentage leaving employment (employed at T1 and not employed at 
T2). These data are shown in aggregate, for the range of sociodemographic characteristics, in Table 26. 
This approach is typical of analyses of transitions, with a transition matrix making use of information from 
two time points, to examine the status at the second time point, given information on the status at the first 
time point. 

Beginning with family type, Table 26 shows that mothers with self-employed partners are the most likely to 
enter employment, if previously not employed. They also have relatively low rates of leaving employment. 
The mothers least likely to transition into employment are those with not-employed partners. These mothers 
are also more likely than others to leave employment if previously employed. Single mothers are less likely to 
enter employment and more likely to leave employment than are mothers with employed (permanent/casual 
or self-employed) partners. This relatively high rate of exiting employment among single mothers, compared 
with couple mothers, was also apparent in analyses of HILDA by Baxter and Renda (2011). These transitions 
underlie the cross-sectional differences in employment participation rates that were presented in Section 4.
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Table 26: Employment transitions across waves of LSAC and sociodemographic characteristics

Characteristics at time 2
Of not employed, % 

enter employment

Of employed, % 

leave employment

All 31.9 12.5

Family status

Single mother 27.0 15.3

Mother with not-employed partner 19.6 21.4

Mother with partner in permanent/casual job 32.5 12.5

Mother with self-employed partner 42.0 10.2

Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 22.2 16.9

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 34.6 13.3

Bachelor degree or higher 41.2 8.5

Age at birth of first child

< 24 years 27.0 20.0

24–32 years 34.9 11.2

> = 33 years 33.0 9.6

Number of children

1 37.1 10.4

2 37.3 10.3

3 or more 27.1 15.9

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous 35.1 12.2

Indigenous Australian 18.7 17.3

English-speaking overseas-born 30.2 13.0

Poor English language proficiency overseas-born 13.2 17.9

Health

Good, very good or excellent health 34.2 11.7

Fair or poor health 22.6 17.6

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 17.3 14.9

No 32.3 12.5

At least one child has a disability
a

Yes 24.0 18.7

No 32.2 12.3

Another household member has a disability
a

Yes 20.9 20.0

No 32.3 12.4

Remoteness

Major cities 30.5 12.1

Inner regional 34.5 13.0

Outer regional 32.8 13.4

Remote or very remote 42.3 13.6

Local area disadvantage

Least disadvantaged 35.0 10.1

Middle 60% 32.7 12.8

Most disadvantaged 27.9 14.3

Sample size 9,230 15,778

(a) Analyses of disability items uses Waves 2 to 4 only.

Note: ‘Employed’ includes those on leave. There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves 
of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 and 4.  Characteristics are measured at time 2.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Before we go on to describe the other findings in Table 26, we examine in Figure 8  the employment 
transitions by family type as well as age of youngest child. This figure includes mothers with youngest 
children aged up to 7 years, as sample sizes become smaller and estimates less reliable as children grow 
older. The left panel shows the percentage entering employment and the right panel the percentage 
leaving employment. The higher rates of entering employment by mothers with self-employed partners 
are especially apparent for mothers with younger children. Also, for single mothers, higher rates of exiting 
employment are most apparent for those with younger children.

Figure 8: Cross-wave employment transitions by relationship status and age of youngest child

Notes: ‘Employed’ includes those on leave. There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves 
of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Returning to Table 26, other key findings are described below. Figures have not been presented by age of 
youngest child for other variables, as the findings tended to vary little across ages of children: 

 > The least educated mothers are considerably less likely than other mothers to enter employment if 
previously not employed. They are also more likely to leave employment if previously employed. In 
comparing those with secondary/diploma/certificate qualifications to those with bachelor degrees or 
higher, over a two-year period the latter are more likely to enter employment and less likely to leave 
employment. 

 > According to age at birth of first child, younger not-employed mothers were a little less likely than 
others to enter employment, but the more significant difference related to younger employed mothers’ 
exits from employment. Younger mothers were more likely to leave employment between T1 and T2 if 
employed at T1. 

 > Mothers who are overseas-born with poor English language proficiency and also Indigenous mothers 
have relatively high rates of exiting employment and relatively low rates of entering employment when 
compared with non-Indigenous Australian-born and English-speaking overseas-born mothers.

 > Mothers with poor or fair health, relative to those with better health, have higher rates of exiting 
employment and lower rates of entering employment.

 > Mothers with a disability or medical condition were less likely to enter employment, if not working, as 
were those in families with at least one disabled child, or families including someone else with a disability. 
Higher rates of exiting employment were also apparent for mothers with children or other household 
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members with a disability. Mothers with a disability were slightly more likely to exit employment than 
other mothers, but differences according to the disability status of others in the household were 
much greater. 

 > Mothers with three or more children are less likely than other mothers to enter employment and more 
likely to leave employment. 

 > Living in areas more distant from major service centres is related to being more likely to enter 
employment if previously not employed. 

 > Living in more disadvantaged areas is related to a lower probability of entering employment if not 
employed and a higher probability of leaving employment if previously employed. 

These findings are based on bivariate results only. Future work with these data could use multivariate 
approaches to confirm the relative importance of different associations. 

To extend this analysis of transitions, Table 27 uses a similar approach to examine employment transition 
across two waves, according to job characteristics at T1. This refers only to possible transitions out of 
employment and highlights that some sorts of jobs have less permanency than others. (Transition into 
different types of jobs is discussed in later subsections.)  Overall, 88 per cent of mothers employed at T1 
are employed also at T2 and, despite there being differences across many of these job characteristics, in all 
categories examined the vast majority remained employed. The main findings for different job characteristics 
are as follows:

 > Mothers working the shortest hours (under 15 hours) are the most likely to be out of employment two 
years later, although 79 per cent remain in employment. For mothers working longer hours than this, at 
least 90 per cent remain in employment.

 > The vast majority of mothers in permanent employment are still employed two years later (93 per cent), 
with lower rates for casual work (79 per cent) and self-employment (86 per cent).

 > The lower the status of the occupation group, the more likely it is that mothers are not employed two 
years later, which might reflect the higher percentage in casual work in lower-status occupations.

 > Differences according to the job quality indicators are small, with job security being the most closely 
related to later employment participation. 

The analysis of transitions is broadened in the next section to examine changes in working hours. 
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Table 27: Job characteristics and transitions out of employment across waves of LSAC 

Job characteristics at T1
Employed at T1, not 

employed at T2

Employed at T1 and 

T2
Total

%

All employed 12.3 87.8 100.0

Employed and at work 11.2 88.8 100.0

Employed and on leave/away from work 20.1 79.9 100.0

Usual work hours

<15 hours 20.7 79.3 100.0

15–24 hours 9.9 90.2 100.0

25–34 hours 7.6 92.4 100.0

35–44 hours 6.6 93.4 100.0

45 hours or more 6.2 93.8 100.0

Job contract

Permanent 7.1 92.9 100.0

Self-employed 13.8 86.2 100.0

Casual 21.0 79.0 100.0

Occupation

Professional & managers 6.3 93.7 100.0

Associate professional & trades 9.0 91.0 100.0

Clerical 11.2 88.8 100.0

Sales/service 17.9 82.1 100.0

Cleaner, labourer & other 21.0 79.0 100.0

Job qualities

Flexible

Yes 9.9 90.2 100.0

No 11.4 88.6 100.0

Secure

Yes 9.7 90.3 100.0

No 14.5 85.5 100.0

Autonomy

Yes 9.9 90.1 100.0

No 11.2 88.8 100.0

Working time intensity

Yes 8.1 91.9 100.0

No 9.0 91.0 100.0

Sample size  1,815  13,967  15,782 

Note: ‘Employed’ includes those on leave. There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves 
of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 and 4.  Job characteristics are measured at 
time 1. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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7.2 Transitions in work hours

While part-time work is often undertaken by mothers, especially those with young children, access to 
part-time work may not be equally distributed over different types of jobs (see Section 5.1), such that mothers 
may be unable to find part-time work in their chosen occupation. Some mothers may also find it difficult 
to make the transition from part-time to full-time work, when they wish or need to increase work hours, 
if part-time jobs (or experience gained in particular part-time jobs) do not allow for a similar type of job to 
be done for full-time hours—that is, to transition between different working hours, it might be necessary to 
change jobs (Chalmers 2013).  

Another issue relating to working hours transitions relates to part-time work and receipt of income support. 
In Section 6.3 it was clear that it is common for mothers working short part-time hours to report that their 
main source of income is government assistance rather than employment. Fok et al. (2009) analysed 
whether part-time work is a useful stepping stone for women such as these (focusing on single mothers) to 
improve their later employment outcomes. As stated by these authors (p. 4):

On one hand, part-time work may be a valuable means for mothers of keeping in touch with the 
labour market until circumstances allow fuller participation, which in practical terms is likely to mean 
once the children are all beyond a certain age. On the other hand, it is possible that allowing people 
to comfortably combine part-time work and benefits keeps them on income support payments longer 
than they otherwise would be, arguably to their longer-term detriment. 

Their research found that part-time work can be a useful stepping stone to full-time work, in that full-time 
work was more likely for single mothers who had been in part-time work one year previously, rather than 
being out of employment. They found no evidence that the effects of working part-time on transitions into 
full-time work varied by age of youngest child, although sample size limitations may have limited their ability 
to detect such variations.

This subsection presents some analyses of working hours transitions, by age of youngest child and other 
characteristics. Usual work hours were aggregated into broad work hour categories of full-time and part-time, 
as transitions between a greater number of categories would be too complicated to analyse. Part-time work 
is defined as working up to 34 hours per week and full-time work as working 35 hours or more per week. 
Mothers who are on leave or otherwise away from employment are included in the ‘not working’ group since 
their usual work hours are zero. 

As with the analyses of employment transitions presented previously, the transitions are calculated from the 
cross-wave information, such that they include transitions in hours from Wave 1 to 2, Wave 2 to 3 and Wave 3 
to 4. Therefore, they represent approximately two-yearly transitions. The pooled data were used to calculate 
the percentage in each of the possible transition groups. These are calculated as the percentage at T2 in 
each of not working, part-time work and full-time work, for those who were not working, part-time work and 
full-time work at T1. Table 28 shows the following:

 > Of mothers who were not working at T1, 28 per cent had transitioned to part-time work and 7 per cent 
to full-time work at T2, with a balance of 66 per cent staying not working. 

 > Of mothers who were in part-time work at T1, 21 per cent had left work and 13 per cent had transitioned 
to full-time work at T2, with a balance of 67 per cent staying in part-time work. 

 > Of mothers who were in full-time work at T1, 13 per cent had left work and 21 per cent had transitioned 
to part-time work at T2, leaving 66 per cent staying in full-time work. 
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Table 28: Overall transitions in work hours categories from time 1 to time 2

Time 1 work hours categories
Time 2 work hours categories 

Not working Part-time work Full-time work Total

%

Not working 65.9 27.6 6.6 100.0

Part-time work 20.5 67.0 12.5 100.0

Full-time work 13.3 21.2 65.5 100.0

All 40.6 42.1 17.3 100.0

Note: ‘Not working’ includes not employed and employed but away from work; part-time work is <35 hours per week; full-time work is 
> = 35 hours per week. There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). 
Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

These results show that moving into full-time work is more likely for those who had been in part-time work, 
rather than non-employment, at the previous time period. In aggregate this finding is consistent with those of 
Fok et al. (2009) who found the same results using HILDA. 

These transitions will cover periods in which new children are born (explaining in particular the transitions 
out of employment) as well as periods in which the main change is children growing older. Figure 9 expands 
on these data to show how they vary by the age of the youngest child (as measured at T2). These data are 
shown for age of youngest child up to age 7 years, as sample sizes become small and estimates less reliable 
at older ages:

 > For mothers who have a new baby between T1 and T2 (so have a youngest child aged 1 year or under 
1 year at T2), the majority who had been not employed at T1 remain not employed at T2; if part-time 
at T1, mothers either stay part-time or move out of employment at T2; if full-time at T1, there is some 
diversity in T2 working hours, with some having left employment, some in part-time work and some still 
in full-time work. 

 > Mothers who transition from non-employment are more likely to move into part-time work than 
full-time work at any age of youngest child. The proportion transitioning from non-employment to 
part-time employment increases by age of youngest child. So too does the proportion transitioning from 
non-employment to full-time employment, but at lower levels and increasing at a slower rate. 

 > For mothers employed in part-time work at T1, for ages of youngest child of 2 years and over, around 
65 per cent of mothers are in part-time work in T1 and T2. Some part-time workers leave work, but this 
percentage declines with increasing age of youngest child. From age of youngest child of 2 years old, 
movements from part-time to full-time work are at a similar rate to that of the exits from part-time work 
to no work. 

 > For mothers in full-time work at T1, a significant proportion leave work or move to part-time work if a 
new baby has been born. For mothers in full-time employment, as the youngest child grows older there 
is a slight increase in the percentage remaining in full-time employment and a slight decrease in the 
percentage transitioning into part-time work.
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Figure 9: Transitions in work hour categories by age of youngest child

Notes: Part-time work is <35 hours per week; full-time work is > = 35 hours per week. There is a gap of approximately two years between 
time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 
and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

To provide some insights into how these transitions vary with different sociodemographic characteristics, the 
percentage in each of the possible transition groups is shown for two variables—family type in Figure 10 and 
education in Figure 11. Some of the patterns that emerge are as follows:

 > From Figure 10, movement into part-time work is most likely for mothers with a self-employed partner, 
with 38 per cent of those previously not working and 26 per cent of those previously in full-time work 
being in part-time work at T2. These mothers are the least likely to leave part-time work for no work over 
a two-year period and somewhat less likely than others to go from part-time work to full-time work. 

 > Couple mothers with not-employed partners appear to have relatively unstable employment patterns, 
with 36 per cent of those in part-time work at T1 not working at T2 and also 16 per cent of those in 
full-time work at T1 not working at T2. Rates of movement from no work to part-time work are much 
lower than for other family types, while rates of movement from no work to full-time work are very 
slightly higher than other family types.

 > Single mothers have similar employment transitions to mothers with partners who are in permanent or 
casual jobs. The main exception is that single mothers are less likely to move from no work to part-time 
work over a two-year period. (They are more likely to remain not working instead.)

 > From Figure 11, having a higher educational attainment is associated with higher rates of movement 
from no work to part-time work and also into full-time work, although these percentages are much 
lower. Exits from either part-time work or full-time work to no work are less likely for those with higher 
educational attainment, but those with higher educational attainment are a little more likely to transition 
from part-time work to full-time work. 

These transitions cross-tabulated by other variables are presented in Table A22. This is an area of research 
that could be pursued with the LSAC data, also taking account of mothers’ working hours preferences. This 
could provide useful insights on the extent of underemployment by mothers with different characteristics, 
especially if these analyses are sufficiently detailed to examine in which jobs this underemployment is 
most apparent.
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Figure 10: Transitions in work hour categories by family type

Notes: Part-time work is <35 hours per week; full-time work is > = 35 hours per week. There is a gap of approximately two years between 
time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 
and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Figure 11: Transitions in work hour categories by education

Notes: Part-time work is <35 hours per week; full-time work is > = 35 hours per week. There is a gap of approximately two years between 
time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those between Wave 1 and 2, Wave 2 and 3 and Wave 3 
and 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

7.3 Job contract transitions

Analyses of transitions between different job contracts provides some insights about the stability of mothers’ 
employment and about whether self-employment or casual work can act as a stepping stone into permanent 
employment (Buddelmeyer et al. 2006). This is examined, overall, in Table 29, which shows the percentage 
of mothers in each of the job contracts at T2 according to their job contract at T1. (As before, this reflects 
transitions over two-year periods, between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3, and Wave 3 and Wave 4.) 

Mothers who were in permanent jobs at T1 were the most likely to remain in the same type of job two years 
later (72 per cent in permanent jobs at T2), with few having moved into self-employment or casual work. 
A high percentage of self-employed mothers remained self-employed two years later (61 per cent), with 
14 per cent having moved to permanent jobs and 6 per cent to casual jobs. 
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As was evident in Table 27, and was also the case for permanent employees, some self-employed were not 
employed two years later (19 per cent of self-employed and 16 per cent of permanent employees). A higher 
rate of exiting employment was apparent for those who had been in casual work (27 per cent of these 
mothers were not employed two years later). 

While mothers in casual work had the lowest percentage remaining in the same job contract (30 per 
cent remained in casual work), 35 per cent moved into permanent work. Another 8 per cent became 
self-employed. 

So while casual work is quite unstable, there is certainly evidence of movement from casual to permanent 
employment by some mothers. Understanding which mothers make this step (and also examining whether it 
is sustained over a longer period) would be a useful extension of this research. Self-employment is less likely 
to be a stepping stone into permanent employment, with the percentage moving into permanent work from 
self-employment actually lower than the percentage moving into permanent work from non-employment.

Table 29: Overall transitions in job contract from time 1 to time 2

Time 2 job contract

Time 1 job contract Permanent Self-employed Casual
Not employed/

at work
Total

%

Permanent 72.3 5.2 6.1 16.4 100.0

Self-employed 14.4 61.1 6.0 18.6 100.0

Casual 35.1 7.8 29.8 27.3 100.0

Not employed/

at work

18.3 6.8 9.0 65.9 100.0

Note:  Time 1 and time 2 are approximately 2 years apart (the difference between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3 or Wave 3 and 
Wave 4). Not employed includes those employed but away from work. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

These data are further analysed by age of youngest child, for youngest children up to 7 years, in Figure 12. 
Some key findings are:

 > Overall, differences in job contract transitions by age of youngest child are most apparent for those with 
children under 2 years old and this largely reflects transitions between each of the job contracts and 
non-employment. 

 > Transitions between self-employment and other types of jobs remain steady once children are aged 
2 years or older, with around 60 per cent of mothers remaining in self-employment across two-year 
periods. 

 > Mothers in permanent jobs at T1 are very likely to remain in permanent jobs over a two-year period, 
beyond ages of youngest children of 1 or under 1. 

 > As is evident in the overall data, working in casual employment at T1 is associated with more varied 
patterns of job contract at T2, when compared with relative stability of job contracts of self-employment 
and permanent employment. In fact, at most ages of children beyond 1-year-olds, mothers are more 
likely to transition from casual employment to permanent employment rather than remain in casual 
employment over a two-year period.

 > For mothers transitioning into employment, permanent employment is the most common type of 
employment taken up. This contributes to the increasing percentage in permanent employment 
presented in Table 14.
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Figure 12: Job contract transitions by age of youngest child

Notes: There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those 
between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3, and Wave 3 and Wave 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

The cross-sectional analyses of job contract by these characteristics already provide insights regarding which 
mothers take up particular types of jobs. While it would be possible to take these analyses a step further to 
examine how the transitions between job contracts vary with the range of sociodemographic characteristics, 
such analyses would be more complex than can be presented here. This will be left for future work with 
these data. 

7.4 Occupation group transitions

The stability of occupations provides further insights into mothers’ occupational careers. In particular, these 
data are useful for analysing whether or not mothers move up in occupational prestige as children grow 
older (Chalmers 2013). Table 30 examines the wave-to-wave transitions in occupation groups. Professionals/
managers were the most likely to remain in this occupation over a two-year period, with two-thirds of 
professionals/managers at T1 employed as professionals/managers two years later. Putting aside the relatively 
stable ‘not employed’ group, the next most stable occupation group is that of clerical jobs, with 54 per cent 
of those in clerical jobs still in this occupation group two years later. Some had moved into professional/
managerial jobs (8 per cent) and associate professional jobs (12 per cent), while a smaller percentage had 
moved into sales/service or cleaners/labourers/other jobs. Various transitions are apparent for those who had 
been employed in other occupation groups, although, for each, mothers were most likely to remain in the 
same occupation group rather than changing to another. 

As discussed previously, transitions out of employment over a two-year period were most likely for those in 
lower-status occupations, possibly due to these jobs being more likely to be casual rather than permanent 
positions (see Table 27). 
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Table 30: Overall transitions in occupation group from time 1 to time 2

Time 2 occupation

Time 1 occupation
Professionals 

& managers

Associsate 

professionals, 

trades

Clerical
Sales/

service

Cleaners, 

labourers 

& others

Not 

employed/

at work

Total

%

Professionals & managers 67.6 6.6 5.5 3.0 0.5 16.9 100.0

Associate 

professionals & trades

14.5 44.3 15.1 8.1 2.9 15.0 100.0

Clerical 8.0 11.8 54.3 6.2 2.2 17.5 100.0

Sales/service 5.9 9.2 9.5 45.6 5.1 24.7 100.0

Cleaners, labourers 

& others

3.5 6.8 7.6 17.3 37.1 27.7 100.0

Not employed/at work 8.8 4.7 7.3 9.1 4.1 66.0 100.0

Note:  Time 1 and time 2 are approximately two years apart (the difference between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3 or Wave 3 
and Wave 4). ‘Not employed’ includes those employed but away from work. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Analysing these transitions for mothers with different characteristics is complicated by the number of 
possible transitions. To consider very broad occupational changes, professionals/managers and associate 
professionals/trades were combined, clerical jobs were kept separate and the remaining two occupation 
groups were combined. Figure 13 shows the transitions by age of youngest child by showing the percentage 
in each broad occupation group at T2 according to the occupation group at T1. For example, these data 
show that, of mothers who were in professional, associate professional or trades job at T1 who had a new 
baby in the year before T2, around half were not employed or on leave at T2 and approximately 40 per cent 
were in the same occupation group at T2, with much smaller percentages at work but in different 
occupations.  

For those moving into employment after non-employment or leave, there is no dramatic difference by age 
of youngest child. At least at this very broad level, this suggests that moving into employment when children 
are older does not result in different occupational outcomes when compared with those moving into 
employment when children are younger. However, this analysis does not take account of the amount of time 
mothers have had out of employment before their entry into paid work. Exploring how that relates to later 
occupational outcomes would be of more interest. 

While children are aged under 2 years, the occupational transitions relate to movements into and out of 
employment more than changes between occupation groups. After this period, occupation transitions do 
not vary a great deal by age of youngest child. Transitions between occupations are least likely for those 
in the higher-status occupations, while there is more movement between clerical jobs and other jobs and 
between sales/service/cleaners/others and other jobs. 

To fully understand mothers’ occupational transitions, dedicated research on this topic—where the detailed 
occupations can be examined to better evaluate mothers’ career trajectories from before the birth of their 
first child—would be useful.
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Figure 13: Occupation transitions by age of youngest child

Notes: There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those 
between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3, and Wave 3 and Wave 4.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

7.5 Summary

This section has made use of the longitudinal nature of LSAC to analyse transition matrices focusing on 
changes in employment participation, work hours, job contract and occupation group. Multivariate analyses 
were not used for these analyses given the complexity of methods needed for such analyses, so they provide 
a first look at these transitions that can be explored in more depth in future work with these data. 

Considering the broad transitions into and out of employment over the two years between each wave 
of data collection in LSAC, the majority of employed mothers remain employed and the majority of 
not-employed mothers remain out of employment. However, overall, transitions into employment over two 
years are more common than transitions out of employment (except when a new baby has been born) such 
that the employment rate increases as children grow. 

Factors that are associated with transitions into and out of employment are consistent with those described 
in the analyses of employment participation in Section 4, although they provide a somewhat more nuanced 
perspective. For example, the earlier analyses showed that employment rates were relatively low for mothers 
with not-employed partners, younger mothers, mothers with lower levels of educational attainment and 
mothers with more children. All of these associations appear to reflect both lower rates of not-employed 
mothers entering employment and higher rates of employed mothers leaving employment across a two-year 
period. Differences for these variables are more marked for entering employment than exiting employment. 

Also, from the transitions analyses incorporating job characteristics, higher rates of exiting employment 
were apparent for those who had been working in jobs with short (under 15 hours per week) work hours, 
casual jobs (and also to a lesser extent self-employment) rather than permanent employment and lower 
status occupations. 
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Some wave-to-wave variation in job characteristics was apparent, although transitions in hours, job contracts 
and occupations were all most likely for those who had had a new baby at some time across waves of the 
study. This is not surprising, as these transitions largely capture movements out of and into work over the 
year or two after a child is born. 

Transitions in hours, job contract and occupation did occur after this period, although there were no 
dramatic differences by age of child. The high take-up of part-time work was reflected in slightly higher 
percentages moving into part-time rather than full-time work. Overall, there was evidence that some 
mothers are making the transition from part-time to full-time work and also from casual to permanent 
employment. Transitions from self-employment into permanent employment are less likely. The occupational 
transitions deserve further analyses to answer the important questions on the extent to which mothers 
regain occupational status after they take a break from employment or spend time in part-time work or a 
lower-status occupation. Occupational transitions were apparent here, and in future work it will be important 
to examine which mothers are making transitions into higher-status occupations as their children grow.    

In future work with these data it will be useful to examine how transitions into employment vary with 
characteristics not analysed here—in particular, a measure of employment history (particularly time out of 
employment for analyses of entering employment). For couples, dynamic analyses of transitions could also 
incorporate a broader range of information on partners’ employment characteristics. 
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8 Not-employed mothers 

This section focuses on mothers who are not employed and describes the activities of these mothers 
(from Wave 1 of LSAC) and their reasons for not being employed (from Waves 2 to 4 of LSAC). These data 
are initially explored by age of youngest child, as it is expected that prioritising care for young children will 
predominate activities and reasons for being absent from work when there are young children in the home, 
but it may be less of a reason once those children are older (Baxter, 2013c). Reasons are also explored for 
associations with sociodemographic characteristics. 

8.1 Unemployed or not in the labour force

Table 2 includes the percentage of mothers who are unemployed and not in the labour force. These 
categories of labour force status reflect actions taken to enter employment, with unemployed mothers those 
who are actively looking for work. Mothers who are not in the labour force comprise those who do not want 
to work or who are not looking or available for work. These categories therefore provide some indication of 
the degree of connection not-employed mothers have to the labour market.

Overall, 36 per cent of mothers were not in the labour force and 3 per cent were unemployed. The 
percentage unemployed did not vary a great deal by age of youngest child, while the percentage not in 
the labour force was significantly higher for mothers of younger children, with 53 per cent of mothers with 
a child aged under 1 year not in the labour force compared with 15 per cent of mothers with a youngest 
child aged 11 years. While the percentage unemployed remained fairly stable overall, if this is calculated as a 
percentage of not-employed mothers, unemployed mothers make up a higher percentage of not-employed 
mothers as children grow older. For example, again referring back to Table 2, of the not-employed mothers 
with a child aged under 1 year, 5 per cent (2.8 as a proportion of the sum of 2.8 and 52.6) were unemployed 
compared with 10 per cent for mothers with a child aged 11 years (1.7 as a proportion of the sum of 1.7 
and 15.3).

These numbers reflect that a very significant proportion of mothers take time out of employment to look 
after very young children and a minority of these mothers are out of employment because they are having 
difficulties finding employment. But, as children grow, mothers will often return to work, and those that 
remain out of employment become increasingly selective of those who have had difficulties returning to 
employment or who have particular barriers to their being able to take up work. This is examined further in 
the following subsections, in which mothers’ main activity and reasons for non-employment are examined. 

8.2 Activities undertaken by not-employed mothers

The changing nature of non-employment as children grow older is apparent by examining not-employed 
mothers’ reported activities. This was only available in Wave 1, so details are not available beyond the age of 
youngest child of 5 years. The vast majority of mothers say that they are undertaking ‘home duties’. Some 
mothers are full-time or part-time students (increasing in likelihood among mothers of older children). The 
percentage unemployed (as reported by mothers rather than the standard labour force definition) is small but 
generally increases with the age of the youngest child. 
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Table 31: Not employed mothers’ activities by age of youngest child

 Age of youngest child (years) Home duties

Full-time or 

part-time 

student

Unemployed Other

0 93.8 4.9 1.8 1.2

1 95.1 5.7 2.8 1.5

2 92.4 9.4 1.9 2.7

3 93.1 11.7 3.7 0.0

4 91.6 10.0 4.9 2.9

5 87.7 10.4 9.1 2.4

Note: Excludes those who were not employed according to the main wave of LSAC but who identified as employed or on leave in the 
self-complete survey (from which these activity data are sourced) (N = 135 excluded). Respondents could indicate having more 
than one activity while not employed, so percentages add to more than 100%. Total number of observations = 4,467.

Source: LSAC Wave 1, B and K cohorts.

8.3 Reasons for non-employment

In LSAC, not-employed mothers were asked their reasons for not working in Waves 2 to 4 of the study. 
They could cite more than one reason. The results reveal the predominance of caring-related reasons for 
these mothers. Using data pooled across these waves, Figure 14 shows that not-employed mothers of the 
youngest children largely say they are not working because of caring responsibilities for young children. 
However, even among not-employed mothers with a youngest child aged 10 to 11 years, preference to care 
for children remains the most commonly given reason by mothers for not working. 

There is some increase in the percentage giving ‘other reasons’ for not working as the youngest child grows 
older. A closer look at these other reasons suggests that caring for others, and mothers’ own physical or 
mental health issues, become more of a barrier to employment.27 (This was also found in Baxter’s 2013 
analyses of HILDA.) There is also some increase, as children grow older, in the percentage of not-employed 
mothers saying they have difficulty finding suitable jobs, jobs that interests them or jobs with enough 
flexibility. 

Figure 15 highlights just the reasons for not working that relate to child care (these are the same data as in 
Figure 14, just on a different scale and excluding all other response categories). The percentage citing these 
reasons is quite small across all ages of children, and the percentage saying they are not working because of 
difficulties finding suitable child care does not appear to vary by age of youngest child. The percentage saying 
it is not worth working due to child care costs is highest for mothers of children under school age, with this 
was most often cited by mothers with a youngest child aged 2 years.
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Figure 14: Not employed mothers’ reasons for not working by age of youngest child

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.

Figure 15: Not employed mothers’ child care reasons for not working by age of youngest child

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.

To determine whether some mothers are more likely to face barriers to employment than others, multivariate 
analyses were used on the sample of not-employed mothers, pooled from Waves 2 to 4. A random effects 
logistic regression model was estimated for each of the reasons,  to examine which factors were associated 
with not-employed mothers selecting particular reasons for not working. Table 32 presents the results. 
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For these analyses, the first two reasons were combined into one ‘family-related reasons’, as they both 
focused on the central issues of caring for children, incorporating preference/too busy with family/had 
another baby/continue breastfeeding. 

Table 32: Multivariate analyses of mothers’ reasons for not working 

Variable

Family-

related 

reasons

Partner earns 

enough

Would lose 

benefits

Not worthwhile 

with child care 

costs

Odds ratios

Age of youngest child (years)  0.74***  1.02  1.07*  0.85*** 

Family type (ref: mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job)

Single mother  0.45***  0.01***  1.16  0.60** 

Mother with not-employed partner  0.51***  0.09***  0.77  0.30*** 

Mother with self-employed partner  2.01***  1.17  0.50*  0.66* 

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor 

degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only  1.30  0.50***  2.33*  1.43 

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma  0.98  0.74*  1.53  1.38* 

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1  0.25***  1.21  0.64  1.00 

2  0.63***  1.22  0.74  1.15 

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years  1.33**  0.83  0.83  0.92 

> = 33 years  2.08***  0.90  0.93  0.92 

Mother has fair or poor health  0.67**  0.69  0.82  0.95 

Mother has disabilty  0.52**  0.81  0.79  0.60 

At least one child has a disability  1.16  1.40  1.59  1.52 

Someone else in household has a disability  0.64*  0.90  0.74  0.89 

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous (reference)

Indigenous Australian  0.90  0.49  0.38  0.65 

English-speaking overseas-born  1.05  0.72*  0.61  0.64** 

Poor English language proficiency overseas-

born

 1.92**  0.35**  0.62  0.20** 

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional  0.79*  0.94  0.73  0.91 

Outer regional  0.93  0.98  1.11  0.88 

Remote or very remote  1.17  1.20  0.50  0.39* 

Local area disadvantage (ref: least 

disadvantaged)

Middle 60%  0.74*  0.88  0.99  0.84 

Most disadvantaged  0.84  0.72  1.19  0.57** 

Constant  44.83***  0.12***  0.01***  0.08*** 

Rho 0.32 0.24 0.26 0.31
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Table 32 (cont.)

No suitable child 

care

No jobs that 

are suitable/of 

interest/flexibile

Other

Odds ratio

Age of youngest child (years)  0.94  1.24***  1.30*** 

Family type (ref: mother with partner in permanent/

casual job)

Single mother  1.68*  2.13***  2.12*** 

Mother with not-employed partner  0.57  1.39  1.91*** 

Mother with self-employed partner  1.22  0.57**  0.67** 

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor degree 

or higher)

Incomplete secondary only  0.68  0.87  0.70* 

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma  0.54*  1.05  1.01 

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1  1.20  1.55*  2.82*** 

2  1.23  1.52***  1.28* 

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years  0.75  0.63***  0.83 

> = 33 years  0.92  0.80  0.50*** 

Mother has fair or poor health  1.15  0.98  1.96*** 

Mother has disabilty  0.20  0.72  3.67*** 

At least one child has a disability  2.02*  0.64  1.10 

Someone else in household has a disability  1.10  0.87  2.10*** 

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous (reference)

Indigenous Australian  0.85  1.04  0.98 

English-speaking overseas-born  0.74  0.74*  1.23 

Poor English language proficiency overseas-born  0.13*  0.63  1.00 

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional  0.94  1.00  1.32* 

Outer regional  0.63  0.75  1.08 

Remote or very remote  0.97  0.53  1.17 

Local area disadvantage (ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60%  1.07  1.00  1.40* 

Most disadvantaged  1.74  1.32  1.10 

Constant  0.02***  0.02***  0.02*** 

Rho 0.31 0.35 0.36

Note:  Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. Model also includes indicator variable for missing data on health status. 
N for all analyses is 7,908 observations based on 4,313 mothers. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level 
variance.* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.
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Some key findings are as follows:

 > The likelihood of citing ‘family-related reasons’ for not working (preference/too busy with family/new 
baby/continue breastfeeding) diminishes as children grow older. So too does the likelihood of citing ‘not 
worth while with child care costs’. The reasons that are more likely as children grow older are ‘no jobs 
that are suitable/of interest/flexible’, ‘would lose benefits’ (a quite small association) and ‘other reasons’. 

 > Single mothers, compared with partnered mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs, were less 
likely to cite ‘family-related reasons’, ‘not worth while with child care costs’ and (not surprisingly) ‘partner 
earns enough’. But they were more likely to cite ‘no jobs that are suitable/of interest/flexible’, ‘no suitable 
child care’ and ‘other reasons’ for not working.

 > Like the single mothers, mothers with not-employed partners, compared with partnered mothers with 
partners in permanent/casual jobs, were less likely to cite ‘family-related reasons’, ‘not worth while 
with child care costs’ and ‘partner earns enough’. They were more likely to cite ‘other reasons’ for not 
working.

 > Mothers with self-employed partners were more likely to cite ‘family-related reasons’ for not working 
than were mothers with partners who were in permanent/casual jobs. They were less likely to say they 
were not working because there were ‘no jobs that are suitable/of interest/flexible’, ‘not worth while 
working with child care costs’, ‘would lose benefits’ and ‘other reasons’. 

 > Younger mothers (at birth of first child), compared with other mothers, were least likely to cite 
‘family-related reasons’ but most likely to cite ‘no jobs that are suitable/of interest/flexible’ and ‘other 
reasons’ for not working.

 > Having more children was associated with a higher likelihood of citing ‘family-related reasons’ for not 
working. Not-employed mothers with fewer children (one or two) were more likely than those with three 
or more to cite ‘other reasons’ for their not being employed or to say they were not employed because 
of a lack of suitable jobs. 

 > Mothers with poorer health were more likely than other mothers to cite ‘other reasons’ for not working. 
This is also apparent among mothers with a disability and mothers who have someone else in the 
household with a disability. 

 > Mothers of a child or children with a disability are somewhat more likely to say they are not working 
because of difficulties finding child care. 

 > Mothers with poor English language proficiency were more likely than Australian-born mothers to cite 
‘family-related reasons’, while they were less likely to say ‘partner earns enough’, ‘not worth while with 
child care costs’ and ‘no suitable child care’. 

8.4 Summary

The analyses in this section have complemented the research in previous sections of this report, especially 
Section 4, to provide more detailed information about mothers who are not in employment. This is clearly 
very strongly dependent upon the ages of children in the family, especially the youngest child in the family, 
since it is common for mothers to take some time out of employment when children are very young. Those 
who remain out of employment as their children grow are increasingly likely to be those who have other 
factors contributing to their not having returned to work. 

The specific labour force data, which distinguishes between mothers who are unemployed and not in 
the labour force, showed that, as a proportion of not-employed mothers, unemployed mothers make up 
a greater part as children grow. This category of ‘unemployed’ differs from not in the labour force, as it 
captures those who would like to be working and are actually seeking work. So increased representation 
of unemployed among the not-employed shows that, as children grow older, those who remain out of 
employment include a disproportionate percentage of mothers who are facing some barriers to fulfilling a 
wish to be employed.

This trend was also apparent when examining the main activity of mothers by age of youngest child, with 
‘home duties’ becoming less likely and ‘unemployed’ becoming more likely as children grew. 
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As children grew older, reasons for not being employed did increasingly include a range of reasons 
suggesting barriers to or difficulties in gaining employment. For example, citing reasons relating to the 
availability of suitable jobs (or jobs that are of interest and flexible enough) became more common among 
those with older children. So too did ‘other reasons’, which, when explored in more detail, included reasons 
relating to ill health, disability and caring and other reasons.

When the different reasons for non-employment were examined across socioeconomic characteristics, 
various patterns emerged. Strong differences were evident for reporting ‘other’ reasons for not being 
employed and, as these include health and caring issues, it is not surprising to see this reason was more often 
selected by those with poor health or a disability, or potential caring responsibilities (having someone in the 
home with a medical condition/disability). This option was also more often selected by single mothers and 
mothers with not-employed partners than it was by mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs. 

Having difficulty finding a suitable job was also more likely for single mothers, mothers with larger families 
and younger mothers. 

Child care related reasons for non-employment were not often cited. The most common was ‘not worth 
while working with child care costs’, which peaked (at about 10 per cent of not-employed mothers) when 
youngest children were 2 years old. Mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs were more likely to cite 
this reason than were mothers in other family types. Very few said they were not working because they had 
no suitable child care. However, this was somewhat more likely to be cited by single mothers and those with 
at least one disabled child. 

However, at all ages of children, the main activity of not-employed mothers and their reasons for being out of 
employment continue to be dominated by caring-related matters, such that caring for children—even older 
primary school aged children—is clearly still valued by many mothers who are out of employment. 

Previous qualitative research on work–family decisions of mothers has highlighted that, for mothers making 
choices about employment, participation is not straightforward (Hand & Hughes 2004). This section has 
demonstrated some of the factors that might affect mothers’ constraints or choices in the employment 
decision. Together with the findings from Section 4, these results do suggest there are different factors driving 
employment participation at different ages of children, such that those who are not employed with older 
children are likely to have barriers to or difficulties in engaging with employment. 
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9 Summary, discussion and conclusion

For women, the life stage at which combining employment with other commitments is arguably most 
challenging is when they are raising their children. This report has focused on this time, providing information 
about mothers’ employment, from those with babies through to those with primary school-age children. The 
report aimed to provide some broad descriptive information about mothers’ employment patterns, including 
work hours, job contracts and occupations, as well as the simpler measure of whether or not they are 
employed. It also explored how patterns varied across the characteristics of mothers and families. The report 
aimed to explore several research questions. The findings on those questions are discussed below.

9.1 How employment varies by age of youngest child

The first question was ‘how does mothers’ employment participation change as their youngest child grows 
older, as reflected in overall participation rates, hours of work, job contract and occupation?’ Not surprisingly, 
the employment participation rates showed increases in maternal employment rates as children grew older. 
Work hours also increased as children grew older; this was explained by both fewer women working the very 
short hours and more women working longer hours, although part-time hours were more common than 
full-time hours at all ages of children examined here. 

Changes in the nature of work as children grew were also apparent by job contract. At all ages of children, 
permanent employment was the most common job contract, and this was increasingly true as children 
grew. While there was an increase in the percentage of mothers in self-employment as well as casual work 
as children grew, there was a greater increase in the take-up of permanent work. Self-employment, which is 
often (but not always) accompanied by short work hours, was especially prevalent for employed mothers of 
the youngest children. Differences in working hours were apparent across the job contract types, with casual 
work as well as self-employment tending to involve shorter hours than permanent employment. 

Around one-third of mothers worked in the higher-status (professional and managerial) jobs, others were 
employed as associate professionals or tradespersons, clerical workers and sales and service workers and a 
smaller percentage were employed as cleaners, labourers and others. Regarding these occupation groups, 
differences by age of youngest child were actually not very marked, so it seems that changes occur more to 
hours and contracts than to the type of work done. However, the occupation categories were very broad; 
more detailed analyses of occupations may reveal more interesting patterns. Nevertheless, there were 
differences in working hours and job contracts by these occupation groups. Permanent employment was 
most likely, as was longer work hours in the higher-status jobs.

9.2 Employment transitions

Another research question focused on the insights that longitudinal data, and analyses of mothers’ 
employment transitions, provide regarding the employment participation of mothers with young children. 
The findings provided a nuanced perspective of employment participation, while the overall trends and 
associations with maternal and family characteristics were consistent with the other analyses in the report. 
Also, from the transitions analyses incorporating job characteristics, higher rates of employment exit were 
apparent for those who had been working in jobs with short (under 15 hours per week) work hours, lower-
status occupations, and casual jobs (and also to a lesser extent self-employment) as opposed to permanent 
employment. Transitions in employment overall—in hours, job contracts and occupations—were all the most 
likely to have occurred for those who had had a new baby at some time across waves of the study. This is 
not surprising, as these transitions largely capture movements out of and into work over the year or two after 
a child is born. 
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The high take-up of part-time work by mothers was reflected in slightly higher percentages moving into 
part-time rather than full-time work. Overall, there was evidence that some mothers are making the transition 
from part-time to full-time work and also making the transition from casual to permanent employment. 
Transitions from self-employment into permanent employment are less likely. Various occupational 
transitions were apparent here, and in future work it will be important to examine which mothers are making 
transitions into higher-status occupations as their children grow.

9.3 Variation by maternal and family characteristics

The next question concerned variation in maternal employment by age of youngest child and demographic 
and family characteristics (such as education, family size, language proficiency of mothers, family type and 
partner’s employment, remoteness and area-level disadvantage). Rather than attempting to summarise all the 
findings from the report, the key ones are highlighted below. 

Employment participation was lower for younger mothers; those with a lower level of education, health 
problems or a disability; and those who were Indigenous or had poor English language proficiency. 
The disability status of others in the household was also associated with lower rates of participation 
in employment. Further, single mothers and mothers with not-employed partners had lower levels of 
engagement in paid work when compared with couple mothers with employed partners. The lower 
employment rates for single mothers applied particularly when their youngest child was aged under 5 years, 
while the lower employment rates for those with not-employed partners was apparent at younger and older 
ages of children. Mothers with self-employed partners had notably higher employment participation, even 
higher than those with partners in permanent/casual jobs.

It is also worth noting that there were significant findings on the lower employment participation by mothers 
who had not been employed while they were pregnant with their first child. This finding was independent 
of other strong predictor variables such as educational attainment, relationship status and age of mothers. 
These mothers might need particular help or support to improve their pathways into employment as their 
children grow.

The maternal and family characteristics that predict mothers being more likely to be employed sometimes, 
but not always, predict mothers working longer hours. This is the case, for example, for mothers with higher 
levels of education and fewer children. There are some exceptions. For example, mothers with not-employed 
partners and younger mothers were less likely to be employed than other mothers, but on average they 
worked longer hours than others.  

Regarding job contract, mothers with self-employed partners were very likely to be self-employed 
themselves, perhaps reflecting employment opportunities in a family business. Other key findings related 
to the factors associated with working in casual, rather than permanent, work. Those with a higher risk of 
being casually employed were single mothers, younger mothers and mothers with larger families, lower 
educational attainment, poor English language proficiency or living in a more disadvantaged region.

Not surprisingly, higher educational attainment was associated with working in a higher-status job. Although 
other differences in the occupational distribution were apparent across maternal and family characteristics, 
as only bivariate analyses were conducted it was not possible to ascertain to what extent these differences 
reflect the differences in educational attainment across other characteristics. 

9.4 Job quality and work–family spillover

Another research question concerned developing a greater understanding of the qualities of jobs in which 
mothers work and how these jobs spill over to family life. To examine qualities of jobs, four different 
indicators of job quality captured mothers’ reports: having jobs with flexibility, security, autonomy and 
without working time intensity. This research found that the proportion in employment with these different 
qualities did not vary markedly by age of youngest child but did vary markedly by other job characteristics. 
In particular, casual workers were less likely to have flexibility in working hours, secure employment and 
autonomy at work than permanent workers. However, casual workers were less likely than permanently 
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employed mothers to experience working time intensity. Self-employment offered more flexibility and 
autonomy to working mothers relative to permanent or casual work. However, self-employment was less 
secure than permanent (but not casual) employment. Working time intensity was the job quality most 
strongly related to working hours, with longer work hours associated with more working time intensity. 
By occupation group, flexibility was most apparent for those in associate professional and trades jobs and 
also clerical jobs; autonomy was most apparent in professional/manager and associate professional/trades 
jobs; but working time intensity most apparent in professional/manager jobs. 

Work-to-family spillover was then examined, looking at aspects of positive as well as negative spillover from 
work to family. Positive spillover captures mothers’ views on whether their working is good for their children, 
helps them appreciate time with their children or makes them a better parent. Negative spillover captures 
views on whether work responsibilities have resulted in missing out on family activities or family time being 
less enjoyable or more pressured. When examining who reported experiencing positive or negative spillover, 
the job qualities appear to matter. For example, having secure work, and work that provided autonomy, 
was associated with more positive work–family spillover and less negative spillover. Also, flexible work 
arrangements and working time intensity were important in explaining negative work–family spillover. 
Relating the other job characteristics to work family spillover showed that workers who experienced the 
least negative spillover were self-employed and casual workers and those working longer hours, with some 
occupational differences also apparent. 

The finding for casual work is interesting. While these workers ‘lose out’ through having poorer job quality, 
some trade-off may be occurring so that they gain in other ways, resulting in their being less likely to 
experience negative spillover from work to family. The finding for self-employment is less surprising, as many 
mothers will have undertaken this type of work because it better enables them to fit work around caring 
responsibilities.

Self-employment was also associated with somewhat more positive work–family spillover. This appeared 
to be related to links between autonomy at work and positive work–family spillover, given higher rates of 
autonomy in self-employment and strong links between autonomy and positive spillover. Another factor 
related to positive spillover was work hours, with the ‘best’ number of hours seeming to be 15 to 24 hours per 
week. These hours may be those that are easiest to fit within or around caring responsibilities. 

For occupational differences, clerical jobs seemed to offer less in regard to positive work–family spillover but 
more in regard to (lower) negative work–family spillover. The lowest-status jobs—cleaner/labourer/other—also 
tended to not be associated with positive work–family spillover to the same degree as higher-status jobs. 

9.5 Not-employed mothers

The final research question concerned not-employed mothers and aimed to discover more detail about why 
they were out of employment. Mothers out of employment were first examined according to their labour 
force status—whether unemployed or not in the labour force—by age of youngest child. The category of 
‘unemployed’ differs from ‘not in the labour force’, as it captures those who would like to be working and 
are actually seeking work. As a percentage of not-employed mothers, the unemployed increased among 
those with older children, indicating that those who remain out of employment include a disproportionate 
percentage of mothers who are facing some barriers to fulfilling a wish to be employed. This trend was also 
apparent in examining the main activity of mothers by age of youngest child, with ‘home duties’ becoming 
less likely and ‘unemployed’ more likely as children grew. 

Mothers’ reasons for not being employed were examined in detail. As children grew older, reasons for not 
being employed increasingly included reasons suggesting barriers to or difficulties in gaining employment, 
including reasons related to the availability of suitable jobs and ‘other reasons’, which captured reasons 
relating to ill health, disability and caring, among other reasons. The analyses of which mothers cited 
particular reasons for not being employed showed that ‘other’ reasons was more often selected by those 
with poor health or a disability or potential caring responsibilities (having another adult in the home with a 
medical condition/disability). This option was also more often selected by single mothers and mothers with 
not-employed partners than it was by mothers with partners in permanent/casual jobs. Having difficulty 
finding a suitable job was also more likely for single mothers, mothers with larger families and younger 
mothers. Reasons related to the availability of child care were not often cited, although some findings are 
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worth noting, such as single mothers and those with at least one disabled child were more likely than others 
to say they were not working because they could not find suitable child care. 

However, regardless of the age of youngest child (up to 11 years old), the main activity of not-employed 
mothers and their reasons for being out of employment continue to be dominated by caring-related matters, 
such that caring for children—even older primary school aged children—is clearly still valued by many 
mothers who are out of employment. 

9.6 Conclusion

This section began by stating that this life course stage, when mothers have young children in the home, is a 
challenging one with respect to paid employment and caring responsibilities. This was most apparent when 
children were youngest, when mothers typically spend some time out of employment to care for young 
children or reduce their hours of employment to part-time hours. While it has not been possible to directly 
consider how mothers’ attitudes and preferences shape their decision-making about work–family across 
this life stage, there is no doubt that being able to adequately care for their children would be an important 
consideration when decisions about employment are made. This was especially apparent in the reasons that 
not-employed mothers are out of employment, but mothers who are in employment are equally likely to be 
considering their role as mothers, and their children’s needs, when making decisions about employment. 

Across this report there is considerable evidence of mothers increasing their work attachment as their 
children grow older, with more in employment and employed mothers working longer hours as well as 
being more likely to be in permanent work. However, there is much diversity in mothers’ circumstances and, 
consistent with a large body of literature, lower levels of participation and participation in lower-status or less 
secure work apparent for mothers who are in some way disadvantaged (for example, through education, 
language or local area disadvantage). 

The inclusion of information about fathers’ type of employment, in coupled families, provided some insights 
on possible couple-level decision-making, in that mothers’ employment participation varied according to 
whether fathers were in employment at all, were self-employed or were in permanent/casual work. More 
detailed research on the decision-making that occurs at the couple level regarding parental employment 
would be of value and could also be linked to the way in which couples share responsibilities for child 
care and other household work. LSAC offers some potential for this area of research, although qualitative 
information may also be needed to gain greater insights into the ways that couples negotiate their work and 
care time.  

With regard to single mothers, consistent with previous research, we found relatively low levels of 
participation in employment and a tendency to be employed in jobs that may offer poorer conditions. 
One way that this research could be extended in the future is to use LSAC to focus more closely on 
the employment of single mothers and consider how their employment is related to some of those 
characteristics that apply particularly to these mothers, such as the amount of child support received (see, for 
example, Taylor & Gray 2010) and, if applicable, the nature of their relationship with a non-resident father of 
their child or children.  

Much variation was apparent also in how work spilled over to family life, either in positive or negative ways. 
This spillover no doubt exists in ways not explored in this paper—for example, with links likely to emotional 
as well as financial wellbeing.Beyond this, mothers’ employment is likely to affect, and be affected by, other 
aspects of family functioning, including relationships with family members. As was apparent in the analyses 
of positive work–family spillover, this need not only be negative: some mothers may experience positive 
spillover associated with certain aspects of their jobs and negative spillover associated with other aspects. 

Research such as this is especially of value to recognise the various ways that mothers do negotiate their paid 
work life to accommodate their need to care for their family and also to provide insights into how different 
forms of work are associated with different outcomes. The depth and richness of the LSAC data, being 
longitudinal and including reports from multiple family members, is expected to be a valuable resource for 
future research on this important topic of maternal employment. 
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Appendix: Supplementary tables

Table A1: Key maternal employment indicators—selected OECD countries

Employment: population ratio (%) All employed 

women, part-time 

employment rate, 

2011
(2)

(%)

All women, 

2011
(a)(1)

Mothers, 

2009
(b)

, 

youngest child 

aged < 3
(3)

Mothers, 2009
(b)

, 

youngest child 

aged 3–5
(3)

Sole 

mothers
(c)

, 

2007
(4)

Australia  68.2 47.4 61.6 60.0  38.5 

Austria  67.5 60.5 62.4 78.3  32.8 

Belgium  57.0 63.8 63.3 59.2  32.4 

Canada  70.6 58.7 68.1 –  27.2 

Denmark  71.5 71.4 77.8 82  25.2 

Finland  68.4 52.1 80.7 70.2  16.0 

France  60.1 53.7 63.8 69.9  22.1 

Germany  68.7 36.1 54.8 64.6  38.0 

Greece  45.8 49.5 53.6 76.0  14.0 

Hungary  51.0 13.9 49.9 61.6  6.4 

Iceland  79.9 83.6 – 81.0  24.1 

Ireland  56.9 56.3 – 52.0  39.3 

Italy  47.0 47.3 50.6 76.4  31.3 

Japan  65.7 28.5 47.5 85.4  34.8 

Luxembourg  57.4 58.3 58.7 80.2  30.2 

Netherlands  70.7 69.4 68.3 63.8  60.5 

New Zealand  69.9 46.6 54.4  34.3 

Norway  75.2 – – 69.0  30.0 

Portugal  63.2 69.1 71.8 78.1  14.4 

Spain  53.2 45.1 47.9 78.0  21.9 

Sweden  73.2 71.9 81.3 81.1  18.4 

Switzerland  75.0 58.3 61.7 67.0  45.5 

United Kingdom  67.1 52.6 58.3 51.8  39.3 

United States  64.9 54.2 62.8 72.8  17.1 

OECD average  58.8 51.4 64.3 67.0  26.0 

(a) Data for female employment include women aged 15 and over.

(b) Data are for 2009 except for Australia (2008), Sweden (2007), Switzerland (2006), Japan and the United States (2005), Iceland 
(2002), Canada (2001) and Denmark (1999). In the OECD database the Australian data were reported for mothers with a child aged 
less than 5 years (48.3%). The data shown here were calculated from the 2008 ABS Child Care and Education Survey Unit Record 
File. Note that the percentage employed includes those on maternity or parental leave, which varies considerably across countries 
(refer to OECD, LMF1.2 Maternal employment).

(c) Data are for sole mothers, except for Denmark, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, which show data for sole parents. 
Data are for 2007, except for Canada, Japan, Denmark, Switzerland and Sweden (2005); and for Australia and New Zealand (2006). 

Source: (1) OECD employment database (downloaded October 2012, LFS by sex and age—indicators—employment participation

 (2) OECD employment database (downloaded October 2012, Incidence of full-time part-time employment, common definition)

 (3) OECD family database (downloaded October 2012, LMF1.2 Maternal employment); Australian estimates are from ABS (2008) 
Child care and education survey.

 (4) OECD family database (downloaded October 2012, LMF1.3 Maternal employment by family status). 
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Table A2: The pooled LSAC dataset, by year and age of youngest child, and compared with two 
cross-sectional datasets

Year
Pooled 

sample

Percentage 

in pooled 

data

Comparison 

Census 

2006

Comparison—

HILDA 2006

2004 2006 2008 2010 Total

In-scope 

families

9,939 8,917 8,469 8,030 35,355 100.0 100.0 100.0

Age of 

youngest 

child 

(years)

0 4,719 1,134 627 313 6,793 19.2 14.2 10.9

1 1,418 845 730 335 3,328 9.4 12.1 14.2

2 839 2,584 888 509 4,820 13.6 9.6 10.5

3 385 1,296 604 539 2,824 8.0 8.4 8.4

4 2,117 619 1,930 733 5,399 15.3 7.8 8.2

5 461 334 960 528 2,283 6.5 7.7 7.1

6 0 1,505 549 1,587 3,641 10.3 6.8 7.3

7 0 600 273 955 1,828 5.2 6.9 7.3

8 0 0 1,414 520 1,934 5.5 6.6 6.7

9 0 0 494 257 751 2.1 7.0 6.7

10 0 0 0 1,198 1,198 3.4 6.3 7.1

11 0 0 0 556 556 1.6 6.5 5.7

Notes: The Census and HILDA data were created to be all families with a child aged under 12 years. For the Census, the total number of 
mothers in the 1 per cent sample was 16,632. In HILDA, the total number of mothers was 1,587.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts; ABS Census 2006 one per cent sample file; HILDA, 2006 data as released in Wave 11 release.
28
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Table A3: Mothers’ reasons for being absent from work by age of youngest child

Age of 

youngest 

child (years)

Paid 

maternity

Unpaid 

maternity

Holiday/

flex-time/

study

Own 

illness or 

injury

Standard 

work 

arrange

Insufficient 

work etc.
Other Total

Sample 

size

% N

0 15.8 67.5 6.9 1.3 1.5 2.3 4.8 100.0 973

1 4.4 29.6 24.7 13.2 3.4 12.8 12.1 100.0 146

2 4.1 7.5 50.7 11.9 6.2 7.6 12.0 100.0 217

3 2.4 3.4 56.6 16.4 6.7 6.9 7.6 100.0 116

4 0.9 6.1 52.6 14.3 5.9 7.1 13.0 100.0 214

5 0.0 1.4 65.3 9.4 5.6 7.6 10.7 100.0 96

6 0.9 1.8 69.2 12.2 3.9 5.7 6.4 100.0 139

7 0.0 1.8 72.9 15.2 0.8 2.1 7.2 100.0 87

8 0.0 0.7 69.3 18.3 3.2 4.0 4.5 100.0 118

9 0.0 0.0 79.5 15.4 2.0 3.1 0.0 100.0 52

10 0.0 0.0 73.9 19.5 1.6 1.5 3.5 100.0 91

11 0.6 0.0 67.5 10.2 2.7 8.9 10.1 100.0 47

All 7.6 32.2 36.3 8.6 3.2 4.8 7.3 100.0 2,296

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Table A4: Maternal labour force status by age of youngest child according to 2006 Census

Age of 

youngest child 

(years)

Employed

At work
Away from 

work

Total 

employed
Unemployed

Not in the 

labour force
Total

%

0 24.9 11.9 37.8 1.8 60.4 100.0

1 46.7 2.1 49.8 2.7 47.5 100.0

2 50.2 2.1 53.5 3.1 43.4 100.0

3 52.7 2.0 55.9 3.6 40.5 100.0

4 55.0 1.8 58.0 3.8 38.2 100.0

5 58.7 1.8 61.8 4.7 33.5 100.0

6 62.4 1.7 65.6 5.1 29.3 100.0

7 65.1 1.7 68.3 5.0 26.7 100.0

8 66.7 1.7 70.0 4.6 25.4 100.0

9 68.0 1.7 71.3 4.5 24.3 100.0

10 68.8 1.7 72.1 4.3 23.6 100.0

11 69.7 1.7 73.2 4.1 22.8 100.0

Total 54.1 3.2 58.6 3.7 37.7 100.0

Source: ABS Australian Census, 2006, special data reports.
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Table A5: Maternal labour force status by age of youngest child according to 2011 Census

Employed

Age of 

youngest child 

(years)

At work
Away from 

work

Total 

employed
Unemployed

Not in the 

labour force
Total

%

0 22.4 19.3 42.6 1.9 55.5 100.0

1 49.0 2.6 52.4 3.3 44.3 100.0

2 53.4 2.2 56.5 3.5 40.0 100.0

3 55.0 2.1 58.0 3.9 38.2 100.0

4 57.5 1.9 60.3 3.8 35.9 100.0

5 61.2 1.8 64.0 4.8 31.3 100.0

6 64.9 1.7 67.7 5.4 26.9 100.0

7 68.0 1.7 70.8 5.5 23.7 100.0

8 70.0 1.8 73.0 4.9 22.2 100.0

9 71.0 1.7 74.0 4.5 21.5 100.0

10 71.7 1.7 74.7 4.2 21.1 100.0

11 72.6 1.8 75.7 4.0 20.3 100.0

Total 55.5 4.4 60.9 3.9 35.2 100.0

Source: ABS Australian Census, 2011, special data reports.

Table A6: Number of jobs worked by mothers

Age of youngest child 

(years)
One Two Three or more

On leave or not 

employed
Total

%

0 31.6 0.9 0.0 67.5 100.0

1 43.2 2.2 0.2 54.4 100.0

2 48.9 4.2 0.6 46.4 100.0

3 50.0 5.1 0.4 44.5 100.0

4 56.8 3.7 0.4 39.2 100.0

5 58.1 5.3 0.6 36.0 100.0

6 59.0 7.9 0.7 32.4 100.0

7 61.3 6.9 1.1 30.7 100.0

8 63.7 7.9 1.6 26.9 100.0

9 63.1 7.6 1.2 28.1 100.0

10 64.3 6.9 1.4 27.4 100.0

11 66.7 8.8 1.0 23.5 100.0

All 50.5 4.4 0.5 44.6 100.0

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A7: Means and distributions of explanatory variables for employed and not-employed mothers

Not-employed 

mothers

Employed 

mothers
All mothers Sample size

a

Mean
Age of youngest child (years) 2.8 4.2 3.6 35,556

%
Family status

Single mother 19.0 12.1 14.8 4,451
Mother with not- employed 9.4 3.2 5.6 1,688
Mother with partner in permanent/casual job 57.4 59.0 58.4 21,522
Mother with self-employed partner 14.2 25.7 21.2 7,906

Educational attainment
Incomplete secondary only 32.4 15.8 22.3 5,866
Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 53.1 56.6 55.2 20,040
Bachelor degree or higher 14.5 27.6 22.5 9,677

Age at birth of first child
< 24 years 36.0 19.6 26.1 7,802
24–32 years 50.0 60.8 56.6 21,144
> = 33 years 13.9 19.5 17.3 6,576

Ethnicity
Australian-born non-Indigenous 65.5 76.7 72.3 26,751
Indigenous Australian 4.8 1.7 2.9 844
English-speaking overseas-born 23.4 20.2 21.4 7,227
Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

6.4 1.4 3.4 769

Health
Good, very good or excellent health 74.9 84.9 81.0 29,416
Fair or poor health 10.8 6.3 8.0 2,617
Missing health status 14.4 8.8 11.0 3,277

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 2.9 1.1 1.7 411
No 97.1 98.9 98.3 25,198

At least one child has a disability
a

Yes 5.1 3.0 3.7 933
No 94.9 97.0 96.3 24,676

Another household member has a disability
a

Yes 3.8 1.8 2.5 603
No 96.2 98.2 97.5 25,006

Number of children
1 13.7 15.6 14.9 5,164
2 36.6 48.5 43.9 16,099
3 or more 49.6 35.9 41.3 14,330

Remoteness
Major cities 64.0 61.9 62.7 21,421
Inner regional 19.8 20.7 20.3 7,406
Outer regional 14.1 14.9 14.6 5,693
Remote or very remote 2.1 2.5 2.3 1,014

Local area disadvantage
Least disadvantaged 14.9 20.5 18.3 7,455
Middle 60% 59.2 60.1 59.7 21,120
Most disadvantaged 25.9 19.4 22.0 7,015

N
Sample size (W1-4) 12,658 22,898 35,556 35,556

Sample size (W2-4)
a  8,051  17,543  25,594 25,594

(a)   Analyses of disability items use only Waves 2 to 4.

Note: Some items were missing for a small number of observations.  

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A8: Employment by ethnicity and remoteness according to Census, couple and single mothers of 
children aged under 15 years, 2006 and 2011

Percentage employed

2006 2011

Couple 

mothers

Single 

mothers

All 

mothers

Couple 

mothers

Single 

mothers

All 

mothers

Ethnicity

Australia-born, Indigenous 47.0 28.9 38.7 47.0 29.3 38.7

Australia-born, non-Indigenous 66.4 53.2 63.8 69.8 55.7 67.0

Overseas-born, poor English 23.1 14.9 21.4 23.9 22.4 23.6

Overseas-born, English only 

or good

60.8 52.2 59.3 61.6 58.2 61.1

Remoteness

Major cities 62.6 51.1 60.4 64.8 54.3 62.9

Inner regional 64.7 48.5 61.1 67.3 50.7 63.5

Outer regional 64.8 47.7 61.3 67.0 48.7 63.1

Remote 64.4 47.7 61.4 65.7 47.8 62.5

Very remote 56.7 40.6 52.9 54.0 37.5 50.0

Total 63.2 50.0 60.6 65.3 52.7 62.9

Source: ABS Australian Census, 2006 and 2011 Tablebuilder.

Table A9: Maternal employment participation by age of youngest child and family type

Age of 

youngest child 

(years)

Partnered mother Single mother All mothers

With 

partner in 

permanent/

casual job

With not- 

employed 

partner

With self-

employed 

partner

Total 

partnered

Percentage employed

0 45.9 21.6 61.1 47.4 19.7 44.6

1 47.9 30.2 65.2 50.5 25.4 48.1

2 58.1 34.1 71.4 59.8 35.9 56.8

3 60.5 36.6 70.4 61.3 43.5 58.8

4 65.2 40.2 77.8 67.0 48.1 63.8

5 69.3 36.3 75.9 68.8 60.8 67.5

6 74.3 44.1 79.8 74.1 64.1 72.2

7 78.0 40.5 82.4 76.7 66.3 74.7

8 79.4 54.9 87.1 80.3 66.8 77.8

9 79.1 42.9 84.1 79.0 72.0 77.6

10 80.2 47.0 89.6 80.4 75.1 79.3

11 83.3 53.6 89.3 83.2 82.0 82.9

Total 61.4 34.5 73.7 62.7 49.6 60.8

N

Sample size 21,506 1,688 7,899 31,113 4,443 35,556

Notes:  The total partnered column includes a small number of partnered mothers for whom partner’s employment status could not be 
determined. 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A10: Census data analyses of work hours by age of youngest child

Age of youngest 

child (years)

Hours worked per week Not employed/

away from work
Total

1–15 16–24 25–34 35 and over

0  8.8  6.7  3.2  6.1  75.3 100.0

1  13.5  13.5  6.3  12.1  54.7 100.0

2  13.4  14.1  8.3  14.2  50.0 100.0

3  12.4  12.0  9.4  17.2  49.0 100.0

4  14.1  14.1  8.4  18.7  44.7 100.0

5  12.2  14.0  11.6  20.8  41.4 100.0

6  11.6  14.9  13.3  22.5  37.7 100.0

7  12.2  14.8  14.8  23.8  34.4 100.0

8  11.3  15.0  15.4  26.4  32.0 100.0

9  12.1  12.0  15.1  29.1  31.8 100.0

10  11.8  12.0  14.8  28.6  32.9 100.0

11  11.2  13.6  15.9  27.9  31.4 100.0

All 11.8 12.5 10.2 18.6 45.8 100.0

Note:  The categories of work hours are slightly different in the Census when compared with those used in analyses of LSAC. The data 
source is different from that used in Table A4, so percentages will not necessarily correspond.

Source: ABS 2006 Census, 1 per cent sample file.

Table A11: Job contract and detailed tenure categories

Age of 

youngest 

child 

(years)

Permanent Casual

Self-

employed

Permanent/

ongoing

Fixed-term 

contract

All 

permanent
Casual

Some other 

basis
All casual

%

0 32.4 42.4 2.9 45.3 20.1 2.3 22.4

1 28.3 48.9 2.4 51.3 18.0 2.4 20.4

2 24.4 52.0 3.6 55.7 18.2 1.7 19.9

3 24.6 53.2 3.4 56.6 17.0 1.8 18.8

4 22.7 52.9 4.8 57.7 18.0 1.6 19.6

5 21.7 54.1 4.8 58.9 18.3 1.2 19.5

6 21.0 57.3 4.6 61.9 16.3 0.8 17.1

7 17.8 59.6 5.3 64.9 16.0 1.3 17.3

8 20.4 57.2 4.5 61.6 16.9 1.1 18.0

9 19.6 60.4 5.0 65.4 14.7 0.4 15.1

10 18.3 59.9 4.5 64.4 16.2 1.2 17.4

11 19.1 64.1 5.1 69.2 11.2 0.5 11.7

Total 23.4 53.5 4.1 57.6 17.4 1.5 18.9

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A12: Job contract and paid leave entitlements

Job contract Employer provides paid holiday leave Employer provides paid sick leave

% %

Permanent/non-ongoing 85.7 86.0

In a permanent or 

ongoing position

86.8 86.9

On a fixed-term contract 71.3 74.6

Casual 4.4 4.6

On a casual basis 3.1 3.4

On some other basis 16.8 16.2

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Table A13: Own business or employment by age of youngest child—employed mothers, Census data 

Age of youngest child (years) Owner-manager Employee Employed (at work) total

0 26.7 73.3 100.0

1 20.2 79.8 100.0

2 18.6 81.4 100.0

3 21.0 79.0 100.0

4 17.6 82.4 100.0

5 18.9 81.1 100.0

6 17.4 82.6 100.0

7 15.0 85.0 100.0

8 16.1 83.9 100.0

9 16.2 83.8 100.0

10 18.3 81.7 100.0

11 15.3 84.7 100.0

All 18.3 81.7 100.0

Source: ABS 2006 Census, 1 per cent sample file.
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Table A14: Job contract by age of youngest child, including not-employed mothers

Age of youngest 

child (years)
Self-employed Permanent Casual

Not employed/

away from work
Total

%

0 10.5 14.8 7.2 67.6 100.0

1 12.6 23.3 9.7 54.4 100.0

2 13.1 29.6 10.9 46.4 100.0

3 13.7 31.1 10.7 44.5 100.0

4 13.7 34.8 12.4 39.2 100.0

5 13.8 37.4 12.8 36.1 100.0

6 14.2 41.6 11.8 32.4 100.0

7 12.3 44.8 12.2 30.7 100.0

8 14.8 45.1 13.2 26.9 100.0

9 14.0 46.9 11.0 28.1 100.0

10 13.2 46.7 12.7 27.4 100.0

11 14.6 52.1 9.8 23.5 100.0

All 12.9 31.7 10.7 44.7 100.0

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.



88 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Table A15: Multivariate analyses of job contract

Variable
Self-employed (relative to 

permanent employee)

Casual (relative to 

permanent employee)

Odds ratios

Age of youngest child 0.92*** 0.94***

Family type (ref: mother with partner in permanent/

casual job)

Single mother 0.96 1.14*

Mother with not-employed partner 0.77* 0.79*

Mother with self-employed partner 7.85*** 1.11*

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only 1.63*** 2.36***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma 1.61*** 1.75***

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1 0.51*** 0.76***

2 0.64*** 0.77***

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years 1.11 0.71***

> = 33 years 1.16* 0.59***

Mother has fair or poor health 1.16 1.16

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born non-Indigenous)

Indigenous Australian 0.48** 0.75

English-speaking overseas-born 1.14 1.12

Poor English language proficiency overseas-born 2.55*** 2.80***

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional 1.18* 1.13*

Outer regional 1.28** 1.11

Remote or very remote 1.15 1.03

Local area disadvantage (ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60% 0.78*** 1.20*

Most disadvantaged 0.77** 1.32**

Constant 0.25*** 0.28***

Note:  A multinomial logistic regression was estimated with permanent employment the base (omitted) category. Standard errors were 
adjusted to take account of multiple records per mother (across waves). Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed 
but away from work. The model also includes indicator variable for missing data on health status. Analyses that included disability 
items have not been presented, as disability items were not statistically significant in a model estimated on only Waves 2–4.  
* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A16: Broad occupational group and alignment with ASCO groups

Occupation group ASCO codes Examples (top 10 in the pooled LSAC sample)—based on 4-digit ASCO

Professionals & 

managers

1000–2549 Registered nurses, primary school and secondary school teachers, 

accountants, human resource professionals, computing professionals, sales 

and marketing managers, legal professionals, marketing and advertising 

professionals, finance managers

Associate 

professionals, trades

3000–4999 Office managers, shop managers, project and program administrators, 

hairdressers, enrolled nurses, real estate associate professionals, restaurant 

and catering managers, financial dealers and brokers, cooks, medical 

technical officers

Clerical 6100–6199, 

8100–8119

bookkeepers, general clerks, secretaries and personal assistants, accounting 

clerks, receptionists, keyboard operators, inquiry and admissions clerks, 

bank workers, payroll clerks, stock and purchasing clerks

Sales/service 6210–6399, 

8200–8319

Sales assistants, children’s care workers, educational aides, special care 

workers, checkout operators and cashiers, waiters, sales representatives, 

personal care and nursing assistants, fitness instructors, personal care 

consultants

Cleaners, labourers 

and other

7000–7999, 

9000–9999

Cleaners, storepersons, kitchen hands, farm hands, hand packers, sewing 

machinists, delivery drivers, product assemblers, product quality controllers, 

other food factory hands

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A17: Maternal education and sociodemographic characteristics—all mothers

Variable

Incomplete 

secondary 

only

Secondary and/

or certificate/

diploma

Bachelor 

degree or 

higher

Total 

%

All 22.3 55.2 22.5 100.0

Family status

Single mother 33.8 66.0 0.2 100.0

Mother with not-employed partner 42.1 44.2 13.7 100.0

Mother with partner in permanent/casual job 19.1 53.5 27.5 100.0

Mother with self-employed partner 18.1 55.4 26.5 100.0

Age at birth of first child

< 24 years 36.9 57.9 5.2 100.0

24–32 years 16.9 56.6 26.5 100.0

> = 33 years 17.8 46.8 35.5 100.0

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-Indigenous 22.0 56.3 21.7 100.0

Indigenous Australian 47.5 48.2 4.3 100.0

English-speaking overseas-born 15.2 55.1 29.7 100.0

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born
52.3 40.3 7.4 100.0

Health

Good, very good or excellent health 20.2 55.5 24.4 100.0

Fair or poor health 29.6 54.1 16.2 100.0

Number of children

1 19.7 59.0 21.3 100.0

2 18.9 55.3 25.8 100.0

3 or more 26.9 53.8 19.3 100.0

Remoteness

Major cities 19.9 53.6 26.5 100.0

Inner regional 26.7 57.1 16.2 100.0

Outer regional 25.8 59.6 14.7 100.0

Remote or very remote 27.6 56.7 15.8 100.0

Local area disadvantage

Least disadvantaged 11.0 45.7 43.4 100.0

Middle 60% 22.4 57.4 20.2 100.0

Most disadvantaged 31.5 57.4 11.1 100.0

N

Sample size 5,866 20,040 9,677 35,583 

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A18: Multivariate analyses of employment conditions according to employment and 
sociodemographic characteristics

Variable Flexibility 
Secure or very 

secure 
Autonomy 

Working time 

intensity 
Odds ratios (has/does not have this job quality)

Usual work hours (ref: <15 hours)
15–24 hours  1.24*  1.21*  0.90  1.21** 
25–34 hours  1.55***  1.31**  1.06  1.46*** 
35–44 hours  1.27*  1.12  1.03  1.54*** 
45 hours or more  0.96  1.36*  1.00  2.45*** 

Job contract (ref: permanent)
Self-employed  3.38***  0.66***  5.26***  1.07 
Casual  0.73***  0.32***  0.78***  0.83** 

Occupation (ref: professionals & 

managers)
Associate professionals & trades  2.22***  1.19  1.04  0.82*** 
Clerical  3.75***  1.18  0.68***  0.76*** 
Sales/service  1.10  0.94  0.48***  0.67*** 
Cleaner, labourer & other  1.20  1.16  0.52***  0.69*** 

Age youngest child  1.03*  1.11***  1.00  0.98** 
Family type (ref: mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job)
Single mother  0.94  0.70***  0.95  0.99 
Mother with not-employed partner  1.14  1.29  1.03  0.79* 
Mother with self-employed partner  1.16  1.33***  1.17*  0.96 

Educational attainment (ref:  Bachelor 

degree or higher)
Incomplete secondary only  1.74***  1.26  0.98  0.73*** 
Secondary and/or certificate/diploma  1.40***  1.14  0.91  0.80*** 

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)
1  1.47**  0.53***  1.17  1.03 
2  1.29**  0.88  1.19**  0.94 

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)
24–32 years  1.05  1.11  1.18*  1.10 
> = 33 years  1.07  1.18  1.25*  1.13 

Mother has fair or poor health  0.60***  0.56***  0.66***  1.22** 
Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born non-

Indigenous)
Indigenous Australian  0.98  0.77  1.47  1.11 
English-speaking overseas-born  0.78*  0.55***  0.88  0.84*** 
Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born

 0.15***  0.82  0.47*  0.75 

Remoteness (ref: major cities)
Inner regional  0.84  0.98  1.00  0.97 
Outer regional  0.94  1.15  1.08  0.97 
Remote or very remote  0.96  2.19***  1.44*  0.78* 

Local area disadvantage 

(ref: least disadvantaged)
Middle 60%  0.67***  0.86  0.83*  0.96 
Most disadvantaged  0.57***  0.83  0.85  0.89 

Constant  6.54***  9.87***  2.46***  0.65*** 
Number of observations 16,715 16,100 16,847 13,241
Number of mothers 7,010 6,977 7,054 6,604
Rho

Note:  Random effects logistic regression models were estimated. Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed but away from 
work, and mothers who did not respond to the relevant questions. The final item (‘has enough time to get work done’) was not 
collected in Wave 1. The model also includes indicator variable for missing data on health status. Analyses that included disability 
items have not been presented as when these analyses were undertaken the disability items were not statistically significant. 
* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A19: Multivariate analyses of positive and negative work–family spillover according to employment 
and sociodemographic characteristics

Variable
Positive work-to-family spillover Negative work-to-family spillover

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Usual work hours (ref: <15 hours)

15–24 hours 0.05*** 0.07*** 0.06*** 0.30*** 0.31*** 0.31***

25–34 hours 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.52*** 0.53*** 0.53***

35–44 hours –0.02 –0.02 –0.02 0.71*** 0.74*** 0.73***

45 hours or more –0.02 –0.02 –0.02 0.83*** 0.86*** 0.86***

Job contract (ref: permanent)

Self-employed 0.05** 0.00 –0.01 –0.25*** –0.23*** –0.21***

Casual –0.02 –0.01 0.01 –0.05** –0.08*** –0.09***

Occupation (ref: professionals 

& managers)

Associate professionals & trades –0.02 –0.01 –0.02 –0.04 –0.05 –0.03

Clerical –0.08*** –0.07*** –0.07*** –0.06** –0.07** –0.06**

Sales/service –0.04* –0.02 –0.01 –0.02 –0.05 –0.05

Cleaner, labourer & other –0.12*** –0.13*** –0.10*** –0.05 –0.03 –0.06

Flexible 0.01 0.03 –0.11*** –0.15***

Secure 0.15*** 0.13*** –0.27*** –0.17***

Autonomy 0.26*** 0.28*** –0.20*** –0.20***

Working time intensity –0.01 n.a. 0.13*** n.a.

Age youngest child 0.01*** 0.00 0.01*** 0.00 0.00 0.00

Family type (ref: mother with partner 

in permanent/casual job)

Single mother 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.18*** 0.17*** 0.17***

Mother with not-employed partner 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.08 0.07 0.08

Mother with self-employed partner –0.05*** –0.06** –0.06*** –0.06** –0.03 –0.04*

Educational attainment (ref: Bachelor 

degree or higher)

Incomplete secondary only –0.03 –0.04 –0.05 –0.13*** –0.12*** –0.12***

Secondary and/or certificate/diploma –0.01 0.00 –0.02 –0.09*** –0.08** –0.08***

Number of children (ref: 3 or more)

1 –0.01 0.03 –0.01 –0.17*** –0.12*** –0.18***

2 0.04** 0.05** 0.04* –0.09*** –0.07*** –0.09***

Age at birth of first child (ref: <24 years)

24–32 years –0.02 –0.03 –0.03 0.05 0.04 0.05

> = 33 years 0.00 –0.03 –0.02 0.10** 0.10** 0.10**

Mother has fair or poor health –0.18*** –0.15*** –0.16*** 0.30*** 0.25*** 0.28***

Ethnicity (ref: Australian-born 

non-Indigenous)

Indigenous Australian 0.12* 0.14* 0.10 –0.02 –0.07 –0.01

English-speaking overseas-born –0.02 0.01 –0.01 –0.04 –0.07* –0.06*

Poor English language proficiency 

overseas-born
0.01 0.01 0.08 0.00 0.03 –0.03
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Table A19 (cont.)

Variable
Positive work-to-family spillover Negative work-to-family spillover

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Remoteness (ref: major cities)

Inner regional 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01

Remote or very remote –0.05 –0.08 –0.07 –0.15** –0.17** –0.13*

Local area disadvantage 

(ref: least disadvantaged)

Middle 60% 0.03 0.03 0.04* –0.03 –0.06* –0.04*

Most disadvantaged 0.07** 0.08** 0.07** –0.02 –0.05 –0.03

Constant 3.55*** 3.30*** 3.24*** 2.54*** 2.98*** 2.92***

Number of observations 16,864 12,355 15,908 16,864 12,347 15,895

Number of mothers 7,053 6,450 6,921 7,054 6,451 6,922

Rho 0.44 0.49 0.45 0.44 0.45 0.44

Note:  Model 1 also has key employment characteristics. Model 2 adds in job conditions but excludes Wave 1, as working time intensity 
was not captured at this wave. Model 3 is the same as Model 2 but excludes working time intensity so includes Wave 1. Random 
effects regression models were estimated. Excludes mothers who were not employed or employed but away from work and 
mothers who did not respond to the relevant questions. Rho is the fraction of the overall variance explained by mother-level 
variance.* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.

Table A20: Job characteristics and main source of income—employed mothers at work

Job characteristics
Wages or 

business

Government 

payments
Other Total

%

Usual work hours

1–14 hours 63.2 31.7 5.1 100.0

15–24 hours 89.1 9.1 1.7 100.0

25–34 hours 94.9 3.6 1.5 100.0

35–44 hours 97.1 2.1 0.8 100.0

45 hours or more 94.0 4.0 2.0 100.0

Job contract

Self-employed 74.3 19.5 6.2 100.0

Permanent 94.2 4.9 0.9 100.0

Casual 73.7 24.0 2.3 100.0

Occupation group

Professionals & managers 93.5 4.4 2.1 100.0

Associate professionals, trades 87.7 10.0 2.3 100.0

Clerical 85.8 11.4 2.8 100.0

Sales/service 78.6 19.3 2.1 100.0

Cleaner, labourer and other 73.4 24.0 2.6 100.0

Total 85.9 11.8 2.4 100.0

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Table A21: Multivariate analyses of positive and negative work–family spillover according to employment 
and sociodemographic characteristics, Waves 2 to 4 showing disability indicators only

Disability
Positive work-to-family spillover Negative work-to-family spillover

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Mother has disabilty 0.02 0.02 0.02 –0.04 –0.03 –0.04

At least one child has a 

disability 

–0.11** –0.09* –0.09* 0.14** 0.13** 0.13**

Someone else in household 

has a disability

–0.05 –0.05 –0.05 0.16** 0.15** 0.16**

Other variables not shown

Number of observations 13,262 12,355 12,371 13,260 12,347 12,361

Number of mothers 6,608 6,450 6,454 6,611 6,451 6,455

Note:  All models include sociodemographic controls. Model 1 also has key employment characteristics. Model 2 adds in job conditions 
but excludes Wave 1, as working time intensity was not captured at this wave. Model 3 is the same as 2 but excludes working time 
intensity so includes Wave 1. Random effects regression models were estimated. Excludes mothers who were not employed or 
employed but away from work and mothers who did not respond to the relevant questions. * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Source: LSAC Waves 2–4, B and K cohorts.

Table A22: Sociodemographic characteristics and work hours transitions

Variable

From NW 

(omitted=stay NW)

From PTW 

(omitted=stay PTW)

From FTW 

(omitted=stay FTW)

to PTW % to FTW% to NW% to FTW% to NW % to PTW %

All 27.6 6.5 20.5 12.4 13.3 21.1

Family status

Single mother 21.2 7.1 22.3 14.4 12.9 20.9

Mother with not-employed 

partner 
12.2 8.0 35.7 20.8 16.2 11.5

Mother with partner in 

permanent/casual job
28.8 6.3 21.8 12.2 15.3 20.2

Mother with self-employed 

partner
37.8 6.1 15.9 11.3 8.0 25.6

Educational attainment

Incomplete secondary only 18.5 3.9 22.5 10.5 14.3 22.0

Secondary and/or certificate/

diploma
29.3 7.1 20.9 12.8 13.9 21.3

Bachelor degree or higher 36.3 8.9 18.5 13.1 11.6 20.4

Age at birth of first child

< 24 years 20.3 7.2 27.5 14.7 18.9 19.1

24–32 years 31.4 6.3 19.7 12.0 12.0 22.4

> = 33 years 29.7 6.1 16.7 12.0 10.7 19.9

Ethnicity

Australian-born non-

Indigenous
31.0 6.4 20.1 12.0 13.3 21.9

Indigenous Australian 15.2 5.0 29.5 12.9 20.2 22.6

English-speaking 

overseas-born 
24.2 7.9 21.2 13.9 12.8 19.2

Poor English language 

proficiency overseas-born
8.5 3.8 23.6 25.4 14.6 20.6
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Table A22: (cont.)

Variable

From NW  

(omitted=stay NW)

From PTW 

(omitted=stay PTW)

From FTW 

(omitted=stay FTW)

to PTW % to FTW% to NW% to FTW% to NW % to PTW %

Good, very good or excellent 

health
30.0 6.7 19.8 12.1 12.8 21.2

Fair or poor health 19.5 4.5 25.7 13.5 18.7 20.2

Mother has a disability
a

Yes 12.9 3.1 26.8 10.3 21.7 14.8

No 27.9 6.6 20.4 12.5 13.2 21.3

At least one child has a disability
a

Yes 19.2 6.4 27.5 10.2 14.0 28.2

No 27.9 6.6 20.3 12.5 13.3 20.9

Another household member has 

a disability
a

Yes 16.0 4.8 26.8 14.5 21.2 30.4

No 28.0 6.6 20.4 12.4 13.2 21.0

Number of children

1 29.1 11.2 18.1 18.2 10.3 15.0

2 32.2 7.5 17.9 12.8 12.6 21.8

3 or more 23.7 4.9 24.3 10.7 16.2 23.7

Remoteness

Major cities 26.4 6.4 20.4 12.1 12.7 19.5

Inner regional 29.9 6.8 20.4 11.5 14.4 28.0

Outer regional 28.7 6.5 20.9 14.2 13.7 20.7

Remote or very remote 32.7 10.2 23.8 20.3 17.4 19.2

Local area disadvantage

Most disadvantaged 20.2 6.6 21.9 14.2 15.5 19.5

Middle 60% 27.8 6.4 21.0 12.4 14.1 22.5

Least disadvantaged 31.5 6.9 19.0 11.9 11.0 19.2

(a)  Disability items are from Waves 2 to 4 only.

Note: NW = not working, including not employed or employed but away from work; PTW = part-time work (<35 hours per week); 
FTW = full-time work (> = 35 hours per week). For each of the T1 categories, the percentage changing (e.g. the percentage going 
from NW to PTW and the percentage going from NW to FTW) is shown. The omitted category is indicated in the column heading. 
There is a gap of approximately two years between time 1 and time 2 (the time between waves of LSAC). Transitions include those 
between Wave 1 and Wave 2, Wave 2 and Wave 3, and Wave 3 and Wave 4. Characteristics are measured at T2.

Source: LSAC Waves 1–4, B and K cohorts.
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Endnotes

1 This applied to principal carer parents who claimed Parenting Payment. Once children reached these 
age cut-offs, parents also had to transfer onto another income support payment, typically New Start 
Allowance or Austudy.

2 Other arguments are that this could be related to the effect of location of residence (for example, where 
the family lives in a low employment area, the probability of employment would be lower for the husband 
and the wife). Also, gender norms may suggest that a ‘female breadwinner’ model household is often not 
viewed favourably (Saunders 1995), although it is not clear whether this remains true at present. Another 
line of argument is that women can take up employment in times when their husband is out of work. 
This is known as the ‘added worker’ hypothesis. This hypothesis may explain why in some families there 
are cases of wives working while their husband does not work, but, given the low rates of employment 
amongst wives with not-working husbands, it is not a common phenomenon.

3 Analyses of these relationships is complicated by the fact that there have been changes in the collection 
of income data across waves of LSAC. 

4 The main waves of the survey are conducted face to face every two years. Also, a mail-out survey has 
been administered in the year between the first four main waves (in 2005, 2007 and 2009). In the main 
waves, information is also collected from the children themselves (increasingly so as the children grow 
older). For children with a parent living elsewhere, an attempt is made to collect information from the 
parent living elsewhere. As part of the study, information is also collected from the children themselves 
(increasingly so as the children grow older). Data from these sources are not used in this report.

5 These sample weights have not been adjusted to take account of non-response to particular instruments, 
such as the self-completion questionnaire, or to other item non-response. For further details on the 
procedures used to construct the sample weights, see Sipthorp and Misson (2009).

6 The child’s Parent 1 was defined at Wave 1 as the best person to ask about the child’s health, development 
and care. At subsequent waves, it has been preferable for Parent 1 to be the same person as for Wave 1. 
However, if Parent 1 no longer resides with the child or is temporarily away, Parent 2 of the previous wave 
becomes Parent 1. If both Parent 1 and Parent 2 do not reside with the child or are temporarily away then 
a new Parent 1 (the best person to ask about the child’s health, development and care) is assigned.

7 Employment status is based on participation in employment in the week before the LSAC interview. 
Respondents are counted as employed if they worked for pay (in a job, business or farm) in the reference 
week. Also, unpaid family workers are included as employed unless they reported that they usually 
worked zero hours per week. (They are counted as not in the labour force otherwise.) Overall, few 
employed mothers are unpaid family workers (in the pooled sample, <4 of employed mothers who are at 
work), but this is more common for mothers of the youngest children (10 of employed mothers who are 
at work with a youngest child aged under 1 year).

8 Partners’ employment was also explored in relation to their working hours to analyse whether mothers’ 
employment patterns differed when fathers worked longer hours. Associations with long work hours were 
not as apparent as the associations for job contract of fathers, so analyses of fathers’ long work hours 
were not retained. 

9 Health status was collected using the self-completion questionnaire in Waves 2 and 3, resulting in some 
non-response. If this variable was missing in Wave 2 or 3, its value was imputed as the average of the 
value at the previous and subsequent wave. This imputation only works when there is a non-missing 
value at the previous and subsequent wave, so for some respondents the variable will remain missing. 



97 

ENDNOTES

No imputation was done for missing values at Wave 1 or Wave 4. After imputation, there was missing data 
for 11 per cent of respondents. Respondents with missing values on these variables were retained in the 
analyses by using a variable that indicates that this variable is missing.

10 The definition of disability was consistent with that used by Australian Bureau of Statistics (2009) and 
the same as that used by Maguire (2012) and the following information is taken from that paper. The 
questions about disability are taken from the LSAC Household Form—a component of the interview 
that contains questions asked about every member of the household. Someone was defined as having 
a disability if the respondent (usually the primary parent) answered ‘yes’ to both of the following two 
questions in relation to that person: ‘Does [person] have any medical conditions or disabilities that have 
lasted, or are likely to last, for six months or more?’ and ‘Still thinking of conditions lasting six months 
or more, is [person] restricted in everyday activities because of any of the following?’ The prompt card 
for the first question included the following conditions:  sight problems (not corrected by glasses or 
contact lenses); hearing problems (where communication is restricted or an aid to assist with or substitute 
for hearing is used); speech problem; blackouts, fits or loss of consciousness; difficulty learning or 
understanding things; limited use of arms or fingers; difficulty gripping things; limited use of legs or 
feet; any condition that restricts physical activity or physical work; any disfigurement or deformity. The 
prompt card for the second question included the following: shortness of breath or breathing difficulty; 
chronic or recurring pain; a nervous or emotional condition (requiring treatment); any mental illness for 
which help or supervision is required long term; long-term effects as a result of a head injury, stroke or 
other brain damage; any other long-term condition, such as arthritis, asthma, heart disease, Alzheimer’s, 
dementia, etc.; any other long-term disease or condition that requires treatment or medication. There 
were slight wording differences between Waves 2 and 3 in the lists of conditions for both of these 
questions (which were presented to respondents on a prompt card). 

11 Across the pooled data, of single mothers with children aged under 5 years, 38 per cent have incomplete 
secondary education only, while, of single mothers with a youngest child aged 5 to 11 years, 28 per cent 
have incomplete secondary only. While education is included in the multivariate analyses, there may be 
other factors pertinent to employment that differentiates between these groups.

12 The country of birth differences for Australia-born versus overseas-born but mainly speaking English or 
speaking English well are not consistent with the findings from analyses of HILDA. Using HILDA, Parr 
(2012) found that maternal employment rates were highest for mothers born in main English-speaking 
countries other than Australia, although the difference between these mothers and Australian-born 
mothers was almost entirely explained by differences in their characteristics (education, marital status and 
ages and numbers of children). Baxter and Renda (2011) analysed maternal employment transitions using 
HILDA and the differences between Australian-born mothers and mothers born in mainly English-speaking 
countries were not statistically significant in the multivariate analyses. The LSAC analyses presented here, 
showing higher employment participation for mothers born in Australia, are consistent with broad findings 
from the Australian Census data (presented in Table A8), although more detailed analyses of these 
data have not been undertaken, to establish whether differences can be accounted for by the different 
characteristics of the various groups. Differences in characteristics of mothers in the various data sources 
is very likely to contribute to different findings.

13 Note, though, that LSAC is not representative of the remote and very remote parts of Australia. These 
findings are not consistent with analyses of Census data, which shows lowest rates of employment 
participation by mothers living in the very remote areas of Australia (Table A8). However, the Census 
data have not been analysed to determine to what extent regional differences are explained by different 
characteristics of mothers.  

14 Some mothers may have had other children who were deceased or no longer living at home, but these 
analyses assume the study child is the firstborn child if he/she has no older siblings living in the household.

15 This is derived from the Wave 1 question: ‘How many hours per week does … usually work in all jobs, 
including any paid or unpaid overtime? (If irregular hours, average over last four weeks. Do not include 
travel time to and from place of work.)’. In later waves the question was simplified to ‘How many hours 
do you usually work each week in [that job/all jobs?]’ (Wave 2) and ‘How many hours do you usually work 
each week in all jobs?’ (Waves 3 and 4). Mothers who are recorded as usually working zero hours are 
classified as being employed but away from work. In data collection, if respondents report they work less 
than one hour per week, this is recorded as zero hours.
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16 Note, though, that LSAC is not designed to be representative of families in remote and very remote parts 
of Australia.

17 This is based on self-reported responses to questions about job contract. Mothers are first asked if they 
work for an employer or in their own business. Those who say they work in their own business are 
classified as self-employed. Others are then asked if they have a permanent or ongoing position; work on 
a fixed term contract; or work on a casual basis or some other basis. Interviewers are instructed to code 
‘on-call’ or ‘agency’ work to casual work if the classification is unclear. For analyses in this report, fixed-
term contract is included with permanent work and ‘some other basis’ is included with casual work (Table 
A11). Similar percentages of mothers in permanent/ongoing positions and fixed-term contracts report that 
their employer provides paid holiday and paid sick leave. The percentages reporting to have paid holiday 
or sick leave are much lower for those employed on a casual basis or on some other basis (Table A12). 

 Completely comparable data are not available from the Census, although the distinction between 
whether the mother works as an owner–manager or as an employee shows similar patterns, as are 
evident in the LSAC data, with higher rates of self-employment among mothers with younger children 
(Table A13). According to the 2006 Census data, 18 per cent of mothers with a youngest child aged 
under 12 years were owner managers and 82 per cent were employees. Using another 2006 source—the 
HILDA data—21 per cent of mothers with children aged under 12 years were self-employed (including 
all who said they worked in their own business), 57 per cent were in permanent (or fixed-term) jobs and 
21 per  ent in casual (or ‘other’) jobs. The LSAC data, therefore, look comparable with other data sources.

18 Note that ‘job contract’ refers to the contract in mothers’ main job, while ‘working hours’ refers to hours 
worked in all jobs.

19 Findings from the multivariate analyses were consistent with what is observed in the biviariate results. An 
additional model was estimated on Waves 2 to 4, to include the disability items, but none were statistically 
significant, so this model has not been presented. 

20 ASCO has been updated since this edition, but the older classification has been retained, since the 1997 
classification was the most recent at the time the Wave 1 data were released. Note that comparative data 
from other data sources are not presented here because of differences in classifications used in other 
data sources. 

21 Questions about these job characteristics were asked in the self-completion component of LSAC. This 
component was administered as a paper leave-behind questionnaire in Waves 1 and 2.  In Wave 3, 
respondents were encouraged to complete the questionnaire while the interviewer was in the home. In 
Wave 4, it was part of the computer-assisted self-interview. Response rates to these items were very high 
in Wave 4 and relatively low in Wave 2. The question about having enough time to get work done was 
introduced in Wave 2. These questions were introduced with ‘When you answer the questions below, 
please think about the job in which you work, or usually work, the most hours.’

22 Further analyses were undertaken on Waves 2 to 4 to examine associations with the disability indicators. 
None were statistically significant, so these analyses have not been presented. 

23 Questions about these job characteristics were asked in the self-completion component of LSAC. This 
component was administered as a paper leave-behind questionnaire in Waves 1 and 2.  In Wave 3, 
respondents were encouraged to complete the questionnaire while the interviewer was in the home. In 
Wave 4, it was part of the computer-assisted self-interview. Response rates to these items were very high 
in Wave 4 and relatively low in Wave 2.

24 Additional analyses of Waves 2 to 4, including the disability items, were undertaken and the coefficients 
on these items in these models are given in Table A21.

25 As total income from all sources is the only income data available at Wave 1, it is not impossible to 
estimate wage rate for those with income from employment as well as from other sources.  
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26 The Parental Leave in Australia Survey, which was conducted as part of Wave 1.5, collected information 
from mothers in the B cohort of employment participation before having children. These data have not 
been used in this report, since they were only available for the B cohort and for the subset of mothers 
who responded to Wave 1.5. 

27 These details were obtained by examining responses by those who stated ‘other’ reasons and were asked 
to specify what those other reasons were. 

28 The HILDA project was initiated and is funded by the Australian Government Department of Social 
Services (DSS)  and is managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research 
(Melbourne Institute).



100 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

References

Abhayaratna, J, Andrews, L, Nuch, H & Podbury, T 2008, Part Time Employment: the Australian Experience, 
Staff Working Paper, Productivity Commission.

Alexander, M & Baxter, JA 2005, ‘Impacts of work on family life among partnered parents of young children’, 
Family Matters, vol. 72, pp. 18–25.

Austen, S & Seymour, R 2006, ‘The Evolution of the Female Labour Force Participation Rate in Australia, 
1984–1999’, Australian Journal of Labour Economics, vol. 9, no. 3, pp. 305–20.

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2009, Disability, ageing and carers, Australia: Summary of findings, cat. 
no. 4430.0, ABS, Canberra.

—2010, ‘The labour market during recent economic downturns’, Australian social trends, cat. no. 4102.0, ABS, 
Canberra. 

Barnett, RC 1994, ‘Home-to-work spillover revisited: a study of full-time employed women in dual-earner 
couples’, Journal of Marriage and the Family, vol. 56, no. 3, pp. 647–56.

Baxter, JA 2005a, ‘The employment of partnered mothers in Australia, 1981 to 2001’, PhD thesis, 
Demography and Sociology Program, Australian National University, Canberra.

—2005b, ‘Mothers’ employment transitions following childbirth’, Family Matters, vol. 71, pp. 11–17.

—2008, ‘Is money the main reason mothers return to work after childbearing?’ Journal of Population 
Research, vol. 25, no. 2, pp. 141–60.

—2009, ‘Mothers’ timing of return to work by leave use and pre-birth job characteristics’, Journal of Family 
Studies, vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 153–66.

—2013a, ‘Employment and the life course: analyses of birth cohort differences of young Australian women’, 
in Evans, A & Baxter, JH (ed.) Negotiating the life course: stability and change in life pathways, Springer, 
Netherlands pp. 99–120.

—2013b, Parents working out work, Australian Family Trends report no. 1, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
Melbourne. 

—2013c, Australian mothers’ participation in employment: Analyses of social, demographic and family 
characteristics using the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. Australian 
Institute of Family Studies Research Paper No. 52, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 

Baxter, JA & Gray, M 2006, ‘Paid work characteristics of mothers with infants’, Family Matters, vol. 77,  
pp. 34–41.

—2008, Work and family responsibilities through life, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Baxter, JA, Gray, M, Alexander, M, Strazdins, L & Bittman, M 2006, ‘Mothers, fathers, work and wellbeing’, 
in Australian Institute of Family Studies (ed.), Growing up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children annual report, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, pp. 26–8.

—2007, Mothers and fathers with young children: paid employment, caring and wellbeing, Social Policy 
Research Paper no. 30, Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Canberra.



101 

REFERENCES

Baxter, JA, Gray, M, Hand, K & Hayes, A 2013, Parental joblessness, financial disadvantage and the wellbeing 
of parents and children, Occasional Paper no. 48, Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs, Canberra.

Baxter, JA & Renda, J 2011, ‘Lone and couple mothers in the Australian labour market: differences in 
employment transitions’, Australian Journal of Labour Economics, vol. 14, no. 2, 103–22.

Becker, PE & Moen, P 1999, ‘Scaling back: dual-earner couples’ work–family strategies’, Journal of Marriage 
and the Family, vol. 61, no. 4, pp. 995 –1007.

Birch, ER 2003, The Labour Supply of Australian Women, Discussion Paper no. 1/03, Institute for Research 
into International Competitiveness, Curtin University.

Borland, J, Gregory, R & Sheehan, P 2001, Work rich, work poor: inequality and economic change in 
Australia, Victoria University, Melbourne.

Bradbury, B 1995, ‘Added, subtracted or just different: why do the wives of unemployed men have such low 
employment rates?’ Australian Bulletin of Labour, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 48–70.

Buddelmeyer, H, Wooden, M & Ghantous, S 2006, Transitions from casual employment in Australia, 
Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research.

Burgess, J 2005, ‘Exploring job quality and part-time work in Australia’, Labour and Industry, vol. 15, no. 3, 
pp. 29–40.

Cai, L & Kalb, G 2006, ‘Health status and labour force participation: evidence from Australia’, Health 
Economics, vol. 15, no. 3, pp. 241–61.

Campbell, I 2004, ‘Casual work and casualisation: how does Australia compare?’ Labour and Industry, vol. 15, 
no. 2, pp. 85–112.

Campbell, I & Charlesworth, S 2004, Background report: key work and family trends in Australia, prepared for 
the ACTU Work and Family Test Case, Centre for Applied Social Research, Melbourne.

Chalmers, J 2013, ‘Occupational standing over the life course: what is the role of part time work?’ in A Evans 
& JH Baxter (eds.), Negotiating the life course Springer, Netherlands pp. 191–214.

Chalmers, J, Campbell, I & Charlesworth, S 2005, ‘Part-time work and caring responsibilities in Australia: 
towards an assessment of job quality’, Labour and Industry, vol. 15, no. 3, pp. 41–66.

Chalmers, J & Hill, T 2007, ‘Marginalising women in the labour market: wage scarring effects of part-time 
work’, Australian Bulletin of Labour, vol. 33, no. 2, pp. 180–201.

Charlesworth, S, Strazdins, L, O’Brien, L & Sims, S 2011, ‘Parents’ jobs in Australia: work hours polarisation and 
the consequences for job quality and gender equality’, Australian Journal of Labour Economics, vol. 14, no. 1, 
pp. 35–57.

de Vaus, D 2004, Diversity and change in Australian families: statistical profiles, Australian Institute of Family 
Studies, Melbourne.

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 2010, State of child care in Australia, 
April 2010, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.

Eccles, S 1982, ‘The role of women in the Australian labour market’, Journal of Industrial Relations, vol. 24, 
no. 3, pp. 315–36.

Encel, S & Campbell, D 1991, Out of the doll’s house: women in the public sphere, Longman Cheshire, 
South Melbourne.



102 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Evans, MDR & Kelley, J 2008, ‘Trends in women’s labor force participation in Australia 1984–2002’ Social 
Science Research, vol. 37, no. 1, pp. 287–310.

Fok, YK, Jeon, SH & Wilkins, R 2009, Does part-time employment help or hinder lone mothers’ movements 
into full-time employment? Working Paper no. 25-09, Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research, Melbourne. 

Frone, MR, Russell, M & Cooper, ML 1992, ‘Antecedents and outcomes of work–family conflict: testing a 
model of the work–family interface’, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 77, no. 1, pp. 65–78.

Glezer, H 1988, Maternity leave in Australia: employee and employer experiences: report of a survey, 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Glezer, H & Wolcott, I 1997, Work and family values, preferences and practice, Australian Family Briefing no. 4, 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Gray, M & Baxter, J 2011, ‘Parents and the labour market’, in Australian Institute of Family Studies (ed.), 
LSAC Annual Statistical Report, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, pp. 29–41.

Gray, M & Chapman, B 2001, ‘Foregone earnings from child rearing: changes between 1986 and 1997’, 
Family Matters, vol. 58, pp. 4–9.

Gray, M & Edwards, B 2009, ‘Determinants of the labour force status of female carers’, Australian Journal of 
Labour Economics, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 5–20.

Gray, M & Hughes, J 2005, ‘Caring for children and adults: differential access to family-friendly work 
arrangements’, Family Matters, vol. 70, pp. 18–25.

Gray, M, Qu, L, de Vaus, D & Millward, C 2002, Determinants of Australian mothers’ employment : an analysis 
of lone and couple mothers, Research Paper no. 26, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Gray, M, Qu, L, Renda, J & de Vaus, D 2006, ‘Changes in the labour force status of lone and couple Australian 
mothers, 1983–2005’, Australian Journal of Labour Economics, vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 395–416.

Gray, M & Smart, D 2009, ‘Growing up in Australia: the longitudinal study of Australian children: a valuable 
new data source for economists’, Australian Economic Review, vol. 42, no. 3, pp. 367–76.

Hand, K & Hughes, J 2004, ‘Mothers’ reflections about work and family life’, Family Matters, vol. 69, pp. 45–9.

Harley, B & Whitehouse, G 2001, ‘Women in part-time work: a comparative study of Australia and the United 
Kingdom’, Labour and Industry, vol. 12, no. 2), pp. 33–56.

Harper, J & Richards, L 1986, Mothers and Working Mothers, revised ed., Penguin, Melbourne.

Hayes, A, Weston, R, Qu, L & Gray, M 2010, Families then and now: 1980–2010, facts sheet, Australian 
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Haynes, M, Western, M, Yu, L & Spellak, M 2008, ‘Employment transitions of Australian women: Analysing 
nominal data from a panel survey’, paper presented to the 103rd annual meeting of the American 
Sociological Association, Boston, USA, 1–4 August.

Hill, EJ 2005, ‘Work–family facilitation and conflict, working fathers and mothers, work–family stressors and 
support’, Journal of Family Issues, vol. 26, no. 6, pp. 793–818.

Hofferth, SL 1996, ‘Effects of public and private policies on working after childbirth’, Work And Occupations, 
vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 378–404.

Hosking, A & Western, M 2008, ‘The effects of non-standard employment on work–family conflict’, Journal 
of Sociology, vol. 44, no. 1, pp. 5–27.



103 

REFERENCES

Houston, DM & Waumsley, JA 2003, Attitudes to flexible working and family life, Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, Bristol, UK.

Hugo, G 1986, Australia’s changing population: trends and implications, Oxford University Press, Melbourne.

Keene, JR & Reynolds, JR 2005, ‘The job costs of family demands: gender differences in negative 
family-to-work spillover’, Journal of Family Issues, vol. 26, no. 3, pp. 275–99.

King, A, Bradbury, B & McHugh, M 1995, Why do the wives of unemployed men have such low employment 
rates, SPRC Reports and Proceedings no. 125, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales, 
Sydney.

Knights, S, Harris, M & Loundes, J 2000, Dynamic relationships in the Australian labour market: heterogeneity 
and state dependence, Melbourne Institute Working Paper no. 6/00, Melbourne Institute of Applied 
Economic and Social Research, Melbourne.

Lewis, D & Shorten, B 1987, ‘Female participation in the Australian labour force’, Australian Bulletin of Labour, 
vol. 13, no. 4), pp. 237–63.

Maguire, B 2012, ‘Families with a child with disability’, in Australian Institute of Family Studies (ed.), 
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children annual statistical report 2011, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
pp. 33–42.

Mennino, SF, Rubin, BA & Brayfield, A 2005, ‘Home-to-job and job-to-home spillover: the impact of company 
policies and workplace culture’, Sociological Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 1, pp. 107–35.

Micklewright, J & Giannelli, G 1991, Why do women married to unemployed men have low participation 
rates? European University Institute, Florence.

Miller, CF 1993, ‘Part-time participation over the life-cycle among married-women who work in the market’, 
Applied Economics, vol. 25, no. 1, pp. 91–9.

Moen, P & Yan, Y 2000, ‘Effective work/life strategies: working couples, work conditions, gender, and life 
quality’, Social Problems, vol. 47, no. 3, pp. 291–326.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2007, Babies and bosses: reconciling 
work and family life. A synthesis of findings for OECD countries, OECD, Paris.

—2012, ‘LMF1.2: Maternal employment rates’, OECD Family database, Social Policy Division—Directorate of 
Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, OECD, viewed 13 May 2012, <http://www.oecd.org/social/family/
database>.

Parr, N 2012, ‘Trends in differentials in the workforce participation of mothers with young children in Australia 
2002–2008’, Journal of Population Research, vol. 29, no. 3, 203–27.

Preston, A 2004, ‘Gender differences in occupation of employment in Australia’, Australian Journal of Labour 
Economics, vol. 7, pp. 309–28.

Qu, L & Weston, R 2005, ‘A woman’s place? Work hour preferences revisited’, Family Matters, vol. 72,  
pp. 72–7.

Renda, J 2007, Employment aspirations of non-working mothers with long-term health problems, Research 
Paper no. 40, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Richmond, K 1974, ‘The workforce participation of married women in Australia’, in D Edgar (ed.), Social 
Change in Australia, Cheshire, Melbourne.

Rodgers, JR 2004, ‘Hourly wages of full-time and part-time employees in Australia’, Australian Journal of 
Labour Economics, vol. 7, no. 2, pp. 231–54.



104 Occasional Paper No. 50

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRANSITIONS OF MOTHERS IN  
THE LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN

Roehling, PV, Jarvis, LH & Swope, HE 2005, ‘Variations in negative work–family spillover among white, black, 
and hispanic American men and women: does ethnicity matter?’, Journal of Family Issues, vol. 26, no. 6, 
pp. 840–65.

Ryan, E & Conlon, A 1989, Gentle invaders: Australian women at work 2nd ed., Penguin, Ringwood, Vic.

Saunders, P 1995, ‘Improving work incentives in a means-tested welfare system: the 1994 Australian social 
security reforms’, Fiscal Studies, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 45–70.

Shamsuddin, A 1998, ‘Labour supply of immigrant women in Australia’, Australian Journal of Labour 
Economics, vol. 2, no. 2, pp. 105–27.

Sipthorp, M & Misson, S 2009, Wave 3 weighting and non-response, LSAC Technical Paper no. 6, Australian 
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Skinner, N, Hutchinson, C & Pocock, B 2012, The big squeeze: work, home and care in 2012, The Centre for 
Work+ Life, University of South Australia.

Strazdins, L, Shipley, M & Broom, DH 2007, ‘What does family-friendly really mean? Wellbeing, time, and the 
quality of parents’ job’, Australian Bulletin of Labour, vol. 33, no. 2, pp. 202–25.

Stromback, Dockery, & Ying 1998, Transition in the labour market: evidence from the survey of employment 
and unemployment patterns, Working Paper no. 1–98, Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research, Melbourne.

Taylor, M & Gray, M 2010, The impact of child support payments on the labour supply decisions of resident 
mothers, Research Paper no. 47, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Ulker, A & Guven, C 2011, ‘Determinants of maternity leave duration in Australia: evidence from the HILDA 
Survey’, Economic Record, vol. 87, no. 278, pp. 399–413.

van Egmond, M, Baxter, J, Buchler, S & Western, M 2010, ‘A stalled revolution? Gender role attitudes in 
Australia, 1986–2005’, Journal of Population Research, vol. 27, no. 3, pp. 147–68.

van Wanrooy, B 2013, ‘Couple strategies: negotiating working time over the life course’, in A Evans & 
JH Baxter (eds.), Negotiating the life course: stability and change in life pathways, vol. 1, Springer, Netherlands 
pp. 175–90.

VandenHeuvel, A., & Wooden, M. (1996). Barriers to Women’s Participation in the Labour Market. Canberra: 
Women’s Bureau and Employment Initiatives Branch, Women’s Bureau.

Voydanoff, P 2005, ‘Toward a conceptualization of perceived work–amily fit and balance: a demands and 
resources approach’, Journal of Marriage & the Family, vol. 67, pp. 822–36.

Wilkins, R 2004, ‘The effects of disability on labour force status in Australia’, Australian Economic Review, 
vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 359–82.

Young, C 1989, ‘Life cycle experience of women in the labour force’, in D Pope & LJ Alston (eds.), Australia’s 
greatest asset: human resources in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Federation Press, Sydney, 
pp. 72–99.



Occasional Papers

1. Income support and related statistics: a ten-year compendium, 1989–99
 Kim Bond and Jie Wang (2001)

2. Low fertility: a discussion paper 
Alison Barnes (2001)

3. The identification and analysis of indicators of community strength and outcomes
 Alan Black and Phillip Hughes (2001)

4. Hardship in Australia: an analysis of financial stress indicators in the 1998–99 Australian Bureau  
of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey 

 J Rob Bray (2001)

5. Welfare Reform Pilots: characteristics and participation patterns of three disadvantaged groups
 Chris Carlile, Michael Fuery, Carole Heyworth, Mary Ivec, Kerry Marshall and Marie Newey (2002)

6. The Australian system of social protection—an overview (second edition)
 Peter Whiteford and Gregory Angenent (2002)

7. Income support customers: a statistical overview 2001
 Corporate Information and Mapping Services, Strategic Policy and Knowledge Branch, Family and  

Community Services (2003)

8. Inquiry into long-term strategies to address the ageing of the Australian population over the next 40 years
 Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services submission to the 2003 House of  

Representatives Standing Committee on Ageing (2003)

9. Inquiry into poverty and financial hardship
 Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services submission to the Senate Community 

Affairs References Committee (2003)

10. Families of prisoners: literature review on issues and difficulties
 Rosemary Woodward (2003)

11. Inquiries into retirement and superannuation
 Australian Government Department of Family and Community Services submissions to the Senate Select 

Committee on Superannuation (2003)

12. A compendium of legislative changes in social security 1908–1982 
 (2006)

13. A compendium of legislative changes in social security 1983–2000
 Part 1 1983–1993, Part 2 1994–2000 

Bob Daprè (2006)

14. Evaluation of Fixing Houses for Better Health Projects 2, 3 and 4
 SGS Economics & Planning in conjunction with Tallegalla Consultants Pty Ltd (2006)

15. The ‘growing up’ of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children: a literature review
 Professor Robyn Penman (2006)

16. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander views on research in their communities
 Professor Robyn Penman (2006)



17. Growing up in the Torres Strait Islands: a report from the Footprints in Time trials
 Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health in collaboration with the Telethon Institute for Child 

Health Research and the Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (2006)

18. Costs of children: research commissioned by the Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support
 Paul Henman; Richard Percival and Ann Harding; Matthew Gray (2007)

19. Lessons learnt about strengthening Indigenous families and communities: what’s working and what’s not?
 John Scougall (2008)

20. Stories on ‘growing up’ from Indigenous people in the ACT metro/Queanbeyan region
 Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health in collaboration with the Telethon Institute for Child 

Health Research and the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(2008)

21. Inquiry into the cost of living pressures on older Australians
 Australian Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs  

submissions to the Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs (2008)

22. Engaging fathers in child and family services: participation, perception and good practice
 Claire Berlyn, Sarah Wise and Grace Soriano (2008)

23. Indigenous families and children: coordination and provision of services
 Saul Flaxman, Kristy Muir and Ioana Oprea (2009)

24. National evaluation (2004–2008) of the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy 2004–2009
 Kristy Muir, Ilan Katz, Christiane Purcal, Roger Patulny, Saul Flaxman, David Abelló, Natasha Cortis, Cathy 

Thomson, Ioana Oprea, Sarah Wise, Ben Edwards, Matthew Gray and Alan Hayes (2009)

25. Stronger Families in Australia study: the impact of Communities for Children
 Ben Edwards, Sarah Wise, Matthew Gray, Alan Hayes, Ilan Katz, Sebastian Misson, Roger Patulny and 

Kristy Muir (2009)

26. Engaging hard-to-reach families and children
 Natasha Cortis, Ilan Katz and Roger Patulny (2009)

27. Ageing and Australian Disability Enterprises
 Shannon McDermott, Robyn Edwards, David Abelló and Ilan Katz (2010)

28. Needs of clients in the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program
 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2010)

29. Effectiveness of individual funding approaches for disability support
 Karen R Fisher, Ryan Gleeson, Robyn Edwards, Christiane Purcal, Tomasz Sitek, Brooke Dinning,  

Carmel Laragy, Lel D’aegher and Denise Thompson (2010)

30. Families’ experiences of services
 Morag McArthur, Lorraine Thomson, Gail Winkworth and Kate Butler (2010)

31. Housing costs and living standards among the elderly
 Bruce Bradbury and Bina Gubhaju (2010)

32. Incentives, rewards, motivation and the receipt of income support
 Jacqueline Homel and Chris Ryan (2010)

33. Problem gamblers and the role of the financial sector
 The South Australian Centre for Economic Studies (2011)

34. Evaluation of income management in the Northern Territory
 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2010)



35. Post-diagnosis support for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, their families and carers
 Kylie valentine and Marianne Rajkovic, with Brooke Dinning and Denise Thompson; Marianne Rajkovic, 

Denise Thompson and kylie valentine (2011)

36. Approaches to personal money management
 The Social Research Centre and Data Analysis Australia (2011)

37. Fathering in Australia among couple families with young children
 Jennifer Baxter and Diana Smart (2011)

38. Financial and non-financial support to formal and informal out-of-home carers
 Marilyn McHugh and kylie valentine (2011)

39. Community attitudes to disability 
 Denise Thomson, Karen R Fisher, Christiane Purcal, Chris Deeming and Pooja Sawrikar (2011)

40. Development of culturally appropriate problem gambling services for Indigenous communities
 Cultural & Indigenous Research Centre Australia (2011)

42. New father figures and fathers who live elsewhere
 Jennifer Baxter, Ben Edwards and Brigid Maguire (2012)

44. Paid Parental Leave evaluation: Phase 1
 Bill Martin, Belinda Hewitt, Marian Baird, Janeen Baxter, Alexandra Heron, Gillian Whitehouse,  

Marian Zadoroznyj, Ning Xiang, Dorothy Broom, Luke Connelly, Andrew Jones, Guyonne Kalb,  
Duncan McVicar, Lyndall Strazdins, Margaret Walter, Mark Western, Mark Wooden (2012)

46. Parental marital status and children’s wellbeing
 Lixia Qu and Ruth Weston (2012)

47.  Young carers in receipt of Carer Payment and Carer Allowance 2001 to 2006: characteristics, 
experences and post-care outcomes

 J Rob Bray (2013)

48. Parental joblessness, financial disadvantage and the wellbeing of parents and children
 Jennifer Baxter, Matthew Gray, Kelly Hand, Alan Hayes (2013)







www.dss.gov.au

D
SS12

8
0

7.13
12


	Contents
	Executive summary
	1	Introduction
	2	Background
	2.1	Historical, policy and economic context
	2.2	Exploring maternal employment participation
	2.3	Mothers’ job characteristics
	2.4	This study

	3	Data and method
	3.1	The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
	3.2	Analytical approach
	3.3	Key variables

	4	Participation in employment
	4.1	Variation in employment participation rates
	4.2	Employment before and after becoming mothers 
	4.3	Summary

	5	Hours, job contract and occupation
	5.1	Mothers’ working hours
	5.2	Job contract
	5.3	Occupation
	5.4	Summary

	6	Conditions of work
	6.1	Job quality
	6.2	Work–family spillover 
	6.3	Job characteristics and income
	6.4	Summary

	7	Cross-wave employment transitions
	7.1	Employment participation 
	7.3	Job contract transitions
	7.4	Occupation group transitions
	7.5	Summary

	8	Not-employed mothers 
	8.1	Unemployed or not in the labour force
	8.2	Activities undertaken by not-employed mothers
	8.3	Reasons for non-employment
	8.4	Summary

	9	Summary, discussion and conclusion
	9.1	How employment varies by age of youngest child
	9.2	Employment transitions
	9.3	Variation by maternal and family characteristics
	9.4	Job quality and work–family spillover
	9.5	Not-employed mothers
	9.6	Conclusion

	Appendix: Supplementary tables
	Endnotes
	References

