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Abstract and introduction 

This paper was presented at the 16th Labour, Employment and Work (LEW16) 
conference, in Wellington, New Zealand, 27–28 November 2014. 

Abstract 
Motherhood is a significant factor in how women participate in paid work. Women are 
likely to restructure their work arrangements or withdraw from the labour market while 
caring for dependent children (OECD, 2011). However, women's participation in the 
labour force has increased over time, in part due to more mothers remaining in and re-
entering the labour market. The purpose of this paper is to look at the demographic and 
labour force characteristics of women in the prime parenting age group (those aged 25–
49 years), in relation to their parent and partner statuses. Data from the Household 
Labour Force Survey and the Survey of Working Life are used to create a picture of these 
different groups of women over time, to identify the factors affecting a mother's ability to 
participate in the labour market, and to understand how work arrangements and 
conditions for employed mothers differ from employed non-mothers'. 

Introduction 
Social, cultural, economic, and policy changes have all affected women's participation in 
paid work in varying ways over the last few decades. In the last 20 years the labour force 
participation rate of women has increased from 54.5 percent (June 1994 year) to 63.3 
percent (June 2014 year). Over the same period, men's participation rate was largely 
unchanged, but remained higher than women's. While much of this growth in women's 
participation was in the older age groups, we have also seen significant gains for those 
aged 25–49 years – the prime child-bearing and rearing ages.  

In the June 2014 year, 62.4 percent of all women aged 25–49 years were a parent to at 
least one dependent child living in the same household as them, with about one-fifth of 
these women living as sole parents. This paper takes an initial look at how mothers' and 
non-mothers' engagement with the labour market has changed over the last 20 years, 
how the mother and child characteristics affect mothers' levels of employment and 
unemployment, and the type and quality of work that mothers are employed in and how 
this compares with women with no children.
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1 Sources, population, and key definitions 

Sources 
Two data sources have been used in this analysis, Statistics New Zealand's Household 
Labour Force Survey (HLFS) and the Survey of Working Life (SoWL). Annual average 
data from the HLFS has been used to help remove any seasonal factors in the data. The 
SoWL was a supplement to the HLFS in the March 2008 and December 2012 quarters. 
Data from the December 2012 quarter SoWL has been used in this analysis. 

Both data sources used are, by definition, restricted to only identifying relationships within 
a household. This poses some limitations1 on the data, such as when dependent children 
live with another parent in a different household, or where the mother's partner lives in a 
separate household. The HLFS would not identify these relationships (as they are outside 
the bounds of the physical household), but they may still affect mothers' engagement with 
the labour market. 

Population 
The population used for this paper is women aged 25–49 years. This age group captures 
the majority of mothers of dependent children and removes some of the significant age 
effects associated with the younger and older age groups that make comparisons 
between 'mothers' and 'non-mothers' difficult. Restricting the population by age is a 
commonly used practice when researching mothers (eg Misra, Budig, & Boeckmann, 
2011; OECD, 2011). 

Key definitions 
Dependent child: A child in the household, aged 17 or under, who is not in full-time 
employment (if aged 15 or over). 

Mother: A woman in a parent role to at least one dependent child, living in the same 
household as the child/ren. 

Partner: A person in a relationship with another person residing in the same household, 
regardless of marital status. 

Employment rate: The number of people employed divided by the working-age 
population 

Labour force participation rate: The number of people in the labour force (the 
employed plus the unemployed) divided by the working-age population. 

Unemployment rate: The number of people unemployed (actively seeking and available 
for work) divided by the labour force.

1 For more information on the limitations of family data in the HLFS see Wilson, M, Johnston, S, & 
Macky, R (2010). The potential for new family statistics from the Household Labour Force Survey. 
Wellington: Statistics New Zealand. 
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2 How has women's participation in the labour market 
changed over time? 

Over time, the labour force participation rate has increased for all women aged 25–49 
years, although the increases have been much more significant for mothers, especially 
sole mothers. From the June 1994 year to the June 2014 year, the participation rate of 
sole mothers increased by 23.0 percentage points, compared with an increase of 7.8 
percentage points for partnered mothers, and only 1.9 percentage points for women with 
no dependent children.  

Figure 1 
1. Labour  force participati on rate of women, by par ent s tatus

While the participation rate of mothers is still lower than that of women with no dependent 
children, the difference between the participation rate of sole mothers and partnered 
mothers has converged. In the June 2014 year, only 3.5 percentage points separated the 
participation rates of sole and partnered mothers, compared with a difference of 18.8 
percentage points in the June 1994 year. 
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Table 1 
1. Proportion of women i n each labour mar ket group, by par ent status

Proportion of women in each labour market group 

By parent status 
Year ended June, annual averages 

Parent 

status 

Labour market group 

Employed Unemployed(1) In the labour force Not in the labour force 

1994 2004 2014 1994 2004 2014 1994 2004 2014 1994 2004 2014 

Percent 

Sole 

mothers 
37.7 50.9 57.8 8.8 6.3 11.7 46.5 57.2 69.5 53.5 42.8 30.5 

Partnered 

mothers 
61.7 68.4 69.6 3.6 2.1 3.4 65.2 70.5 73.0 34.8 29.5 27.0 

Women with 

no depen-

dent children 

80.3 83.5 82.9 5.1 3.1 4.3 85.4 86.6 87.3 14.6 13.4 12.7 

Total 65.6 71.3 73.2 4.7 3.1 4.7 70.4 74.3 78.0 29.6 25.7 22.0 

1. The proportion of women in the working-age population who are unemployed is not the same as the
unemployment rate (the proportion of the total labour force who are unemployed). 

Underneath the participation story, there has been a large gain in the proportion of sole 
mothers who are employed (up 20.1 percentage points) over the last 20 years, and a 
notable gain in the proportion of partnered mothers who are employed (up 7.9 percentage 
points). However, the employment rate for mothers is still significantly lower than it is for 
women with no dependent children (see table 1). As we will see later, underlying factors, 
such as the mother's demographics and level of qualification attained, and the age and 
number of her children, all play a role in the rate of employment.  

Table 1 also shows that the unemployment story is much more significant for sole 
mothers than for other women in this age group, with just over one-tenth of all sole 
mothers unemployed (actively seeking and available to start work) in the June 2014 year. 
Sole mothers made up 11.8 percent of women in the 25–49-year age group in the June 
2014 year, but accounted for 29.0 percent of all unemployed women in this age group.  

Figure 2 shows the changes in labour force participation and employment rates over the 
last 20 years for the three groups. This further illustrates the gap between employment 
gains and participation gains for sole mothers caused by the larger contribution that 
unemployment makes for this group of women. 
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Figure 2 
2. C hange in women’s  employment and labour force partici pation r ates between 1994 and 2014 
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3 What affects a woman's participation in the labour 
market? 

Age of mother 
As expected, the labour force participation and employment rates of mothers increase as 
age increases. In the 45-49-year age group, the rates for mothers are almost the same as 
for those women with no dependants. Employment rates for sole mothers are still a little 
lower than for other women even at this top age range. 

Figure 3 
3. Empl oyment rate of women, by parent status and age group 

Figure 4 
4. U nempl oyment rate of women, by par ent s tatus  and age group

It is clear in figure 4 that unemployment rates are much higher for sole mothers, while 
partnered mothers have almost identical unemployment rates as women with no 
dependants, in all but the youngest age group. The unemployment rate does decrease as 
the age of sole mothers increases, but a significant gap remains between the 
unemployment rate of sole mothers and other women across the age groups. 
Unemployment rates are highest for mothers aged 25–29. One-fifth of all sole mothers 
are aged between 25 and 29, compared with one-tenth of partnered mothers.  

Age of youngest dependent child 
In general, as a mother's age increases, the age of her youngest dependent child also 
increases. Now we will look at the labour market outcomes for mothers based on the age 
of their youngest dependent child, and then look at how mother's age and youngest 
child's age interact to help identify whether the mother's age has an effect over and 
above the effect of the child's age. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49

Percent

Age group (years)

Employment rate of women
By parent status and age group

Year ended June 2014

Sole mothers

Partnered mothers

No dependants

Source: Statistics New Zealand

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49

Percent

Age group (years)

Unemployment rate of women
By parent status and age group

Year ended June 2014

Sole mothers

Partnered mothers

No dependants

Source: Statistics New Zealand



Mothers in the New Zealand workforce 

12 

Figure 5 
5. Empl oyment rate of mothers, by ag e group of younges t dependent chil d 

Figure 6 
6. U nempl oyment rate of mothers, by age group of youngest dependent chil d 

Figures 5 and 6 show that regardless of the age of the youngest child, sole mothers have 
lower employment rates and higher unemployment rates than partnered mothers. 
However, both employment and unemployment rates notably improve for both groups as 
the age of the youngest dependent child increases. 

The difference in unemployment rate for partnered mothers with their youngest child aged 
under 10, and those with their youngest child aged 10 and over, is marginal when 
compared with sole mothers. 

Over the last 20 years, the largest gain in employment rate for all mothers has been in 
the group where the youngest child is aged 3–4 years (up 17.1 percentage points). Sole 
mothers have seen large increases in employment across all of the child age groups, but 
most significantly when their youngest child is aged 3–13 years. However, even with 
these gains, the June 2014 year employment rates of sole mothers were still lower than 
even the June 1994 year rates of partnered mothers at each child age group. 

Figure 7 
7. C hange in employment r ate of mothers  between 1994 and 2014, by ag e group of younges t dependent child 
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Age of mother by age of youngest dependent child 
Figure 8 suggests that at the younger end of the mother's age scale, mother's age has an 
impact over and above the impact of the age of the youngest child. The employment rate 
of mothers aged 25–29, whose youngest child was aged two or under, was approximately 
15 percentage points lower than women in the next three age groups. 

Figure 8 
8. Empl oyment rate of mothers, by ag e groups  of mother and youngest dependent child

Ethnicity 
The following data uses the 'total response' method of classifying ethnicity, which counts 
each person in each ethnic group they identify with. 

Figure 9 
9. Proportions of women, by ethnic  group and parent status

A larger proportion of Pacific and Māori women were mothers when compared with 
European and Asian women. Nearly three-quarters of Pacific women, and about 7 out of 
10 Māori women, aged 25–49 were mothers of dependent children in the June 2014 year. 
Figure 9 shows sole parenthood was also more prevalent for these two ethnic groups, 
with over one-quarter of Māori women and one-fifth of Pacific women in this age group 
identified as being a sole parent. While women who identified as Māori made up 
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approximately 14 percent of the total population of women aged 25–49, just under one-
third of all sole mothers were Māori.  

Figure 10 
10. Pr oporti ons of mothers , by labour force s tatus and ethnic  group 

 

Figure 10 shows the proportions of mothers in each ethnic group by their status in the 
labour market. What this shows is that a lower proportion of Māori and Pacific mothers 
are employed and a higher proportion are unemployed than Asian and European 
mothers. Figure 10 also shows a smaller proportion of European mothers are not in the 
labour force, when compared with other mothers. 

Just under one-fifth of all Pacific sole mothers in the June 2014 year were unemployed, 
resulting in an unemployment rate of 30.2 percent for this group. The unemployment rate 
was 25.5 percent for Māori sole mothers, and a much lower 12.5 percent for European 
sole mothers. For European, Māori and Pacific mothers, the unemployment rate of 
partnered mothers was notably lower than for sole mothers, and was fairly similar to the 
rate of those women with no dependent children. 
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Number of dependent children 

Figure 11 
11. Empl oyment, labour force par ticipation, and unempl oyment rates  of mothers, by number of dependent chil dren 

 

There is little difference in employment and participation rates for those mothers with one 
dependent child, compared with those with two dependent children. For both sole and 
partnered mothers, employment and labour force participation rates decrease when they 
have three or more dependent children. Unemployment rates are also higher for those 
mothers with three or more dependent children, although this difference is more 
pronounced for sole mothers than partnered mothers. 

Highest qualification 
The level of highest qualification attained makes a difference to women's employment 
rate, regardless of parental and partnership status. While there are differences in the 
levels or rates of employment between groups of women, the general pattern of higher 
rates of employment with bachelor's degrees or higher qualifications, and much lower 
rates with no qualifications, is the same. 

Table 2 
2. Empl oyment rate by highes t qualification 

Employment rate by highest qualification 

Year ended June 2014 
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Post-school 
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certificate / 
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school 

qualification 

No 

qualification 

Employment rate (percent) 

Sole mothers 77.8 57.3 51.3 60.4 46.6 

Partnered 

mothers 
78.0 72.3 63.9 64.7 59.0 

Women with 

no dependent 

children 

88.7 85.4 78.3 81.8 67.2 

Total 82.7 75.0 66.6 70.0 59.2 
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The difference in employment rate for those with a bachelor's degree or higher and those 
with no qualifications was 31.2 percentage points for sole mothers, 19.0 percentage 
points for partnered mothers, and 21.5 percentage points for women with no dependent 
children. 

While employment outcomes for women with a bachelor's degree or higher were good 
across the board, the proportion of mothers in this category is lower than for those 
women with no dependent children. Figure 12 shows the proportion of sole mothers with 
this qualification level is particularly low, while the proportion with no qualification is 
notably higher than the other groups of women. 

Figure 12 
12. Highest q ualificati on of women, by parent status
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4 What jobs do employed mothers have? 

Industry 
The following figures are based on annual averages from the HLFS for the June 2014 
year. 

The distribution of women across industries was much the same regardless of their 
partner and parent statuses. Two exceptions to this distribution were the health care and 
social assistance; and retail trade, accommodation, and food services industries. A higher 
proportion of sole mothers than other women had jobs in both these industries.  

Other differences include the education and training industry, where mothers were slightly 
more likely to work compared with women with no dependent children, and the 
professional, scientific, technical, administration, and support services industry, where 
mothers were less likely to work than women with no dependent children. 

Figure 13 
13. Indus tries women ar e empl oyed i n, by parent status
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Occupation 
The following figures are based on annual averages from the HLFS for the June 2014 
year. 

The largest proportion of employed women of any family status was in the professional 
occupation group. The professional group includes occupations such as school teachers, 
accountants, and lawyers. However, the proportion of sole mothers in this group (23.5 
percent) is notably lower than for partnered mothers (31.1 percent) and those with no 
dependent children (34.3 percent). 

A larger proportion of sole mothers than other women were employed in the community 
and personal services, and labourers occupation groups. The community and personal 
services group includes occupations such as hospitality workers, child carers, and police. 
The labourers group includes cleaners, food process workers, and construction 
labourers. 

Figure 14 
14. Occupations  women ar e empl oyed in,  by parent status 

 

Partnered mothers and women without children had similar occupational distributions. 
The two groups did not vary by more than 4 percentage points. 

Employment relationship 
The following figures are based on data from the 2012 SoWL. Unpaid family workers and 
those who did not specify their employment relationship are excluded from this section. 
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Figure 15 
15. Empl oyment relationship of women, by parent s tatus 

 

Temporary employees (those employees whose job lasts for a limited time or until a 
project is completed) made up a higher proportion of working sole mothers than other 
women. 

This difference was confirmed with an odds ratio analysis. The lower the odds ratio 
estimate, the lower the odds of being a temporary employee compared with the odds for 
the target group. An odds ratio estimate of 1 – or a 95 percent confidence interval range 
including 1 – indicates no difference in odds between the two groups. For example, the 
first row of table 3 shows that partnered mothers have lower odds than sole mothers of 
being temporary employees, as the estimate is lower than 1, and the confidence interval 
does not include 1. The significance of the difference in odds is shown by the p value. 

Table 3 
3. Odds  rati o esti mates for tempor ar y empl oyee s tatus, by parent s tatus  

Odds ratio estimates for temporary employee status  

By parent status 

Parent status Estimate 
95 percent 

confidence interval 
p value 

Partnered mothers vs sole 

mothers 
0.59 0.41 0.85 <0.01 

Women with no dependants vs 

sole mothers 
0.57 0.37 0.87 <0.01 

 

The higher proportion of sole mothers who were temporary employees is not easily 
explained by differences in highest qualification or industry. However, women who were 
labourers made up over one-fifth of the temporary employees, and employed sole 
mothers were almost twice as likely to have been labourers as other women. 

Mothers of younger children were more likely than mothers of older children to have been 
temporary employees. Sole mothers with a youngest child aged under five years were 
twice as likely to have been temporary employees as those with a youngest child who 
was 14 or over (21.2 percent versus 8.9 percent). The same pattern was seen for 
partnered mothers – 11.1 percent were temporary employees when their child was aged 
under five, compared with 4.7 percent when their child was aged 14 or over. 
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As shown in figure 15, partnered mothers were more likely to fall into the employer/self-
employed category (13.4 percent) than sole mothers and women with no dependants (8.3 
percent and 8.5 percent, respectively).  

This difference was also confirmed with an odds ratio analysis, shown in table 4. 

Table 4 
4. Odds  rati o esti mates for empl oyer/sel f-employed status, by parent status

Odds ratio estimates for employer/self-employed status 

By parent status 

Parent status Estimate 
95 percent 

confidence interval 
p value 

Sole mothers vs partnered 

mothers 
0.58 0.35 0.95 <0.05 

Women with no dependants vs 

partnered mothers 
0.60 0.45 0.79 <0.01 
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5 How is the working life of mothers? 

Data in this section was taken from the 2012 SoWL. 

Job satisfaction 
Survey respondents were asked to place their overall satisfaction with all aspects of their 
main jobs on a 5-point Likert scale, where a response of 1 corresponded to 'very satisfied' 
and 5 corresponded to 'very dissatisfied'. The majority of surveyed women were either 
satisfied or very satisfied with their jobs, whether a sole mother (80.2 percent), partnered 
mother (87.4 percent), or a woman with no dependants (85.7 percent). 

The lower score for sole mothers may be due to their employment status. Sole mothers 
were more likely to be classified as temporary employees, and temporary employees had 
lower job satisfaction than other employment relationships (80.3 percent of temporary 
employees were satisfied or very satisfied with their jobs, versus 86.7 percent of other 
employment relationships). 

Industry and occupational differences in job satisfaction did not appear to explain the 
lower scores of sole mothers. 

Figure 16 
16. Job satisfacti on of women, by parent and partner status 

 

The plotted means of women's job satisfaction in figure 16 indicated an interaction 
between a woman's parent and partner statuses. While partnered women had higher job 
satisfaction whether or not they had children, mothers' scores appeared to be more 
affected by whether or not they had a partner than women with no dependants. 

However, this interaction was not confirmed with an analysis of variance. A main effect of 
partner status was confirmed (F(1, 3830) = 5.94, p < .01). 
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Work-life balance 
Women's satisfaction with their work-life balance was measured on the same 5-point 
scale as described above. The majority of women were either satisfied or very satisfied 
with their work-life balance, although this proportion was lower than for job satisfaction. 
Work-life balance satisfaction ranged from 66.4 percent of sole mothers, to 76.3 percent 
of women with no dependants, to 80.7 percent of partnered mothers. 

Figure 17 
17. Wor k-life bal ance satisfacti on of mothers, by parent status and age group of youngest dependent chil d 

When looking at work-life balance satisfaction by age of youngest child, sole mothers 
were most likely to be satisfied or very satisfied with their work-life balance when their 
youngest child was less than five years old – 73.4 percent, compared with 65.5 percent of 
sole mothers of children aged five to 13 years, and 59.9 percent of sole mothers of 
children aged 14 years and over. 

Work-life balance satisfaction of partnered mothers did not appear to be affected by the 
age of their youngest child, as it stayed around 80 percent. 

Full-time / part-time status 
Mothers were less likely to be working full time (partnered: 57.5 percent, sole: 61.4 
percent) than women without dependent children (83.9 percent). Full-time employment is 
defined as working 30 hours or more per week. An odds ratio confirmed the odds 
mothers were working full time were lower than the odds of women without dependent 
children. There were no differences in the odds for partnered versus non-partnered 
women. 

Table 5 
5. Odds  rati o esti mates for full-ti me employee status , by par ent status  

Odds ratio estimates for full-time employee status  

By parent status 

Parent status Estimate 
95 percent 

confidence interval 
p value 

Parent vs non-parent 0.28 0.23 0.33 <0.01 
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Figure 18 
18. Pr oporti ons of mothers  wor ki ng full ti me and part ti me, by par ent status and ag e group of younges t dependent chil d 

The age of a mother's youngest child affected the likelihood they were working full time. 
Sole and partnered mothers were both most likely to be working full time when their 
youngest child was aged 14 or over (72.8 percent and 69.4 percent, respectively). This 
result was confirmed with an odds ratio analysis. The odds a mother was in full-time work 
were higher when their youngest child was aged 14 or over. 

Table 6 
6. Odds  rati o esti mates for full-ti me status, by age of youngest dependent child 

Odds ratio estimates for full-time status 

By age of youngest dependent child 

Age of youngest dependent child Estimate 
95 percent 
confidence 

interval 

p value 

Youngest child aged 14 and over vs 

under 14 
1.83 1.33 2.52 <0.01 

Usual hours 
Just as the full-time/part-time breakdowns showed, the distribution of weekly hours 
worked appears to be affected by parental status. Women with no dependants are more 
highly concentrated around 40 to 49 hours per week (see figure 19). 

Whether a mother has a partner or not appeared to have little effect on the distribution of 
hours worked. 
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Figure 19 Figure 20 
20. 

Non-standard hours

A similar proportion of women worked some non-standard hours across parent and 
partner statuses. Partnered mothers were more likely to work all standard hours than 
other women.  

Non-standard hours are defined as hours worked outside of 7am to 7pm, Monday to 
Friday. 

Figure 21 
21. N umber of ti mes women wor ked non-standar d hours i n a four-week period, by par ent status

Difficulties with working non-standard hours 
Mothers were more likely to experience difficulties from working non-standard hours. Just 
over half of sole mothers experienced difficulties, compared with around one-third of 
partnered mothers and a quarter of women with no dependants (50.1 percent, 32.6 
percent, and 26.2 percent, respectively). 
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When the difficulties were further broken down into type of difficulty, differences emerged 
between the three groups of women. 

Figure 22 
22. Pr oporti ons of women experi enci ng di fficulties  due to wor king non-standard hours, by area of dif ficul ty and par ent s tatus  

 

A similar proportion of women working non-standard hours experienced health or sleep 
difficulties. These difficulties included responses about problems sleeping and health 
worries. 

Mothers were more than twice as likely as women with no dependants to report home or 
family difficulties. A large minority of sole mothers and partnered mothers reported these 
difficulties, compared with a smaller proportion of women with no dependants. Home or 
family difficulties included responses about lack of time with children, and childcare 
problems. 

Conversely, women with no dependants were twice as likely as mothers to experience 
social or leisure difficulties. Amongst others, these difficulties included disruptions to the 
respondent's social life, and a lack of time for leisure activities. 

An odds ratio analysis (see table 7) showed that being a mother significantly decreased 
the odds of reporting social/leisure difficulties, and significantly increased the odds of 
reporting home/family difficulties. 

Table 7 
7. Odds  rati o esti mates for difficulties fr om wor king non-standard hours , by type of difficulty 

Odds ratio estimates for difficulties from working non-standard hours  

By type of difficulty 

Type of difficulty 
Mother vs non-mother 

Estimate 
95 percent 

confidence interval 
p value 

Home/family difficulties 3.77 2.50 5.62 <0.01 

Social/leisure difficulties 0.22 0.12 0.42 <0.01 
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Flexible working conditions 
The majority of women surveyed did not spend time doing paid work from home over the 
previous four weeks. Sole mothers were as likely to work some hours from home (31.6 
percent) as women with no dependants (30.4 percent).  

Partnered mothers were more likely to work some hours from home - with 38.3 percent 
doing so. This could be explained by their employment status, as women who were self-
employed or employers were more than twice as likely to have spent time working from 
home. Additionally, managers was the most likely occupation to have women who had 
worked from home.  

Note: Most women who spent some time working from home over the four reference 
weeks did so for less than 20 hours. 

Women who were employees were asked about job flexibility. Partnered mothers were 
most likely to be working in jobs that offer, or sometimes offer, flexible hours (54.7 
percent). A smaller proportion of sole mothers (40.1 percent) worked for employers who 
offered or sometimes offered flexible hours than women with no dependent children (45.7 
percent). 

The higher proportion of partnered mothers with job flexibility is not easily explained by 
differences in industry between them and other women. The one industry partnered 
mothers were noticeably more concentrated in – education and training – was associated 
with lower-than-average job flexibility. However, women who were managers had a 
higher-than-average likelihood of having flexible working times – and partnered mothers 
were more likely to be managers than other women. 

Work-related problems 
The Survey of Working Life included two questions assessing work-related problems. To 
measure stress, respondents were asked how often they found being at work, or the work 
itself, stressful. To measure pain, respondents were asked how often they had physical 
problems or pain caused by work.  

The reference period for each question was the past 12 months. Answers were scored on 
a 5-point Likert scale where a score of one represented 'always', a score of three 
represented 'sometimes', and a score of five represented 'never'. 

Stress 

The proportion of women who answered with 'always' or 'often' was similar across 
groups. 
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Figure 23 
23. H ow often in the l ast 12 months women have found being at wor k, or the wor k i tsel f, s tress ful , by par ent status  

 

However, women with no dependent children were less likely to find work 'hardly' or 
'never' stressful during the past year. One-third chose this response, compared with 2 out 
of 5 mothers. 

An odds ratio analysis confirmed this result, as the odds for mothers reporting 'hardly' or 
'never' finding work stressful were higher than women with no dependent children. As 
expected, there was no significant difference for partnered women versus non-partnered 
women. 

Table 8 
8. Odds  rati o esti mates for ‘ har dl y’ or ‘ never’ experi enci ng wor k str ess, by parent status 

Odds ratio estimates for 'hardly' or 'never' experiencing work stress  

By parent status 

Parent status Estimate 
95 percent 

confidence interval 
p value 

Parent vs non-parent 1.43 1.21 1.69 <0.01 

 

The proportion of partnered mothers often or always experiencing stress from work varied 
little by age of youngest child. However, 27.5 percent of sole mothers with a youngest 
child aged 14 years or over found work the most stressful, compared with 23.0 percent of 
sole mothers with children between the ages of five and 14, and 14.2 percent of sole 
mothers with children under five years old. 

Pain 

The majority of women 'hardly' or 'never' experienced physical problems or pain because 
of their work. However, sole mothers were less likely to report 'hardly' or 'never' 
experiencing physical problems or pain (63.9 percent) than partnered mothers (75.6 
percent), or women with no dependants (72.1 percent). 

Part of this result could be due to the different distribution of sole mothers across 
occupations, as sole mothers were more likely to work in labourers and community and 
personal services occupations than other women, and these occupations were less likely 
to report 'hardly' or 'never' experiencing physical problems or pain. 

The age of a mother's youngest child had an effect on the regularity with which she 
experienced physical problems or pain due to her work. 
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Figure 24 
24. H ow often in the l ast twel ve months women have had physical  pr obl ems or pai n because of wor k, by parent s tatus and age group of young est child 

 

A two-way analysis of variance found a main effect for both age of youngest child and 
partner status (F(1, 2405) = 12.42, p < .01). The regularity with which a mother 
experienced pain or physical problems was higher for sole mothers (M = 3.93, SE = 0.06) 
than for partnered mothers (M = 4.21, SE = 0.03). The regularity was also higher for 
mothers with an older youngest child (14 and older: M = 3.95, SE = 0.09; five to 14: M = 
4.15, SE = 0.04; younger than five: M = 4.25, SE = 0.04).  

This relationship between age of youngest child and mothers' physical problems is could 
partly be due to the older ages of the mothers in the older age groups of the youngest 
child. The correlation between age of youngest child and mother's age (r(2412)= 0.61, p < 
0.01) suggests this is the case. 

However, the higher baseline physical problems or pain experienced by sole mothers is 
not explained by this correlation. The mean age of sole mothers with kids younger than 
five years is nearly identical to partnered mothers, yet they are more likely to experience 
problems. Furthermore, figure 24 shows the age of youngest child has more of an impact 
on sole mothers, as the percentage who experience problems jumps 20.1 percentage 
points from the youngest to the oldest age groups for their youngest child – compared to 
6.7 percentage points for partnered mothers.
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6 Conclusions 

Gains in the labour force participation of women aged 25–49 years over the last 20 years 
have been largely driven by the increased participation of mothers in the labour market. 
Gains have been particularly significant for sole mothers, whose labour force participation 
and employment rates have increased at a greater pace than for partnered mothers. 
However, sole mothers are still behind partnered mothers, and have a higher proportion 
of unemployment in their working-age population. 

The level of these gains varies by the ethnicity of mothers. Māori and Pacific mothers 
were more likely to be sole parents than European and Asian mothers, and more likely to 
be unemployed. 

For employed women, partnered mothers had similar statuses in employment, 
occupation, and industry to women with no dependent children. Sole mothers were more 
likely to be temporary workers, less likely to be professionals, and more likely to work in 
health care and social assistance; retail trade, accommodation, and food services. 

Having a bachelor's degree or higher mattered in terms of higher levels of employment, 
regardless of parent and partner statuses. However, sole mothers were less likely to have 
this level of qualification and more likely to have no qualifications. 

The quality of working life of partnered mothers was similar to women with no dependants 
across a wide range of metrics including job satisfaction, work-life balance satisfaction, 
and pain from work. For all of these, the outcomes of sole mothers were poorer. 

For other metrics – mostly concerning hours worked – partnered mothers were similar to 
sole mothers. These metrics included number of usual hours worked, working full time / 
part time, stress from work, and working non-standard hours. Mothers who worked non-
standard hours disproportionately experienced negative effects to their home and family 
life. 

It is important to note that many working outcomes depended on partner status whether 
or not women had children – although this wasn't a focus in this paper. 

This paper has explored the potential for using HLFS and SoWL data to research the 
labour market outcomes of mothers. Building off the results of these analyses, further 
research in this area could make use of census data and income data from the New 
Zealand Income Survey; look into young mothers aged 15–24 who were excluded from 
this paper; and test more models for mothers' work outcomes, among many other 
possibilities.
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