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Abstract

Past research exploring the effect of employment on mothers’ mental health has largely
constructed maternal employment as a problem of identity and energy supply within the theory of
multiple roles. Specifically, maternal employment has been investigated as either beneficial (role
enhancement hypothesis) or detrimental (role strain hypothesis) to women’s psychological
wellbeing, with little consideration given towards a more complex relationship. As such, despite
three decades of research, there is inconsistent support for both the role strain and role
enhancement hypotheses. The few trends to emerge from this research suggest that while
maternal employment may be associated with better psychological functioning, this effect may be
mediated by the over-absorption of one’s time and resources within a particular identity role.
Future research would benefit from revising the manner in which maternal employment is
constructed as a variable in order to yield more consistent and usable findings.

Keywords

employment, maternal employment, mother, mothering identities, multiple role theory, role strain,
role enhancement

Contact: Karen Elgar, School of Health Sciences, RMIT University, GPO Box 2476V, Melbourne, Victoria 3001 Australia
karen.elgar@student.rmit.edu.au
Citation: Elgar, K. & Chester, A. (2007). The mental health implications of maternal employment: Working versus at-home

mothering identities Australian e-Journal for the Advancement of Mental Health, 6(1),
www.auseinet.com/journal/vol6iss1/elgar.pdf

Published by: Australian Network for Promotion, Prevention and Early Intervention for Mental Health (Auseinet) —
www.auseinet.com/journal
Received 8 August 2006; Revised 10 March 2007; Accepted 10 March 2007



mailto:karen.elgar@student.rmit.edu.au
http://www.auseinet.com/journal/vol6iss1/elgar.pdf
http://www.auseinet.com/journal

