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Early Maternal Employment and Child Development in five OECD Countries

More mothers with young children are in paid work than in the past. There is a long-running debate on possible negative effects of maternal employment on child development. For the first time, this paper present results from panel data studies on child outcomes in different OECD countries to help answer the question: when is a good moment for mothers to go back to paid work? The evidence suggests that a return to paid work by mothers within 6 months after childbirth may have negative effects on child outcomes, but the effects are small and, in certain circumstances balanced by positive effects related to earning extra family income. 

The results presented here are a first cross-national study on the relationship between maternal employment and child development of birth cohorts of five OECD countries: Australia, Canada, Denmark, the United Kingdom and the United States. This is based on information on children born around the turn of the millennium, and by using a common framework and comparable data, the effect of maternal employment on child development are considered cross-nationally.

This paper is part of the forthcoming OECD report Doing Better for Families to be published in May 2011.  However, the paper extends the analysis presented in the report. It is structured as follows. The first part sets the background of the research by reviewing the literature and family policies associated with mothers’ early return to work. Second, the paper describes data and methods. Third, the paper presents the results from the longitudinal analysis on the possible associations between child cognitive and behavioural outcomes and mothers returning to work. Here the paper also examines whether the associations observed differ according to family structure and parental education. The last section of the paper concludes. 
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