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Young people’s emotional health and well-being is important, both for the impact that it has on their present quality of life, and also for the implications it has for their future social and emotional development, academic experience and achievement.  There are many different ways in which emotional well-being has been defined and measured, and a large body of evidence on the impact of various factors on young people’s emotional well-being.  

Parental employment is a key factor here.  Over recent decades there have been dramatic changes in the employment patterns of men and women, with particularly significant increases in employment rates among mothers.  Coupled with government policies to encourage parents, particularly lone mothers into work, this gives rise to questions about the potential impact that parental employment patterns have on children and young people.

In light of the evidence reviewed, this paper draws on research using data from several waves of the British Household Panel Survey and its associated Youth Panel.  Four indicators of emotional well-being are constructed, ‘feeling troubled’, ‘feeling unhappy’, ‘self-efficacy’, and ‘self-esteem’.  A forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1983) approach is employed to contextualise and explain the relationships observed between these outcomes and parental employment patterns and other factors.

The main conclusion is that maternal part-time, as opposed to full-time, employment appears to offer young people some protection against poor emotional well-being, operating through a mechanism of social capital.  However, other factors, such as levels of family communication and conflict, and parents’ own emotional well-being have a greater impact on their children’s emotional well-being.  The paper also discusses the implications of these findings for policy, including employment policies, parental leave policies and childcare policies.

