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T
he maternal employment debate rages 
on between those who believe that 
mothers are happier and more ful-
filled when they take on both the 
roles of a parent and that of a career 
woman, and those who argue for the 

child and the effects on the family unit and develop-
ment of the child if the mother cannot focus her full 
attention on her family because she is working.  

The effects on the well-being of the family may be 
a highly contentious issue that raises the blood pres-
sure of many in the education sector, but the reality 
is that many households cannot survive on a single 
income. The patriarchal stereotype that the mother is 
the caregiver and household manager while the father 
is the breadwinner applies less than ever.

The Pew Research Center in the US recently 
reported: “The growth of both groups of mothers 
(single and married) is tied to women’s increasing 
presence in the workplace. Women make up almost 
half (47%) of the US labor force today, and the 
employment rate of married mothers with children 
has increased from 37% in 1968 to 65% in 2011.” 

The number of mothers that are being 
employed is on the rise. The question is 

what has been the effect of this increase on the 
economies around the world and here in South 
Africa? 

In many First-World countries a long period 
of maternity leave is offered to enable better 
care during the initial developmental phases 

of a child’s life where bonding with the 
mother is paramount. In emer- 

ging market economies it is 
more likely that mothers go 
back to work comparatively 

early on in the child’s life. There is an element of 
necessity to this practice, but what must also be con-
sidered is the need of women to pursue their own 
career growth prospects and to take the opportunity 
to climb the corporate ladder that was once denied 
to them. 

Although barriers still exist, women are hold-
ing more influential positions in business than ever 
before. Their contribution to today’s economy is 
undeniable, from the increased financial input that 
results in better schooling and academic performance 
of the school-going child to the amount of single-
parent headed households where the mother serves 
as the only role model for developing children. 

A study conducted in Denmark suggested that 
mothers who work for a period of 15 years or more 
from the first three years of their child’s life onward 
have increased access to social support from the 
business that they are working for as well as govern-
ment support. Coupled with this are improvements 
in mental well-being and access to higher quality 
childcare and educational institutions. 

The South African economy does not seem to 
benefit as much as it could from the skills that work-
ing mothers offer. The inflexible time and location 
options open to women who have family respon-
sibilities make it difficult for a working mother to 
fulfil both roles adequately, but nevertheless there 
is a contribution that the working mother is making 
towards the economy that is more prevalent today 
than it was half a century ago. 

Economically spEaking
Michelle Hatch, a lecturer in economics and finance 
at the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s School of 
Accounting, focuses most of her research on the 
economics surrounding single, married and work-
ing mothers. “Labour market research shows that 
although there has been a ‘feminisation of the labour 
force’ in post-apartheid SA, women are still consid-
erably less likely to participate in the labour force 
than men,” she says.

The disparity between the earnings of men and 
women in the SA labour market persists as well. 
“Research shows that part of the reason for the per-
sistence of gender inequality is that much of the rise 
in female employment is associated with work in 
sectors that are characterised by lower earnings and 
job instability.” 

Hatch also points out that the engrained gap in 
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Although bArriers 
still exist, women 
Are holding more 
influEntial pOsitiOns 
in business thAn 
ever before.


