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Abstract:  Women today are faced with the difficult choice between gaining success in a career or successfully raising a family.  There are numerous social factors which affect the career decisions of women after the birth of their first child.  To better understand what factors into the decisions between career and family, an online survey of Saint Mary’s College Alumnae who graduated between the years 1995 and 2005 and have given birth to at least one child, was conducted.  Through the research it was concluded that the major factor in women’s career choices was based on their finances.  Due to this all women are not able to make the choice they want in regards to a family and career. 
Driven Women: The Twists and Turns of Childbirth on Women’s Career Choices
Having it all: career, family, happy and healthy children, financial stability, and a strong marriage are factors which equal success in American society.  Young women today often face the challenge of having to decide between two of these keys to success: career and family.  Making a decision between a family and a career is a double-edged sword.  If a young woman decides to pursue her career, she can be viewed as selfish towards her family.  But if a young woman puts her family first, she can be viewed as wasting her education, and the time and effort she has already put into her career.  This paper examines the social choices of Saint Mary’s College Alumnae regarding career choices made after the birth of their first child.  
PREVIOUS STUDIES ON WOMEN’S CAREER CHOICES AFTER CHILDBIRTH
Working women face emotional challenges when making a career decision after the birth of their first child, but there are also many social factors that shape their decision such as their employer’s work policy, larger cultural norms about raising children, finances and the availability of childcare. 

Work Policy

In the later part of the twentieth century, there was an increase in the number of women returning to work after the birth of their first child and in the availability of maternity/paternal leave for new parents.  One of the leading contributors to this increase was the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA).  The FMLA was one of President Clinton’s first legislative actions in February of 1993, and the Act was designed to “support families in their efforts to strike a workable balance between the competing demands of the workplace and the home” (Ruhm 1997:175). The FMLA states,

Congress finds that it is important for the development of children and the family
unit that fathers and mothers be able to participate in early childbearing… Congress finds due to the nature of the roles of men and women in our society, the primary responsibility for family and care taking often falls on women, and such responsibility affects the working lives of women more than it affects the working lives of men” (US Congress 1993: Sec. 2).

 Under the FMLA any employer with fifty or more employees must provide employees who have worked at least 12 months or 1250 hours with 12 work weeks of unpaid leave.  The leave does not have to be taken consecutively, but when it is used after a child’s birth the twelve weeks must be used within one year of the child’s birth.  Similar to the FMLA, individual state legislatures have passed their own leave policy.  “All federal and state level policy now requires employers to guarantee that women may return to their old jobs after a maternity leave” (Klerman and Leibowitz 1999:154).  


Paid maternity leave is not required by employers in the United States as it in many European countries; where up to a year of paid maternity leave is available in some countries.  According to Gornich, Meyers and Ross (1996:10), “the availability of employer provided leave increases the likelihood of an early return to work after the birth of a first child… and a woman’s attachment to the labor force increases with the provision of paid leave by an employer.”  The availability of paid maternity leave is an advantage to a new mother and the outcome also favors the employer as the women are more likely to return.  According to Ruhm (1997:179) “maternity leave voluntarily supplied by employers typically finds that women receiving leave or returning to their old jobs are out of work less time, receive higher wages and have steeper wage profiles than those whose employers who do not supply maternity leave.”


The FMLA has been criticized because it provides leave only for employees who work in companies of fifty or more employees, the provided leave is not paid, and many employees cannot afford to take an unpaid leave up to twelve weeks.  According to Gornick, Meyers and Ross (1996:4) “for a growing number of families their economic security depends on the women’s earnings.”  Due to this reliance on the woman’s earnings, not all employees are able to take their full leave.  While the FMLA allows some women to take a maternity leave and return to her job, it lacks support for the new mother and her family’s economic security during her leave.

Attitudes about Having Children

There is an ever increasing number of women joining the work force, re-entering careers after the birth of their children, and those postponing childbirth.  According to Edwards (2002:424), “the most comprehensive demographic analyses conclude that a major reason for the growing postponement of parenthood has been young women’s growing educational attainment and their related increase in occupational opportunities for women.”  Edwards (2002:422/5/6) argues that a woman’s education can delay her child bearing years in several ways.  He notes that many young women do not think that is feasible to be a student and parent at the same time because these are two different life stages and it is difficult to fill both roles at once.  Second, a woman’s education may delay her child bearing years because some women see their education as an investment and they feel they should participate longer in the work force before taking leave.  
A college educated women may regard her student years as incompatible with motherhood, and she may anticipate recouping her educational investment by 

spending extra childless years investing in a higher status career that was only 

made possible by her college education (Edwards 2002: 427-428.). 

 Thus, for Edwards (2002:441) the attainment of a higher education and a higher prestige job affect the attitude young women have regarding the timing of their first birth and increases the permanent childless for some women.  Cerkanovich, Giordano, Groat, Pugh, and Swinford (1997: 568) found that “respondents who find childbearing most rewarding were White, female, married and had positive feelings on their first pregnancies.  …Those holding regret towards their childbearing were Black, materialistic, have three or more children and express negative feelings about their first pregnancy.”  The attitudes of young women towards childbearing impact their career decisions.  If a woman is unhappy with her situation at home, she is less likely to stay at home with her child, and more likely to return to the work force

Child care

For many new mothers one of the deciding factors regarding childbearing is the availability of child care.  According to Gornick, Meyers and Ross (1996:10) “the relationship among the demand for child care, the price and availability of care and the women’s labor supply are all connected… Having more attractive child care options increases maternal employment.”  When child care is available, there is less economic burden and there is an increase in maternal employment.  Gornick, Meyers and Ross (1996:10) argue that when the cost of child care rises the supply of women in the labor market declines.  Kurtz-Costes and Punghello (2000:249) find that there is a significant association between mother’s pre-selection reports of needing to work for the income and non-parental care selection.  Mothers who select non-parental care are more likely to report a need to work for the income.  

Roles after First Birth
Since the 1960’s there has been an increase in the number of mothers returning to work after the birth of their first child.  Klerman and Leibowitz (1999:150) found that “sixty percent of women who worked fulltime before the birth of their first child continued to work for the same employer after the child was born, and about one half of new mothers had returned to work by the time their child was six moths old.”  Gornick, Meyers and Ross (1996:11) find that a longer leave may limit certain career-enhancing opportunities and have a long-term effect on mother’s earnings.  Some women opt to take “mother-friendly” occupations that require less energy or have parent-friendly characteristics such as flexible hours, few demands for travel, weekend or evening work, onsite daycare or availability to a phone to check on children. Budig and England (2001:207) note the most obvious mother-friendly job characteristic is when a mother is able to work part-time.

When women make their decision they can be divided into two groups within the workforce: participants and non-participants.  These participants and non-participants can be viewed as dividing women into the groups who have labor force participation as their priority versus those who have their family as their priority (Vandenheuvel 1997:357).  According to Vandenheuvel(1997:358)

Most women seem to pick either work or full-time homemaking and stick with their choice… One group of women drops out of the labor force entirely at the onset of childbearing and either never return or returns only after their children are grown.  Another group works almost continuously with almost not gap in labor force participation as the results of birth.

In the past, it was more expected for a women to stay at home with her children, but now there has been and “attitudinal change that there is more of an acceptance of employed mothers” (Vandenheuvel 1997:366).

Choices

Choices exist for young women with regard to motherhood, an occupation, marriage, or some combination of these.  According to Hoffnung (2004:711),

Contemporary college women say they want it all: career, marriage and 

motherhood… These expectations are consistent with the changing roles of

women in American Society.  Most women today expect to work after they 

complete their education and the higher the education level the more likely

the woman is to be employed.  Young women are willing to delay starting a

family, but they still remain committed to having one.  Women college 

students evaluate the combination of wife/mother/career and the most 

attractive role option.

Wanting it all is appealing to many college-age women.  The decisions that women make today have been shaped by the second wave of feminism during the 1970’s.  This theoretical framework informs this research project. 
FEMINIST THEORY: AN OVERVIEW

From the 19th century until present day the Feminist Movement has had an impact on American society.  One aspect of women’s lives that feminism has influenced is equality in the workforce, giving women the opportunity to hold the same position as their male counterparts.  While First and Second Wave Feminism fought to have the option to work, women of the Third Wave Feminism are able to make choices between their careers, staying at home with their children, or both.

History of the Feminist Movement


DeVault (1996:31) defines the Feminist Social Movement as, “a movement, and set of beliefs, that problematize gender inequality.  Feminists believe that women have been subordinated through men’s greater power, variously expressed in different arenas.  They value women’s lives and concerns, and work to improve women’s status.” The Feminist Movement has been divided into three distinct “waves” the First, Second and Third Waves. 


From the late 19th Century into the 20th Century, women such as the female suffragists fought for women to be considered equal to men.  As Friedan (1963:81) states, “it was the need for a new identity that started the women to begin their journey to equality… The early feminists battled for women’s freedom to participate in the major work and decisions of society as the equals of men.”  The First Wave gave women the right to vote through the adoption of the 19th Amendment.  Friedan (1963:80) states that the women of the First Wave of feminism made

An act of rebellion, a violent denial of the identity of women as it was then 

defined. It was the need for a new identity that led those passionate feminists
to forge new trails for women.  Some of those trails were unexpectedly rough, 
some were dead ends, and some may have been false, but the need for women
to find new trails was real.

While women faced these trails and dead-ends, men’s roles were expanding leaving women at home with the children.  The fight for greater equality, individual identity, and self-recognition of women led to the second wave of feminism.  


In the 1960’s and 70’s American soldiers were fighting in Vietnam, but there was also the fight on the home front as women voiced their demand for equal rights.  This period exemplifies the second wave of the feminist movement.  For Second Wave feminists, all aspects of women’s lives were part of the experience and movement including family, sexuality, discrimination, and work.  According to DeVault (1996:31) the Second Wave “sought to broaden women’s self-awareness and challenge traditional stereotypes of women as passive, dependent, or irrational.”


The Third Wave of feminism began in the 1990’s in reaction to the feminism of the 1970’s.  According to Henry (2004:7), “the younger feminists want to rebel against the second-wave feminists, and create a feminism of their own by refusing to identify with earlier versions of feminism.”  Third Wave feminism rejects the second wave of feminism with its focus on white middle-class heterosexuals “Third Wave Feminists focus on the struggles of women throughout culture and politics and beyond to the issues of gender, inequality, homosexuality and power” (Heywood and Drake 1997:3).

Feminist Theory


While a strong feminist political movement in the United States existed during the past century, feminist social theory continues to gain acceptance throughout academia, and sociology in particular.  In the article “The Trouble with Gender: Tales of the Still-Missing Feminist Revolution in Social Theory,” Alway (1995:210) says that “the issues being explored by feminist theorists are directly relevant to the concerns of sociological theorists” but many times are overlooked.  According to Alway (1995:211), feminist theory developed as changes in women’s situations and experiences gave rise to the explanation of a women’s position in the social world.  


According to Alway (1995:211), feminist theory is centered on describing the change in situations and experiences which women have faced and looks to improve the conditions which women currently face.  It developed, in part, as a response to practical political problems seen through a lens of social theory.


Alway (1995: 214) claims that the influence of feminist theory “reduced reliance on and acceptance of male experience and perspectives added to existing knowledge… Feminist theory has helped introduce new topics and concepts in areas of social life that had previously been overlooked.”  Similarly DeVault (1996: 30, 31) argues that feminist theory allows women to learn and receive knowledge from one another and improve women’s status.  Finally Alway (1995:225) notes that feminist theory offers valuable resources for sociological theory and provided resources to resolve dominant issues in social theory. 


Alway (1995:214) argues that social theory remains largely a male field and it is still difficult for female theorists to gain recognition for their work.  Since feminist’s theory does not receive full recognition, there are few articles by feminist theorist in scholarly journals.  Alway (1995:215, 217) concludes that one reason for the lack of text published on, or by feminist theorist is because “feminism challenges the substance, foundations and methods of sociology, and mostly is not considered to the theory since it is not developed off of the MarxWeberDurkheim terms.”

Betty Friedan: Feminist Theorist


It was during the second half of the twentieth century that in academia feminist theory began gaining more recognition.  One of the feminist pioneers of the Second Wave Feminism who had gained recognition both inside the academia and with the general reading audience was Betty Friedan.  Friedan (1963) wrote about “the problem that has no name” in The Feminist Mystique.  “The problem that has no name” described the question women across the United States were secretly asking themselves, “Is this all?” Women wondered if their lives would ever be more than as a housewife and mother.  Freidan (1963:18) notes, after World War II women were told to glorify in these roles, yet women wanted more.


There were women who felt empty and incomplete with nothing to think about besides such activities as PTA, gardening, and neighborhood socials.  Freidan (1963: 21) realized that these women were desperate for their own unique identity.  Freidan told women that is was okay to question their roles as daughters, mothers, and housewives.  There could be more to their lives and women should have an identity of their own not just be recognized through their husband and children.


Freidan believed that the housewives, who were dissatisfied with their lives, were educated housewives.  Freidan thought that the more education a women had, the unhappier she was in her role as a housewife.  Experts of the day argue that “women who finished college, the women who once had dreams beyond housewifery, were the ones who suffered the most” (Friedan 1963: 27).  


The desperation of housewives across the United States was Freidan’s concern.  She let women know it was okay for the voice within each woman to say, “I want something more than my husband and children and my home” (Friedan 1963: 32).  The question raised in today’s society by both feminist and conservative women is, what choices do women have in their life?  How do they choose career versus children?  What are the social effects which influence their career decisions after the birth of their first child?  My senior comprehensive project will address these questions by examining women’s career choices after the birth of their first child.

METHODS

Participants
Saint Mary’s College is a Catholic, all women’s, Liberal Arts College located in South Bend, Indiana.  From a list provided by the Saint Mary’s College Alumnae Relations Office 308 Alumnae were successfully contacted to participate in this research.  Those contacted met the following criteria: graduated from Saint Mary’s College between the years of 1995 and 2005 and gave birth to at least one child since graduation.  Of the 308 Alumnae contacted 85 (27%) completed a survey.

The eighty-five alumnae who responded came from 37 different states.  The alumnae covered nineteen different majors and sixteen minors.  Communications, Education and Business were the majors with the most alumnae.  The minors which were received by the most alumnae were Business, Sociology and Communication

 Religious affiliation was Catholic (96%), Catholic/Episcopalian (1%), Protestant (1%), Lutheran (1%) and Methodist (1%).  The main occupation fields of those who responded were Business (11%), Homemaker (29%), Education (17%) and other (17%).  The alumnae were employed by 49 different organizations. 

Thirty six (42%) of the Alumnae obtained post-bachelors degrees from thirty two different universities.  These degrees included Master’s, 21 (63%); MBA, 2 (6%); MD’s ,2 (6%); and JD’s 2 (6%).  The 42% obtaining a post-bachelors degree is higher then the national percentage of recent college graduates who obtained post-bachelors degrees, which is between ten to twelve percent.  The majority of those who received a post-bachelors degree obtained their Master’s degree,  and the lack of women obtaining degrees in law or medicine is most notable. 

The average Alumnae was 24.5 years old at the time of her marriage and the average age of her spouse was 26.96.  Of the 85 responses, there was not one divorce. This stands in sharp contras to the estimates of between 38 and 50 percent of divorces each year.  This may be due to the religion of the majority of respondents, Catholic, and how this religion influences their marriage beliefs and values.  

Their average age at the birth of their first child was 27.18 and the average age of their spouse was 29.24.  The average Alumnae has two children, and only two respondents had a spouse who had children of their own prior to their marriage.  The combined annual income of the respondents ranged from between $40-60,000 to over $140,000.  24% of the respondents had a combined annual income over $140,000. 

Procedures


Alumnae were contacted via email from a list of 424 Alumnae who graduated between 1995 and 2005 and had given birth to at least one child,  provided by the Saint Mary’s College Alumnae Relations Office.  The list contained 330 contact email addresses and 308 emails were sent successfully.  The email directed the Saint Mary’s Alumnae to the website surveymonkey.com where the survey was completed online.  The survey consisted of eighty five multiple choice and open-ended questions. (See Appendix A).
FINDINGS
Maternity Leave

Of the total respondents 54 (63%) had maternity leave policies with their current employers that ranged from zero to sixteen weeks.  The average amount of time taken off by the respondents was 12.5 weeks.  The amount of maternity leave off in weeks ranged from 0-52.  The graph below represents the amount of time employer’s policies allowed for new mothers to take time off. 
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Thirty one (36%) of the Alumnae were allowed to take the amount of time off that they had planned and 40 (47%) of the respondents had employers who were flexible with their time off, in comparison to the 9 (10%) whose employers were not flexible with their time off. 

Employed Mothers and Stay at Home Mothers

Of the alumnae surveyed, 74 (87%) were employed at the time of childbirth, and 48 (56.4%) are currently employed, either in an office, at home, self-employed or part-time.  For 51 (60%), working part-time was an option compared to the 31 (36%) who did not have the option of returning to work part-time.  Of those still employed 38 (44%) are employed by the same employer as when they were pregnant.  Thirty-six (42%) of the respondents returned to work after their maternity leave, compared to the 47 (55%) who did not return to work.  Thirty (35%) of those who responded did not return to work at all.  Of these 30 respondents 5 (16%) did originally plan to return to work, but did not.  Thirty-four (40%) of the respondents who returned to work had planned on it, but 36 (42%) of the respondents, were not planning on returning to work, but did.  For the overwhelming majority of respondents who returned to work, their main reason for doing so was because of finances 39 (67%), compared to personal reasons 17 (29%), career goals 15 (25%) and other reasons 9 (15%). 
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Of the 63 (74%) respondents who are currently stay at home mother 39 (61%) of those respondents had planned to stay at home after the birth of their first child. And 28 (54%) always planned to be stay-at-home mothers.  The most important reason given for being a stay-at-home mother was to be the one teaching the children and to be there for the important milestones in their child’s life.  Also many of the women, 39 (45%), were raised by stay-at-home mothers, as were their husbands, and they found this to be important in their own lives.  

Acceptance


A major factor in the respondents career choice after the birth of their first child was the acceptance rate they received by their husband, family, friends, and employers. Table 4 show  the overwhelming acceptance rate by all groups.
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The acceptance of their decision and support received by the respondent’s spouses was dependent on the financial support their husbands are able to provide for their families.  Many of the alumnae said that without the financial support of their husbands their career choices would not have been possible.  Acceptance was received by family and friends with assistance in childcare and supporting the alumnae through their career decisions.  Some alumnae did note that family members were disappointed that they would not be continuing with their career paths.  It was also noted that after the birth of their children some friendships were lost because of misunderstandings on why they gave up their careers to be stay-at-home mothers.


The overwhelming majority of women are satisfied with their decisions to either return to the work force or be a stay-at-home mother.  The most notable points they would have changed is their form of childcare for their children, have the children either closer or farther apart in age, and have been more financially ready to have children.  All were very supportive of the study in this regard, and many respondents requested the findings.  

DISCUSSION

One of the main reasons respondents gave for staying at home with their children is that they wanted to be the ones who taught their children and were there for them in their early years.  This is very important in the parent-child relationship.  Many parents today rely on day-care centers and baby-sitters for their children.  Less and less children have the advantage of having a parent send them off to school in the morning, and to pick them up in the afternoon.  With children spending less time with their parents, their parent-child relationships are not as strong as they could possibly be.  This can have affects on the rest of both the child and parents lives.  Children may feel anger and hostility towards their parents if they are not there for the children in times of need.  If parents put their career above their children, their toughest critic of their decision will be the children.  Parents want to provide for their children so they can have the best life possible.  This may include missing out of important events for their children.  Even though parents may try to make up for missing events with material objects, the children will always remember what their parents missed.  When a woman decides to stay at home, she is giving herself and her children and advantage in their parent-child relationship since she is more likely to be there for her children when they need her.  

With an increasing number of working mothers, there is an increase in the need of childcare and the amount of time off women will need from work.  This is reflected in work and government policies.  The FMLA already allows for sometime off, but employers should be willing to be more flexible and willing to allow more time off for both mothers and fathers.  There is a need for more support by employers and the government for families in order to keep the men and women with children to be satisfied with their jobs and wanting to stay at their employer.  If an employer is not supportive of parents having to take care of their children, it is very likely that the parents will seek employment elsewhere, at a more family friend employer.

Finances were the most important factor when women were deciding between work and family.  Women either returned to work to earn money for the family, or stayed at home to defer the cost of childcare which is consistently growing.  Finances can affect the way a couple decides to start a family in multiple ways.  It can affect the timing of when they want to have children.  If a couple wants to be financial stable before they start a family they will put off having children until they know they can support their family.  Finances also affect the number of children a couple will have.  A couple has to plan accordingly to how many children they will be able to support on their income.  Also if a woman works longer before the birth of her first child she may be more likely to return to her job, since she is more likely to be more established in her occupation.  A woman who has worked ten years for a company is more likely to return after childbirth, as compared to a woman who has only worked two years at an employer and has not given the same time and commitment. 

The findings show that women based their decision on returning to work on their families’ economic well being and they are not always allowed to make the choice they want to in regards to a family and career.  This goes against Betty Freidan’s theory that women should have the choice to have the identity they want and the identity they see fit for themself.  A woman may want to make the choice to stay at home with her children, but due to her families financial situation she must return to work.  Also a woman may want to return to work, but due to the high cost of childcare she decides to stay at home with her children instead.  Therefore all women are not able to make the choice which they want to make in regards to a family and career.  Due to situations like these women may continue to ask themselves “is this all?” and question their identity.
Women are able to overcome the obstacles placed in front of them when planning their families.  They no longer have to ask themselves the question “Is this all?”  Women today can have it all.  They have learned how to juggle their families and careers and have made the right decisions for themselves and their families when they must decide how their life will carry out after the birth of their children.  
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APPENDIX A

· Name

· Year of Graduation

· Age at graduation

· Major(s)


Minor(s)

· Advanced Degrees Completed
Year Advanced Degree(s) Completed

· Instituition(s) Advanced Degree(s) Completed at

· Religion___________

· Race/Ethnicity_________

· Combined Annual income.

· Have you ever been married

· How many times have you been married

· Age of first marriage

· Year in which you were married

· Spouse’s age at marriage

· Did your spouse graduate from college

· Where did they graduate from

· What was their degree received

· Did you spouse attain a higher degree? 


· Where was their higher dergree(s) attained from

· Year Degree(s) Attained

· Are you divorced?

· Age Divorced

· Are you remarried?

· Age Remarried

· Does your spouse have any children from a previous marriage

· If so how many

· What ages

· How many children do you have

· At what age did you give birth to your first child

· What was your husbands age

· Were you employed when you became pregnant

· Were you planning on having children

· Was this pregnancy planned

· What is your occupation?

· Who is your current employer

· How long have you been employed there

· Were you employed here while you were pregnant with your first child

· If not where were you employed before or after your first child

· Was your employer at the time of your first pregnancy accepting of your pregnancy
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Table 2: Deciding Factors on Returning to Work
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Table 4: Deciding Factors on Returning to Work



marriage age

		Age at first marriage		Spouses age at marriage

		Open-Ended Response		Open-Ended Response

		22		23

		23		23

		29		27

		24		29

		25		26

		23		24

		25		28

		23		23

				26

		21		23

		25		30

		24		27

		26		30

		29		36

		21		23

		27		29

		28		33

		24		27

		23		30

		23		24

		23		24

		23		25

		27		32

		26		27

		26		27

		24		25

		27		26

		26		28

		22		24

		25		27

		24		30

		24		24

		22		24

		22		26

		22		23

		23		25

		23		24

		23		22
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		25		26
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		26		33

		28		31

		25		25

		22		21

		26		29

		25		27

		24		30

		25		30
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