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WORKING MUMS AND OVERWEIGHT KIDS: IS THERE A LINK?

New research from the Centre for Market and Public Organisation

Children whose mothers work full-time when they are aged between 5 and 7 are more likely to be overweight at age 16. But there is no evidence that part-time or full-time maternal employment at earlier or later stages of the child’s life lead to a higher probability of being overweight at age 16.

These are the central findings of new research by Stephanie von Hinke Kessler Scholder, summarised in the Autumn 2007 issue of Research in Public Policy. Her study also finds that mid-childhood maternal employment does not have an immediate impact on children’s weight: rather, the effect emerges as they get older.

Being obese or overweight means being too heavy for your height. Based on the ‘body mass index’, a standard measure of people’s weight-to-height ratio, UK obesity rates for boys aged 2-10 have increased from 10% in 1995 to 15% in 2003. Over the same period, obesity rates for girls in the same age group have gone up from 10% to 13%. Rates of children being overweight have also increased: from 23% to 30% among boys and from 23% to 26% among girls.

The rise in weight problems among children has coincided with significant increases in the number of women, including mothers, in paid work. The labour market participation rate for women aged 16-59 rose from 59% in 1971 to 74% in 2007.

US research has examined whether there is a link between maternal employment and childhood obesity and concluded that children of full-time working mothers are more likely to be overweight. This new study investigates whether maternal employment at different ages of the child has different effects on the child’s weight later in life, using data from two British birth cohorts: the 1958 National Child Development Study and the 1970 British Cohort Survey. The analysis suggests that:

· Children whose mothers are full-time employed during mid-childhood are 5 to 8 percentage points more likely to be overweight.

· This is a substantial increase relative to the overall proportion of children that are overweight at 16: 10% for children born in 1958 and 12% for those born in 1970.

· The effect of maternal employment during mid-childhood on the probability of being overweight is the same for boys and girls.

Previous research suggests various pathways by which maternal employment might affect children’s weight. When a mother decides to work outside the home, changes in the household can affect children’s (and parents’) calorie intake and expenditure:

· First, the decrease in time that mothers spend at home is compensated by a decrease in time spent on housework like meal preparation. Possibly due to greater time constraints and decreased energy levels, employed mothers might decide to eat out more or purchase more ready-made meals. 

· Second, when mothers spend more time away from home, their children will spend more time with other family members or in nurseries or schools. The quality of childcare and the type of food the child is given is important.

· Third, without parental supervision, children may make poor nutritional choices. Unsupervised children may also be more likely to stay indoors (watching TV or playing computer games) rather than doing more energetic activities outdoors. 

· Finally, when mothers decide to work, household income will increase. This could have positive effects on the child’s health in terms of being able to purchase more healthy and high-quality foods. Alternatively, the mother’s income might be viewed as ‘extra’ income to be spent on luxuries like restaurant meals. 

Mid-childhood employment does not have an immediate impact on the child’s weight. Rather, the effect appears and strengthens as children get older. This suggests that employment during mid-childhood sets up a pattern that persists through childhood into adolescence. So the next question is why?

Unfortunately, this question cannot be addressed with the available data. But there are some possible mechanisms. First, food preferences and habit formation in children might develop around that age. A second possibility relates to the natural growth pattern in children. Third, mid-childhood is the period when children start school: perhaps the combination of mothers starting work and the child starting school is affecting the child’s weight.

ENDS

Note for editors: The article in the Autumn 2007 issue of Research in Public Policy summarises ‘Maternal Employment and Overweight Children: Does Timing Matter?’ by Stephanie von Hinke Kessler Scholder, CMPO Working Paper No. 07/170. In July 2007, the author was awarded the International Health Economics Association prize for the best student paper in health economics.
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