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SUBJECTIVE ECONOMIC STATUS, SEX RULE
ATTTUDES, FERTILITY, AND MOTHER’S WORK

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to observe the effect of subjective economic status and sex
role attitude controlling for major influential variables such as household resources, individual
characteristics, and place of residence whose effects have been frequently mentioned by previous
researches. The organized data are drawn from the General Social Survey conducted by the
National Opinion Research Center(NORC) in 1985. To examine factors affecting the employment

status of currently married mothers, a multiple OLS regression method was employed.
1. INTRODUCTION

Previous researches indicate that the factors affecting women’s employment are not stable
and hard to clarify. However, for the purpose of this study, drawn are four sets of explanatory
variables in determining women’s gainful employment: household resources (household composition
and household income status), individual characteristics(age, education, family background, work
experience), structural environment(geographical factors), and attitudes toward work.

Bose(1984) suggested that household composition variables are among the most significant
for all groups of women. From the standpoint of the household resources model, as Oppenheimer
(1981,1982) concurs, the family is viewed as an income-earning group. Thus, it is expected
that the presence of wage-earning household members including a male householder will influence

negatively women’s entry into economic activities and that the large number of grown-up children

* Ministry of Health and Social Affairs Administrative Officer.
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to be supported will induce a married women to work outside for income earning.” On the
other hand, the family composition factors will limit a wife’s gainful employment. The existence
of young children will influence negatively wife’s involvement in gainful employment. ?

Some theorists stress that the importance of individual characteristics as the determinants
of women’s entry into gainful work should be seriously taken into account. Among individual
characteristics, age(Bowen and Finegan,1969; Oppenhemer, 1970 ; Waite, 1976 ; Bose, 1984),
education(Cain, 1966 ; Bowen and Finegan, 1969 ; Sweet, 1973 ; Waite, 1978 ; Bose, 1984 ;
Smith-Lovin and Tickamyer, 1978), and race(Wait, 1976 ; Landry and Jendrek, 1978 ; Huber
and Spitze, 1981 ; Bose ,1984) have been frequently discussed.

Structural opportunity model suggests that a geographical and regional economy is expected
to promote or hinder women’s working. From the standpoint of this model, most urban areas
as the more industrialized sections of the country provide more opportunities for working to
even married women than rural areas.

Another group of social scientists have pointed out the possible influences of sex role attitudes
{or sex role identity) on women’s working status(Mason and Bumpass, 1975 ; Waite, 1978 ;
Stolzen and Waite, 1977 ; Smith-Lowin and Tiékamyer, 1978 ; Mason et al,, 1976 ; Spitze and
Waite, 1980 ; Huber and Spitze, 1981). From their viewpoint, modernized work attitudes are
expected to encourage married women to work outside home,

However, most models mentioned above have paid too little attention to the subjective economic
status as an important influence on a wife’s work behavior. For a comprehensive understandig
of wives’ work, it is important to realize how wives perceive and evaluate their economic and
financial status in comparison with that of significant others as a reference group. According
to Oppenheimer(1981,1982), mother’'s employment is a family strategy to cope with the “economic

squeezes” which is caused by discrepancies between life-style aspirations and economic resources

1) Oppenheimer(1982) argues that the second ecomomic squeeze in life-cycle is due to the increasing
education costs for grown-up children.

2) 1t has been frequently pointed out that mothers’ labor force participation and fertility are negatively
correlated. For details, see Stycos and Weller(1967), Becker(1976, 1980), Mincer(1963), Turchi(1975),
Easterlin(1973), Stolzenberg and Waite(1977), Sweet(1973), Bowen and Finnegan{1969), Cain(1966),
Blake(1970), and Tenry(1974).
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currently available. ®“Economic squeezes model” developed by Oppenheimer provides a useful

conceptual tool for analyzing how a mother decides to work outside home. and how she organizes

her own working life. From the perspective of the economic squeezes model, the life-style
aspiration changes over time and is seriously influenced by reference groups and husband’s
occupational prestige. It should be noted that the degree of economic squeezes can be measured
in relative terms as well as in absolute terms. In this sense, subjective family income and
satisfaction with current family economy are expected to have a significant and an independent
capacity in explaining mother’s working status.

The purpose of this study is to develop the household resources model by adding the subjective
economic status(i. e. economic status perceived by a mother) and to observe how a wife’s
work as a coping strategy varies with the current number of children and sex role attitudes,
when controlling for other explanatory variables including the subjective economic status.

In this study, it is hypothesized : (1)that subjective economic status and the degree of financial
satisfaction will affect mothers’ entry into employment independent of household resources,
individual, and regional factors ; (2)}that women’s séx role attitude is expected to have a significant »
effect on women’s wofk, but its effect will be reduced or lost, when controlling for the subjective
economic status variables; and (3)that the negative effect of fertility on employment will be
weakened when introducing a new set of explanatory variables such as the subjective economic
status and sex role aftitude in our model, in the sense that high consumption aspirations
and modernized sex role ideology are expected to make mothers’ working possible in spite

of the given “incompatibility costs” (Oppong,1983) due to childrearing.

[I. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The data for this study are drawn from the General Social Survey conducted by the National
Opinion Research Center(NORC)in 1985. * The subjects in this study(N=274) were currently

married women with one or more children. Age of the subjects ranges from 18 to 55 years.

3) According to Oppenheimer(1981, 1982), economic squeezes consist of three components: life-style
aspiration, costs of these aspirations, and the economic resources currently available.
4) For technical details on the General Social Survey, see the NORC(1985).
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Table 1. Mean and Standard Deviation of the Subjects by Variable

mean SD
current number of children ' 253 140
race S0 30
place of residence 230 1.02
age 36.87 876
age® 1435.77 67092
educational attainment 12.77 232
spouse’s occupational prestige 42.03 14.18
family income from other sources 17539.68 9779.36
financial satisfaction 1.20 73
subjective family income 299 .75
sex role attitude 1.69 56
working status 61 49

Table 1 is the brief summary of the characteristics of the subjects. Currently married women
having no children were excluded in our observation.

A Chow-test result indicates that we need a separate model for the wives having no children

for the explanation of their entry into gainful employment® However, the number of wives

5) For a Chow-test, employed independent variables are race, place of residence, age, age square, Rs

educational attainment, husbands’ occupational prestige, and other sources of family income.

Fe (RRSS—URSS) / (kl—k)
T URSS / (n—kl)

in which :
RRSS=the sum of squared residuals from regression with the dummy variable(having children
or not) included.
URSS=the sum of squared residuals from two separate regressions:one for women having no
children and one for women with at least one child.
kl=the sum of the number of parameters of two separate regressions.
k=the number of parameters of regression with the dummy variable included.

n=the number of unstratified cases.
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with no children(N=51) was not great enough to allow an independert multiple regression
analysis.

To determine factors influencing the current employment status of wives, a multiple OLS
regression strategy was employed. The independent variables in the model, which were chosen
on the basis of previous research findings, can be categorized into three: controlled variables
(household resources / individual characteristics/ regional environment), sex role attitudes,
and subjective status of family economy.

To express the curvilinear relationship of age, two variables(age and age spuare) were included
in the equations.® In this study, four equations were established: the first one with only controlled
variables included: the second one with sex role attitide added to the first equation; the third
one with subjective economic status included additionally instead of sex role attitude added
to the first equation ; and the last one with all variables mentioned previously combined together.

Estimates of the dependent variable generated by the models indicate the probability that
an individual wife having children worked. The dependent variable is a simple dichotomy:
employed versus not-employed.” In order to refine the effect of fertility on women’s employment,
both the age of children and the number of children should be taken into account. However,
in this study, the number of children was not specified by agele. g. under 5, under 14, etc.)
due to the limitation of data. For clarifying the current family economic status, following the
viewpoint of household resources model more rigorously, family income from all other sources
was treated as more powerful predictor of women’s working than husbands’ income(Cain,

1966).

6} It has been noted that wife’s age affects labor force participation in a non-linear inverted U fashion.
The sign is positive for younger wives but negative for older wives(Bowen and Finnegan, 1969 ; Sweet,
1973). .

7) There are several statistical problems associated with the use of a dichotomous variable. However,
the final split on the dichotomous dependent variable was approximately 60 percent employed to
40 percent not-employed for currently married women. These final split is within the 25-75 range,
a range within whose boundaries violations of OLS assumptions in regression analysis may not prove
too serious (Goodman, 1976 ;Vanneman and Pampel, 1977). For research findings on the basis
of OLS regression, see Waite(1976), Landry and Jendrek(1978), and Bose(1984).
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P=bo + bl. NOWKID + b2. RACE + b3 PEACE-+b4. AGE + b5. AGESQ + b6. EDUC
+b7. SPPRES +b8. OTHER

P=bo + bl. NOWKID 4 b2. RACE + b3. PLACE + b4. AGE - b5. AGESQ + b6. EDUC
—+ b7. SPPRES + b8 OTHER + b9. SEXROLE

P=b0 -+ bl. NOWKID -+ b2. RACE + b3. PLACE + b4. AGE 4+ b5. AGESQ + b6. EDUC
+ b7. SPPRES + b8. OTHER + b9. SATFIN + b10. FINRELA

P=bo 4 bl. NOWKID + b2. RACE + b3. PLACE + b4. AGE + b5. AGESQ + b6. EDUC
+ b7. SPPRES + b8. OTHER + b9. SATFIN + bl10. FINRELA +- bll. SEXROLE

in which :
P = wife’s employment, coded : 1 = currently employed, 0 = currently unemployed
NOWKID = current number of children
RACE = race of wife:1 = white, 0 = non-white
PLACE=place of residence when a wife had grown up, coded:1 = rural, 2 = small town
/ city, 3 = medium city, 4 = big city
AGE = age of wife measured in years
AGESQ = squared ége of wife
EDUC = wife’s educational attainment, measured as the highest grade completed
SPPRES = husbands’ occupational prestige ranging from 10 to 89
OTHER = annual family income minus wife’s annual personal income (U. S. dollars)
SEXROLE = three points scale of wife’s attitude toward women’s sex role: 0 indicates the
strongest preference to remaining at home, 2 indicates the strongest preference to working

outside home
SATFIN=degree of financial satifaction,coded : 1=not satisfied at all, 2=more or less satisfied,

3=pretty satisfied
FINRELA=subjective family income, coded : 1=far below average, 2=below average, 3=average,

4=above average, 5=far above average
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[li. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

A. Individual Characteristics, Household Resources, and Place of Residence

Table 3 through 6 show that the effect of age on women’s employment is not so significant.

We have conflicting findings on the curvilinear effect of age. As previous researchers (Bowen

and Finegan, 1969 ; Sweet, 1973) argue, observed b coefficients indicafe a non-linear inverted

U fashion effect, but the nonlinear effect itself was seen to be insignificant.

level in our all regression equations.

As unexpectedly, the effect of wives’ education was not significant at a 95 % confidence

Our statistics reveal that race is negatively correlated to the probability of married women.

It is understandable when we look at the intervening variables such as financial satis faction,

subjective economic status, and education which are positively related to race and negatively

linked with women’s employment (see Table 2). However, the effect of race on women’s

employment was not significant at. 05 level for all regressions,

Table 2. Correlation Coefficients Between Variables

NOWRID RACE PLACE AGE AGESQ EDUC SPPRES OTHER SATFIN FINRELA SEXROLE WORK

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12

1000 -007 -065 558
1000 -045 071
1000 026

1.000

561
083
035
993
1.000

-181
099

-0l6
051
036

1.000

003
106
097
204
182
289
1000

141
177
-001
123
095
054
271
1.000

-013
161
-067
132
127
063
147
280
1.000

-004
156
034
171
163
211
283
343
397

1.000

-084
054
081
.001
007
228
.053

-045

-042
080

1.000

-063
-101
027
065
069
047
-138
-470
-205
-117
112
1.000
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In the present analysis, region has no effect on women’s entry into gainful employment. One
possible interpretation is that modernization may decrease the amount of uncounted work
for women in rural areas and thus that there is no significant differences in self-reported women’s
work between regions.,

Before controlling for subjective economic status and sex role attitude, the effect of current
number of children is significant at.a 95 % confidence level(see Table 3). However, its effect
on women'’s employment turns out to be insignificant, when introducing the two types of additional
explanatory variables independently or together(see Table 4, 5, and 6). It suggests that the
encouraging and motivating forces of these variables may off set the constraining influences
of the current number of children. However, it is dangerous to generalize this finding, becaulse
we did not specify the number of children by age in our regression models.

For convincing results, we need to creat some variables representing the number of children
to be taken care of or to be supported.

Husbands’ occupational prestige has been known to have a significant effect on women'’s
economic activity, but the present analysis implies that it has no significant effect in our
models(see Table 3 through 6)

Two contradictory effects of husbands’ occupational prestige on wives’ employment are expected
:the one is positive and the other is negative. The high occupational prestige of males will
make their wives stay at home when there is no discrepancies between husbands’ occupational
prestige and income. On the other hand, as Oppenheimer argues(1981, 1982), for white-collar
husbands with high occupational prestige, the inconsistencies between prestige and actual income
will induce their wives to enter into market employment by generating economic squeezes.
However, it seems that current regression analysis does agree with neither of them, indicating
neutral effect of husbands’ occupational prstige on employment status.

As Bose(1984) strongly concurs, other sources of family income as a part of household
resources demonstrates its significant effect on women’s gainful employment throughout our
models. The observed regression coefficient reveals that the possibility of women’s employment
will increase by 2 percent when the annual family income from other sources decreases by
one thousand dollars. The present analysis provides an evidence supporting not only the household

resources model but also Oppenheimer’s economic squeezes model. As a component of economic
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Table 3. Regression Coefficients Predicting Wife’s Current Employment Status

Independent variables

Regression Coefficients -

Unstandardized .Standardized
NOWKID -025™ -072**
(.024) (.071)
RACE -047 -029
(.094) (.058)
PLACE -017 -036
(.027) (057} .
AGE 036* oAT*
(.027) {491)
AGESQ -3.48E-04 -476
(3.58E-04) (490)
EDUC 015 073
(.013) (.060)
SPPRES -2.29E-03 -066
(2.14E-03) (.062)
OTHER(thousands) -024*** -470™*
(.003) (.060)
constant 233
(524)
Adjusted R? 22
N 253
*p<.20
*p<.05
*+*p <001

note : Standard errors are in parenthesis.

185



Table 4. Regression {Coefficients IPredicting wife’s {Current IEmployment Status:: Sex Role Atttude

_ iRegression ‘Coefficients

Independent variables — —
Unstandardized .Standardized

NOWKID -024 -i069
(024) {.070)

RACE ~052 -032
(:094) (057)

PLACE =020 -i043
(.027) (1057)

AGE -039 696
(:027) {490)

AGESQ -3:85E-04 -527

{358E-04) (490)

EpucC 011 .051
(:013) {.061)

SPPRES -22BE-03 -066

(213E-03) (062)

OTHER (thousands) -023* -467*
(003) (.060)

SE(ROLE' .081* 092*
{:050) {057)

constant 111
(528)

Adjusted R? 23

N 253

“p<20

*+p<.001

note : Standard errors are in parenthesis.
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Table 5. Regression Coefficients Predicting wife’s Current Employment Status : Subjective Economic

Status

Independent variables

Regression Coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized
NOWKID -033* - =095
(.025) (071)
RACE -028 -017
(.094) (.058)
PLACE -018 -038
(.027) (.056)
AGE o041 729
(.027) (.491)
AGESQ -392E-04 -539
(3.57E-04) (.490)
EDUC 011 052
(.013) (.060)
SPPRES -240E-03 -070
(2.14E-03) (.062)
OTHER(thousands) -023*** -464***
(.003) (.064)
SATFIN -082** -123**
(.041) (.062)
FINRELA 043 067
(.042) (.065)
constant 227
(528)
Adjusted R? 24
N 252
*p<.20
*»*p<.05
5 <001

note : Standard errors are in parenthesis.
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Table 6. Regression Coefficients Predicting wife’s Current Employment Status : Subjective Economic
Status and Sex Role Attitude

" Regression  Coefficients

Independent variables

Unstandardized Standardized
AGE .043* 765"
(.027) (491)
AGESQ -420E-04 -577
(3.57E-04) (.490)
PLACE -021 -043
(.027) (.057)
RACE -033 -020
{.094) (.058)
OTHER(thousands) -023*** -460***
(.003) (.064)
EDUC 007 035
(.013) (.061)
SPPRES -2.38E-03 -069
(2.14E-03) (.062)
NOWKID -032* -091”
(.025) (.071)
SATFIN 078** -117*
(.041) (.062)
FINRELA 040 061
(.042) (.065)
SEXROLE 068" 077*
(.050) {.057)
Adjusted R* 24
N 252
*p<.20
*p< 10
*** <001

note : Standard errors are in parenthesis.

squeezes, objectively measured financial resources were expected to affect women’s working
negatively. The considerably high correlation between women’s working status and family income

from other sources(r=47) also coincides with our expectation(see Table 2).
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B . Subjective Economic Status
The effect of subjective economic status on women’s gainful employment can be discussed

in terms of subjective famiiy income(i. e. relative family income) and degree of satisfaction
with current financial status. A F-test was offered to observe the effect of these two variables
at the same time. Restricted regression equations included controlled variables only. The observed
F value(3.65) exceeded the established critical F value at a 95% confidence level with the
degrees of freedom(2/241).® Thus, the hypothesis that neither of these two variables has
no effect was rejected.

Preveiously, it was hypothesized that subjectively evaluated economic status would have a
significant effect on women’s working as objectively measured family income status did. However,
the observed t value does not support the significance of its effect on wives’ employment
(see Table 4). Inclusion of sex role attitude in our regression model did not affect the magnitude
of impact of subjective economic status on mothers’ employment (see Table 6).

On the other hand financial satisfaction was seen to have a significant influence on women’s
working status. Other important explanatory variables such as the current number of children
and wives' age are expected to lead a positive relationship between financial satisfaction and
wives’ employment, since those two variables are positively correlated to both financial satisfaction
and women’s employment. However, in spite of that, the resulting effect of financial satisfaction

turns out to be negative. It means that the significant negative effect of financial satisfaction

on wives’ employment may be attributed to the negative influences on wives’ working of family

8) To see how to obtain F-statistics,

£ (RRSSURSS) /m
~URSS/(n—k—1)

in which:
RRSS=the sum of squared residuals from regression excluding economic squeezes variables.
URSS=the sum of squared residuals from regression including economic squeezes variables
m=the number of economic squeezes variables(financial satisfaction and subjective family income)
n=the number of cases in unrestricted regression

k=the number of parameters in unrestricted regression.

189



income from other sources which is highly and negatively correlated to mothers’ working(r=-.
47) and which is moderately correlated to financial satisfaction(r=.28).

Correlation of subjective family income to financial satisfaction (r=.40) and to other sources
of family income(r=.34) let us expect a significant effect of the subjective family income on
currently married mothers’ employment. In this analysis, however, its effect was seen to be
insignificant. It means that relative economic status perceived by mothers themselves does not
influence their working status independent of houselhold resources including reported family
income.

The inclusion of the subjective socioeconomic variables increases an adjusted R* from 22.
4% to 23.6%, showing that the current number of children seriously loses its explanatory
power. The null hypothesis that there is no effect of the number of children on mothers’
working status was not rejected at a 95% confidence level, when controling for additional
variables. This result indicates that the effect of subjective economic status may offset to a

great extent the negative effect of the number of children on mothers’ employment.

C. Sex Role Attitude
As noted eatlier, the influence of sex role attitude on mother’s working has been widely

known. However, in our models, its effect was not significant at a 95 % confidence level(significant

at .20 level). (see Table 4-and 6).
The deletion of subjective economic status variables did increase a confidence level of significance

from 0.82 to 0.89, indicating the feasible interaction between sex role attitude and economic
squeeses variables. It has been expected that the effect of sex role attitude on mothers’ employment

is due to the influence of education on mothers’ entry into gainful employment.
However, as shown at Table 2, a correlation between education and sex role attitude was

not great(r=.23). Furthermore, as unexpectedly, the effect of education on mothers’ working
was seen to be insignificant (see Table 4 through 6). In equation (4), the effect é)f financial
saﬁs%action 7on mothers’ employment disappeared, when introducing sex role attitude. The observed
t-statistic was slightly greater than the established critical t value at a 95% confidence level
in equation (3). However, the inclusion of sex role attitude reduced confidence level for significance
from 95.2% to 94.1%. It is not certain that reduction in the effect of finanical satisfaction

was wholly due to the counteracting influences of sex role attitude, because compounding
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interactions between variables in our molel may cause a shift of the influences of financial
satisfaction on mothers’ employment. However, it is arguable that the loss of the effect of
financial satisfaction would be associated with the emergence of sex role attitude.

The contradicting conclusion on the effect of sex role attitude in comparison with previous
findings is thought to result from the different characteristics of samples” and the different

combination of explanatory variables in our model.”

IV. CONCLUSIONS

We hypothesized that subjective economic status will influence their gainful employment
after controlling for several explanatory variables such as household resources, individual characteristics,
and place of residence. The findings in this study demonstrate that financial satisfaction will
have a significant effect. However, relative family income was not observed to be significant
in our regressions.

Mothers’ sex role attitude was expected to have a significant influence on their employment,
before controlling for economic squeezes variables. However, as unexpectedly, statistics reveal
that there is no effect of sex role attitude on wives’ entry into market employment both before
and after controlling for the variables additionally. Our data imply that there is a possible counteraction
between sex role attitude and financial satisfaction in determining women’s employment status.

The constraining influence of fertility on wives’ working was significant at a 95 % confidence
interval in our initial model. As expectedly, the effect of the number of children was taken
away by the invasion of sex role aftitude and subjective economic status which are believed
to induce or to motivate married mothers to work outside home.

Our regression analyses indicate that the introduction of subjective income status explains

9) In this study, the subjects were restricted to currently married women having more than one child
who ranged in age from 18 to 55 years old. Other several previous researches have a differnt range
in age and a different definition of working. For example, Huber and Spitze restricted women’s age
ranging from 18 to 66 years, and Bose(1984) viewed fulltime working women as employed.

10) Most previous studies posited above do not include the subjective economic status in their regression

analysis.
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more variations in currently married mothers’ employment. The inclusion of sex role attitude
also let the model obtain greater prediction capacity. The proportion of explained variations
among total vatiations increased from 22 % to 23 %.

The major disadvantages of this study are the followings :

First, the number of children were not specified by age. Thus, the unrefined effect of fertility
was observed.

Second, sex role attitude was too simply measured to obtain whole aspects of attitudes
toward working.

Third, the resulting insufficient number of sample due to the restriction of observation in
this study made it difficult to observe the effect of economic squeezes varables and sex role

attitudes through sample stratification by race and by occupation.
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