
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 216'296 CG 015 900

AUTHOR Coleman, Lerfta M.; Antonucci, Toni C..
TITLE The Impact of Work"On Wohien,at Midlife.
PUB DATE Aug 81

/

NOTE 18p.; Paper presented at the Annual Convention of the
American Psychologica,1 Associition (89th, Los
Angeles; CA, August 24-26, 1981).

EDRt PRICE MF01/170001 Plus Postage:
DESCRIPTORS Anxiety; Comparative Analysis; Coping; *Employed

/Women; *Employment Experience;"*Females; *Homemakers;
Middle Aged Adults; *Midlife Transitions; Physical
Health; Self"Actualization; Self Esteem; *well,
Being

ABSTRACT
occupational status is a)key.cconponent of identity

and self-worth f r Men. But little research -has been done on the
influence of wor ing status on women, particularly.during life cycle .

,transitions or riods of crisis. To examine the impact of employment
status on the s lf-esteem, psychological well-being an physical
health of Women at md-life, 206 employed women and -183 homemakers
were-compared on a number of scales of well-being. Results indicated
that working women at-mid-life had higher self-esteem and less
psychological anxiety than homemakers, Working women also reported
better physfcil health." The findings Suggest that work may be a
stabilizing force for women during critical transitions, throughout
the life.cycle.'(4utbor/JAC)

.\

:' ...Z;*

%

o

o .

O

t

O

***********************************************************************
.* Repcbductions supplied by EDR$ are 'the best that can be made

'from the original document:'
.

*

Ap*****************************i***t**********************************

.*



-

t

t

."

The Impact of Work on Women at Midlife

Lerita M. Coleman.arid Toni C. Antonucci'

-University of Michigan

°

d'

U.S. DEPAIITMENT OF EDUCATION
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

CENTER (ERIC)

This document has been reproduced
received from the Dimon or organization
originating it.

o Minor hanges have beetr made to Improve
reproduction quality.

Points of view or *mons stated in this docu. 1.
meet d6 not necessarily represent official NIE

position or policy.

.

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS

1.1

2 /
1

MAT IAL HAS BEEN -ANTED BY

.Tp THE EDU TIONAL RESOURCE
INFORMATION C ER (ERIC)."

1



z

.

t<

I

V*

The Impact of Work on Women at Midlife

4

=r,

a

c

4,

.

4

t ).

jp

.



Working Women at Midlife
2.

. A's greater nuthbers:of:women enter the work force, it has become
\

i ,
.

increagingrk imporiant to understand ncd only the impact of "the working
. 7

.'

: .

.
.

woman" on Ame'rican'family iife'15ut how working in turnaffects the lives of
. . -

.

'women. One of the key components of Adentity.and'self-worth for men is their.
'

.
occupational status; working often determines feelings. of self-esteem and

psychological well-being (Tamir; 1960). Little research, however, has

examined the influence of working status on developing or maintaining the

psychological well -being of women, particularlf,durg,life cycle. transitions

or periods of crisis. For women, midlife is one major life cycle transition.

Research on how women cope with,ihe midlife transition is also kparse.

Present m3dels of midlife development, gre based primarily, on small male ;

samples (Brim; ,1976; Levinson,-1978; Valliant, 109; Gould, 1978). Often the

processes' or stages of Changes are'nof' relevant to women:and working Women in
.

_.particula* Even among the few stbdies Aix f4cus on women at midlife" there

is an implicit assumption that life cyci e transitions in .wiomen are linked to

faNily life and changes in the `'family e cycle mark the commencement of

midlife (Northcott, 1981; Tamir & Antonn ci, 181; Rubin; 1980). Moreover,

women are thought to become depressed as:1 their children seek independent lives

and leave home ('the empty nest 'syndrome") (Bart; 1971. More-recerit research
7

suggests that the_launchIng of the famlly'ellgirs a period' of self-evaluation
4

and, self-assessment for both men and women which we have come to label the

mid-life transition (Tamir, 1980;Tamir,p'Antonucci, 1981).,
t

For most people, therefore, the mid-Ilift transit ion may serve as a time
(7 .

for self-evaluation and introspective examination. For'some women, this

.

process can also become a soprce of anxiety; a reminder of aspirations never
r

, .

attained or opportunities loit to tike.' There are some-factors,,like.
1 1.

C 4.
:
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/ -1
involvement Iwn ork, however, which might Minimize the psych4ogicacnxieties,.

/ ' ' , ,

associated with the mid-life transition. If women are at all sitilar to,men,

they should derivd some psycholosical benefits from work. Thus, one would

expect workfhg womento have higher self-esteem, less psychologicalfanxiety .

, .

and greater psycholo gical well-being In general than hoinemakers. In fact,

r
'

.

working should be 0
.

impdrtant predictor of overall psychological well-being

.
.

in mid-life women given thee-other demographic or social factors may seive to

- 1 '
I r ) * -

.

increase the,psychological tensions associated with middle age. 1

Kessler and McRae (in pres.), analyzing the same data set used inlitm
.. \ ..

. , ,
.

\
.

, N
. .

. ,

. ,

present investigation, report thA, overall; women reap benefits from

being employed. These benefits' are attenuated. only in working mothers of

, i
:, 1' ,' %.

young children whose spousesr do not share household and childcare /
,

G----

responsibilities. Even the amount of income (i.-e:, occupational preAtige)
.

does not seem to effect the more potitive scores_ondimensions of well being

--
(e.g.Psychologicaf anxiety,immObilization, physical health, silf-esteem)

..

-, ,--;

Some extremely high-salaried positions, however, seem -to carry a "work

overload--effect. Moreover, the positive effects of working are even

stronger for women with greater Sob setisfactiod. Ad,cordingto Kessler and

McRae (in press), two important issues distinguish the benefits men and women

, .. .

derive from working: 1) for women conditions Kin the home and work placeYcan

° increase or deciease the positive benefits of working and.* while a strong-

positive rela%ionship exists between salary and mental.health for middle-age,

I men, there is no correlation' for women. However, Manis and Markus (1978) ,

t

found that the self-esteem,of employed women wasfrpositively correlated with

r°

their salary. Thus, it.is not clehr whether employment status or occupational

level is most important for the psychological well -being of mgr Injthe

O . Kesent comparative study of middle-age women (Working vs. homemakers), .
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"& :working is expectedito increase psychological well-being. Satisfaction with

4
(

work, then, may_be the most important predictor of'selfTesteem orlack of
c.

t

0!
I o

..psyphological'anxiety at Midlife..
...)

) _,

h 0

s'
The objectives of this study are two-foldC.1) to, expaad' our knowledge

'

about what determines hdtvliomen react to and cope with theimidlife transit4on
i

add 2) to identify the specific contribution of work to the adjustment of

women at midlife.,

Method

Sample -
f

. /s .

.

,
-,__,....

The data .
,

were taken from a natiAlal survey of 2264 adults (Veroff,-
": . ,

1 . -

DouVan & kuilca;1981)',,conducted by the Survey Research Centet at the

University .ofifih gan in the summer of 1976. The sample was drawn', using

area 'samplfil7 0,4ility,methods, to yjeld a representativ4 sample of the
/

American adul -,0 14tiofi,,.2,1 'years of age or older living in private
,,,19

Ahouseholds Uithin:the coterminou4 United States. A detailed description of

the spMplinvprocedures implemented,As provided,by Kish and-Hes'S (1965). Of

the.2264,389 women between the ages of:40-59 were:selected ,to represent the
.

middle .age atopp-

Measure's
...

-. -. i.

The survey gontainet.-several-indicators of psychological well-being and

distress. The present Investigation included%six such'independentsMeasurep;
. '''

ilelf-esteem, lack of depressia, lack of pgydhological anxiety, phYiical

,.
.- ,,,

:

health, .happiness, as well as some.satisfaction measures (Veroff, qouvan & '

. , ,
-r"

Kulka, 1981). The self - esteem items (with minor differences in wording)aTe
'

,,,' /-*):11.4,,,,-,

1 A
.

seleled from the Rosenberg.Self-Estam.Scale'N4enterg, 1965), -an index
.

.
c.,°. .14

0..
I. .4. ...

? which ,measures the self-acceptanc
.

aspect of se'l'f- esteem (alpha = v69). -The
)

.
, .:

.

,

.;.1.....

Lackof Depression Scald cfonsists essentially oithe pdsitively-woded item's
I"

\...

. !
.i,

4

'4
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from the Zung (1965) Self7Rating Depression Scale. These items were selected

for inclusion in the questionnaire because they are highly correlated with'the

Zung Scale as 'a whole but are largely independent of items contained.in:tbe

other symptom scales (alpha = .80). The Physical,Ill Health and Psychological

Anxiety Scales are derived,from factor analyses of a twenty-item symptom
4'

checklist. Components of the-list were taken from.the Stirling County Study

(Macmillan, 1957) with some revision in wording. Other measiires,:primarily

',Ilicators of satisfaction at midlife were also included: marital

4

0 satisfaction, parental satisfaction,-job satisfaction; homemaker satisfaction;

physical health (Symptoms)4immdbilization, how interesting life i's,

happiness, and family life cycle stage (Toff, Douvan, kulka, 1981)%
tt;

Results

A series of one way ANOVA's (comparing middle-aged working women

vs. homemakers) revealed that working women sore significantly higher on Most

measures of psychological well-being (e.g.; self- esteem, lackTof psychological

ap

anxiety, general life satisfyion). Working women have higher self-esteem,.
. . .

y dr

-1,

less psychological anxiety, better physical health and greater satisfaction

with Marriage [self-esteem--i(1,352) = 12.70; p < .0004]. [Lack,of

psychological anxiety F(1,352) = 4.40, 13*< .03; Physical health--F(1,352) =

11.55, p < .0004; Marital satisfaction--F(1,351) = 7.56, p <

Differences on how happy and the generalCiifecaatisfaction items were

7
marginally significInt with working women feeling happier.and more satisfied

.

With life {How- {sappy--F(1,350) = 2.83, p-< .09) (Life satisfactidn--F(1050)
0,-

.

..
.

,

. = 3.34, iit < .06)., Working women and homemakers, howevef,'did- not-differ Oil ;

. : \
the,folloWingmeisuies; the Zung Depression Scale: parental satisfaction;

.
- .0. .

. i .

,

immobization and lffe interesting [Zuni Scale--F(1,353) = 1.36, P ( .243;

Parental SatisfactionF(1,349.. 1.56, p < .2121 Immobilization--1(1,348 =

p 7
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.3118, p,< ;576; Life Interesting--F(1,347)= .036, p < .848.

A series of multiple regressions were conducted to determine the

importance of employment status, relative to other status and_ demographic

variables, inipredfcting self- esteem, lack of psychological anxiety and
. . . .

., , ,

thysical health in middle-aged women. _In the first regression analysis using
.

.

self-esteem in mid-life as the criterion, five variables were entered.is ,

pre dictor variables: employment status, marital status,, income, education and

family life cycle step, The Multiple R was ignificant -(R=.239,

F(5,224)4.63, p < .003), see Table 1. Examination of the effects of the

0 separate'predictors indicate that only emPloyment status significantly

.

influences self-esteem. Working women reported higher levels of self-esteem

than home makers. In the next analyses; presented in Table 2, the same

variables were entered as predictor variables usinglack of psychological

anxiety as. the criterion variable. The/overall, regression was'marginally

significant (R=.213, F(5,223) =2.10, p <_;06), with emOoyment status, mirital.

'status, and .family life cycle tage each significantly effecting the degree or-

lack
.0

of psychological anxiety exhibited by the individuals` Tbesevflridings

. ,":

indicated that working women and married women were less anxious than their
,

homemaker-or single, widowedl'eeparated, or divorced counterpdrts.

Interestingly, midlife women with high incomes had morepsychological anxi.:4
, .

.. . &t

thantheir low income counterparts.

The taltd regression analysis again included employment 'status, marital

status, education, income; and family fife cycle as predictors.' The criterion

variable in this'case was self4.reported physical' health. The overall Multiple
- *

,

R was significant (R,.273, F(.5;224)=3.63, p<.003). lEmploi'ment status, family

life cYcle stage and income were significant predictors of physical health

(see Table III). EmploYed ,omen reported better physical healththan
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_ .

homemakers. Women with older children had!more physical health symptots. It

should be noted that this finding is most'likely an artifact of age since

r family life cyole'stage is also highly related to age. Thus, this regression

might simply be indicating that older women have more physical health problems

than younger women--a very logical finding not necessarily related to

employment or midlifetrahsitions. 'Women with higher incomes also reported-
*

fewer .physical health_symptoms% Of the three,'employment status was the best

predictor of physical health. (see Table IV)

Another set of regressions examining working vs. homemaker groups

separately were_computed.using'satisfaction measures (e.g., marital

satisfactioi, parental satisfaction, job satisfaction for employed women and

homemaker satisfaction for homemakers) to predict selfesteem, lack of

psycholOgidal anxiety and physical health. None of the equations no the

predictors were, significant. (See Tables IV and V).

/
Discussion

.

,

, i These results, while not representihg a comprehensive studY,of middle

a i r

aged women, indicate that employment status (working), plays an important role
. \ .

.
,.../

. .,

Ilkk,
in the psychological wellbeing of women at midlife. Much of the liteVtute

on the midlife transition in women characterizes midlife as a tite of

.questioning and reevaluation and frequently a period in which, women hav-low
1

..

serfesteem:tsuffe'r more psychological anxiety' and exhibit a number of

.*

.
N,*.

physical health symptoms. These data, however, suggest that for women', being

employed maybserva to signifitantly mediate the propensities toward tension

and psychological anxiety that accompanies the midlife transition. For.

emp1 rid women atterition seems to be redirected away from launching a family
4

existential questioning of unsatisfactory marital situation: Such issues,

. .
.4

though, mayibe highlighted for women who are homemakers since host of their
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6 . .

adult lives has been devoted to,famil3 roles that begin to erode during
. -

4--

.
., . .,

midlife. '!ore importadeiy, working is the only significant piedictor of self-

esteem in midlife women more important than income, education, marital status,,

or 'family life cycle stage. It is one of the most important predictors of
-,

. .

lack of psichological anxiety and iihysical health. Note, however,.that

although middle-aged working vlomen and homemakers differ_on
.
marttal -ot

satisfaction, the satisfaction measures are not related to self-dsteem,
. \.

,

psychological anxiety, or physical health. ) A

$ Xe , .

.
.

Future studies need to examine, in greater depth, both the topics of °m,_

c .4. , ,..1,

working and midlife women, particularly dszreater numbers .of women enter the

-labor force at midlife. In actuality, working may serveas a greater sotIrce

pf Self-esteem or a deterrent to, psychological anxiety when women are involved

In.careers. Perhaps special 'job characteriStics also are associated with-.

greater psychologiCal wellbeing.

These findings replicate Northcott's (1981) indicating that working women

are both healthier and happier than non-Working women aria- disagree, at least,
, .

in part with Kessler and McRae's suggestion that unlike working men.,' working

women do not derive any benefits which are diaectly and positively related to-

their salary. Rather, these .findings' complement' the Manis and Markus (1978)

6
finding wi,h a positive relationship betseen physical health-and income. It.

is worth noting, however, that the present findingi do not attempt to exactly .-

4

replicate the Manis and Markus finding since income and,ealployment status.were

considered as separate'predictors of self-esteem.

These results also seem to indttatq'that the possible negative effects of

the mid-life transition (e.g., empty-nestdsyndrome, anxiety, feelings of

inadeqUacy) are-attenuated if a woman is empio9ed. In fact; the parameters

characterizing ,the onset of midlife 'hay Wier f6r employed women (who may be

10.

1 0

ot
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.less dependent on chahgtng family stages to sigrial changes in life cycle).

.Due to their dnereased self-esteem, betterhealth, and less psychological
4

anxiety, women who work, may hive a more positive' effect on family life because

they are more psychologically capable of coping witti midlife. Comparing

working vs.
AW
non-wohing women atother cruciarperibds. of the life cycle .

(e.g., newlymarried, early parenthood, divorce.,' death of a spouse) may

demonstrate that employment acts asa stabilizng element in otherwise
at

turbulent iimes,<._

a

4

ti

I

.
.

a e
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Table
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.12

RegressiOh-of VarObles on Self- Esteem (All Midlife Women)

, "
s

:

C

aa.41,L.

F(5,224)=2:72, p<.02; Multiple R=.239, R Square=.057, S.E:=1.312

411. '

Variable. '

, Employment Status

Marital Stato

Family Life Cycle Stage

'Income
14

Education

Partial R

,.

.222,

.023

.034

-.087

.003

4

B

,;629

.033

.053

- -.088

.000

t-statistics

'3.96***

3.40 * **

.35

52

-1.31

.04

°

***p<.00=1 4".,
,.

. ,. . .

,.. .

Note: This regression is Based,on a sample of 230. Thample
size (N) viries with the number of respondents answering a
particular question. w -"

,

a

9

3
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able II -

,Regression of Variables on ychological Anxiety Midlife Women)

\

F(5,223)=2.10, p<.06i-Multiple R=.212, R Square=.045 S.E.=1.16

v"-' T

Variable Parfial ,t- statistics
0001.0

Constant ,

Employment' Status .135

Marital Status .174

Family 'llffe Cycle Stage -.011

fl*

Income .127
4

° Education i -.075

.335

.222

.115

-.005

3.32

2.04*

2.65**

-.16

1.92*

-1.13

.

Lip

<.05

. **p<.01

* * *p <. 001

Note: This regression is based on,a sample of 229.

o

.1

1

e Gam'

6
o



.

----.

Working Women 'at Midli(fe

Regression Of Variables on Physical Health (All Midlife Woien)

Table II
eI

14

F(5,224)=3.63, p<.003, Multiple R7.273, RfSquare=.075, S.E.=1.40

Variable Partial,R t-statistics

Constant .. 1.85

Employment Status .162 ,487 2.46**
,

Marital-Status .007 .011 ;i1

Family Life Cycle Stagei/, .,.133 .221 2.01*

Income -.47 ,-.61 -2.23*
?

Education '

. .

.-.039
J

-.003 --.584

*p<.05
**p<'.01

t

Note: This regression Isbased ample of 229.
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Table IV ,a

Working Women at Midlif

,
Regression of Variables on Self-Esteem, Psychological

Anxfety, and Physical Health (Working Women)

1

Self-Esteem
F(3,197)=.91, ns., Multiple R=.117, R Square=.01, S.E.=1.I4

Variable .
Partial R B

<

t-statistics

Constant 10.38

Marital Satisfaction .027 .041 . .39

Job Satisfaction '.109 .169 1.55

Parental Satisfaction .002 .008 .03

Psychological Anxiety
F(3,I96)=1.39, ns,.,, Multiple R=.I44, R Square=.020, S.E.=1.25

Variable

Constant'

Partial R B t-statistics

Marital Satisfaction .099 .165
, .

Job Satisfaction_ .067 .114

Parental.Satisfaction .047 .174

I

6.38

1:.40

.95

;66

Physical Health .

F(3,197)=.976, n.s., Multiple R=.121, R Square=.014, S.E.=1.40

Variable

Constant

Partial R-

Matital Satisfactionr

Job Satisfaction

Parental Satisfaction

't-statistics

4.74

, .039 %-.30

.055 .103. -.77 11

.110 .4544
-"7

1.56



( Table V

Working Women at Midlife
.16

Regression of Variables on Self-Esteem, Psychological
Anxiety, and Physical Health, (Homemaker)

Self-Esteem
F(3,142)=.73,Multiple R=.114, R Square=.013,, S.E.X.1.45

Variable

77

6:instant

Partial R B ;t-statistics

2

Marital Satisfaction

HOmemaker Satisfaction

Parental Satisfaction

.056

.066

I

.037

. .

479
,Y*

41735
..";
F

051

8.75 ,

'.67

. 79

. 44

Psychological Anxiety
F(3,142)=.69, Multiple R=.120, R Squeke=.014, S.E.=1.13

Variable .Partial R B t-statistics

Constant '8.81

y

Mkital Satisfaction - .056 .139. .67

Homemaker Satisfaction .041' .Q35 .49
. '

..,

^
Parental.Satjsfaction .063 .197 .75

Physical Health,;
1 }(3142)=.32,:Multiple R=.006; R SqUare=.00, S.i.=1.44

Variable

e Constant

Marital- Satisfaction'

Homemakii Satisfaction

'Parental Satisfaction

Partial R

.064

,-.015

.024

B'

.204

.016

..098

t.7statistics

6.38
s

.77

-.17

.29

1

;

MIN.1110 r-


