FAMILIES VALUED
Vol. 4, 2017

3. Motherhood: Benefit or Burden to
Business?
Elizabeth Schiltz
Elizabeth Schiltz is Professor of Law at the University of St. Thomas and Co-Director at Terrence J.
Murphy Institute for Catholic Thought, Law, and Public Policy in Minneapolis, MN.
In recent decades, the Catholic Church has come to share the widespread social consensus about the
urgent need for the insights of the feminine genius in all sectors of society–in the home, surely, but
also in our halls of government, our schools and universities, and our businesses. 1 The specific
contribution of women may lie in some unique and particular genius, gift, or aptitude. Or it could be,
as suggested by Sr. Prudence Allen in her writings on integral complementarity, that it is the
synergetic effect of men and women working together that is necessary to generate the most creative
and fruitful approaches to contemporary challenges.2 A growing body of evidence from multiple
disciplines demonstrates that men and women working together on almost any sort of project tend to
reach different, and better, results that either men working alone or women working alone.3
Many of the women who help bring about creative and fruitful work into being are also mothers. And
motherhood–like all kinds of caregiving–comes with some undeniable costs. Should employers
assume the costs and inconveniences of accommodating the demands of caregiving? If so, why? Why
should employers not simply hire more women who do not have children or discourage women with
children from staying on the job by not accommodating the demands of caregiving?
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An argument for women in the workplace does not, in itself, furnish a compelling business case for
mothers in the workplace. Is there something unique about the gifts, talents, and perspectives of
women who are mothers, or something unique about what women who are mothers add to the
dynamic of men and women working together? This is a harder case to make. Yet we need to attempt
to make such a case for two very important reasons.
First, without solid arguments for accommodating mothers in workplaces, even employers who are
convinced of the value of women in the workplace have little incentive to accommodate parenting.
Second, we have an urgent need for the voices of mothers in workplaces because they have the most at
stake in many of the critical concerns that workplaces and our society face. They have the most at
stake in pushing for policies that enable parents to balance their work and their caregiving
responsibilities. We need the voices of mothers in national and international governing bodies
because they have the most at stake in continuing to remind their nations and the world of the reality
that the overwhelming proportion of the world’s poverty population is composed of women and
children–across the globe, in countries of all stages of development.4
So why should workplaces make generous accommodations to mothers? I will consider four
arguments.
1. Businesses want women workers, and most women workers want to be mothers.
The most obvious, and likely the most compelling, argument for accommodating mothers is that most
women do become mothers, and most mothers also perform some sort of paid labor in addition to
their caregiving.5 This simple reality underlies the very important, equality-based arguments for
workplace accommodation of caregiving that have convinced most countries in the world to enact
some forms of guaranty of maternity protections for women workers.6 Indeed, the Catholic Church
has long recognized that the “true advancement of women requires that labor should be structured in
such a way that women do not have to pay for their advancement by abandoning what is specific to
them and at the expense of the family.”7 However important those equality-based arguments are,
though, my focus in this essay is on making the business case for accommodating mothers in the
workplace. In that regard, these same basic facts provide equally powerful arguments.
2. Businesses benefit long term from the caregiving work of mothers and should thus
shoulder some of its cost.
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Some American feminist legal scholars have been developing arguments that caregiving
should be accorded a higher social value than it currently is, and should thus be more robustly
supported, because raising children benefits the whole of society.8 It is essential to ensuring
future generations of healthy, capable citizens and workers. Mothers pay the disproportionate
cost of this benefit, allowing our businesses and social institutions, as well as men and
childless women, to be “ ‘free-riders’ appropriating the labor of the caretaker for their own
purposes.”9 One such scholar argues: “instead of viewing accommodations for parenting as
only benefitting the parents, [we should] understand that we all benefit from parents’ choice
to procreate; after all, society needs procreation to continue and employers need procreation
to continue to have employees in the future.”10 Scholars note that children who grow into
responsible adults become the new generation of workers supporting us through their labor
and their taxes as we age.11
These communitarian arguments are likely to be more persuasive in shaping general social policy,
however, than in convincing individual employers to accommodate mothers.
So what more direct arguments might we make to business in countries like the United States which
do not impose on their businesses the costs of the long-term benefit of caregiving? Let us consider
two.
3. Accommodating motherhood is not, in fact, as much of a burden on businesses as is
commonly suggested.
Countless careful studies, across industries and across the globe, demonstrate the reality of the
“motherhood wage penalty.”12 Women who are mothers earn less than women who have no children,
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and less than men, whether or not the men have children. This motherhood wage penalty persists in
research that controls for reduced work hours and reduced productivity.13 Research shows that
employers “stereotyp[e] mothers as less competent and committed than otherwise identical workers
who are not mothers.”14
The findings from several studies call into question workplace stereotypes against mothers. Data from
the US Department of Labor, for example, shows that work absences for illness, injury, or medical
problems (which affect all workers) are “often twice to three times as high as absence from childcare
problems; other family or personal obligations; civic or military duty; and maternity or paternity
leave.”15 Another very interesting study compares the “pro-work” activity of mothers to that of fathers
and nonparents, using data from a National Survey of Midlife Development in the United States (a
random pool of 4963 adults ages 35-86). 16 This study analyzed responses to questions like: How
much thought and effort do you put into your work situation these days? How often do you get so
involved in your work that you forget about everything else, including the time? How often do
activities and chores at home prevent you from getting the needed amount of sleep to do your job
well? The author found that mothers’ and fathers’ pro-work behaviors were more similar than they
were different, and that neither were, in fact, different from non-parents’ behaviors. .17
Because the survey did reveal (as many studies have established) that mothers, in fact, spend more
time doing household chores than fathers, the author of this study was led to speculate on exactly how
the mothers were managing to do all of this. She offered a couple of possible explanations. Perhaps
mothers, aware of the biases against mothers discussed above, were overcompensating at work to
overcome the negative stereotypes. Or perhaps mothers were behaving differently than fathers and
nonparents on the job and at home, to maintain high levels of energy and effort at work. At home,
mothers may be reducing their standards for housework compared to their standards before
parenthood, or giving up leisure time. At work, mothers may be delegating more tasks, or, “[k]nowing
their family and home demands their attention, mothers may work wisely, staying on task and
wasting little time on the job so they can complete job tasks while at home.”18 Indeed, the study found
that mothers reported with greater frequency than fathers that they are often so involved at work they
forget about everything else, even the time. The third possible explanation from this author was that
“mothers’ parenting skills at home may cross over into the workplace. The multitasking, task
prioritizing, creativity, and interpersonal skills needed to raise a family and run a household promote
efficiency, focus, and organization–skills highly prized in the workplace. … Women may be drawing
on the skills they use at home to help, rather than hurt, them at work.”19 Which brings us to my last
argument.
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3. Mothers offer some unique and valuable skills to the workplace.
The skills identified above that are honed by parenting–organization, the ability to multitask, the
ability to prioritize and to focus intently on the current priority, emotional intelligence–are all
qualities of the most successful workers. Of course, “Fatherhood likely provides a training ground for
men, but since they engage in less childcare and housework, on average, than mothers . . . , mothers
gain more ‘experience’ from home than fathers.”20 Ann Crittenden’s 2004 book If You’ve Raised Kids,
You Can Manage Anything: Leadership Begins at Home surveyed sixty professional women leaders
and concluded that motherhood made them better executives.21 As one executive who manages a team
of twelve, five of whom are mothers with children under five, put it: “Moms know better than anyone
how to squeeze twice the output into half the time.”22 One entrepreneur argues that these qualities are
particularly valuable for entrepreneurs, whose success depends on their ability to prioritize, multitask,
deal with people of different backgrounds and needs. She explains that “The way that everything
changes when you have a child is the same as how everything changes when you start a company.”
The lack of sleep, the constant craving for information to steer you in the right direction, learning
what your parenting style is–all of this is the same process entrepreneurs go through in the early
stages of the company.23
It is crucially important for us to identify and to draw attention to these particular skills that can be
honed by motherhood, not just because we want to find ways to put them on our resumes and CVs so
that employers will hire and promote us. It is also important because forging social consensus around
the idea that parenting develops crucial work skills could help combat our modern culture’s false and
harmful insistence on the incompatibility of work and family. The skills of a good worker should not
be seen as diametrically opposed to the skills of a good mother. If we succeed in weakening the
cultural barrier between “what makes a good worker” and “what makes a good mother,” we will not
only help women succeed at work, but we may also foster a work culture that is more open to the view
of work held by the Catholic Church.
As Saint John Paul II taught us in Laborem Exercens, “however true it may be that man is destined
for work and called to it, in the first place, work is ‘for man’ and not man ‘for work.’”24 “Work
constitutes a foundation for the formation of family life, which is a natural right and something that
man is called to. These two spheres of values–one linked to work and the other consequent on the
family nature of human life–must be properly unified and must properly permeate each other.”25 In
an address at the General Audience on August 12, 2015, Pope Francis spoke of the need to celebrate,
even in the work environment. He said, “sometimes in the work environment also – and without
failing in duties – we are able to ‘infiltrate’ a burst of celebration: a birthday, a marriage, a new birth .
. . It’s important to celebrate. They are moments of familiarity in the gears of the productive machine:
it does us good! However, a true time of celebration halts professional work and is sacred, because it
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reminds man and woman that they are made in the image of God, who is not a slave of work, but
Lord; therefore, we also must never be slaves of work, but “lords.” … The obsession of economic profit
and the efficiency of technology put at risk the human rhythms of life, because life has its human
rhythms.”26 In this address, the Holy Father was focusing on the rhythm of the preserving the Sunday
as a weekly day of rest, but I think we could extrapolate on that.
One of the greatest benefits mothers offer a business is the very fact that, from time to time, they do
impose burdens, burdens that offer a powerful witness to the rhythms of human life. These are the
rhythms of the beginning of the day, and the end of the day, when children, the sick, and elderly
parents need to be held, fed, bathed, comforted, and loved. They are the rhythms of the beginning of
life and the end of life, when children, the sick and the elderly need to be held, fed, bathed, comforted,
and loved. These reminders of the rhythms of life might be the most significant benefits mothers can
offer to businesses, as constant reminders that, in the first place, work is “for man” and not man “for
work.”
This article was adapted from a paper prepared for an International Study Seminar on the topic of
“Women and Work,” convened by the Pontifical Council for the Laity, Rome, Italy on December 4-5,
2015

To respond to the author of this article please email PJR@cpjustice.org. Public Justice Review (PJR explores in depth
specific questions of public justice, equipping citizens to pursue God’s good purpose for our political community. Articles
do not necessarily represent an official position of the Center for Public Justice but are intended to help advance
discussion. Articles, with attribution, may be republished according to our publishing guidelines available online or at the
email above.

26

Pope Francis, General Audience: On Family Life (August 12, 2015), available at:
http://www.zenit.org/en/articles/general-audience-on-family-life--2 .

