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Psycho-social experiences of stay-at-home mothers 
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ABSTRACT 

This study has been conducted in order to understand the experiences of stay-at-home 

mothers, in particular those who have quit their jobs after having children. Convenience 

sampling has been used and only women who have a child/children at home and who have 

been working for at least one year prior to leaving their jobs were included in the study. 

Phenomenology has been used as the major framework. Interviews were conducted. 

Thematic analysis was used in order to classify experiences into themes. The themes that 

emerged involved unexpected obstacles, ambiguous satisfaction, self-identity, changes in 

self-perception, challenges, support, and going forward. Larger implications of the study 

involve aspects like more flexible hours at companies in order to retain mothers. 
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tay-at-home mothers are defined as women who have left their jobs after having a 

child or women who have never worked. The evolution of stay-at-home mothers’ 

dates to the beginning of humankind. During the hunter gatherer era, women were 

primarily responsible for maintaining the household, while men went out to hunt for meat 

and protect the family. As the nomadic life changed to farming societies, women's duties 

focused on aspects around the home, including taking care of animals and tending to plants. 

At the time, the term housewife was used to denote that women were responsible for chores 

inside the compound of a farmer.  

 

As time progressed, history notes that different countries had different opinions and 

perceptions of stay-at-home and working mothers. For example, in the 19th century, a 

revolution took place, when women in industrialized countries moved into the workforce, 

especially in the UK and US, where factories were being set up. Women in the workforce 

became an accepted notion. However, the conundrum began when a woman had a family. 

As recently as in 2005, a study conducted in the United States revealed that the decisions of 

stay-at-home mothers vary considerably. Some of them decide to return to work after their 

children have grown up, while others decide to remain at home or even work parttime. The 

stay-at-home mothers also tend to perceive their roles differently, some of them regard child 

rearing as their only role, while others embrace household tasks as well. Cohn, Livingston 
and Wang (2014) conducted a study to determine the opinions of people in terms of a parent 
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staying at home with children. The results indicated that a higher percentage of both men 

(65%) and women (55%) preferred one parent at home. However, about 50% of college 

educated women believe that a child is just as well off with two working parents.  

 
While considering ancient Indian society, women played the traditional role of a homemaker 

and they were valued in society based on their roles as homemakers. Men on the other hand, 

strictly did not engage in household tasks. In fact, the woman was defined as the “Ghar ki 

Lakshmi” (Goddess of the Hearth), a symbol of the cultural values and was expected to 

create an ambience that was to provide a haven for the man, who was subjected to the 

vagaries of everyday living. However, with the change in time and perceptions, women left 

the confines of the home to work. Today, women are a major part of the workforce. The 

acceptance of stay-at-home mothers and working mothers varies considerably in India. 

Initially, when women began working, they were looked down upon and expected to leave 

the job when they had children. However, today, with economic conditions changing, stay-

at-home mothers might not always be accepted by the society.  

 

With many women in the workforce, it is imperative to study the question of balancing 

professional responsibilities with personal commitments. It is not uncommon to see women 

give up their jobs to become stay-at-home mothers and focus on the child/children and this 

decision has a major impact on their psyche. Research is generally ambiguous with respect 

to mother’s experiences, projecting differing levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. A 

qualitative study conducted on the mothering experiences (factors that influenced their 

decision to quit) of part time and full time stay-at-home mothers found that they were quite 

satisfied with their living arrangements, indicating that these women appear to experience a 

degree of satisfaction with their roles as stay-at-home mothers (Riday, 2003). 

 

On the other hand, Rubin and Wooten (2007) have revealed that these women experience a 

range of emotions, especially when they were highly educated and have experienced 

professional success. The researchers have indicated the need to communicate the same to 

counselors who work with these women.  

 

The studies discussed above focused on the experiences of stay-at-home mothers in general. 

Lu (2012) specifically conducted research on college educated Asian stay-at-home mothers 

in the US. Analysis revealed that socio-psychological factors and external factors were the 

major motivators to quit their jobs. This study provided insight into college educated 

women, who felt more comfortable with being stay-at-home mothers in the US, rather than 

in China, where it is believed that being a homemaker is not an actual job. Her study 

highlights the perceptual differences that exist between the West and the East.  

 

While other studies have also indicated the reasons leading these women to quit their jobs. 

Wallis (2004) found that women quit their jobs because they are unable to balance their 

duties at home and at work. They tended to experience a higher degree of stress. Exploring 

this further, Stone and Lovejoy (2004), who wanted to determine whether the choice to stay-

at-home was a way of rejecting newer feminist ideals and a desire to revisit more traditional 

gender roles, found that work-based factors (inflexibility, timings, etc.) were the most 

important, with their spouses’ perceptions occupying a secondary position. The trend has 

continued as shown by Peralta (2012) who was able to identify themes, which indicated 

once again that work-based factors and “being there” for the child were most important 

indicators. Further studies considering women’s experiences and the factors that prompt 
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them to quit will help to provide a better framework when it comes to understanding the 

psycho-social experiences of stay-at-home mothers.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Aim of the Research 

This study will focus on the experiences of Indian working women, who leave their jobs 

after having children or who are working from home. As literature is specific to the 

European and American contexts, this study should overcome the gap in existing literature 

by specifically examining the Indian context. The research could contribute in many ways; 

help their families and friends understand their experiences and support them and examine 

company practices that have led these women leave their jobs. Based on the results of the 

study, certain factors should emerge that can promote more flexibility, so that women can 

continue to work after having children. This research attempts to identify issues that make it 

difficult for these women to continue their work.  

 

Operational Definitions 

Stay-at-home mothers. They are defined as women who do not work but stay at home in 

order to care for their children. They might have left their jobs after having a child or they 

might not have worked at all. Some might also be working part time, from their homes only. 

For the purpose of this research, the definition refers to the women who have left their jobs 

or are working at a limited capacity from their homes.  

 

Research Design  

This is a phenomenological study that captures the individual lived experiences of all the 

participants. The interview method has been used to individually question all the 

participants. Thematic analysis was used to create codes and in turn themes emerged.  

 

Sample  

Convenience sampling was used. The sample consisted of 11 women who had left their jobs 

after having children or during pregnancy. The study focused on women who have at least 

an undergraduate degree and are from the middle to upper class strata. The age of the 

children ranged from 3-20 years and they lived at home. Women who have not worked at 

all, prior to having children, were not included in the study.  

 

Tools 

An interview schedule was created and used to understand participant experiences. Interview 

questions ranged from what led them to quit their jobs, their frustrations, to their support 

systems, etc.  

 

Procedure 

This study was conducted using semi structured interviews. It makes use of phenomenology 

in order to capture individual experiences. Participants were approached using convenience 

sampling taking note of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The participants were 

interviewed individually. Initially, they were given a small description of the study and 

informed that they would be interviewed, either face to face or on the phone. Participants 

were informed that the interviews would be recorded. Willing participants were then given a 

consent form. After which interviews were conducted with the help of the interview 

schedule. Post the interview, participants could ask any other questions that they had. They 

were informed that they would receive a final report of the research. Participation in the 
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study was strictly voluntary. Ethical considerations ensured that the anonymity and 

confidentiality of the participants will be maintained.  

 

RESULTS 

Table No. 1 Themes and sub themes after thematic analysis 

 Theme Sub Theme 

 Unexpected Obstacles Complications during pregnancy 

  Inability to balance both work and children 

 Ambiguous Satisfaction Mixed feelings of satisfaction 

  Change in goals 

 Identity Positive image 

  Feelings of inadequacy over new role 

 Change in self-perception Positive state 

  Negative state 

 Challenges Financial dependence 

  Lack of freedom 

  No mental stimulation and social interaction 

 Support Family 

  Hired help 

 Going Forward Desire to return to work 

  Decision to shift career to match family demand 

    

 

Seven major themes and 15 sub-themes emerged after the thematic analysis.  

 

Table No. 2: Measure of Cohen’s Kappa 

Measure of Agreement Kappa Value 

.227* 

 

Cohen’s κ was run to determine if there was an agreement between the two raters. There was 

fair agreement between the two raters, κ = .227 (95% CI). P value is less than 0.05 showing 

that there is a statically significant relationship. 

 

Table No. 3: Coder 1*Coder 2- Crosstabulation for Cohen’s Kappa 

  Coder 2    

 No  Yes Total  

      

No 20 22 42  

Coder 1     

Yes 23 70 93  
 

Total 43 92 135 

 

The table shows the crosstabulation between the two coders. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The first area of focus was on what factors led them to quit their jobs. Based on the data, 

most women left either due to pregnancy complications or a lack of help with the children 

and work.  
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“So, I had to quit my career pretty early in my pregnancy because I had some 

complications.” (Participant) 

 

“I quit a couple of months after having my child. It became too difficult to cope, especially 
when she was on her toes.” (Participant) 

 

The sub themes are complications at the time of pregnancy and the inability to balance the 

demands of the professional career with child rearing. The major theme that emerged here 

was that of unexpected obstacles, as both the factors that led them to quit were unexpected. 

 

The next area of focus was whether they were satisfied with their roles at home. There were 

a lot of mixed responses in this case with some participants depicting absolute satisfaction,  

“I am happy with my choice. Because it was a choice that I made.” (Participant)  

 

While some depicted their frustrations,  

“No, I was working here in Bangalore and I had support and I shifted there (Mumbai) and 

suddenly found that I was at home without any friends also, I felt very depressed.” 

(Participant) 

 

These responses are similar to those in the study by Rubin and Wooten (2007), who have 

studied the lived experiences of ten stay-at-home mothers using in depth interviews. They 

pointed out that these women face a range of emotions, especially when they were highly 

educated and have experienced professional success. The sub themes that emerged were 

both happiness and sadness with the consequences of their decisions and a change in goals. 

These women felt that they now had to re-shape their lives in order to fit into this new 

situation. The major theme that emerged in this section was that of ambiguous satisfaction. 

 

The third area was related to their identities, where the focus was on their self-definition. All 

the participants focused on their self-definitions as mothers,  

“I am a mother, a wife, a daughter.” (Participant) 

“..As a mother and a wife.” (Participant) 

 

However, a few of them defined themselves both as mothers and in terms of their work,  

“Well of course I knew I was a mother. But that was not a complete definition of me. So, it 

was not like I only existed as a mother. I knew that I was a professional person with a 

qualification.” (Participant) 

 

Similar themes were reflected in the research conducted by Valk et al (2011), where women 

identified themselves both with their past work and their role in the house. The sub themes 

that were present were both positive self-image and a feeling of inadequacy over the new 

role. Some of the women were greatly satisfied with their new self-definition as either a 

mother or a woman on a break from a career. They perceived the change to be positive. On 

the other hand, some of the participants were unhappy with their self-definition. They were 

uncertain about themselves and found that they did not have a specific purpose that they had 

earlier as career women. The major theme that emerged in this section was redefining 

identity. 

 

The fourth area focused on the comparison of the women’s feelings while they were 

working and after they had quit their jobs. The sub themes involved both a positive state and 
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a negative state. Most of the participants were content after quitting as they felt less stressed, 

for example,  

“I am less stressed...I am very happy. I see my baby and I see the results of my being around 

has on him than if I had been trying to do both and everything to satisfy my ego.” 
(Participant)  

 

Wallis (2004) also had similar findings wherein women feel much less stressed after quitting 

and feel they can be with their children and support them. However, the downside that 

emerged, as some of the participants indicated, was a lack of meaningful things to do. For 

example,  

“So, I thought the independence and discipline with working uh you know getting up and 

getting out of the house and pursuing my career was more meaningful than sitting at home 

and not doing anything specific. So, I thought I was wasting my time.” (Participant)  

 

The major theme that emerged about their feelings was a definite change in self-perception. 

 

The fifth area focused on the frustrations that these women experienced due to their new 

role. The sub themes focused on financial dependence, a lack of freedom and a lack of 

mental stimulation and social interactions. As stated by a few participants,  

 

“I am financially dependent on my husband and that is a little frustrating,” (Participant) 

“I think it is not earning money. So financial independence is very important for any woman 

and now with the salary scales the way they are,” (Participant) 

 

“Firstly, the mental stimulation and the social interaction. So that part was very difficult to 

deal with because I was working full time and I was used to making a difference in 

children's lives.” (Participant) 

 

Financial dependence was a major sub theme that was universal to all the women. Another 

study conducted by Jewel (2016) revealed that financial drawbacks were a key frustration 

for the women. The major theme that emerged involved challenges. 

 

The sixth research area focused on whether they have any support system inside and outside 

the home. The sub themes involved family support and hired help. Most of the women stated 

that they had family, their husbands or their parents and in laws to help them with the 

children.  

 

“At home I have my help. Uh so I do have friends but support as such uh it is just a meeting 

for coffee,” (Participant) 

“Social (support) I have but you do not necessarily want to go down that path. I have my 

mum and a maid.” (Participant) 

 

All the women in the study had hired domestic help. The hired help accounted for the most 

support and this was uniform to all the women, especially, for household tasks. The major 

theme of focus was that of support. 

 

The seventh research area dealt with the future plans the mothers had in terms of their 

career. The sub themes were a desire to return to work and the decision to shift the career to 

match family demands. All the women in the study wished to return to their careers. For the 

women who were working from home at a limited capacity, the future plan involved 
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returning to the workplace on a full scale after the children grew up. All of the women felt 

that there would be a slight shift in their careers. None of them were very keen on entering 

the corporate world due to the harsh timings and competitive environment; as stated by a 

few participants, 
 

“So, I need to find some more balance. So, I do not think I’ll be going back to the corporate 

setting,” (Participant) 

“I do not like how the corporate world is. Especially how women are treated in the 

corporate world.” (Participant) 

 

They were also keener to focus on their areas of interest while searching for a new job. The 

theme that emerged in this section was that of going forward. Riday (2003) found in her 

study as well that future plans and goals were themes that emerged out of her research. 

Similarly, Lovejoy and Stone (2011) found that women who decided to re-enter the 

workforce rarely pursued their previous career and tended to focus on alternate areas. These 

studies support the results of this study.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on most of the participants’ experiences, essentially companies can retain these 

mothers by allowing flexible hours and providing day care centers. As the major issue with 

the corporate setting according to these mothers are the inflexible hours, companies with 

over two hundred employees can set up day care centers and after school care to help these 

mothers cope. Incorporating a few measures to help balance the load on working mothers 

might prove to be useful for companies as well. The major limitation of this study is that it 

focused only on women from a high socioeconomic status. These women were able to afford 

hired help and were also working out of choice and not due to financial constraints. Future 

research could benefit from studying the experiences of women who come from a lower 

educational level or from a different economic stratum, in order to compare and perhaps 

contrast their experiences.  
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