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ABSTRACT

A stur’y was made of how Austrzlian mothers feecl about
having their children in day care, with particular emphasis on
mothers' feelings about separation from their children. A toutal of 10
mothers and 1 father particip~.2d in the pilot study. All but 1
parent had a child in day care at least 3 days per week. The
children, who were between 4 and 22 months of age, began attending
day cAare prior to their eighth month. Data were gathered using a
structured interview consisting of 23 questiors and 2 questionnaires:
the Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale and the Revised Infant
Temperament Questionnaire. Interviews were conducted in the family
home by an irtzrviewer Wwho was unnaware of the expected outcomes of
the study. Pilot resul'ts suggest that Australian womer experience day
care for their :nfants as a loss, and hence show a grief reaction
which needs to be expressed so that it can move toward resolutior.
The conflict about infant day care may be most acute for Australian
mothers who dc not have a financial motavation to return to work, or
at least do not perceive economic factors as praimary reasons for
their return to work. It is concluded that these findings have policy
implications for maternity leave, work-place day care services, and
day care practice in general. (RH)
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daxy care: hgw mothers feel about
om the:.r young infants.

sharne A. Rolfe & Japice I. Llgyd-Smith
institute of Early Childhood Development

To understand the effects of day care attendance an a
child 1t needs to be acknowledged that developmental outcomes
r2sult not only $rom the child’'s experienc2s 1n day care. A
critical concern 1s also the i1ndirect effects on the child
that come from the 1nfluence of the 13, care eaperience on
others with whom the child i1nteracts, The focus of the
research to be reported today 1s the chi1ld’s mother and how

she feelz akout having a child 1n day care.

Just as there are manvy asrects tg the da, care
erperienc2 for children, so too for para2nts .n 3eneral and
mothers 1n particular: - there 1s rolief frcm "cantinunus
coverage" demands (La Rossa and La Rossa, 1731); there 13
experiance of regular shared resgonzibilit, for childcare and
hence perhaps dilutiaon of responsibility; _here 1s opportunity
for discussion of the chi1ld’s development with someone wha has
observed the child on a reg3ular basis; there ore societal
value =.3tems to be dealt with; and Perhaps most centrall,
there are repeated daily and ofter prolonged separations
between mcther and child. Our research :1s directed 1n the
main to the Jast of these factorc - wmaternal feelings atout

separation from her child.

Ver, little research has besn directad tg this

guestion apart frcm the P1aoneeri1rg wor! of Ellen Hocik of the
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Ohin State University, She has found that women diifer 1n

what she terms "Materral Separation Arxiety", "Separation
anxiety" 15 3 term long used %Sy psychologists 1n relation to
hildren but 1ts use 'n relation to adults 1s novel and
interesting, Hock (1924) defined maternal separation ansiety
as an apprehension or concern that 1s uniguely associated with
mother-chi1ld separat.on. €he found that a child's adjustment

to day care 1s i1nfluernced by .ne mothers anvi1ety response.,

Or {he basis of this researzh on American women, 1t
was derided to in:iti1ate a research project 2xploring how
Australiar mo. rers respond to day-care related separation, how
they feel about various aspects of the day care experience and
what factors appear tg promote positive feelings 1n this
context. A pilot stud - of =2leven €ami1lies has recently been
completed and 1r this paper I wili pe presenting zome

sreltiminary resylts €rom tkis work.

Method

Zubizcts

Ten mothers and one father participated 1n our pilst
stud /. Originally we 1ntended onl, to talk to mocthers bul

when one father 1ndicsted hiz enthucissm to participate we

included him 1n the sample=.

All subjects (excluding 292) had 3 =zhiid 1n da, care
for at lesst three da,3 per week 3as we wanted at this stage to
rastrict our stud to full 9r nea~ fyull-t:ime da, cer=2. All
childrer had bzgun atterding 2a;, cara prior “o 13 wmonths of

age, Aand *thr~e babies had commencad pricr to Lhr22z2 months of
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age., We decided to talk to mothers of infants rather than
older children because we felt 1t 15 a time when parents’
awareness of continunus roverage demands are lilkely to be most
acute, when shared r2sponsibility ocutside da, care min.ma:,
snd when separation from the day care child would be mast
intense.. experienced, It 15 also the aje at which 1ncreasitg
numbers of children are entering day care yeot abouti which we

know appallingly little.

The sample was r=cruited $rom lccal suburban da,s cate
centres which took babies from c1¢ wseks of age. Ei1ght da,
care centres, within an outer-eastern municipality of suburban
Melbourne were contacted b, letter e«<plaining the project
brief ' and seeking their zZo-operation 1in cbtaining subjects.
Follow up tel=phore calls lorcated *hree centres wrliirs and
able to co-operate in the studvy. TAQ were aewly Zonstructed
cauncil run centres and the third wez ar Hlcdar privatel y owned

Tentre.

The agse cof tFke 1nf3ants at time of i1nterview var:ied

(from fcur to twent,y/-twd menths) as did their length of time
1n day care 'two weeks tc twent, months). The mean age ¢¢ the
pillot stud: mothers was 29.7 sears (ran3e 24 - 2%, all but
two of the fami1lies were only-child fawilies; the
relatiorships 1n the main wcre long term and all but one
mother was currently living with the child' s fathar. The
average i1ncome level was $21,000 - £40,C00, the educational

levels varie2d from some hi3h scheol to tertiar,y desree and

diploma and .he sub,2c%z 1n the mailr were Ariglc-Australians.,
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Materials

Data weas gathered using a4 structurad interview
technique and the questions asked were added 10 and modifie=d
slightl, durirg the pilot study 1vterviews, The final version
of the i1nterviaw 1nclnded twenty-three guestions which among
other things exp'ored materne! intent:ons to return to wor':
pre and post pregnency, reasons for returning to work,
+eelings about worl ing and separetior from her child both
betore and aftte~ the child entered day care and other 1ssues
such as the support 5% partner and friends and sat sfaction

with the da, care stat+f.

I' addition parents completed two guestionnaires - the
Maternal Separation Anxiet: Scale developed by Hock, Gnazda
and McBride (1983} ond the RITG (revised Infant Temperament
RQuestiarnaire) or the TTS (Taddler Temperament Zcale) revised
and normalized for Australian i1rfarts ancd toddlers by Zansou

Q
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). Tre RITG/TTS .35 given
to mothers to determine 1§ matarnal separation an.te'y was

related (o maternal perc2ption of 1nfaat tzaoperament.

Interviews vere conducted 1n tae fami1ly home and the
same female 1nterviewer (the szcond author conducted all
interviews, She 1s trained jn psychology tE.t was naive as to
the literature 1n thz crea snd hence to any e«pected outcomes.
She was 1nstructed %o remain non-evsluative throuvughout the

intariaw,
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Results

Interviews were conducted dur.ng June and Jul,s of this
year and hence we have only begun tc collate and analyse the
data. I can report however that there was variability within
our sarple i1n total scores on the MSAS and on “‘he subscales
within thi1s quest.onaire which have to do wilh maternal guilt,
sadness, beli1efs about children’s sbility %z profit from non

maternal care 3rd role related confii1cts.

We hope to be able to use these data 1n canjunction
with the interv.ew records to help us i1denti1fy key variables
to be 1nvestigated 1in the next staje of our research project.
A useful outcome of *th:s S51lot work was that mothers were able
to complete the guestionaire without Jdi1fficulty hence

reassuring us of 1+ts appl:cabiriit,s 15 an Aosiralian contaxt,

Transzr1phts 3f 1nte-y

,.
n

WwZ -2 curra2atl, Bei1ng Lyped up
biuit to communicate =cme fceling for the sort of 1nformatisa

being 3sreratod I would !lile to present a Brief summary of

r

bl

aspect= o+ a =znall szelecticnh of records. Thcocs2 to be
d1scussed are r2sporses of four mo*hers selected Lo 3Jive some

1rdizator af the ranse of fe2elings z.peri1=nced.
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Tubject details.

PCLl and RCZ were the two mothers wrhose tabi:es had most
recenti, ccrmerced 43y care (tuc weeks!). Fezlings of gricf
were beirsz evperia2nced by both these mothe-s, This was so
2ven thougzh thz 1nfants were tsth attending h.3h guality
centres and despite the fact that che mntivation for the

mothers to return to +ork differed marhedl .. PCL ra2turned to

-J




Table 1. PILOT STUDY - SUBJFECT DETAILS (* denotes responses discussed herein)
I S e B il andib s santdiiebtes s S
Sup ject x * * *
Code BC3F) PC1 BC1 RC2 RC1 PC4 RC3 PC2 BC4 PC3 BC2
Childs -
sex M M M F F F F F M M F
age of entry] 2mths 24mths| 24mths| Smths | 6mths lOmths4P 10mt hs 12mths 13mths| 15mths | 17mths
pd. in d.c. | 20mths | 2wks | 24mths| 5Smths | 4imths | 2imths | 2wks 24mths | 3mths | 3mchs | 3mths
age at T '
interview 22mihs smths | Smthe | 10mths | 104mths| 124mthd J0Oimths| 143mths | 16mths{ 18mths | 20mths
———— s —— e e — e e e e —_—
Mothers age 31 31 26 28 31 13 24 31 25 34 33
— — - B s Tl TN P
Fathers age 51 ; 33 20 28 34 13 26 36 26 36 30
rx _ I Ty
Siblings :_§ISLQW _ _ _ - - - - F4iyrs| - M-44yrs
Years in
relationshp 3 12 3 8 9 7 8 8 8 12 6
Income level 2 3 2 3 3 2 2 2 2 1 2
Mothers educ.
level 1 4 3 2 4 | 3 2 1 3 4
—- i SR N U I, R N ——— -} — —
Fathers educ.
level 3 4 I 2 3 3 2 1 ] 5 3
r—-——~- PGPS SUN, D RS S A S e C e e - e fm e e
Nationality |Dutch [Austn. jEng. Austn, | Eng. Austn, Austn. Fng. Austn. | Eng. Sth.
(F) (F) (F) (F) African
Philip. Austn, Irish Austn.
(M) (M) (M) M)
KEYS: EDUCATION LEVEL: GROSS COMBINED INCOME:
1. High School 1. $20,000 or below
2, HSC 2. $21,000 to $40,000 ‘
3. TAFE Qualification 3. §$41,000 and above
4, Tertiary Diploma or Degree 9
Qo 8 5 Post Graduate Qualification
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work because, in her words, 1t was "financially unviable" for
her not to do so, Although her current standard of living was
high she reported needing two wages to continue to 1mprove the
family’s ecorom:c Bosi1tion without which she considered the
family would "stagnate” financially. She reported that wnen
she camz home $rom hospial she "cried alot"; "I didn't want to
90 back to wark", She said " I can't remember when I last
€ried ( i.,e. before tnis si1tuation) but I cried alot - in
the department store, 1n the street......in the most
*1diculous places but 1’4 Jus. burst 1nto tz2ars wken 1°'d thaind
about 1t.~” Althouoh she reported "bzing over that now" she
nonetheless expressed beirg upsat at the PrO33ect of still
being working when *he child c=ta-ted zchool - concerns related
to after-school care etc, Zhe seemed to be holding an to a
dream of not HCrKing sometime 1n the futore. "I've adapted to
the fact thet 1f I wor! hard ovar the next tern years I'11 pe

her=2 for his adislescance, Trat mi3ht b2 more Hecessary than

now. " She said "1'4 f3r soenar 52 home - 1f we could afford
1t I'4 b2 home €511 t.mz - I'm not happy about 1t but we don’'t
hava a choic2 ..., 70U just have to console /ourself,”

RC3, on the other hanag was under no financial pressure
to work but after nine months of full time mcthering had
become unhappy and bored. She sai1d "I just didn't find 1t
very fulfi1lling being home so I decided to 30 back to work".,
Nonetheless reaching the decision to return to wer.., altceit
for only two dave a week was ve-y Jdiffi1-ult, Zhe sai1d she had
not talked her feelirgs ogver with anyohe (other tfhan ier
husband! because of her mi1.2d emot.or s, She sai1d "I fe't 30
stubid because 211 I could 40 was cry but I wanted to 90 back
L3 wWor! "y "7 didn't feel I could tall to any cf m, friends an.

sa;* "I don’t want to 90 back to work; I dcn’:t want tg leave

10
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"I'm reall/ happ,s with th
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reported that her friends
her decision to return %o
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at that time in starting a new job end how well her baby had

settled. She even commented trat "I would have 1iked Becky to
be a bit upset, but she wasn’t." Although she reported
tasically wishing she wasn’'t going back to wark, 1n other
parts of the 1rterview she focussed on the positive aspects of
working. She reported that given total freedom of choice sShe
wouldn’t have changed much at ell 1n the past five months
ercept perhaps te work part time not full time, tut not at the
expense of a fulfilling stimulating j;ob". She enjored work
and repcrted that "Becky 1s happier, I’'m napplier - the time
we're together 1s better.” However, guality of care was ve:

e

important., She stated "If the centr2 was not available I°d

still be homes and struggling - there'd te a lct more arguments
- and I wouldn’t be at all happ, .... Everything’s falling

into place.”

Ancther i1nteresting point to emerge from this
interview was thet although sadness was no- cverwhelming 1n
the early we2ks, she reported that after five months "It gets
a8 b1t worse now because she’s doing more and I'm alwass afraid
I'm goi1ng to mi1ss something. Ther2 a2re t:m235 ‘now! when I
wish I Zould be with her 51! the tims beccusz she’s gett.ng
more 1nteresting....Its a li1tt'2 b1t hard2r now than 1t was ;in
th2 b23i1nnin3.....rsou 3ot a bi*t s-ck of work too at
times.....vow think 1t woild be nice to be at home but 1§ 1

was at home I'd rather ke at work."

For the mums 1nterviewsd, “orming a sctisfactory
“0rikin3 (elationship with the day care 3taff was very
imPortant., Mums with children 1n the high gqual:it ., centres

sought and received reassurance from staff whict wade their

s1tuati1on muth easier tg cope with. The sersitivity ana §

12
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caflng of the staff was commented on by 1‘any. For mothers
with children 1n low gquality care, however, the type ot care
being received by their child *n the c2ntr2 15 1tself an added
weight on tyeir mind., BC2, for example, was very concerned
about the rhysical care being racsi1ved by her child. She
reported that she chose the day zare centre when pressed ar
time. ana had been unezt by a number ,f thirgss that had
happened 1n the =entre, but since she was working for
financial reasons consider=2d 1%, as other mothers had
m=antioned as "something I had to do". Although she said that
"When T got to work ths e were sc many things happening that I
cuvickly forgot about it", the whole s p=2rience was worr, ing

for her.

This mnther had two pre-schaoocl children, and had not
wa.,.ed to return to work. She sai1d 1t was her nusband’s

decision that she refurn to work, that she "waz fmrced to do

1t", She said that onc2 she started working - ".% was
frustrating - 1t was a lot of wori - I wes frustrated anrd
miserable most of the L'me - I felt T neglected my fami1l,",

Although she repnrtad sa/irg to her hisband "You want nmz2 o
work so the housewo+k has tc be SC/5C" 1% had 1n her vorde,
"..not worked out that wa ", For *hi1s mother, the con“ination
cf the axtra workload, lack ot support and concerns about carse
made the whole experience very "tirryiag empt-onall ." This
contrasts with the evperi1encz2, particularly of RCYX and RC2
whose children were 3r hi1gh cualit, care and who were .er/
satisfied with the emotional and physi1cal support cf the'r
partners. Clearly the scerario for all these womer would have
been different 1f the:r particular e p2riences 1nh thess Aar:3as

had bheen more or less positive,

13
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Discussjion

Although we ct1l! have much to do by way of data

analyses I believe thisg area of research will

understand the efferts n< day care more full

use the o1lot study data to tdent:$y a small number of
variables (e.,g., 232 o+ entry, quality of care etcz.,) which
will be investigatad Systematically 1n a follow up study,
What ouvr results tno date suggest 1s that wonen experi1ence da,

~are for their infants as a less, and hence show a Jr:.ef

r2action wh'ch needes tgo ke expr2ss24 so that

towards resolution. Women experiance conflict about i1nfant

day care and possihly this 1S mest acute for thoge mothers who

do not have a f1inancial motivation to rreturn

dm not at least Rercelve econom:ic factors ac primary 1n their
return teo pad employment, These and other resylts have

Policy 1mblication=s to do with matern:it, leoave a«d work-place

day care amnng other th'ngs and also have imp

care practice. Clearlv there 15 a need for professionals to

acknowledae and be "nformad about maternal separation anxiety

and the grie+ reaction and hence help to prov

which a mather can e<press and hopefully resc

This should contribute to positive day care 24%fects 4cr both

mother and child, Fimallv, 1t 13 -rucial for

become better i1nformed 3tcut the Il =1, e<fects of day car2 on
their child-en. When womer t=ar, and othars erroneousi /s
confirm that dav care in 9enersl avd daycare ralatad

separatiar from msther 1n particular 1s hecessar :l; bted for

theivr chilq’s 1evelopment, the possibil:ity ar

self-ful€11l1ng prophes,; vhich ccould have been asoi1ded.
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