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8.1 Introduction
As in other Western countries, the age at which women in Australia become mothers has increased 
over the last 50 years. In the 1950s–1960s, almost half of all women who became mothers in 
Australia had their first child in their early 20s; in 2014, 46% of new mothers were aged 30 years and 
older (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2016)1 and the majority of these births are 
to cohabiting parents. The proportion of babies born outside marriage has increased from around 
5% in the 1950s–1960s to 34% in 2014 (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2015).

Studies have found that teenage mothers are particularly likely to be disadvantaged in a range 
of areas (for Australian studies, see Aitken et al., 2016; Bradbury, 2006; Kalb, Le, & Leung, 2014; 
Marino, Lewis, Bateson, Hickey, & Skinner, 2016). While having a child when a teenager can limit 
these mothers’ chances of pursuing further education and establishing a career, it appears that those 
who become mothers as teenagers tend to be already experiencing disadvantaged circumstances 
in many areas of their lives (e.g., Bradbury, 2006).

Using data from Wave 1 of the B cohort of LSAC, Weston, Soriano, and Qu (2006) compared various 
circumstances of mothers, according to the age at which they had their first child. The authors 
found that teenage mothers were the most likely to experience socio-economic disadvantages. 
However, the women who had their first child in their early 20s were also more likely than those 
who had their first child at older ages to experience disadvantaged circumstances. Together with 
the teenage mothers, these mothers were more likely than the older groups to be living without a 
partner, have low income and low educational attainment levels, and less likely to be employed.2 
However, they were just as confident in their role as parents and as likely to express warmth to 
their child, but also slightly more likely to respond harshly towards the child (e.g., become angry 
with the child, lose their temper, shout at their child).

With regard to older mothers, a great deal of the research has focused solely on the health-related 
risks for mother and child (Brown, 2016; Li et al., 2013). Women may delay having their first child 
for many reasons (e.g., changing priorities as they age, earlier relationship separation, inability to 
find a partner they consider suitable, having a partner who already has children or does not want 
children, and perceived inability to afford a child) (see Weston, Qu, Parker, & Alexander, 2004). 
The analyses by Weston et al. (2006) suggested that the women who became mothers at age 38 

1 Indigenous women have children at a younger age than non-Indigenous women in Australia. For instance, 17% of 
Indigenous mothers and 2% of non-Indigenous mothers who gave birth to a child in 2014 were teenagers, while 
10% of Indigenous mothers and 23% of non-Indigenous mothers were aged 35 years and over. These percentages 
are based on data for all births in 2014, not just first births (AIHW, 2016).

2 Using maternal age cut-offs that differed from those used here and analysing the first four waves of LSAC, Baxter 
(2013a) also found that employment rates were lower among mothers with a lower age at first birth, taking account 
of various other maternal and family characteristics.
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or older tended to be better off than those who became mothers before age 25 across virtually all 
wellbeing indicators examined. However, compared with the women who became mothers between 
the ages of 25 and 37, the oldest mothers tended to have lower educational attainment levels and 
were slightly less likely to be employed. They also tended to have lower gross family incomes than 
those who had their first child at 25 to 37. It should be noted, however, that the sample of women 
in the oldest group was small.3

This chapter focuses on the question: Does maternal age have a bearing on the family circumstances 
in which children are raised over their first 10 years of life?  Selected measures of family composition, 
socio-demographic circumstances and self-reported parenting practices of LSAC mothers are 
compared according to their maternal age, using the same five maternal age cut-offs as those used 
by Weston et al. (2006). It extends the earlier study in two ways: by tracking these mothers over 
10 years, from 2004–2014 (Waves 1–6), and by including data for K-cohort mothers where possible.

The analyses focus on:

 ■ family composition (family type, number of children and, for partnered mothers, whether in 
registered marriage or cohabiting);

 ■ mothers’ socio-economic circumstances (i.e., educational attainment, maternal employment and 
the family’s financial circumstances); and

 ■ parenting practices.

The next section explains the sample of mothers focused on and the number of mothers represented 
in each survey wave. This is followed by an outline of the results covering aspects of mothers’ living 
arrangements, indicators of their socio-economic circumstances, and their self-reported parenting 
practices. A synthesis of these results and a reflection on their meaning are then provided.

8.2 The sample
As explained above, the sample used for this chapter is mothers for whom the LSAC study child 
was their firstborn child; and the analysis focuses on maternal age (i.e., their age when they became 
mothers).4 Table 8.1 (page 173) shows the number of mothers in each “maternal age” subgroup 
across the survey waves. Some of the subgroups in these studies, which focused on mothers with 
B-cohort children in Wave 1, were already quite small (as shown in the top panel of Table 8.1), 
and became even smaller in later waves due to sample attrition. For this reason, the data for these 
mothers are combined with those of mothers of K-cohort children where possible. In addition 
to the omission of all mothers for whom the LSAC study child was not their firstborn, two small 
groups of other mothers were omitted from the sample: (a) those who were not the primary carer 
of the study child, given that the information collected from these mothers was more limited; and 
(b) those who reported in Wave 1 that they had children living elsewhere, where the ages of these 
children were not recorded.

To overcome the issue of small subgroup sample sizes, the Wave 1 data for mothers of K-cohort 
firstborn children were combined with the Wave 3 data for mothers of B-cohort firstborn children, 
as these children were all 4–5 years old. The B- and K-cohort data were also combined when 
the children were 6–7, 8–9 and 10–11 years old. Data for children at ages 0–1 and 2–3 were only 
available for mothers of B-cohort children, and data for mothers of K-cohort children in Waves 
5 and 6, when their children were over 11 years old, were not included due to small numbers in 
some subgroups.5

After Wave 1, some mothers (and their study child) may have missed a wave and later returned, but 
the net effect was one of increasing attrition. This net attrition rate was highest for the women who 
became mothers as teenagers, followed by those who entered motherhood when in their early 20s. 
For example, for the B-cohort mothers, only 46% of teenage mothers (n = 61) and 59% of those 
in their early 20s (n = 197) participated in Wave 6, compared to over 80% of the new mothers in 
the three older age groups (25+ years). Similarly, among K-cohort mothers, Wave 6 participants 

3 Only 102 mothers were in this oldest group.
4 In LSAC, 37% of study children in the two cohorts were firstborn.
5 For example, there were only 46 K-cohort mothers in the oldest maternal age group (38+ years) in Wave 6. As 

noted above, maternal age refers to the mother’s age when she gave birth to her (firstborn) child.
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represented 45% and 57% of those who had their first child when teenagers or in their early 20s 
respectively (n = 73 and 244 respectively) and participated in Wave 6 interviews, compared to over 
75% of those who had their first child when aged 25 years and over. (The number of K-cohort 
mothers in Waves 5 and 6 are not shown in the table.)

Across maternal age and cohort (B or K cohort), systematic differences emerged in some of the 
characteristics of those who had dropped out of the study by Wave 6, compared to those who 
continued to participate. For example, of B-cohort mothers in Wave 1, those who had dropped out 
were more likely to have been single (19% vs 8%), not employed (57% vs 38%), and without any 
post-school qualification (39% vs 24%). These biases in the results associated with attrition in this 
chapter were in the same direction for all maternal age groups.

Table 8.1: Mothers of firstborn study children: Sample sizes (n) by age of study child and 
maternal age6

Maternal age (years)

Age of study child (years)

0–1 2–3 4–5 6–7 8–9 10–11

B cohort
W1

(2004)
W2

(2006)
W3

(2008)
W4

(2010)
W5

(2012)
W6

(2014)

15–19 134 104 88 77 70 61

20–24 331 282 261 244 227 197

25–34 1,160 1,059 1,032 1,019 984 929

35–37 143 137 132 126 123 119

38+ 85 83 81 80 77 75

K cohort
W1

(2004)
W2

(2006)
W3

(2008)
W4

(2010)

15–19 112 88 78 73

20–24 332 275 262 244

25–34 1,225 1,127 1,116 1,099

35–37 135 125 125 120

38+ 61 57 57 53

B and K cohorts

15–19 134 104 200 165 148 134

20–24 331 282 593 519 489 441

25–34 1,160 1,059 2,257 2,146 2,100 2,028

35–37 143 137 267 251 248 239

38+ 85 83 142 137 134 128

Note: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this chapter).

As noted above, mothers of B-cohort and K-cohort children were both interviewed in the four 
waves of data collection when their study child was aged from 4–5 years to 10–11 years old. The 
patterns of results for each cohort tended to be similar. For simplicity, the results based on the 
combined samples of the two cohorts are therefore presented, and any clear differences in results 
are discussed. The results reported in this chapter are based on unbalanced panel data (as shown in 

6 The sample sizes for B cohort in Wave 1 differed slightly from those used by Weston et al. (2006). The variation 
was due to the further restriction on the sample in this chapter (focusing on mothers who were interviewed as 
the primary carer of the study child). In addition, some mothers were found to be ineligible for inclusion because 
of corrections to the data that occurred after Wave 1. These corrections were based on new information that was 
made available in subsequent releases of the dataset.
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Table 8.1, page 173).7 Any clear inconsistencies in the results based on balanced and unbalanced 
data are discussed below.

8.3 Living arrangements
This section examines two aspects of the children’s family composition—family type and the 
subsequent birth of siblings—and for children in couple families, whether their mother was married 
or cohabiting (regardless of whether their partner was the child’s biological or step-father).

Three family types were identified on the basis of whether the mother was living with their (first) 
child’s father or with another partner, or whether she was unpartnered. Families headed by single 
parents (most of whom are single mothers) are considerably more likely than other families to 
experience multiple disadvantages that are both deep and persistent (McLachlan, Gilfillan, & 
Gordon, 2013). It is not surprising then, that children in families headed by single mothers have a 
higher risk of poor outcomes across a range of areas, despite the fact that many children in these 
families do well (see Qu & Weston, 2012).

The birth of a child typically has many repercussions for existing family members and the family 
as a whole. For example, financial and time costs for parents are particularly strong when they 
become parents for the first time, while increases in the costs associated with subsequent births 
become progressively smaller, reflecting economies of scale in both time and money. However, the 
bulk of changes occur in the way mothers spend their time, resulting in increases in the gender 
division of domestic labour (Craig & Bittman, 2005).

Finally, although most couples delay having children until they are married, increasing proportions 
have children while cohabiting. Parents in cohabiting relationships (including those whose children 
are born of the relationship) are more likely to separate than those in married relationships—a 
clearly disruptive experience for children and their parents (see Qu & Weston, 2012).
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Note: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this chapter). 
For each maternal age group, by age of study child, the percentages in an intact family, step-family and single-mother 
family add to 100.0, any variation is due to rounding.

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

Figure 8.1: Family type, by maternal age and age of study child

7 The analyses were applied to both “balanced” and “unbalanced” panel data, where “balanced” panel data refer 
exclusively to the information provided by mothers who participated in every wave, and the “unbalanced” panel 
data focus on all relevant information collected in each wave, including that provided by mothers who did not 
participated every wave.
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Previous research by Weston et al. (2006), which focused on the mothers at the time when their 
first child was an infant (i.e., LSAC B-cohort children in Wave 1), showed that mothers under 
25 years old, especially teenage mothers, were considerably more likely than older mothers to be 
unpartnered at this time. In subsequent waves of LSAC, some of the mothers who had been living 
with a partner in Wave 1 had separated, and partnering and re-partnering also occurred.

Figure 8.1 (page 174) depicts the proportions of the LSAC mothers represented in the three 
family forms across the waves, according to the age they had their first biological or adopted child 
(remembering that we have excluded all study children who were not firstborns). For simplicity, 
these three forms are referred to as “intact families”8 where the mother was living with the child’s 
biological father, “step-families” where the mother was living with a partner who is not the biological 
father of their child, and single-mother families where the mother was not living with a partner.9

 ■ In Wave 1, 56% of the youngest mothers were in intact families, compared to 76% of the second 
youngest group, 94% in the next two age groups, and 89% in the oldest group.

 ■ Mothers who had their first child when teenagers continued to be the least likely to be living 
with their child’s father, followed by those who became mothers when in their early 20s, while 
those who became mothers during the relatively “normative years” (between 25–34 years), 
along with those who were slightly older than this (35–37 years), were particularly likely to 
have continued living with their child’s father.10

 ■ The likelihood of living in an intact family tended to decrease across time for all groups, 
especially for the two youngest groups and the oldest group.

 ■ Across the years (from when the child was an infant to the time the child was 10–11 years), mothers 
who had their child when a teenager were the most likely of all groups to be single, while those who 
became mothers at the normative age of 25–34 years were the least likely to be in this family form, 
with the difference between these two groups being greatest when their child was aged 4–5 years.

 ■ Except when their child was 10–11 years, the women who became mothers in their early 20s 
were the second most likely of all groups to be single. By the time their child reached 10–11 
years, a slightly lower (though not statistically significant) proportion of these mothers were 
single, compared with mothers in the oldest age group (20% vs 26%).

 ■ While Figure 8.1 shows that the proportion of the oldest group who were in an intact family 
fell by 18 percentage points across the survey waves, Figure 8.1 also shows these mothers were 
unlikely to have re-partnered by the time their child was aged 10–11 years, and hence were the 
second most likely group to be single by this period in their child’s life.

Figure 8.1 shows the proportion of mothers who were living with a partner who was not their 
(first) child’s father (i.e., they and their child were in a step-family):

 ■ When their child was an infant (aged 0–1 year), only 4% of teenage mothers and 1% (or fewer) 
of mothers in all other age groups had formed step-families.

 ■ Step-family rates increased to 21–23% by the time the child was 10–11 years for the two 
youngest groups, 6% for the third youngest group (who became mothers when aged 25–34 
years), and 3% for the two oldest maternal age groups.

Table 8.2 (page 176) shows the proportions of partnered mothers who were cohabiting rather 
than married.

 ■ Of those who were living with a spouse or with a partner when their child was an infant, the 
teenagers were the most likely to be in a cohabiting relationship (71%), followed by those who 
became mothers at ages of 20–24 years (45%). Only around one-fifth of partnered mothers in 
the three older groups were cohabiting.

8 This approximates the classification system used by the ABS, where “intact family” refers to a couple family in 
which all children in the household are the natural or adopted children of both members of the couple.

9 The patterns discussed below continued to hold when the analysis was based on the balanced sample of the 
B cohort. It should also be noted that single mothers may have been living with other adult(s) (e.g., child’s 
grandparents, uncles, aunts) who may represent a parental figure for the study child.

10 The balanced dataset indicated that virtually all mothers who were living with their child’s father when the child 
was 10–11 years old were also doing so in each survey wave. However, temporary separations that may have 
occurred between survey waves would not have been detected.



176 | Australian Institute of Family Studies

Chapter 8

 ■ Over the years, mothers who had their child when they were teenagers continued to have the 
highest rate of cohabitation, followed by those who became mothers at ages of 20–24 years. 
However, for both groups of mothers, the rate of cohabitation fell11 until the time their child 
was 4–5 years (from 71% to 49% and from 45% to 24% respectively) and then remained stable. 
In contrast, cohabitation rates were quite stable for the three older groups across the 10-year 
period.

Table 8.2: Proportion of partnered mothers who were in a cohabiting relationship, by maternal 
age and age of study child

Age of study child  
(i.e., first born) (years)

Maternal age

15–19 20–24 25–34 35–37 38+

0–1 70.7 44.7 16.6 20.1 18.8

2–3 56.4 35.3 11.9 13.8 19.8

4–5 48.9 23.6 9.8 10.1 18.2

6–7 50.6 25.1 9.1 11.5 17.4

8–9 53.1 28.3 10.9 12.2 15.7

10–11 49.8 29.9 11.8 14.7 15.9

n 59~106 221~451 992~2078 125~239 72~117

Note: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this chapter).
Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).
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Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

Figure 8.2: Number of children in the family, by maternal age at first birth and age of study child

While the discussion above focuses on the relationship status of mothers, Figure 8.2 shows the 
extent to which family composition changed through the birth (or adoption) of additional children, 
or through additional children entering the family as a consequence of the (study child’s) mother 
having formed a new relationship (i.e., step-children).

11 Two factors have contributed to the fall in cohabitation: the separation rate was higher for parents in cohabiting relationships 
than those in married relationships, and some cohabiting parents subsequently married each other (Qu & Weston, 2012).



Maternal age and family circumstances of firstborn children

LSAC Annual Statistical Report 2016 | 177

 ■ As would be expected, the number of additional children was clearly age-related. By the time 
their first child was 10–11 years, most mothers in all groups except the oldest group had at 
least one other child. This was the case for over 80% of mothers who had their first child when 
under 35 years old, around 65% of mothers who had their first child at 35–37 years, and around 
40% in the oldest group.

 ■ In addition, the younger their maternal age, the more likely they were to have had an additional 
two children (i.e., at least three children in total). Ten years after they had their first child, more 
than one-half of the youngest group (52%) and 45% of the second youngest group had at least 
two additional children, compared with only 5% of the oldest group and 12% of the second 
oldest group.

 ■ Having two children was most common among those who had their first child when aged 
25–34 years and 35–37 years (53–55%), and least common for those who became mothers as 
teenagers (30%).

It is worth noting that the younger their age at the birth of their first child, the more likely mothers 
were to subsequently have additional children who were half-siblings or step-siblings to the 
first child (results not shown). For example, by the time their first child was 10–11 years, 29% of 
mothers in the youngest group and 14% in the second youngest group either had children born 
of new relationships or step-children in the household, while this applied to under 4% of mothers 
in the older groups. This pattern reflects the complex family relationships that some mothers in 
the younger groups and their firstborn children (and the additional children) needed to navigate.12

8.4 Socio-economic characteristics
This section focuses on three commonly used domains of socio-economic status: educational 
attainment level, employment status, and financial wellbeing (self-reported prosperity and whether 
any financial hardship had been experienced in the previous 12 months).

Education
Mothers’ educational attainment was classified into three levels: having left school before Year 12 
and not achieved a subsequent qualification (here referred to as having “left school early”); having 
completed Year 12 or achieved a certificate or diploma but no degree; and having achieved a 
degree or higher qualification. Table 8.3 (page 178) shows the proportions of mothers in each 
maternal age group who had left school early and the proportions who had attained a degree or 
higher qualification (here called “lowest” and “highest” educational attainment levels respectively).

When their child was an infant:

 ■ The majority of teenage mothers had left school early (two in three—a rate that was more than 
twice that of any other groups).

 ■ A minority of those who had their child in their early 20s had left school early (around one in 
five), and an even smaller minority had achieved a degree by this stage (around one in ten). 
The remainder had achieved a non-degree post-school qualification, such as a certificate, or 
completed year 12 without a non-degree, post-school qualification.

 ■ More than half of the oldest mothers had a degree, but a substantial minority (around one in 
five) had left school early.

 ■ The overall profiles of mothers who had their child when aged 25–34 years and 35–37 years 
were the most similar.

 ■ The three older groups of mothers were more than twice as likely as the two younger groups 
of mothers to have attained a degree or higher qualification.

By the time their child was 10–11 years, differences in the educational profiles of teenage mothers 
and other mothers appeared to have narrowed—especially in relation to the proportions with the 
lowest attainment level, but also in relation to achieving a degree. The results suggest that:

 ■ Half of the teenage mothers with the lowest educational attainment levels when their child was 
an infant had completed Year 12 and/or acquired a non-degree, post-school qualification, while 

12 For further information on the complexity of LSAC households across the ten years, see Baxter (2016).
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10% of all mothers in this youngest age group had attained a degree or higher qualification. 
However, these mothers remained the most likely of all groups to have the lowest educational 
levels.

 ■ Some of the mothers who had their (first) child in their early 20s had also attained a higher 
education level since having their first child, with the proportion with a degree or higher 
qualification increasing from 10% to 17%.

 ■ On the other hand, the educational profiles of the three older groups changed little over the 
ten-year period.

However, the above results do not take into account the fact that attrition rates varied according to 
maternal age and educational attainment levels. Nor do they take into account the fact that the data 
for K-cohort mothers were not included until their child was 4–5 years old. As discussed above, 
some mothers withdrew from one survey wave but then returned, though the overall trend was for 
accumulating attrition across survey waves. Attrition was most common among teenage mothers, 
followed by those in their 20s, and was considerably less common among the three older groups. 
In addition, for each maternal age group, the mothers with the lowest educational attainment level 
were more likely than the other mothers to withdraw from the study.13 Although the number of 
B-cohort mothers in the two youngest groups who participated in each wave were small (see Table 
8.1, page 173), it seems reasonable to suggest that, compared to their older counterparts, those 
with a very young maternal age would be more likely to complete secondary education and or 
further education after their first child was born.

Table 8.3: Proportions of mothers with the highest and lowest levels of educational attainment, 
by maternal age and age of study child

Age of study child  
(i.e., firstborn) (years)

Maternal age

15–19 20–24 25–34 35–37 38+

Highest (i.e., degree or higher) 

0–1 0.0 10.1 43.0 45.7 52.8

2–3 0.6 10.6 41.6 45.0 48.9

4–5 1.2 12.4 39.4 41.5 41.8

6–7 4.6 12.4 39.8 41.1 43.4

8–9 8.3 15.3 41.2 41.5 43.3

10–11 9.9 17.0 40.9 41.1 43.4

Lowest (i.e., Year 11 or lower) 

0–1 67.7 21.0 10.0 9.7 21.5

2–3 57.3 18.4 10.0 7.3 22.0

4–5 47.3 18.4 13.6 14.0 23.0

6–7 42.1 16.8 12.0 12.8 22.0

8–9 38.8 14.0 10.6 12.5 23.5

10–11 33.0 13.7 10.2 8.2 22.4

n 103~198 281~590 1058~2255 137~267 83~142

Notes: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this chapter). 
Three levels of educational attainment were derived. One group—those who had completed Year 12 and/or acquired a 
non-degree post-school qualification—are not represented in this figure. The figure is based on the unbalanced panel. 
The decrease in proportions with a degree or higher qualification over time is a result of sample attrition as well as the 
combination of cohorts.

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

13 A relatively high rate of attrition among people with low educational attainment is commonly observed in 
longitudinal studies, although the effect is not necessarily large (Schoeni & Wiemers, 2015; Reimondos & Trevenar, 
2013; Watson & Wooden, 2009).
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Employment
The movement of mothers into the labour force represents one of the most dramatic changes in 
family life over the last several decades (Baxter, 2013a). In addition to personal characteristics such 
as educational attainment and career history, family characteristics play a major role in determining 
the mothers’ employment decisions (or aspirations), including hours of work. Of these family 
characteristics, the age of the youngest child is perhaps the most significant factor for mothers, in 
general, with family type (couple parents or single parents living with children) also being important 
(Baxter, 2013b, 2013c). Employed mothers may reduce their paid work hours or leave paid work 
altogether should they have another child. Figure 8.3 (page 179) depicts the proportion of mothers 
in each maternal age group who were employed full-time or part-time and the total proportion in 
paid work over the ten-year period.
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Note: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this chapter). 
The percentage of mothers who were not employed is not shown. For each maternal age group, by age of study child, the 
percentages working part-time, full-time or not employed add to 100.0, any variation is due to rounding.

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

Figure 8.3: Proportions of mothers who were employed, by maternal age and age of study child

Regarding the overall employment rates (full-time or part-time employment), the following patterns 
emerged:

 ■ The employment rates of mothers in all age groups increased overall across the ten-year period, 
though some “dips” in employment rates occurred during this period, most likely reflecting the 
birth of an additional child.14

 ■ Not surprisingly, the greatest increase in employment rates occurred for the groups with the 
lowest employment rates when their child was an infant. These were the two youngest groups, 
especially the teenagers.

 — Only 10% of the teenagers were employed when their child was an infant. Ten years later, 
the employment rate for these mothers was more than five times higher, representing just 
over half of these mothers.

 — The employment rate of mothers who were in their early 20s when their child was an infant 
increased from 39% to 63% over the ten-year period—that is, from around two in five of 
these mothers to around three in five.

 ■ The employment rates of the other three groups were more similar across time (especially for 
those who had their child when aged 25–34 years and 35–37 years).

14 The merging of the B and K cohorts at age 4–5 may also account for some of the dip in the older age groups at 
a point where one might expect it to rise.



180 | Australian Institute of Family Studies

Chapter 8

 — Of these three older groups, those who had their child when 38 years or older had the lowest 
employment rate when their child was born (55% vs 64%), with the gap having narrowed 
slightly 10 years later (73% vs 78–79%).

 ■ Although the levels of increase in employment rates were greater for the two youngest groups 
(especially those who had their child when a teenager) than the older groups, the youngest 
group of mothers continued to have the lowest rates, followed by the second youngest group, 
across the ten-year period. To some extent, this would be related to their relatively lower levels 
of educational attainment and their having a larger number of children, on average, compared 
to mothers who had their first child when older.

The following trends emerged in relation to the proportions of mothers working full-time and part-time:

 ■ With the exception of those in the oldest maternal age group, mothers were considerably 
more likely to work part-time than full-time across the different periods. When their child was 
an infant, those in the oldest maternal age group had virtually the same proportions working 
full-time and part-time (27–28%).

 ■ The proportion of mothers in the two oldest groups who were working full-time fell from the 
time their child was an infant to age 2–3 years (from 27% to 18% for the oldest group and from 
29% to 23% for the second oldest group). A small fall in the proportion working full-time was 
also apparent for mothers who had their first child at the normative age of 25–34 years (from 
22% to 17%).

 ■ Across the ten-year period, the greatest increase in the proportion of mothers working full-time 
was apparent for the youngest group (from 1% to 19%), followed by the second youngest group 
(from 10% to 22%).

 ■ The increase in part-time employment rates (which was apparent for all groups) was also 
greatest for the teenage mothers (from 9% when their child was an infant to 33% when their 
child was 10–11 years old). Nevertheless, these mothers had the lowest rates of full-time and 
of part-time work across virtually all years.15

Financial circumstances
Regardless of their general longer-term direction, a family’s financial circumstances can ebb and 
flow considerably, according to changes in income, non-cash benefits, costs, discretionary spending 
decisions and so on. These can be affected by many factors, including parental separation or 
re-partnering, the birth of new children, changes in labour-force circumstances of either parent in 
the household, changes in care responsibilities (including for children with additional needs, the 
elderly or other family members), housing tenure and residential relocation. A primary responsibility of 
families is to meet family members’ basic needs for food, housing, clothing, health care and education. 
Financial circumstances are therefore clearly important to family functioning and the wellbeing of 
family members. Substantial government support is provided but families that rely solely or mainly on 
government support may well struggle to make ends meet. As noted above, many couples decide to 
postpone childbearing until they achieve what they see as a secure financial base. In addition, despite 
the adage that “money doesn’t buy happiness”, there is ample evidence that financial difficulties 
tend to generate a great deal of distress.16 Financial circumstances can be measured objectively and 
subjectively. This section focuses on two measures: mothers’ assessment of financial circumstances 
(i.e., a subjective measure) and their experience of financial hardships (measured objectively).

Mothers’ assessments of financial circumstances
The subjective measure was based on mothers’ responses to the question: “Given your current 
needs and financial responsibilities, how would you say you and your family are getting on?” Six 

15 When their child was 6–7 years old, the full-time employment rate of teenage mothers was very similar to that 
of mothers who had their first child when in their early 20s (13% and 15% respectively). In all other periods 
investigated, the full-time rates of teenage mothers were considerably lower than those of all other groups.

16 Indeed, some research provides support for the notion that financial difficulties tend to increase parents’ distress 
and thereby impair their parenting behaviour, increasing the risk of child maladjustment (see McConnell, Breitkreuz, 
& Savage, 2011). However, other factors may well be at play. For instance, mental health problems and certain 
addictions (e.g., addictions to alcohol or other drugs) tend to increase financial difficulties and impair parenting 
behaviour (see Crossley & Buckner, 2012; Meltzer, Bebbington, Brugha, Farrell, & Jenkins, 2012).
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response options were provided: three suggested generally favourable circumstances (“prosperous”, 
“very comfortable” and “reasonably comfortable”) and the other three suggested some level of 
struggle (“just getting along”, “poor” and “very poor”). Taken as a single group, the mothers focused 
on in this chapter most commonly indicated that they were reasonably comfortable across all survey 
waves (47–51% of all these mothers, regardless of their maternal age). “Just getting along” was the 
second most common response, applying to 22–31%. In each survey wave, the mothers were more 
likely to indicate that they and their family were in a “prosperous” or “very comfortable” position 
(18–26%), than to describe their financial circumstances as “poor” or “very poor” (2–3%).

To simplify the comparisons of maternal age groups, we created three categories, classifying the 
responses as suggesting they were “well-off” (prosperous or very comfortable), “comfortable” 
(reasonably comfortable) or “struggling” (just getting along, poor or very poor). Figure 8.4 depicts 
the percentages of mothers providing these assessments according to their maternal age and their 
child’s age.

When their child was an infant:

 ■ Overall, similar proportions in each maternal age group considered themselves to be well-off (15–20%).

 ■ The proportions of mothers describing their circumstances as reasonably comfortable varied 
by maternal age, ranging from 37% (the youngest mothers) to 50% (those with a maternal age 
of 25–34 years).

 ■ The youngest and the oldest groups were the most likely of all groups to indicate that they were 
struggling at this stage in their child’s life (43–45% vs 33% of all other three groups).

When their child was aged 10–11 years:

 ■ By this stage, all groups most commonly indicated that they were reasonably comfortable, with 
those with a maternal age of 35–37 years being the least likely to state this (39% vs 50–54%).

 ■ Overall 22–31% indicated that they were struggling, with mothers with a maternal age of 25–34 
years being the least likely to state this, followed by the oldest group (25%). Much the same 
proportions of mothers in the other three groups indicated that they were struggling (29–31%).

 ■ During this period, the greatest diversity between groups emerged in the proportions indicating 
that they were well-off: such assessments ranged from 15% (for those who had their child in 
their early 20s) to 31% (for those who became mothers when of 35–37 years old).
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Notes: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child in this 
chapter). For each maternal age, by age of study child, the percentages of mothers describing their circumstances in the 
ways represented in this figure sum to 100, any variation is due to rounding.

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

Figure 8.4: Proportions of mothers who provided different assessments of their financial 
circumstances, by maternal age and age of study child
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Financial hardship
To assess financial hardship (the more objective of the two measures), parents were asked whether 
they had experienced the following circumstances over the previous 12 months because they were 
short of money: they could not pay gas, electricity or telephone bills on time; they could not pay 
mortgage or rent payments on time; any members of the household went without meals; they 
were unable to heat or cool their home; they pawned or sold something because they needed the 
cash; or they sought assistance from a welfare or community organisation.17 Figure 8.5 shows the 
proportions of mothers who reported having experienced one or at least two such hardships in 
the previous 12 months.
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the percentages of mothers describing their circumstances in the ways represented in this figure sum to 100, any variation 
is due to rounding.

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).

Figure 8.5: Proportions of mothers who reported experiencing a single or multiple forms of 
financial hardship, by maternal age and age of study child

Across all six time-points covering ten years, the two youngest groups were more likely than the 
older groups to report having experienced at least one form of hardship in the previous 12 months.

When the child was an infant, the patterns of results for the two youngest groups were similar. 
However, when their child was older, patterns for the youngest groups varied somewhat, whereas 
the patterns for the three older groups remained fairly similar across the later time points.

 ■ When their child was an infant, women who became mothers as teenagers or in their early 20s 
were considerably more likely than those in the other three groups to indicate the experience 
of some form of hardship in the previous 12 months (42–43% vs 18–22%).

 ■ Differences between the three older groups were relatively small.

 ■ Although trends for each group tended to vary somewhat across time, such variation was 
greatest for the second youngest group. These mothers were most likely to report some form 
of hardship when their child was an infant (43%) and least likely to do so when their child was 
2–3 years old and 10–11 years old (25–28%).

17 This is a rough indicator of hardship experiences, given that any of the events may have been one-off or repetitive; 
people who are short of cash may adopt other strategies not listed; for example, borrowing money from family 
or friends to make ends meet or taking on additional work, perhaps involving cash payments. Furthermore, some 
experiences/strategies, such as going without meals, would appear to suggest considerable financial hardship, 
while the level of hardship reflected in an inability to heat or cool the home would vary according to whether the 
respondent resided in a region with extreme, moderate or very mild temperatures. On the whole, however, any 
results based on this measure probably provide conservative estimates of hardship, given the limited number of 
experiences/strategies assessed.
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 ■ Across the survey waves, the two youngest groups were also more likely than the older three 
groups to report at least two different types of hardship experienced in the previous 12 months.

 ■ The youngest group was more likely to report multiple hardship experiences than a single form 
in the first four survey waves (from when their child was an infant to age 6–7 years). Thereafter, 
reports of a single form of hardship experience predominated.

 ■ Teenage mothers were the only group who were more prone to report multiple hardships than 
a single hardship in some periods. Mothers in all other groups were more prone to report a 
single rather than multiple hardship experiences for some years, and equally prone to report 
single and multiple hardship experiences for other years.

8.5 Parenting practices
Various studies have suggested that, other things being equal, children tend to do well 
developmentally where the parenting they receive is generally characterised by high levels of 
warmth, consistency, inductive reasoning and self-efficacy and low levels of irritability, hostility and 
over-protectiveness (see Lucas, Nicholson, & Maguire, 2011; Zubrick, Lucas, Westrupp, & Nicholson, 
2014). In each of the LSAC waves, parents have been asked a series of questions to gauge the extent 
to which they adopted these approaches in relation to their study child. In this section, we focus 
on four of these self-reported behaviours of mothers towards their first child: warmth, inductive 
reasoning, parenting consistency, hostile/angry parenting (here referred to as parenting harshness).

The parental warmth scale was based on parents’ responses to six questions about how often 
they: a) express affection by hugging, kissing and holding this child; b) hug or hold this child for 
no particular reason; c) tell this child how happy he/she makes you; d) have warm, close times 
together with this child; e) listening to the child (omit this part if child was 0–1 years) and doing 
things with him/her; f) feel close to the child both when he/she is happy and when he/she is upset.

The inductive reasoning scale was constructed from parents’ responses to three items about how 
often they: a) explain to this child why he/she is being corrected; b) talk it over and reason with 
the child when he/she misbehaves; c) give the child reasons why rules should be obeyed.

The parenting consistency scale was based on five questions: a) When you give this child an 
instruction or request to do something, how often do you make sure that he/she does it? b) If you 
tell this child he/she will get punished if he/she doesn’t stop doing something, but he/she keeps 
doing it, how often will you punish him/her? c) How often does this child get away with things that 
you feel should have been punished? d) How often is this child able to get out of a punishment 
when he/she really sets his/her mind to it? e) When you discipline this child, how often does he/
she ignore the punishment?

The scores derived for parental warmth, inductive reasoning and consistency range from 1 to 5, with 
higher scores indicating positive parenting practices (i.e., a greater tendency to express warmth, use 
inductive reasoning and apply consistency).18 The precise nature of these measures differs somewhat 
according to the child’s age. Not surprisingly, inductive reasoning was not measured for B-cohort 
children in Wave 1 (when the child was aged 0–1 year). In addition, the measurement of parenting 
consistency commenced in Wave 3 for B-cohort children (when the children were 4–5 years old).

The parenting harshness scale here refers to a measure called “hostile parenting” for Waves 1 and 
2 for the B cohort and called “angry parenting” for the remaining waves for the B cohort and all 
waves for the K cohort.

The hostile parenting scale was based on parents’ responses to the following the five statements 
that described their feelings in the previous four weeks: a) I have been angry with this child; b) 
raised voice with or shouted at this child; c) the child gets on my nerves when crying; d) lost my 
temper with this child; e) left this child alone in his/her bedroom when the child was particularly 
irritable or upset. The response options were from 1 (not at all) to 10 (all the time). The scores, the 
mean of the responses, ranged from 1 to 10, with higher scores meaning that the parent was more 
frequently hostile towards the child.

18 Response options for these questions ranged from 1 never/almost never to 5 always/almost. The scores for these 
scales are the mean of the responses to these items. For the maternal consistency scale, responses to the third, 
fourth and fifth items were first reversed so that higher scores indicate greater consistency.
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The angry parenting scale was based on four questions: a) Of all the times you talk to this child 
about his/her behaviour, how often is this praise?; b) Of all the times you talk to this child about 
his/her behaviour, how often is this disapproval?; c) How often are you angry when you punish 
this child?; d) How often do you feel you are having problems managing this child in general? The 
response options were from 1 (never/almost never) to 5 (always/almost always). The scores of 
this scale were the mean of responses to the questions, after the responses to the first item were 
revised. Higher scores indicate more frequent anger towards the child.

In this chapter, we focus on the proportions of mothers who indicated that they adopted relatively 
high levels of each parenting practice measured. Relatively high levels of warmth, inductive 
reasoning and consistency were defined as scores of 4–5 on the relevant 5-point scales. Compared 
with these behaviours, mothers were considerably less inclined to indicate that they adopted harsh 
parenting. Indeed, only a small proportion of mothers had scores at the mid-point and above of 
the harshness scales.19 For this reason, we used a lower threshold (the mid-point of the scale) in 
classifying “relatively harsh parenting”. That is, relatively harsh parenting was defined as scores 
of 5.5–10 on the 10-point scale (used for B-cohort mothers in the first two waves) and as scores 
of 3.5–5 on the 5-point scale (used for B-cohort mothers in subsequent waves and for K-cohort 
mothers in all waves).20 The results are shown in Table 8.4 (page 185).

Parental warmth
 ■ Regardless of the age the mothers had their child and the survey wave, most reported a great 

deal of warmth towards their child (65–98%). This pattern persisted over the ten-year period.
 ■ When their child was an infant, the proportion of mothers who reported a high level of warmth 

toward their child was similar across the maternal age groups (92–96%).
 ■ The proportions of mothers in all age groups who reported high warmth fell over the ten-year period 

(from 92–96% when their child was an infant to 64–78% by the time the child was 10–11 years old).
 — This fall was more marked for the teenage mothers (falling by 33 percentage points, compared 

with 17–20 percentage points for other groups of mothers).

 ■ By the time their child was 10–11 years old, only 64% of teenage mothers reported high parental 
warmth compared with 73–78% of mothers in other age groups. While women who became mothers 
in their early 20s were more similar to teenage mothers than older mothers in terms of various socio-
demographic characteristics (Weston et al., 2006), they were more similar to the older maternal groups 
than the teenage mothers in terms of their tendency to report high warmth towards their child.

Inductive reasoning
 ■ Across all time points examined (from when their child was a toddler (2–3 years) to 10–11 years, 

most mothers reported adopting a high level of inductive reasoning to help their child learn 
rules and to correct their behaviours (67–90%).

 ■ When their child was a toddler, mothers who had their child when a teenager were the least 
likely of all the maternal groups to report a high level of inductive reasoning (67% vs 81–90%).

 ■ With the exception of teenage mothers, a greater proportion of mothers reported high inductive reasoning 
when their child was aged 2–3 years than when their child was either 8–9 years or 10–11 years.

 — The mothers who gave birth to their firstborn when in their teens provided the most variable 
picture. The proportion reporting high inductive reasoning increased and then declined, 
peaking when their child was 6–7 years (85%).

 — While the proportions of mothers reporting high inductive reasoning fell for the four older 
maternal groups, this difference was the largest for the two oldest age groups (representing 
a 14 percentage point difference over the eight years),21 and lowest for those who become 
mothers in their early 20s (falling by 5 percentage points).

19 Only 2–16% of all mothers across the six waves of B and K cohorts had scores ranging from the mid-point to the 
highest point of the two variants of the harshness scales (i.e., “hostile parenting”: scores of 5.5–10 on a scale of 
1–10; or “angry parenting”: scores 3–5 on a scale of 1–5).

20 We also compared the mean scores on each parenting practice scale across maternal age groups (results not 
shown here). The overall pattern of results were consistent with those outlined in this chapter, even though the 
differences in mean scores across maternal age groups seemed small.

21 This fall refers to the difference in percentages between the times when the child was 2–3 years old and 10–11 years 
old. Of the women who had their child when aged 35–37 years, much the same the proportions reported relatively 
high use of inductive reasoning when the child was 8–9 and 10–11 years old (around 75% and 76% respectively).
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Table 8.4: Parenting practices, by maternal age and age of study child

Age of study child  
(i.e., firstborn) (years)

Maternal age

15–19 20–24 25–34 35–37 38+

Parental warmth: high warmth (%)

0–1 96.8 91.7 94.4 95.9 92.4

2–3 90.8 96.5 95.9 98.5 96.1

4–5 90.9 91.3 88.8 90.7 87.3

6–7 87.0 88.5 87.8 90.3 89.1

8–9 75.5 80.3 80.9 91.0 83.1

10–11 64.1 74.2 77.1 78.4 72.9

n 94~179 269~542 1043~2146 135~258 82~136

Inductive reasoning: high level of reasoning (%)

0–1  –  –  –  –  –

2–3 66.7 81.0 85.8 89.9 82.7

4–5 73.2 79.4 82.2 86.1 77.2

6–7 84.8 80.5 83.9 83.2 77.8

8–9 75.3 76.7 79.1 74.5 76.8

10–11 79.2 76.3 76.1 75.9 69.1

n 68~162 210~510 922~2111 123~249 75~136

Parenting consistency: high level of consistency (%)

0–1 –  –  – – –

2–3 – –  – – –

4–5 50.8 57.3 72.6 68.5 67.1

6–7 52.3 66.0 77.6 69.3 64.0

8–9 60.0 64.4 75.0 72.3 62.3

10–11 65.6 68.4 75.1 69.2 56.3

n 128~179 429~541 1999~2144 234~258 128~136

Parenting harshness: relatively harsh (%)

0–1 2.9 2.3 0.9 0.6 1.4

2–3 8.9 6.7 7.4 1.8 5.9

4–5 24.2 16.3 13.9 9.5 11.9

6–7 16.9 12.8 12.5 11.2 12.2

8–9 21.4 15.0 15.4 11.1 12.0

10–11 19.5 16.4 17.9 12.5 21.2

n 44~179 181~542 895~2144 121~258 72~136

Notes: “Maternal age” refers to the mothers’ age at the time they gave birth to their first child (i.e., their study child). a) Scores 
on the parental warmth, inductive reasoning and consistency scales range from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating more 
positive parenting practices in these areas (i.e., greater parental warmth and greater use of reasoning and consistency). In 
the present analysis, scores of 4–5 were taken as indicating high use of these behaviours. The three items comprising the 
inductive reasoning scale were not identical in all waves. b) The measure of parenting harshness for the B-cohort for Waves 
1 and 2 (when the study children were under 4 years old) differed from the measure used when they were 4–5 years and 
older, with the nature of items and length of rating scale varying. A 10-point rating scale was used when the children were 
under 4 years old and a 5-point scale was used thereafter. From age 4 years and over, the same measure was used for two 
cohorts. Scores ranging from the mid-point and above were classified as reflecting relatively high parenting harshness (i.e., 
scores of 5.5–10 on the 10-point scale and of 3–5 on the 5-point scale).

Source: Combined data from B and K cohorts as shown in Table 8.1 (page 173).
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Parenting consistency
 ■ At least one-half of the mothers reported a high level of parenting consistency across the four 

time points examined—that is, when their child was 4–5 years old to 10–11 years old (51–78%).

 ■ When their child was 4–5 years, the youngest group of mothers were the least likely of all the 
groups to report a high level of parenting consistency (51%), followed by the second youngest 
group (57%). The proportions in the three older groups reporting a high level of consistency 
were fairly similar (67–73%).

 ■ Over the six-year period examined, the patterns of reports varied across the maternal age 
groups.

 — For the two youngest groups (especially those who had their child as a teenager), highly 
consistent parenting appeared to become increasingly prevalent with time. The proportion 
reporting high consistency increased by 15 percentage points (from 51% to 66%) for the 
teenage mothers and by 11 percentage points (from 57% to 68%) for those who became 
mothers when in their early 20s.

 — The proportion of mothers indicating high levels of parenting consistency fell for the oldest 
group by 11 percentage points (from 67% to 56%).

 — The extent to which mothers reported high levels of parenting consistency remained fairly 
stable over the six-year period for the two remaining groups of mothers.

 ■ By the time their child was 10–11 years old, the oldest group of mothers were the least likely 
of all the groups to report high levels of parenting consistency (56%), while those who became 
mothers when 25–34 years old were the most likely to report this (75%). A similar proportion 
of mothers in the other three groups indicated that they adopted a high level of parenting 
consistency (66–69%) at this stage in their child’s life.

Parenting harshness
As discussed above, the threshold for “relatively harsh parenting” was set at the mid-point of the 
scale, because few parents reported that they engaged in harsh parenting behaviours. Secondly, 
a 10-point scale was used when the children were infants and 2–3 years old, and a 5-point scale 
was used when the children were older than this. These differences may have affected the results 
for the first two waves compared with subsequent waves. Mothers classified as adopting “relatively 
harsh parenting” were clearly in the minority and at each time point (taken separately), differences 
between maternal age groups in apparent use of relatively high harshness were not statistically 
significant.

 ■ Few mothers in each maternal age group indicated that they tended to treat their child relatively 
harshly when their child was an infant or at age 2–3 years, especially during the former period 
(reported by 1–3% during infancy and by 2–9% two years later).

 ■ When the child was 4–5 years, 10–24% of mothers appeared prone to treating their child 
relatively harshly. This apparent increase in reports of relative harshness may be a function 
of the different sets of questions used by the time the child was 4–5 years old compared with 
earlier.

 ■ When the child was 4–5 years old, the two youngest groups of mothers (especially those who 
had their child as teenagers) seemed the most likely of all groups to report being relatively 
harsh in their parenting (24% and 16% respectively), although, as noted above, differences were 
not statistically significant. It is worth noting that when analysis was restricted to the B-cohort 
mothers, the two youngest groups continued to be the most likely of all groups to report 
relatively harsh parenting in this wave, and virtually the same proportions of B-cohort mothers 
in these two youngest groups acknowledged such behaviour (19–20%).

From the time the child was 4–5 years to 10–11 years, the patterns varied somewhat across the 
groups. For instance, mothers in the oldest group were considerably more likely to report relatively 
harsh parenting when their child was aged 10–11 years than when younger (e.g., 21% when their 
child was aged 10–11 years vs 12% when their child was 4–5 to 8–9 years). Compared with these 
mothers, the proportions of other mothers reporting such behaviour were relatively stable, with 
those aged 35–37 years tending to be the least likely to indicate relatively harsh parenting (e.g., 
13% vs 16–21% when the child was 10–11 years). However, as noted above, differences between 
maternal age groups in the apparent use of relatively high harshness were not statistically significant.
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8.6 Summary
Over the last few decades, the age at which women typically have their first child has increased, 
with over 40% of new mothers now being at least 30 years old. The overall picture, however, is 
also one of increasing diversity. While many studies have examined the circumstances experienced 
by women who become mothers as teenagers, for women who become new mothers at older 
ages, there is a relatively strong focus on the increased health-related risks for mothers and their 
newborn children.

This chapter extended earlier analysis by Weston et al. (2006), which focused exclusively on Wave 
1 data for LSAC mothers firstborn children in the B cohort. In these earlier analyses, mothers were 
classified into five groups according to the age at which they had their child (here called “maternal 
age”). The earlier study found that teenage mothers and mothers in their early 20s were more likely 
to be experiencing disadvantaged circumstances compared with older mothers, with the differences 
being particularly marked for teenage mothers. In terms of parenting behaviour, all groups tended 
to indicate that they expressed considerable levels of warmth and avoided harsh parenting.

In the present chapter, we retained a focus on the same five maternal age groups, and we combined 
the data for mothers of B-cohort firstborn children with those of K-cohort firstborn children where 
the children were of the same age. The central question was whether maternal age “made any 
difference” in the long run, in relation to certain living arrangements, socio-economic circumstances 
and parenting behaviour. We focused on the first six waves of data, which spanned 10 years (from 
the time the study child was aged 0–1 year to 10–11 years).

Living arrangements covered family type (intact, step- and single-mother families), the relationship 
status of partnered mothers (cohabiting or married), and number of additional children in the 
family after Wave 1. We found that, across the ten-year period, women who had their first child 
when teenagers continued to be the least likely of all groups to be living with their child’s father, 
followed by those who became mothers when in their early 20s.

Not surprisingly, few if any mothers in each maternal age group had formed a step-family when 
their child was an infant. The likelihood of doing so increased for the two youngest groups but 
had hardly changed for the older groups. Some of the new relationships formed after Wave 1 had 
ended within the period examined. Ten years on, around one in five mothers who were under the 
age of 25 when their first child was born were in step-families. Nevertheless, across the ten-year 
period, the likelihood of being single continued to be higher for those who had their first child 
as teenagers than those who became mothers when aged 25 years and over. This difference had 
narrowed considerably by the tenth year, because of the greater re-partnering rate apparent for 
the youngest group. Although, when their child was an infant, mothers in their early 20s were also 
more likely than older mothers to be single, this difference had largely disappeared ten years later, 
owing to age-related differences in re-partnering.

The two youngest groups of mothers who were living with a partner, especially the teenage 
mothers, were more likely than older partnered mothers to be in a cohabiting relationship when 
their child was an infant. While this pattern continued to hold across the ten-year period, the 
differences in cohabiting rates among partnered mothers of different maternal ages had narrowed.

Across the ten-year period, women in the oldest group were the least likely to have had any more 
children, followed by the second oldest group. On the other hand, the younger the maternal age 
group, the more likely the mothers were to have at least two more children. The two youngest 
groups were also more likely than other mothers to have had a child with a partner other than the 
father of their first child, or to have a step-child in their family.

The earlier study (Weston et al., 2006) showed that women who entered motherhood when under 
25 years, especially when teenagers, were socio-economically disadvantaged (e.g., they had left 
school early and did not have any post-school qualifications, they were not employed, and they 
were more likely to have experienced financial hardship). The current research suggests that the 
gaps in educational attainment and employment between women who started childbearing at early 
ages and those who started at later ages continued to hold but had diminished over the subsequent 
ten years. In addition, women who entered motherhood before age 25 were more likely than other 
women to experience financial hardship in the subsequent ten years. This difference was reduced 
somewhat in the subsequent ten years for those who became mothers when in their early 20s but 
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not for those who commenced motherhood in their teenage years. Despite the fact that the two 
youngest groups of mothers were more likely than other mothers to experience at least one form 
of financial hardship across the ten-year period, the two youngest groups were not significantly 
more likely than the older mothers to indicate that they felt they were struggling financially when 
their child was 10–11 years old.

Regardless of their maternal age when they had their first child, mothers tended to provide 
favourable reports of their parenting practices at the different time points examined over the 
ten-year period. According to their reports, they expressed a great deal of warmth towards their 
child and a tendency to use inductive reasoning and consistency when correcting their child, and 
to avoid treating their child harshly. Although reports of the tendency to express warmth did not 
vary according to maternal age when their child was an infant, the reports of the teenage mothers 
suggested that they were less likely than other mothers to maintain their high level of parental 
warmth.

The use of inductive reasoning was first assessed when their child was 2–3 years old, while 
consistency in parenting was first assessed (for both cohorts) when their child was 4–5 years 
old. Compared with women who became mothers when older, the youngest group of mothers 
provided less favourable reports regarding inductive reasoning, parenting consistency and parenting 
harshness when their first child was relatively young but by the time their child was 10–11 years, 
such differences had largely disappeared. While women who entered motherhood before age 25 
appeared to be increasingly likely to use inductive reasoning and to adopt a consistent stance over 
time, women who became mothers at a much later age (38+ years) were less likely to indicate 
using such approaches.

Regarding all the issues examined in this chapter, patterns for the oldest group (who were 38 years 
or more when they had their child) tended to resemble those of the other two groups of women 
who became mothers when 25–34 and 35–37 years old. The key exceptions were that the oldest 
mothers were significantly more likely than those aged 25–34 years to be single when their child 
was 10–11 years old, and less likely to report that they maintained a consistent approach to 
parenting and used inductive reasoning.

In summary, women who became mothers before age 25 (especially the teenagers) experienced 
greater levels of disadvantage than those who became mothers at older ages, although gaps in the 
areas of disadvantage examined diminished considerably over time. The two youngest groups of 
mothers were more likely than the other mothers to be living apart from their child’s father in Wave 
1. By the time their child was 10–11 years old, the mothers of the two youngest groups were the 
most likely of all groups to have formed a step-family.

The results in this chapter should be interpreted with some caution owing to limitations inherent 
in the data. Firstly, given that the numbers of women who became mothers either before age 25 or 
at age 38 or older were small, the results were less reliable for these groups. Secondly, the levels 
of sample attrition were higher for those who became mothers in their teens or early twenties and 
systematic differences in the characteristics of those who participated and those who did not may 
well undermine the strength of the results.
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