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When to start working after giving birth?:
Impact on infant’s health
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Abstract

Although extensive studies have shown some evidence that maternal employment
during the first year of a child’s life is detrimental to a child’s development (e.g., Blau
and Grossberg, 1992; Han et al., 2001; Baum II, 2003; Ruhm, 2004; James-Burdumy,
2005), relatively few studies have investigated whether the timing of a mother’s return
to work within the first year affects her infants. Thus, this paper seeks to determine
whether the number of weeks that mothers stay at home during the first year after
childbirth affects an infant’s development. To address the potential problem that
maternal time at home after childbirth might be endogenous to the health of an infant,
this study exploits exogenous variations in the enactment of US maternity-leave laws
and labor market conditions across states over time as instrumental variables (IVs).
Using longitudinal data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979
(NLSY79) and the Children of the NLSY79 (NLSYC), we show results suggesting that
a mother’s staying at home for at least 6 weeks after childbirth may enhance her child’s
development during the first year of its life. In addition, mothers who stay home for at
least 6 weeks after childbirth are more likely to breastfeed their babies longer than
mothers who return to work within 6 weeks after giving birth. Hence, breastfeeding
can be an important pathway through which maternal time at home has a beneficial
impact on an infant’s development.
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