
UNC Research to 
Teaching Parish, 2004 1

Mid-life Economic Well-being 
of Parent-Caregivers

Susan Parish, Ph.D.Susan Parish, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor 
School of Social Work
UNC at Chapel Hill 



UNC Research to 
Teaching Parish, 2004 2

Background

Families compromise the largest group 
of caregivers for individuals with 
developmental disabilities

60% of people with disabilities live with 
their families

Majority of public financial resources 
allocated to  non-family services.

(Fujiura, 1998; Parish, Pomeranz-Essley, & Braddock, 2003)
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Needs Associated with Caring for Children 
with Developmental Disabilities

Specialized therapies
Respite care
Lengthy diagnostic tests
Home modifications
Adaptive equipment
Medication
Educational services
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Previous Research on Maternal 
Employment

Cross sectional research
Employment of mothers over life course 
has not been examined
Several studies on employment 
immediately after child’s diagnosis
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Research Needs

Studies that examine how women’s 
employment changes as children with 
disabilities enter adolescence and young 
adulthood.
Mother’s employment trajectories as 
children grow older.  
Objective measurement of the financial 
burden associated with caregiving.
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Research Questions

Does economic well-being differ for 
parents of children with developmental 
disabilities, as compared with other 
parents?
Do employment trajectories differ for 
mothers of children with and without 
developmental disabilities?
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Data  & Methods
Wisconsin Longitudinal Study (WLS)
Sample of parents of children with 
developmental disabilities (Seltzer & 
Greenberg, et al., 2000)
Prospective, began in 1959
Comparison of parents of children with 
and without developmental disabilities
N=330, same gender distribution in 2 
groups of 165
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Measures of Parents’ Mid-life 
Economic Well-being

Parental income
Combined savings and investments
Home equity
Home ownership
Mortgage amount
Participation in pension or IRA
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Measures of Women’s Employment

Own earned income in 1974 & 1991
Months of full-time employment 
Months of part-time employment
Duration of longest job spell
Transitions between level of  
employment and/or home
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Sample Characteristics

**p<.01; ***p<.001

55.20***17%57%Child at home

.2285%87%% Married

-1.212.72.9# in Household

-2.67**2.93.4# of Children 1992/4

-.3553.053.1Age in 1992/4

-.0313.413.3Education (yrs)

-.1410.610.4Mother’s Educ (yrs)

-.03$5400$5500Family Income, 1957-60

Mann-
Whitney U or 

X2

ContrastDD
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Results: Economic Well-being

-0.1481%81%% Pension

* p<.05                       Median $s are in 1,000s

-0.3791%90%% Owns home

-0.42$31.3$39.2Mortgage

-0.81$97.6$95.6Home Equity

-2.02*$181.0$132.7Savings

-2.23*$50.1$38.2Income

Mean/%Mean/%

Mann-
Whitney U

ContrastDD
Variable
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Results: Women’s Employment

3.66*84%69%Ever Full Time

6.97**75%53%Ever Job>5 yrs

* p<.05; **p<.01

-2.06*3.42.8Transitions

-.776474Months Part Time

-1.70*147125Months Full Time

-1.46$18800$14600Income, 1991

-2.46*$9400$4900Income, 1974

Mean/%Mean/%

Mann-
Whitney U or 

X2

ContrastDD
Variable
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Women’s Employment Trajectories
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What does it all mean?
Some negative effects (income, savings) 
at mid-life for parents of children with 
developmental disabilities
Effects are not universally detrimental
Mothers of children with DD  slower to 
increase employment to full time
Potentially deleterious outcomes in later 
life for the mothers
May suggest evidence of parental 
resilience or successful coping
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Implications for Advocacy
Families would benefit from programs that 
improve their financial situations
Families would benefit from programs that 
enable mothers to work at same levels as 
mothers of nondisabled children
Cash subsidy & respite programs for 
people with developmental disabilities are 
notoriously underfunded in the U.S. 
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