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ABSTRACT 

Employer-based social networks for working mothers can be low-cost, innovative 

interventions designed to assist women in managing multiple life roles. This study 

presents research using a case study framework, specifically aimed at gaining a deeper 

understanding of how and to what extent social networks for working mothers impact 

their participants with regard to effectiveness, value and connection. This study was 

preceded by a positioning survey and included meeting observations, a pilot interview, 

and seven subsequent individual interviews with leaders and participants of a workplace 

social network for working mothers. The unit of measure for this study was the 

individual, featuring diversity of participants with regard to education, age, professional 

expertise, tenure with the organization, parenting experience, and network involvement.  

Individual interview results were transcribed and analyzed to identify and 

confirm outcomes among participants that revealed impacts of advice, confidence, 

work-life balance, knowledge of employer and community, employer support of 

mothers, internal research resource, helping colleagues, positive feelings, social capital 

and support and empathy. This study concluded with research-based recommendations 

for the network, employing organization, and for further research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND 

Parents in the Unites States are navigating uncertain new terrain, caught between 

traditional concepts of care giving and new demographic, economic, and social realities. 

In the wake of rapid changes in family composition and women’s employment, parents 

are struggling to organize their working lives and partnerships in new ways (Gornick & 

Meyers, 2003, p. 6). However, human resource development (HRD) as a discipline has 

not been particularly interested in or troubled by this new situation according to 

Bierema and Cseh (2003); diversity, equality, power, discrimination, sexism, 

homophobia, or other similar issues and the voices of women and other oppressed 

groups are not generally represented in HRD research. Although working mothers are 

looking for solutions to balance work and family conflict, scant research exists that 

specifically addresses issues relevant to either working mothers or the effectiveness of 

work-life balance interventions aimed at meeting their developmental needs.  

This chapter will provide an overview of the dynamics related to working 

mothers in the United States, specifically investigating current societal, cultural, 

economic, organizational, and political forces. It will also explore summative 

comparative systems that support employed mothers, subsequently presenting an 

overview of the contextualized problems experienced by working mothers as a result of 

their dual life roles. The explicit goal of this background chapter is to bring together a 

variety of sources that indicate factors of influence for employed mothers, through a 

comprehensive investigation of the underlying historical, governmental, cultural and 

societal, and organizational factors that impact working mothers. 
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History 

According to Barnett and Rivers (1996), only in recent years has a new version 

of history emerged: men and women as gatherers, creating history in tandem; women 

inventing slings to carry babies and food, walking for miles to provide more than half 

the food supply for the tribe; women being the central players in the development of 

language by crooning to their children, in instructing them, warning them. (p. 41). In the 

movement from an agrarian economy to an economy based on industrialization, the role 

of working mothers changed, mainly through sequentially holding work and parental 

roles (Campbell, 1984). In the United States “work” moved from the family farm and 

rural areas to metropolitan work centers (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). During World War 

I, women were encouraged to enter the workforce, which resulted in increased 

participation rates which then decreased as men returned from war after 1918 (Weiner, 

1985). Along with this shift into paid work, Americans were encouraged to become 

consumers during the 1920s, so the displaced female workforce now had endless 

products from the manufacturing sector that were viewed as new and fashionable, and 

subsequently reduced the appreciation for homemade goods. This machine-made 

consumer shift also had a negative impact on the social value and perceived economic 

value of women’s household labor (Barnett & Rivers). 

The domestic arrangement in which the husband was the breadwinner and the 

wife the homemaker dominated the family landscape for the first half of the twentieth 

century, at least among the middle class in the United States (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). 

Despite temporary changes during the Depression of the 1930s and World War I and 

World War II, women were generally encourages to view homemaking as their primary 
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responsibility. This framework of men focusing on work while women focused on 

home worked for some, but was never a reality for others, specifically those in lower 

socio-economic classes, such as recent immigrants and divorced or single parents 

(Moen & Roehling, 2004). There was also a social climate that related working mothers 

to child neglect (Weiner, 1985) until Betty Friedan (1963) published her landmark book 

titled The Feminine Mystique, which detailed women’s dissatisfaction of engendered 

family roles and the alienation of women from paid work (Moen & Roehling). 

According to Friedan, the narrow definition of women’s value, which was based on the 

role that they played within the family, compromised their healthy identity 

development. Friedan added that it was the combination of men returning from war 

(needing mothering from wives), new domestic technology (making household work 

boring and less valuable), increased fertility rates, and narrow work-defined 

professional roles that caused women to feel that they were disadvantaged with regard 

to full human development. 

Many factors led to and supported the status of the homemaker role in the mid-

twentieth century, including jobs that could support entire families, a strong post-World 

War II economy, and the American Dream which was based on individual achievement 

and self-sufficiency (Hertz, 1991). This foundation was underpinned, however, by male 

work-centered lives, until changes in anti-discrimination and affirmative action policies 

starting in the 1960s and 1970s opened previously male-dominated jobs, occupations, 

and industries to women (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). The gender divide in some ways 

was supported and sustained by bifurcated life roles, which are for the most part still in 

place today (Moen & Roehling, 2004). 
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The most noticeable shift in the history of working women has been the steady 

and ever-increasing number of married, divorced, and widowed women in the 

workforce. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2000) women’s employment 

rates have regularly increased since 1900 when only 20% of all women worked and less 

than 5% of married women were employed outside the home. By the year 2000, the 

number of married working women was similar to that of women overall, both around 

60%.  

The record number of mothers in the workforce, coupled with the virtual 

disappearance of full-time domestic help, has aggravated the dual role conflict for 

working women, 75% of whom do not have full-time domestic help (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2000). Hochschild (1989) recognized the dual role conflict for women and 

named it The Second Shift, meaning that although both parents work outside the home, 

women disproportionately complete more domestic work. This paradigm shift of 

women’s employment, whether they are married or not, means that more workers, both 

male and female, are dealing with work simultaneously with childcare and other 

domestic issues. This domestic inequality has contributed to the fact that many women 

make certain choices, including underemployment, lower status jobs, jobs with less time 

commitment, and are sometimes viewed as having more transient work patterns, 

moving in and out of work, working part-time, or not working at all to compensate for 

dual role conflicts (Hochschild). In short, this recurring cycle of choice and limitation 

results in modern–day marginalization based on gender (Crittenden, 2001; England & 

Farkas, 1986; Felmlee, 1982; Goldin, 1991).  
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Barnett and Rivers (1996) have written that “throughout history, women have 

been economic providers, central players in the creation of agriculture, commerce, 

language, and culture—all the things that make us human” (p. 42). In the United States, 

a radical complex social transformation within the sphere of work, family, and 

community has occurred with the increasing employment of mothers, both simultaneous 

and sequential to parenting roles (Moen, 1992). In short, the main historical trends for 

working mothers within the United States are the substantial increases in married 

women’s workforce participation, fewer breadwinner and homemaker domestic 

arrangements, and unchanging unequal domestic responsibilities. 

Governmental Trends 

The United States Census Bureau (2001) reported that more than half of new 

mothers return to work after childbirth within the first year, and by the time children 

finish high school this number increases to over 70%. Federal and state legislation are 

crucial mechanisms in supporting employer family-friendly policies (Burstein, Bricher, 

& Einwohner, 1995; Moen & Coltrane, 2005), yet both federal and state governments 

have largely remained uninvolved in policies concerning working mothers (Moen, 

1992). Federal and state governmental support for working mothers includes: (a) 

discrimination prevention laws, (b) employment benefits, and (c) tax credits and 

daycare subsidies.  

Discrimination Prevention  

Laws to prevent workplace discrimination laws include the Equal Pay Act, Civil 

Rights Act, the Pregnancy Discrimination Act, and Equal Employment Opportunity 

Act. Congress passed the Equal Pay Act of 1963, which protects men and women who 
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perform substantially equal work in the same establishment from gender-based wage 

discrimination. This was significant specifically to working women because it was the 

first national civil rights legislation focusing on engendered employment discrimination. 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination on a broad array of private 

conduct, including public accommodations, governmental services, and education. One 

section of this Act, referred to as Title VII, prohibits employment discrimination based 

on race, sex, color, and national origin; Title VII also applies to private employers, labor 

unions, and employment agencies. The Civil Right Act also prohibits discrimination in 

recruitment, hiring, wages, assignments, promotions, benefits, discipline, discharges, 

layoffs, and virtually every aspect of employment (Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, 2008). 

Burnstein (1979) noted that despite large income gaps, women have made gains 

as a result of equal employment opportunity legislation through the reduction or 

elimination of crude and blatant discrimination. Women’s employment stability has 

increased (Uri & Mixon, 1992) along with their participation in educational programs 

and activities in institutions with federal contracts, grants, and loans. This has positively 

affected female student postsecondary education admissions, financial aid, and access to 

academic programs (Beller, 1982). 

The Pregnancy Discrimination Act, passed in 1978, prohibits the dismissal of 

pregnant employees due to pregnancy alone and provides for limited job security for 

women while they are on maternity leave. Prior to the enactment of the Pregnancy 

Discrimination Act, women could be terminated at work if they were pregnant, which 

resulted in women hiding and lying about their pregnancy status at work. According to 
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the United States Census Bureau (2001), immediately following this legislation the 

employment of pregnant women increased 30%; currently 80% of pregnant women are 

employed full-time (Moen & Roehling, 2004). 

Employment Benefits 

The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), enacted in 1993, permits employees in 

organizations with 50 or more employees to take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave each 

year for family or medical reasons. This legislation clearly supports working mothers 

and provides a certain level of protection for them; however, it is not universally 

available due to the number of employee stipulation (Robbins & DeCenzo, 2007). The 

FMLA provides job protection to some employees, but also has shortcomings 

(Kamerman, 2000) because it only covers some workers, and because many eligible 

workers fail to utilize the benefit (Cantor, Waldfogel, Kerwin, Wright, Levin, Rauch, 

Hagerty, & Kudela, 2001). Gerstel and McGonagle (1999) found that FMLA is an 

unpaid benefit has not impact the number of leaves taken by workers who were covered 

or not covered. They also found that support for FMLA legislation by enterprise human 

resource practitioners has had little influence on organization policies (Campion & Dill, 

2000) because many organizations voluntarily offered childbirth and adoption related 

leaves before the federal legislation was passed. Another shortcoming is the fact that the 

cost of adhering to the FMLA legislation is the sole responsibility of the employer; 

however a major paradigm shift that emerged after the passing of this legislation has 

been the increased utilization of leave by new fathers (Caputo, 2000; Mitchell, 1997).  

Individual states can deviate from federal FMLA legislation by choosing to 

legislate more liberal supports. For example, California passed the Paid Family Leave 
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Program, where workers who participate in that state’s disability insurance program are 

eligible for up to 6 weeks of partial paid leave to care for a child, parent, spouse, or 

partner through a program administered by the State of California Employment 

Development Department (2008). The major difference in this support program is that it 

is managed by a state agency rather than by employers. 

Tax Credits and Daycare Subsidies 

The Progressive Era in the United States (1890-1920) was the beginning of 

large-scale daycare initiatives, specifically through the settlement movement and social 

work interventions that supported working mothers with community-based daycare 

provisions. Later, once middle class mothers started participating in the workforce 

during World War II, society’s attitude toward working mothers softened, with a 

paradigm shift and philosophical change that moved away from vilifying working 

mothers and marginalizing their children when they were cared for outside of the home. 

This period was also the beginning of governmental support for childcare through the 

United States Children’s Bureau, the United States Women’s Bureau, and emergency 

agencies such as the Works Progress Administration and Federal Works Administration 

(Michel, 1999).  

During World War II, emergency nursery schools were developed by the 

Federal Government when state run childcare, and early childhood education programs 

were initiated through investment in the Childcare and Protection Program of 1943. 

These programs were philosophically bound to an educational framework, rather than to 

a social justice or social welfare reform agenda, and became the main catalyst for the 

gap between services in the private and public sectors. Then, in the 1970s, the political 
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climate changed with the women's liberation movement, and women’s employment 

became more culturally accepted. It is still significant to note that the federal 

government’s lack of universal childcare in the United States is historical and a main 

factor in the marginalization of working mothers through the linkage of childcare with 

charity (Michel, 1999). 

As discussed previously, daycare centers were supported by government funds 

during World War II. This was accomplished through the Lanham Act, passed in 1942, 

which provided matching grants for daycare centers in order to stimulate war time 

production by giving mothers an opportunity to fill vacancies left by servicemen and 

become employed outside the home. However, existing facilities were not able to 

accommodate all of the children who needed care, and these grants proved to be 

necessary only temporarily, because after the war ended most mothers voluntarily or 

involuntarily left their jobs and returned to full-time domestic duties (Campbell, 1984).  

 It was not until the 1960s and the Head Start initiatives (a program for early 

childhood education and nutrition for preschoolers from low-income households) that 

daycare centers were again subsidized by the federal government. In 1974 Title XX of 

the Social Services Amendment provided for state grants for daycare to support low-

income mothers; then in 1976 legislation was passed defining childcare as a work-

related expense which now provided tax credits to parents through Dependent Care 

Assistance Plans, and the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit. These deductions for 

dependent care are limited annually, and families with more than one child or who are 

in lower income brackets receive fewer benefits from these programs, because the 

benefit is diminished as family size increases, which means less money per child due to 
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the annual limits stipulation (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). The Dependent Care Tax 

Credit is the largest single government subsidy for childcare in the United States 

(Morgan, 2006). 

In summary, childcare within the United States has developed with little 

government regulation and need-based only subsidies (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). 

Utilization of need-based support has had relatively low utilization mainly due to the 

difficulties with overwhelming paperwork for parents and care providers, as well as the 

limited portability of benefits if workers move to different employers (Knox, London, & 

Scott, 2003). The main federal government support for working mothers has been 

primarily in the form of discrimination prevention legislation, mandated employment 

benefits, and tax credits and daycare subsidies.  

Cultural and Societal Trends 

 The world of work has tended not to accommodate combining work and family 

life, the consequences of which have had a substantial impact on working women 

(Rosen, 1989). Support for working mothers specifically is both a cultural and societal 

issue. The seven most significant cultural or societal trends related to support systems 

for working mothers in the United States are: (a) globalization; (b) increase in dual 

earning households; (c) increased proportion of working mothers, particularly with 

infants; (d) increased single parent households; (e) heightened emphasis on parenting; 

(f) unequal domestic duty division; (g) reduction and delay in marriage and childbirth; 

(h) changing meaning of work success, and; (i) increased education for women. These 

trends will be discussed in the paragraphs to follow. 
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Globalization 

Women, and really workers overall, have become more mobile geographically 

during the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, which has resulted in having 

to leave traditional family support networks of parents and siblings, as well as social 

support from friends and communities. At the same time, globalization and the resulting 

shift in work patterns has reduced the number of unionized workers and opportunities 

for lifelong employment that have traditionally provided families with economic 

security; women, ethnic minorities, and recent immigrant workers are particularly 

vulnerable for employment loss in globalized markets when organizations merge or 

downsize (Moen & Roehling, 2004). 

Dual Earning Households 

In 2000, 60% of households in the United States had two wage earners (Jacobs 

& Gerson, 2004), which is now considered the norm in the United States as well as a 

success story for the women’s movement. Dual income households offer economic 

stability and a cooperative approach to household management. The decline of the 

single breadwinner in the last 20 years (Barnett & Rivers, 1996), coupled with the fact 

that the number of dual earning households has doubled, means that a growing number 

of men must also coordinate childcare arrangements and manage dual role conflicts 

(Moen, 1992).  

Working Mothers 

 As discussed earlier, the steady increases in the proportion of women working 

outside the home is representative of a remarkable revolution from the mother-

homemaker model across racial and ethnic groups (Moen, 1992). This change in general 
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is striking, but more so when it is considered in the context of the age of children when 

their mothers return to work. As mentioned above, according to the United States 

Census Bureau (2001), 60% of mothers with infants return to work within the first year 

after adoption or birth of a new child. Research has shown that women who are most 

likely to return to work after the birth of a child they were under age 24, over 24 with 

some college education, or unmarried. This cultural norm is a notable shift from the 

traditional gender roles and transitions to motherhood that occurred in the 1950s and 

even from the women’s movement of the 1970s, when only 30% of mothers with 

infants were in the workplace (Klerman & Leibowitz, 1999). Yet, little change has 

occurred for working fathers; according to the United States Census Bureau (2001); 

fewer than 5% of preschool children of married couples are attended to full-time by 

fathers. 

Single Parent Households 

According to Jacobs and Gerson (2004), in 2000 20% of all families were 

headed by women, which is double what was reported in 1970, and there is an 

increasing single mother head of household trend. Mason (1988) believed that divorce 

has become the number one social and economic problem for women. In addition to the 

increase of single-parent households (usually led by a woman) a large percentage of 

women are living in poverty, with no or minimal childcare support. As a result, some 

sociologists believe that women are choosing not to have children, not because of 

competing priorities with work, but rather because they have learned that marriages 

cannot be guaranteed to last throughout the child-raising years and that it is usually 
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women who take on the extra responsibilities at home and work to compensate for the 

missing parent and income (Mason, 1988). 

Emphasis on Parenting 

 In the United States the socially accepted norms that form the frameworks of 

good parenting continue to be engendered, which means that the social norms are for 

good fathers to focus on work as the breadwinners and good mothers to focus on family 

(Hays, 1996). Yet, the dual income household has increased the centrality of fatherhood 

in men’s lives and has resulted in better emotional health and a stronger connection 

between work and family for fathers (Barnett & Rivers, 1996). Many American workers 

appear to be willing to trade bigger paychecks and the fast track for more time with 

their families and are now choosing their employer based on open communications, 

management quality, and impact on family life, meaning that they are not as focused on 

wages (Moen & Roehling, 2004). 

There have also been cultural adjustments in parenting, Elkind (1987) referred to 

this change as hyper-parenting. Although the idea of pushy or over-involved parents has 

been around as long as parenting itself, it has now become a socially accepted norm. 

Elkind (1987) believed that this child-centric view manifests itself in our culture as 

behavioral changes. For example, the increase in time children spend in organized 

activities results in reduced unstructured free time. Parenting experts are concerned that 

a lack of free time and play undirected by adults can be detrimental to children’s 

development (Elkind, 2007) and the effect on mothers’ development is equally 

problematic in maintaining balance and health, since there is an increased pressure to 

provide organized activities for their children.  
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Domestic Duty Division 

Mothers continue to manage primary household responsibilities in most families 

(Blau & Ehrenberg, 1997) even though they are employed full-time; women spend 

considerably more time on household and child-related tasks as compared to men 

(Leete-Guy & Schor, 1994). Gaps in gender role ideology are a major and consistent 

source of conflict for American families (Barnett & Rivers, 1996) and the unequal 

division of domestic chores compounds the need for support systems for working 

mothers. Gager, Cooney, and Call (1999) reported that the division of duties by gender 

begins early and young girls do significantly more household work then their male 

siblings. As a result, this socialization of young girls and division of labor is significant 

in reinforcing traditional and outdated roles that are supported by gender modeling in 

the home.  

Research also indicates that the amount of time that women spend on housework 

increases with the number of children (Ciscel & Sharp, 1995; Coverman, 1985; Ferree, 

1991) and is more intense when children are younger (Mederer, 1993). Boise and Neal 

(1996) found that working mothers have higher rates of tardiness and absenteeism on 

the job than women who are childless or whose children are no longer at home, which 

they view as a reflection of the neoclassical position that family problems require the 

mother to modify her schedule more often than the father, ultimately affecting the 

mother’s productivity, opportunities for promotion, and job performance.  

Delay in Marriage and Childbirth 

Women are delaying and foregoing marriage and having children. Moen (1992) 

connected the decline in marriage and childbirth to the increasing numbers of mothers 
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working outside the home. However, women are also planning on having fewer children 

from the onset; women in 1967 planned on average to have 3.05 children, but by 1988 

the number of children they planned to have dropped to a mean of 2.22 (Moen). After 

World War II the total fertility rate for women climbed to 3.7 by the late 1950s, then 

fell to 1.8 by the mid-1970s. During the past decade, the total fertility rate has fluctuated 

between 2.0 and 2.1—just below the level required for natural replacement of the 

population. 

The average age for marriage has changed for both women and men from 20.3 

and 22.8 years respectively in the 1950s to 23.8 and 26.2 years respectively in 1990. 

This also coincides with more young people choosing not to marry at all. Delaying 

marriage supports women’s ability to be work-centric throughout their lifespan (Moen, 

1992). Postponing marriage has also allowed women to develop higher expectations of 

who and why they marry; women, on average, are spending four more years dating, 

cohabitating, and working before marrying than they did 30 years ago (Moen & 

Roehling, 2004).  

According to Whitehead (2001), men and women are still interested in getting 

and being married but the reasons have changed; they are now looking for emotional 

fulfillment in marriage, rather than the classical reasons of religion, economics, or for a 

parenting framework. Ninety-four percent of men and women think that the most 

important consideration in a spouse is that the person should be considered to be their 

soul-mate (Whitehead, 2001). 
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Meaning of Work Success and the Career Mystique 

The desire of employees to assume more responsibility and to advance in jobs 

has dramatically declined in all age groups from 1992 to 2002 (Dziech, 2007). In a 

survey of college students, 47% of males and 40% of females indicated that they felt 

strongly about becoming successful, while 76% of students overall mentioned that 

raising a family was an essential or very important goal (Moen & Roehling, 2004). 

Women are working outside the home not only for financial reasons, but also for self-

actualization (Sinacore-Guinn, 1998), which Hakim (2006) defined as social support, 

adult companionship, and the opportunity for workplace social networks. This is 

significant for HRD because the decline in the work-centric beliefs of younger workers 

could seriously undermine the impact traditional promotion and pay increase motivators 

have on employees, and may be the precursor to decreasing productivity, in the absence 

of other factors for hard work (Yankelovich, 1981).  

Women continue to believe that they can have both children and rewarding 

careers, despite the unknown and often unforeseen complexities in managing priorities. 

Moen and Roehling (2004) termed The Career Mystique and defined it as “the 

expectation that employees will invest all their time, energy, and commitment 

throughout their prime adult years in their jobs, with the promise of moving up in 

seniority or ascending job ladders” (p. 5). Supporting the belief in The Career Mystique 

is the fact that the hours workers commit to employment are higher in the United States 

than in Europe. The lack of governmental interventions restricting work hours and other 

supports, including livable wage regulations to keep up with the cost of living, has 

required employees to work longer hours to maintain the same standard of living. In 
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addition, workers (and some employers) perceive working long hours as a 

demonstration of organizational commitment and an attempt towards maintaining job 

security. Moen and Roehling (2004) noted that “new mothers—married or single—who 

have bought into the promise of the career mystique find themselves falling short of 

their own career and maternal expectations and goals for work, for motherhood, and for 

life” (p. 62). All of this coupled with new trends in marketing and consumerism has 

pressured workers to work longer hours so that they can buy more goods and services; 

and more working mothers results in the increase of hours worked per household (Moen 

& Roehling, 2004). 

Women’s Education 

Women are increasingly enrolling in postsecondary education and are somewhat 

more likely to attend college than men, and women who attend college are more likely 

to stay in the workforce after having children than those not attending college, which is 

thought to be the result of their career investment through education (Moen & Roehling, 

2004). Research has shown that women with higher levels of education are more likely 

to return to work and return to work sooner than their less educated counterparts (Desai 

& Waite, 1991; Greenstein, 1989; & Hofferth, 2000). 

In summary, despite the view that workplaces have not supported women’s 

work and family interfaces (Rosen, 1989), working mothers still participate in the 

workforce in large numbers and have been impacted socially and culturally by several 

factors: globalization, increases in dual income households, increased likeliness of 

working while simultaneously parenting an infant, single parent head of household 

status, unequal domestic responsibilities, amplified social and cultural focus on 



 

 18 

parenting, changes in expectations for marriage and success at work, and higher levels 

of education. 

Economic Trends 

As discussed previously, the biggest overarching economic trend is the number 

of women and mothers in the workforce, both by numbers and proportion of the 

population. One of the main economic reasons for this growth is the decline in men’s 

wages since 1960 when adjusted for inflation (Wilkie, 1991). In the United States, since 

industrialization in the late nineteenth century, organizations have perpetuated a 

framework that requires workers to work long hours, to work overtime, and to travel 

and relocate as needed by the firm. This work-centric model worked temporarily 

because the division of labor within the home meant that women gave full support to 

childcare and household chores (Moen & Roehling, 2004). Moen and Roehling termed 

this career path the “lockstep blueprint” or “lockstep life course”—a one-way path from 

education to continuous employment and then retirement, which worked until wages 

failed to keep up with inflation, coupled with the women’s movement of the 1970s. 

Households then became dependent upon women’s incomes to sustain the previous 

standards of living, specifically at the level that the middleclass had become 

accustomed.  

Along with this dependence on women’s income, the economy came to depend 

on working women as consumers. Gogoi (2005) recognized how the rising female 

consumer power is changing the way companies design, make, and market products. 

Working women ages 24 to 54 (55 million consumers) are influencing the way that 

products are designed and sold. Working women have both purchasing power and 
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decision-making authority, which has created never before seen marketing, niche 

markets, and entire service and convenience based industries sustained by the 

competing roles of work and home. The United States economy has become dependent 

on the fact that families are short on time and most households need the second income 

to sustain their standard of living (Gogoi, 2005). In short, the main economic trends 

impacting working mothers have been the relative decline of wages (as compared to 

inflation) and the micro-dependence on women’s earning to sustain previous standards 

of living among new economic consumer models. 

Organizational Trends 

Business organizations are finding it difficult to meet the needs of the new 

workforce by strategically connecting organization effectiveness and retention to work-

life balance interventions. Businesses are legally required to offer very few mandated 

benefits and therefore have a lot of latitude deciding which benefits employees receive 

(Moen & Roehling, 2004). New policies and benefits are usually the result of a need to 

attract and retain employees, increase productivity, and improve perceptions of social 

responsibility (Kelly & Dobbin, 1999). Large organizations are more likely to provide 

family related benefits (childcare, job flexibility, and reduced hours) than smaller 

organizations (MacDermid, Hertzog, Kensinger, & Zipp, 2001). 

Barnett and Rivers (1996) argued that it is the outdated corporate cultures that 

must change for the benefit of both the American family and American productivity. 

Employed mothers report the highest levels of work-family conflict (Gutek, Searle, & 

Klepa, 1991; Higgins, Duxbury, & Lee, 1994; Hochschild, 1989; Marshall & Barnett, 

1993) and employee well-being is seriously impacted by work-life conflict, which is 
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known to increase depression (Frone, Russell, & Barnes, 1996), alcohol use (Grzywacz 

& Marks, 2000), and job dissatisfaction (Noor, 2002). 

Business organizations have been slow to respond to work and family conflict. 

According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2000) in a survey of medium 

and large firms (organizations with 100 or more employees), only a minority of 

employers offer family benefits. Only 10% of firms offer childcare benefits or adoption 

assistance, 7% have long-term care insurance available, 2% offer flexible workplace 

schedules, and 2% have paid family leaves. 

Political Trends 

Some political and some socio-political conditions are unique to working 

mothers in the United States. First, there are more working mothers in the United States 

both numerically and as a proportion of the total population than in many other 

countries. This means that many more male and female employees are handling 

childcare and domestic responsibilities than in other countries. The most noticeable 

political trend for working mothers in the United States is not actually what exists, but 

what does not currently exist: paid employee benefits such as leave entitlements, 

vacation time, and childcare. 

As previously discussed, employers in the United States are not required by law 

to provide paid leave or vacation time to employees. This situation, coupled with the 

fact that employees feel increasing pressure not to take time away from work 

(Athavaley, 2007), has resulted in workers taking fewer vacation days on average than 

in any other developed country. Moen and Roehling (2004) presented a comparative 

analysis of vacation days from Valenti (2003), indicating that many Americans have 
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very little vacation time and also are not guaranteed vacations, so the average use of this 

benefit is 10.2 vacation days per year after 3 years on the job. In comparison, in the 

United Kingdom, where by law employees are guaranteed 20 paid vacation days, the 

average number of vacation days per year is 25. In Japan, a country well known and 

respected for high levels of productivity and work ethic, employers are mandated to 

provide 10 days of vacation time for employees, and taking into account seniority 

considerations, employees average almost 18 days of vacation per year (Valenti, 2003). 

In the United States, the absence of paid time off is a political issue that impacts the 

productivity and well-being of dual income families. 

Overview of Comparative Systems  

Internationally, support for working mothers is better in developed countries 

(Moen & Roehling, 2004). This overview of comparative systems for working mothers 

will look at the following intersecting variables cross-nationally: (a) the status of 

women, (b) leave policies, and (c) childcare support. 

Comparative Status of Women 

 The United Nations (2000) used the Gender-related Development Index (GDI) 

and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) to report on the status of women in 177 

countries. The GEM is a composite index that uses variables constructed explicitly to 

measure the relative empowerment of women and men in political and economic 

spheres of activity via three indices (economic participation and decision-making, 

political participation and decision-making, and power over economic resources) to 

obtain the country’s GEM value. The GDI is also a composite index that uses the same 

variables as the human development index, but then adjusts the average achievement of 
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each country in life expectancy, educational attainment, and income to look at the 

disparity in achievement between women and men. As evidenced from these gender 

empowerment measures, which look at opportunities rather than capacities across 

countries, women still face discrimination in political and economic opportunities 

internationally. 

The top three GEM countries are Norway, Iceland, and Sweden, which means 

that these countries are not only good at strengthening the basic capabilities of women 

relative to men, but they have also opened opportunities for women to participate in 

economic and political life. Nordic countries overall have the highest rankings for 

gender development and empowerment, with Southern European and Central and 

Eastern European countries ranking the lowest (Moss & O’Brien, 2006). In comparative 

terms, policies within the Nordic countries are better for women’s life expectancy, 

literacy, income, political and economic participation, decision making, and economic 

resource power; overall, these countries take a more egalitarian approach than in the 

United States.  

Comparative Leave Policies 

Paid and unpaid leave entitlements are another comparative systems area that 

affects working mothers. During the 1970s leave entitlements grew dramatically in 

Europe, with many increases in duration of leave allowances, as well as the initiation 

and added durations of paid leaves, a noticeable contrast to the United States. Among 

twenty-nine industrialized countries, only 3 (United States, South Korea, and Australia) 

do not provide for paid leave during and after the birth of a child (Kamerman, 2000).  
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The European Union requires employers to pay a minimum of 14 weeks of 

maternity leave. In other countries, specific solutions have also emerged, including 

support for mothers in the home in Hungary, or in the workplace in Germany, or 

through allocations of resources to support both parents in France, and support 

programs for expanded life choices in Sweden (Kamerman, 1980). Within the 30 

member countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) the average maternity leave is 44 weeks and the average paid leave is 36 

weeks, with benefits available to all employees, unlike the United States (Kamerman, 

2000). In countries that have defined periods of maternity leave, the range is usually 

between 14 and 20 weeks of leave, paid at 70% to 100% of compensation throughout 

the leave period. Paternity leave is available in some countries, which usually provides 

between 2 and 10 days of leave that is usually paid (Moss & O’Brien, 2006).  

Parental leave policies play an important role in attracting and retaining women 

in the workforce (Kamerman, 2000), yet the United States has no statutory or 

compulsory paid leave entitlements. The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), 

which is under the jurisdiction of the Federal Department of Labor, provides for up to 

12 weeks unpaid leave that may be taken continuously or divided. Some states provide 

for missed wages through temporary disability insurance, which is about $262 per 

week; however, the FMLA only covers employees who have worked for an employer 

for at least 1 year, which does not need to be continuous, and who employ more than 50 

workers. 

Dorman (2001) noted that the changes resulting from the FMLA have impacted 

the quality of life for employees who have taken advantage of leave for childbirth, 
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childcare, adoption, and other family emergencies. Yet most employers in the United 

States would not be considered “family friendly” in comparison to the other 

industrialized countries, where it is the norm to support working mothers through paid 

parental leave time of varying lengths. 

Comparative Childcare Support 

Another significant comparative systems policy for working mothers is state 

supported childcare programs. As discussed previously, childcare has remained a 

largely private matter for American working mothers, unlike their European 

counterparts. In European countries, during the period 1880 to 1930, large scale state 

welfare programs developed as a result of the changing economic and political 

environments of industrialization and urbanization (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). Most 

European countries developed universal social programs to deal with job insecurity, but 

the United States held to local and charity-based systems for childcare support. This 

divergent welfare state development reflects the political and fundamental philosophies 

of the role of the state in supporting working mothers. The collective social financial 

expenditure in the United States is the lowest when compared to other countries in both 

rates per child and in relation to the percentage of gross domestic product in each 

country. In Sweden, Denmark, and Finland childcare is provided from the end of leave 

entitlements until children begin school, and full-day preschool is provided for all 

children beginning at age 2½ in France and Belgium (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). 

Conclusion 

Swiss and Walker (1993) concluded that working women are looking for 

answers, but that the solutions are not quick or painless; fundamental workplace 
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changes are required, and working women are not the problem. One answer to the 

problem could be the role of HRD, which is described by McLagan (1989) as the 

“process of increasing the capacity of the human resource through development” (p. 

52). Solutions should respond to the individual’s or practitioner’s needs, based on 

research of women’s career development and the inadequate organizational support for 

working mothers. In the end, HRD researchers may prove to be the best advocates for 

working mothers and workplace change (McDonald & Hite, 1998). 

With the known shortage of research regarding the voices of women and other 

oppressed groups (Bierema & Cseh, 2003), viable solutions for working mothers are 

past due. Now that the shortcomings in the HRD research agenda has been 

acknowledged, the rich ethnographies of women must be investigated in order to impact 

the model based on the traditional career mystique that is prevalent in many of the HRD 

and HRM assumptions in practice. The failure to research this discrepancy leaves the 

workplace with an incomplete awareness of the connection between work, gender, and 

enterprise culture, thereby encouraging the continuation to cultivate systems concealed 

in a traditional and neo-traditional rhetoric that encourages and sustains engendered 

unbalance that disadvantages working mothers.  

In short, little scholarly work has been conducted to advocate or support mothers 

in the workplace, or to establish theoretical frameworks that support strategic initiatives 

to ease and manage the transition process back to work after pregnancy, childbirth, and 

the experiences inherent in dual-role conflict. This lack of interest perhaps emulates the 

apathy in women’s issues, as Bierema and Cseh (2003) acknowledged, but this void 

may also be a misunderstanding of feelings, emotions, concerns, frustrations, and 
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challenges faced by mothers. Research on the experience of organizational support for 

working mothers can help all workers through mentorship, work culture, training and 

development, as well as policies and processes to support recruitment and retention of 

workers with families. This research would be completed within the context of 

historical, cultural and societal, economic, and political considerations and factors. In 

summary, academics, HRD practitioners and organizations must begin rethinking 

“family-friendly” initiatives, with an eye on social justice, to improve the lives of 

working women, their partners, and families.  

Purpose of the Study 

The ability to balance work and family is one of the primary social challenges of 

our era (Halpern, 2005) and an omnipresent factor in contemporary organizations. 

According to Grzywacz and Carlson (2007), balancing work and family roles is also a 

core issue for the field of HRD. Employed mothers constitute a heterogeneous group in 

many ways and on many levels (Paludi & Neidermeyer, 2007) with no generally 

accepted empirical theories or models to explain this phenomenon (Zedeck & Mosier, 

1990). Yet, for the United States to remain competitive globally, it is important for 

business leaders to align work and family issues with corporate culture, using work and 

family concerns as levers for change (Wentling, 1998). 

 Bierema and Cseh (2003) cited a serious shortage of knowledge in the field of 

HRD concerning women’s work experiences. In their review of over 600 articles 

presented to the Academy of Human Resource Development from 1996 to 2000, they 

came to the conclusion that the field of HRD focuses minimally on social justice issues 

at work or in a societal context. In their review they wrote “women’s experiences as 
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well as those of other diverse groups are ignored, as are asymmetrical power 

arrangements” (p. 23).  

Basically, little information or insight exists on the outcomes of social support 

inherent in the working mother experience, and the nature of working mother 

connections within an organization. Primarily, the aim of this research study is to 

understand and explain how formal workplace social networks operate and why women 

participate, through the identification of fundamental patterns of social human 

interaction and development. 

Statement of the Problem and Research Question 

Working parents are struggling with managing their multiple life roles (Gornick 

& Meyers, 2003) and HRD as a discipline has neglected to incorporate an active 

research agenda related to diversity, equality, power, discrimination, sexism, 

homophobia, or other similar issues meaning that large portions of the workforce 

(women and other oppressed groups) are omitted from most HRD research (Bierema & 

Cseh, 2003). For these reasons, organization development interventions aimed at 

meeting the specific developmental needs of working mothers is worthy of academic 

investigation.  

The first step in correcting the current limitations of the HRD research agenda is 

to ask questions. The questions related to work-life balance and organizational 

experiences of working mothers may include the following: What is our organization’s 

policy on work-family balance? Who does it favor—men or women? Why is there 

disengagement from management? Where are the voices of women who are part-time, 

temporary or contract? What role does HRD play in women’s re-entry process after 
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pregnancy and childbirth? Can organizational productivity be increased through 

strategic initiatives that focus on mothers? What is the level of employee engagement 

before and after re-entry from childbirth? These are only a few questions that could lead 

to productive answers. 

As previously discussed, a serious shortage of knowledge exists in the HRD 

field concerning women’s work experiences. Which raises the research question at the 

center of this study: In what ways, and to what extent, does women’s participation in 

formal workplace social networks for working mothers make a difference in their 

perception of value, effectiveness and connection to self and others? In short, as 

presented in the preceding paragraphs, most women feel overwhelmed by dual role 

responsibilities of career and motherhood, yet little is known of the experiences, 

outcomes, insights, or benefits of women who participate in formal workplace social 

networks designed to assist working mothers in meeting these challenges. 

Significance of the Study and Rationale 

The United States Census Bureau (2001) reported that 53% of mothers with 

infants return to work within 12 months after giving birth. By the time children reached 

age 18, over 70% of their mothers were in the workforce. The responsibilities of 

motherhood, particularly new motherhood, combined with a professional life are 

unique; considering that more than half of new mothers return to work within the first 

12 months of their child’s life, and the fact that this number has steadily increased since 

the 1970s (Klerman & Leibowitz, 1999) makes this phenomenon of interest to 

academics and practitioners.  
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 A review of the relevant literature indicates that philosophical and research 

perspectives are dominated by problem oriented, non-gendered views of work-life 

balance and attrition issues related to working mothers. Little information or insight 

exists on the positive aspects and social supports inherent in the working mother 

experience. Formal workplace social support networks for working mothers have been 

created to help women better manage dual role responsibilities. This research study will 

focus on understanding the differences that these social support networks have on the 

individual development of participants, with the intention to subsequently develop 

possible HRD interventions and best practices criteria that could foster increased 

representation of working mothers in the workplace, greater job satisfaction, and higher 

productivity. 

Organization of the Study 

 This research study is organized into six chapters. Chapter One establishes the 

background of the study, including history, cultural and societal factors, economic 

factors, and organizational and political trends, as well as providing a comparative 

systems overview. The chapter then presents the purpose of the research study, the 

research question, and the anticipated significance of the research study. 

 Chapter Two contains the review of literature related to the research question. 

The main areas reviewed include theory identification and summaries, followed by a 

review of the current body of knowledge about working mothers. 

Chapter Three reports the research design used in this study, starting with an 

overview of the case study method and methodology and the use of case study in this 

research project. Next, participant selection, methods of data collection, and the 
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interview design description are presented. This chapter concludes with an exploration 

of the relationship between the principal investigator and the data collection and 

analysis process. 

 Chapter Four presents profiles and details of the eight cases that comprise this 

study. Chapter Five presents the major themes that emerged during data collection. 

Chapter Six presents reflections, conclusions, and recommendations for workplace 

social networks and future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the literature on formal workplace 

networks and support groups (NSG) for working mothers. The major theories will be 

identified and summarized and the relationship between formal workplace social 

networks for working mothers and HRD will be defined, followed by a literature review 

of working mother social network research. The aim of this chapter is to provide a 

foundation for the conceptual frameworks that supports the usefulness of these 

networks in organizational contexts, in order to provide a contemporary scaffold that 

supports the impetus for this research study. 

The ability of individuals to balance work and family is one of the primary 

social challenges of our era (Halpern, 2005) and is an omnipresent factor in 

contemporary organizations. According to Grzywacz and Carlson (2007), it is also a 

core issue for the field of HRD. Employed mothers constitute a heterogeneous group in 

many ways and on many levels (Paludi & Neidermeyer, 2007), with no generally 

accepted empirical theories or models to explain the personal and professional 

developmental needs unique to working mothers (Zedeck & Mosier, 1990). For 

business leaders to remain competitive globally, it is important that they align work and 

family issues with corporate culture, using work and family concerns as levers for 

change (Wentling, 1998). 

Theory Identification 

 Work and family are socializing forces (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Research 

has been published in a variety of fields, including management, psychology, and 
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family science, with the scholarship in each field based on a variety of theoretical 

approaches (Morris & Madsen, 2007). Work-family research is inherently 

multidisciplinary (Pitt-Catsouphes, Kossek, & Sweet, 2006), embracing every social 

science and professional discipline with the need for identification, naming, 

conceptualization, deconstruction, segmentation, research, discussion, and program 

evaluation (Kanter, 1983). Identifying one theoretical foundation is impossible because 

working mothers are a heterogeneous group and situated, from a research perspective, 

in multidisciplinary and multidimensional frameworks. Therefore, I believe that 

possible conceptualizations are related to the following theoretical underpinnings: (a) 

work-life balance theory, (b) women’s development theory, and (c) social capital and 

social network theory. 

Work-life Balance Theories 

 The intersection of work and family research is fundamentally challenged by a 

lack of commonly accepted basic language and key constructs; essentially, no single 

prevailing framework or perspective is generally accepted (Pitt-Catsouphes et al., 

2006). The academic body of knowledge regarding work-family scholarship relies on a 

variety of theoretical frameworks (Morris & Madsen, 2007), which includes spillover, 

compensation, resource drain, enrichment, congruence, work-family conflict, 

segmentation, facilitation, integration, and ecology theories (Clark, 2000; Edwards & 

Rothbard, 2000; Frone, 2003; Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1992; Greenhaus & Powell, 

2006; Zedeck & Mosier, 1990). 

Spillover. Spillover refers to the effects of work and family on each other, and is 

described in terms of affect (mood and satisfaction), values (importance of work and 
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family), and skills (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). The experiences resulting from 

spillover can manifest themselves as either positive or negative (Morris & Madsen, 

2007). The majority of research in the area of work-family frameworks has been done 

using spillover theory (Zedeck & Mosier, 1990). In the literature, spillover has also 

been termed generalization, isomorphism, continuation, extension, familiarity, and 

similarity (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Staines, 1980; Zedeck, 1992). 

There are two interpretations of spillover (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000): a 

positive association between family and work satisfaction and family and work values 

(Zedeck, 1992) and transference in whole between domains with regard to skills or 

behaviors (Repetti, 1987) such as when fatigue from work is exhibited at home or when 

family demands interfere with work schedule.  

 Compensation. Compensation theory refers to the efforts aimed at countering 

negative experiences in one domain through increased efforts for positive experiences 

in another domain. An example would be a dissatisfied worker may focus more on 

family than work, thereby reallocating human resources (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). 

According to Zedeck and Mosier (1990), compensation can be viewed in two broad 

categories: supplemental and reactive. Supplemental compensation occurs when 

positive experiences are insufficient at work and are therefore pursued at home. 

Reactive compensation occurs when negative work experiences are made up for in 

positive home experiences (Zedeck & Mosier). In other words, according to 

compensation theory, there is an inverse relationship between work and family, so 

workers attempt to satisfy voids from one domain with satisfactions from the other 

(Clark, 2000).  
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 Resource drain. Resource drain theory refers to the transfer of resources from 

one domain to another; because resources are limited (e.g., time, money, and attention) 

available resources in the original domain are reduced (Morris & Madsen, 2007). 

Resources can also be shifted to other domains that are not work and family related, 

such as community or personal pursuits (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000).  

Enrichment. Enrichment theory refers to the degree to which experiences from 

instrumental (skills, abilities, values) or affective (mood, satisfaction) sources enhance 

the quality of the other domain (Morris & Madsen, 2007). Greenhaus and Powell (2006) 

defined enrichment simply as “the extent to which experiences in one role improve the 

quality of life in the other role” (p. 73) and report that employees perceive that their 

work and family roles enrich each other. Zedeck and Mosier (1990) used the term 

instrumental to characterize this concept, which states that good work outcomes lead to 

good family outcomes and vice versa.  

Congruence. Congruence theory refers to how additional variables that are not 

directly related to work or family influence the balance of multiple roles. Basically, 

while spillover is a direct influence between work and family, congruence attributes 

similarity through a third variable, such as personality traits, behavioral styles, genetic 

forces, and socio-cultural forces (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Staines, 1980; Zedeck, 

1992). For example, based on congruence theory, a third variable such as intelligence oe 

level of education could positively influence both work and family domains.  

Inter-role conflict. Inter-role conflict theory refers to what occurs when meeting 

the demands in one domain makes it difficult to meet the demands in the other domain 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). This has also been termed opposition or incompatibility 
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theory in the literature (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) 

described eight propositions where the constructs are in conflict in relation to time, role 

strain, and specific behavior as follow:  

1. Pressures must come from both work and family. 

2. Self-identification with roles is necessary. 

3. Role salience moderates relationships and is positively related to conflict 

level. 

4. Conflict is strongest when there are negatives associated with non-

compliance. 

5. Directionality is based on conflict source. 

6. Conflict is related to career success and stage. 

7. External support is related to conflict. 

 Segmentation. Segmentation theory refers to viewing work and family as 

separate domains that do not influence each other. Originally, the separation of work 

and family by time and space, as well as by the disparate functions of each, were 

thought to be inherently separate. Piotrkowski (1979) described this process as what 

occurs when people actively suppress work-related thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in 

the family domain, and vice versa. As this has been proven to longer be true (Kanter, 

1977) and perhaps never was, particularly for female workers, segmentation is now 

referred to as the active process that people use to create and maintain boundaries 

between work and family. The literature also reports the usage of the terminology 

compartmentalization, independence, separateness, disengagement, neutrality, and 

detachment to describe this theory (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000).  
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Facilitation. Facilitation theory refers to what occurs when the participation in 

one domain fosters and enhances the engagement in another domain. This portability of 

augmentation can include skills, experiences, resources, and knowledge (Edwards & 

Rothbard, 2000). According to Grzywacz (2002), facilitation occurs because social 

systems naturally utilize available means to improve situations without regard for 

domain restrictions.  

 Integration. Integration theory refers to the holistic view that a healthy system of 

flexible and permeable boundaries can better facilitate and encourage the family-life, 

work-life, and community-life domains (Clark, 2000). Morris and Madsen (2007) 

acknowledged that integration theory best describes the incorporation of additional 

contextual elements, such as community, into the body of knowledge regarding work 

and family. Integration calls for contemporary understandings that retool traditional 

work-life paradigms, making all stakeholders (employers, workers, and communities) 

active partners with equal voices in the creation of a holistic model of work-life balance 

(Morris & Madsen, 2007). Googins (1997) believed that an approach to work and 

family that includes all parties and shared responsibility will yield greater results in both 

domains than solutions created in isolation. 

Ecology. Ecological systems theory refers to the suggestion that work and 

family are a joint function of process, person, context, and time characteristics, and 

symptomatic of the fact that each and multiple characteristics yield an additive 

consequence on the work life experience (Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). Ecology theory 

was later developed into the person-in-environment theory with the common thread 

among different person environment variants as the recognition that individuals and 
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groups have dynamic relationships with their social, physical, and natural environments 

(Pitt-Catsouphes et al., 2006). 

Women’s Developmental Theories 

 Three theoretical areas related to women’s development that are pertinent to this 

research are career development, mentoring and psychology. 

 Career development. Women’s career choice and career development processes 

are unique to that of men due to social contexts of role and expectations (Schreiber, 

1998). Women’s traditional role in homemaking and mothering influence their career 

choice and adjustment (Fitzgerald, Fassinger, & Betz, 1995), making current career 

development models inconsistent with women’s experiences, along with the lack of 

research specific to women’s careers (Super, 1957). In short, the success of women’s 

career development will be manifested in the linkage of family needs and community 

responsibilities to career decisions, so as to balance both roles (Wentling, 1998). 

Mentoring. Human resource management (HRM) literature refers to social 

support in the context of formal and informal mentoring. Unfortunately, again the 

mentoring literature has focused on male experiences (Levinson, 1978; Lyness & 

Thompson, 2000) where the mentor relationship is one of the most developmentally 

significant functions for an employee. The mentoring relationship originally focused on 

career advancement and upward mobility (Kanter, 1977) but is now considered to be 

both psychosocial and career development, both of which are mutually important for an 

effective relationship (Kram, 1985). Later research by Higgins and Kram (2001) 

acknowledged that employees are mentored by many different people at differing times. 
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Mentoring is process oriented and developmentally holistic, yet the research and current 

interventions use male-centric models.  

 Psychology. In both the fields of work-life integration and career development, 

existing theories, models, and frameworks are inherently male engendered or 

degendered and do not allow for an understanding of social support networks for 

working mothers, which by definition must be exclusively engendered. It is my belief 

that psychological theory can best provide a framework for this experience because, 

according to Gilligan (1982) and Berger (1984), if we are going to study the experience 

of women, we must acknowledge the inner sense of connection to others as a central 

organizing feature of women’s development. Miller (1976) pointed to the fact that 

women’s sense of self and worth is grounded in their ability to make and maintain 

relationships; women generally derive a sense of value and effectiveness from 

experiences that lead to connection rather than separateness. Relationships are 

significant for most women, and it is through relational interactions with other people 

that women develop, although some can develop in isolation. In short, I suggest that a 

theoretical foundation for support networks for working mothers may be found in the 

work of Gilligan (1982) based on the view that women’s development is based and 

defined in their connectedness to self and others. 

Gilligan’s (1982) developmental model includes three levels: (a) orientation to 

individual survival, (b) self-sacrifice, (c) goodness, and (d) nonviolence. The orientation 

to individual survival occurs when individuals perceive themselves as powerless and 

concerned only with themselves. From this developmental phase, a woman would then 

transition to responsibility and then to an understanding for others’ feelings. At this 
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developmental point the person in transition decides that it is responsible and mature to 

think about others and selfish and immature to act based on personal desire. However, 

she will still blame others rather than take responsibility for her own actions. During the 

next developmental level, self-sacrifice, the moral agent determines that being good 

means sacrificing for the good of others. She will then perceive herself as good if she is 

being the caretaker, and she considers herself responsible for the actions of others while 

holding others responsible for the choices that she makes. Next, the transition to 

goodness occurs when the person decides that considering oneself in moral decisions is 

not selfish, but honest. The moral agent develops a new sense of herself as someone 

also worthy of consideration. She is no longer dependent on outside perceptions of 

herself as caretaker. The final level is nonviolence, where the moral agent is no longer 

troubled by a perceived conflict of caring for self versus caring for others, and caring is 

automatically understood to include others and self. The person accepts nonviolence as 

the ultimate principle; being mature means minimizing pain and harm for everyone 

(Gilligan, 1982). 

Social Theories 

Two conceptual frameworks related to women’s development that are relevant 

to this research project are social capital and social network theories. 

 Social capital and social networks. Social capital is defined by Coleman (1988) 

in three forms: obligations and expectations, information channels, and social norms. 

The work environment is one way that social capital can be accumulated through 

information channels, as well as through the socially accepted norm of employment. 

The social capital associated with work can be viewed as a factor that facilitates 
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informed action (e.g., consumer choices, investments, earning money) while impeding 

other behavior (e.g., criminal activity). Social capital can be accumulated through other 

avenues, such as education, church, and volunteering, but when it is gained through the 

work experience it is differentiated and unique. There is also a social good and 

acceptability component to social capital that explains the wider societal benefits to 

employment. 

The strategic imperative of relationship building is theoretically tied to both 

human capital theory and social exchange theory. There is a unique trait operating in the 

workplace that is congruent with Gouldner (1959), which states that our existence is 

inherently social, meaning that our functional realities are always dependent upon a 

perceived obligation to return or repay perceived debts that we have received from 

organizations and individuals. This perception of social reciprocity creates a normative 

attachment among people and infuses within workers an unwritten obligation to return 

to the organization any benefits that they have received. Through building and 

sustaining relationships, employees may perceive a stronger organizational commitment 

and obligation to return investments to the enterprise.  

The development of a conceptual framework for workplace social networks for 

mothers appears to be tied structurally to capital. The role of the HRD practitioner in 

this context is to act as a catalyst for organization and individual capital or capacity for 

capital. This means that the facilitation of social networks for working mothers has the 

potential to change physical, economic, financial, social, cultural, human, or intellectual 

capital for the worker.  
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Specifically, social capital, in learning organization language, refers to the 

theory that mechanizes an organization as a whole to be more than the parts, in learning 

organization language. It is through the relationship connections that capital is increased 

with regard to trust, mutual understanding, shared values, and behaviors, thus making 

the normative connection of members for cooperative mobilization. Social capital is 

what connects people and supports collaboration, organization commitment, and 

knowledge creation, and organizations need to provide environments that support both 

temporal and special connections (Cohen & Prusak, 2001). This connection is also seen 

in the work of Watkins and Marsick (1992), who described a triangulation between 

strategic HRD, social capital accumulation, and learning organization theory. 

Theory Evaluation 

 In general, I believe that work-life integration and career development theories 

have been found to be structurally weak as frameworks to explore social support 

networks for working mothers, primarily due to four reasons: (a) separateness of 

constructs, (b) lack of assessment instruments, (c) research completed without 

theoretical foundations, and (d) male-oriented models of development. In many of the 

theoretical approaches, specifically in segmentation and compensation theory, the 

relationships between work and family constructs are treated as separate and distinct 

concepts (Morris & Madsen, 2007), which fundamentally excludes additional contexts 

such as community (Voydanoff, 2005). Another weakness of existing work-life balance 

theories is the lack of generally accepted empirical work to non-work interface models 

that are well documented in the literature and specifically noted by Zedeck and Mosier 

(1990), where all models are basically descriptive. This weakness is difficult to 
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overlook, because to be of the most value to research, theory, and practice, frameworks 

should be usable and empirically refutable (Bacharach, 1989). 

Another weakness in work-life balance theories is the difficulty the field of 

HRD has had in capitalizing on work-life theory because it has not kept pace with 

interest; also, there is not currently an instrument to assess work-family balance using a 

unified theoretical foundation (Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007). The main challenge in 

evaluating work-life balance theories begins with semantics and differing conceptions 

of the term balance (Greenhaus & Allen, 2006), which makes it difficult to then situate 

research within a theoretical framework, thereby making measurement and evaluation 

virtually impossible (Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007). Utilizing the definition of work-

family balance as presented by Grzywacz and Carlson (2007) as the “accomplishment 

of role-related expectations that are negotiated and shared between an individual and his 

or her role-related partners in the work and family domains” (p. 458), work-life balance 

is then a social rather than a psychological construct that gets its meaning from outside 

of the individual; a focus on the inherently interactional aspects of the work-life 

experience is essential for accurate characterization (Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007). 

In addition, weaknesses are found in the literature through the domination of 

quantitative information focused on supervisory roles, specific corporate interventions, 

polices, and gender differences, all done with little regard for conceptual frameworks, 

let alone theory. Clark (2000) identified this void, and began working on a model to 

better explain the multifaceted relationship of work and non-work that is inclusive of 

human interaction, meaning creation, and the complexity of work and home situations.  
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Existing models are also male oriented and do not sufficiently fit female 

development patterns unique to working mothers. It is clear that many women develop, 

achieve, and are motivated in different ways than their male counterparts. Current work 

non-work interface and career development theories are based on male ideals and tested 

in male-dominated environments. Until now, the study of individual and organizational 

behavior has been exclusively and elusively engendered. An exception is the research of 

the Hawthorne studies; experiments carried out by George Elton Mayo on human 

behavior at the Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric Company placed an emphasis 

on the intrinsic nature of work and concluded that recognition, security, and belonging 

influence the morale and productivity of workers (Miner, 2002). It is my opinion that a 

major weakness in current conceptual understandings of working mothers is the fact 

that male researchers have written about male employees, in male-dominated 

enterprises, resulting in theories devoid of engenderization. 

 Women’s psychological theory and social capital theory appear to address some 

of the shortcoming of work-life balance and career development theory. Gilligan (1982) 

is inherently engendered, coupled with the fact that social capital, social network theory 

and women’s moral development theory are also more holistic approaches to 

understanding all make these better theoretical frameworks for understanding social 

networks for working mothers. However, models and research regarding work-family 

integration must still be reviewed and critiqued as possible theoretical frameworks for 

understanding support constructs in the workplace to best understand the complexity of 

research related to formal social workplace networks for working mothers.  
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Working Mother Literature Review 

Nicols and Roux (2004) agreed that future research is needed to identify 

resources and interventions that will reduce the barriers relating to postpartum 

employment. However, there is little research on HRD’s role in work-life integration 

with regard to the exploration and investigation of the organizational relationship of 

new mothers (Morris & Madsen, 2007); there is a generally accepted shortage of HRD 

research regarding women overall (Bierema & Cseh, 2003). So it should not be 

surprising that virtually no research exists exclusively about formal workplace network 

and support groups (NSGs) for working mothers. This literature review utilized 

Business Source Premier Enhanced and the Social Science Citation Index, which 

includes the Web of Science through April 2009. Searches used the key words network 

or support or social and women or mother or female.  

Bierema and Cseh (2003) cited a serious shortage of knowledge in the field of 

HRD concerning women’s work experiences. In their review of over 600 articles 

presented to the Academy of Human Resource Development from 1996 to 2000, they 

concluded that the field of HRD focuses minimally on social justice issues at work or in 

a societal context. They wrote that “women’s experiences as well as those of other 

diverse groups are ignored, as are asymmetrical power arrangements” (p. 23). 

 Of working adults, among both men and women, 60% report having difficulty 

balancing work and family (Keene & Quadagno, 2004), yet little scholarly work has 

been conducted on working mothers, let alone new mothers in the workplace. There is 

also a paucity of theoretical frameworks that support strategic initiatives to ease and 

manage the transition process from work to maternity leave and again from maternity 
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leave back to work and the overall dual role experience. However, we do know from 

research that achieving work-life balance has been associated with greater employee 

commitment, job satisfaction, and better employee performance, and imbalance has 

been linked to higher turnover and higher absenteeism (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutten, 

2000; Kossek & Ozeki, 1999). 

 According to research by Houston and Marks (2003), women who perceive their 

workplaces to be supportive of working mothers are more likely to return to work after 

maternity leave. Killien (2005) reported that workplace social support and supervisor 

encouragement were significantly related to work-life balance and positive role 

performance. Nichols and Roux (2004) found that employed mothers required social 

and organizational support to maintain personal balance and family equilibrium. 

Research has also revealed that social support at work from supervisors and coworkers 

positively influences work outcomes (Allen, 2001). 

Marcinkus, Whelan-Berry, and Gordon (2006) established that work-based 

social support was positively associated with job satisfaction, organizational 

commitment, and career accomplishment. Writing in Harvard Business Review, 

Schwartz (1989) raised many groundbreaking points regarding the business case for 

working women and mothers:  

1. The cost of employing women in management is greater than the cost 

of employing men. 

2. Women have babies. 

3. Men make the rules. 
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4. Turnover of women in management is 2½ times higher than that of 

men. 

5. Few companies have studied the cost of maternity leave. 

6. There is a shortage of good people—gender should not matter. 

Feldman, Sussman, and Zigler (2004) found that shorter maternity leaves led to 

higher maternal depression, greater preoccupation with the infant, less knowledge of 

infant development, a more negative impact of birth on self-esteem and marriage, and 

higher career centrality. However, little evidence exists proving the fact that mother’s 

works has adverse effects on the development of their children (Joshi, 2002) and few 

differences were found in the experience between single and married mothers in relation 

to work-family issues (McManus, Korabik, Rosin, & Kelloway, 2002). Yet, research on 

part-time mothers reported negative consequences for mothers such as greater personal 

cost, constrained work prospects, and fewer promotions (Gatrell, 2007). 

Nichols and Roux (2004) concluded that mothers who returned to work 

experienced role conflict and overload, family stress, family and child issues, financial 

concerns, and psychosocial issues; however, positive outcomes were also reported in 

the areas of social support, maternal role satisfaction, positive adaptation, and career 

role satisfaction. For most women, mothers’ return to work is significantly dependant 

upon satisfactory childcare arrangements and supportive workplace relationships 

(Killien, 2005) and the overarching decision to return to work at all is related to the 

amount of planning done during pregnancy, household income, and anticipated support 

in the workplace (Houston & Marks, 2003). 



 

 47 

Millward (2006) studied individual responses during maternity transition. 

Results reported experiences of invisibility, dilemmas with returning to work, and 

difficulty reintegrating at work after maternity leave. She also reported that women 

coped with new demands by finding role models with similar experience. These results 

supported the idea that despite family friendly policies, shared household duties and 

childcare, women continue to struggle with the reconciliation of mothering and 

employment. 

In addition, research shows that a primary reason for mothers who work is 

described as economic benefit, which is significantly dependent on their husband’s 

income; two or more children are obstacles to employment, and greatly reduce any 

economic benefits because of childcare costs; and, previous work experience was also 

found to be a factor to women’s employment after childbirth (Gordon & Kammeyer, 

1980). Women have reported feelings of marginalization during pregnancy, maternity 

leave, and their subsequent return to work, and women are more likely to return to work 

if they have a viable plan to do so (Millward, 2006); however, levels of job satisfaction 

drop after the birth of a child (Holtzman & Glass, 1999). 

Konrad and Mangel (2000) studied 658 organizations and found that 

organizations with more female employees offered more work-life (WL) programs, and 

results showed that WL programs had a greater impact on productivity in organizations 

that had more women and more professional employees. Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw 

(2003) found that quality of life and WLB are significantly associated when there is 

substantial time, involvement, or satisfaction in these roles, yet over involvement in 

work produces weaker life quality. Davis and Kalleberg (2006) found that high 
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performance work practices are associated with an increase in the odds of flexible 

scheduling, unpaid leave, and a dependent care benefit but not paid leave. The 

percentage of women employees when related to flexible scheduling, unpaid leave, and 

dependent care (but not to paid leave) is significantly correlated. The research done by 

Dallimore and Mickel (2006) recommended that employers clarify expectations, 

address advice issues, acknowledge internal obstacles, and understand employees’ 

perceptions of work environments to positively influence work-life balance issues.  

Mentoring 

Research shows that mentoring relationships are important to all employees, but 

are essential for women (Burke & McKeen, 1990; Noe, 1988). Women employees are 

less likely than men to receive personal or developmental support (Ohlott, Ruderman, & 

McCauley, 1994; Cianni & Romberger, 1995) and mentoring has been related to greater 

career satisfaction, career commitment, career planning, organizational socialization, 

self-esteem, and job satisfaction, and lower intentions to turn-over (Bahniuk, Dobos, & 

Hill, 1990; Chao, 1997; Fagenson, 1989; Koberg, Boss, & Goodman, 1998; Laband & 

Lentz, 1995; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1993). The three areas that have been most heavily 

researched are functions and outcomes of the relationship, gender differences in 

decisions to mentor, and gender differences in the costs and benefits of mentoring. 

However, little research exists on the mentoring relationship from the mentor’s 

perspective. 

Work-life Balance Planning 

Work-life balance (WLB) is part of the contextual defining of NSGs, but most 

of the research centers on flex-time and on-site childcare rather than on workplace 
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social support mechanisms. However, a few studies have a peripheral connection to 

NSGs. Kline and Snow (1994) found that work-family workshop initiatives lowered 

employee stress. The National Council of Jewish Women (1987) reported that work-

family support positively impacted job satisfaction, reduced turnover, and decreased the 

number of sick days taken. Organizational strategic goals are affected (e.g., through 

increased stock price) when organizations are named to the Working Mother award list 

(Chauvin & Guthrie, 1994) and the availability of family responsive practices increases 

organizational attachment (Grover & Crooker, 1995). It appears that the use of flexible 

work arrangements and work-life programs improves individual performance (Catalyst, 

1998; Dawson, Mikel, Lorenz, & King, 1984; Lambert, 1993; Rowe, 1973). Flexible 

schedules and supportive supervisors result in reduced job dissatisfaction and lower 

levels of depression (Thomas & Ganster, 1995). On the other hand, Bloom and Van 

Reenen (2006) found in a quantitative study done with 732 medium-sized 

manufacturing firms that there was little correlation between work-life balance and 

productivity, concluding that more productive workers tended to be better managed. 

Competition was found to increase management quality but did not negatively affect 

work environments. It was good management, rather than WLB policies, that increased 

productivity. 

Managing Workforce Diversity 

 According to Lobel (1999), family status is considered a secondary diversity 

trait that organizations should respond to in managing workforce diversity. There is a 

void of diversity literature that specifically explores interventions related to working 

mothers, let alone NSGs as an intervention. Related research has shown that higher 
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proportions of women in upper management resulted in a reduction of stereotyping 

(Ely, 1995) and increased gender diversity resulted in positive attitudes toward diversity 

initiatives (Kossek & Zonia, 1993). Top team gender diversity reduced women’s 

intention to quit, and increased their job satisfaction (Burke & McKeen, 1996). 

Increased diversity of social networks positively impacted promotion potential (Ibarra, 

1995). Active commitments of senior management to diversity had a positive impact on 

the upward mobility of women and minorities (Morrison, White, Van Velsor, & The 

Conference for Creative Leadership, 1987) and increased number of HR structures to 

manage diversity resulted in more managerial-level women and people of color (Konrad 

& Linnehan, 1995). Personal development programs for women increased 

representation of women in management (Murphy, 1993) and top management team 

diversity resulted in more organizational innovation (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 

1990). More women in management increased the return on assets, investments, and 

equity (Shrader, Blackburn & Iles, 1997). 

 Lyness, Thompson, Francesco, and Judiesch (1999) found that organizations 

that guaranteed jobs to women after childbirth had an increased numbers of women who 

worked later in their pregnancies and then returned to work sooner after giving birth. 

Women who viewed employers as supportive to work-family issues had higher levels of 

organizational commitment and these women planned to return to work sooner after 

maternity leave than did workers who viewed their employer as less supportive. Also, 

women who held less traditional parenting attitudes worked later in their pregnancies 

and returned to work sooner after childbirth (Lyness et al.). 
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Social Support 

Social support can be a major and neutralizing resource for employees, 

especially those under stress (Boston College, 2005). According to the Nurturing 

Families Study, most parents (76%) reported that their families are an important source 

of social support followed by people in the workplace (24%) neighborhood (22%) faith 

organization (20%) and community (14%). This study interpreted social support to 

include a reliance on extended family members for childcare help, support, and 

financial help, as well as deliberate decisions to live close enough to relatives or friends 

who could help if needed. Almost half (48%) of parents responded that they would talk 

to people at work about something in their personal life (Boston College). 

Research on working mothers can help all workers through mentorship, work 

culture, training and development, along with policies and processes to support 

recruitment and retention of workers with families. The need for a better understanding 

of the assimilation process and experience of working mothers is the rationale for this 

research study. 

Formal Social Network Relationship with HRD 

Kanter’s (1977) book on Men and Women in the Corporation is considered a 

seminal piece in introducing gender into the study of organizations, yet has been 

criticized for being structurally gender-neutral. The most significant aspect of her work 

is her conclusion that it is not gender differences that determine work experiences but, 

rather, responses to organization conditions. Formal networks and support groups 

(NSGs) for working mothers are situated in several different places within the HRD 

literature. Based on McLagan’s (1989) human resource wheel, they are within both the 
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organization development and career development contexts. According to Cummings 

and Worley (2005), NSGs overlap with both mentoring and work-life balance within 

career planning and development, as well as within the area of managing workforce 

diversity. Lobel (1999) expanded this framework by including employee involvement 

within the NSG context.  

Conclusion 

A review of the literature indicates that philosophical and research perspectives 

are dominated with problem-oriented views of work-life balance and attrition issues 

related to working mothers. In short, little information or insight exists on the positive 

aspects and social supports inherent in the experience, which has led me to ask many 

questions related to the centrality of this phenomenon. The purpose of this chapter is to 

explore the literature and provide a conceptual framework for workplace social 

networks for working mothers. The significance of this research study lies in its 

integration of the literature and analysis of related existing theories, and practical case 

study application. This chapter acknowledges the considerable diversity in the literature 

and contexts concerning working mothers. Further investigation, like this study, is 

needed to bridge the gap between policy and operation, perhaps through innovative 

interventions, mentoring, outreach, community partnerships, and best practices 

exploration of formal workplace social networks for working mothers. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEACH STUDY DESIGN METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 

In the words of Edmund Husserl (1970) “merely fact-minded sciences make 

merely fact-minded people” (p. 6). This research study will use an interpretive 

approach, specifically qualitative case study research methodology, based 

philosophically on the format suggested by Creswell (2003), while the research design 

is grounded in Yin’s (2003) case study protocol.  

All research is interpretive, “guided by a set of beliefs and feelings about the 

world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 13). 

This chapter will provide a short summary of the case study research method (which is 

embedded in the qualitative paradigm), specifically detailing a definition, purpose, 

characteristics, assumptions, and a process overview. 

Qualitative Research Literature 

Although case studies can be classified as either qualitative, quantitative, or 

mixed methods, Creswell (2003) has situated case study research as qualitative 

research; according to a later publication by Creswell (2007), all qualitative research 

has nine common characteristics: (a) natural setting, (b) researcher as key instrument, 

(c) multiple sources of data, (d) inductive data analysis, (e) participants’ meaning, (f) 

emergent design, (g) theoretical lens, (h) interpretive inquiry, and (i) holistic account. 

The approaches to qualitative inquiry fall into one of five categories: (a) biography, (b) 

phenomenology, (c) ethnography, (d) case study, or (e) grounded theory. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) defined qualitative research as a situated activity that 

locates the observer in the world. This activity consists of a set of interpretive, material 
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practices that make the world visible. They turn the world into a series of 

representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 

recordings, and memos to self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers 

study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (p. 3).  

Creswell (2007) defined this method as beginning  

with assumptions, a worldview, the possible meaning of a theoretical 

lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. To study this 

problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to 

inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting that is sensitive to the 

people and places under study, and data analysis that is inductive and 

establishes patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation 

includes the voices of participants; the reflexivity of the researcher, and a 

complex description and interpretation of the problem, and it extends the 

literature or signals a call for action. (p. 37)  

Qualitative research approaches may also use varying designs, such as 

interpretive, grounded theory, hermeneutic, phenomenological, constructivism or 

ethnography inquiry, depending upon the context of its usage. In short, qualitative 

research is based on subjective observation, and has several possible goals: to 

understand, to interpret, to clarify, to say, to explain, or to translate conditions. Evolving 

social science disciplines utilize interpretive research to understand the ways that 
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individuals perceive, interpret, plan, act, feel, value, or evaluate their social worlds. The 

intended outcome of interpretive research is to create meaning and clarity of something 

that was previously unclear or incoherent. It is neither generalizeable nor a call for 

action. 

The four main strengths to the interpretive approach for research are: 

1. It grasps understandings of complexities and ethical considerations. 

2. It has strong internal integrity. 

3. It has utility. 

4. It establishes standards for good research.  

First, the strengths of qualitative methodology can be found in how it delves in-depth 

into complexities and processes, and can research little-known phenomena or 

innovative systems, through research where relevant variables have yet to be identified 

(Marshall, 1985). Interpretive studies can also be evaluated on ethical considerations, 

which take into account research processes, assurances of confidentiality, analysis, and 

dissemination of results. Theoretical, philosophical, and conceptual lenses are inherent 

in the methodology and strengthen the methodology through researcher 

acknowledgement and reporting perspectives, experiences, and biases that could impact 

the collection and interpretation of data (van Manen, 2003). 

A qualitative case study research approach is deemed most appropriate for 

researching mothers’ social networks because this method is linked epistemologically to 

the research question: In what ways, and to what extent, does women’s participation in 

formal workplace social networks for working mothers make a difference in their 

perception of value, effectiveness and connection to self and others?  
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By definition, qualitative research is the scientific approach to studying social 

phenomena. After completing a review of the theoretical foundations and literature, it is 

my opinion that previous research has failed to investigate and describe social networks 

for working mothers. Using a qualitative case study framework, I will provide the 

necessary emphasis on participants’ experiences and viewpoints and the human 

development process over time. This research question is aimed at exploration, 

description, and analysis of contexts, interactions, and processes, thus setting the stage 

to identify new knowledge and connect existing knowledge in new and unique ways. In 

short, the main reason a qualitative case study should be used is because it is subjective, 

contextually defined, and aims to create an understanding of social networks for 

working mothers.  

Case Study Literature 

A case study approach is appropriate when the research project is intended to 

study systems, individuals, programs, and events (Swanson & Holton, 2005). Yin 

(2003) defined a case study as an empirical inquiry that “investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within a real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p.13). However, there is also the 

argument that case study is socially constructed and that boundaries are presented at the 

conclusion of the research (Wells, Hirshber, Lipton, & Oakes, 2002). Yin suggested that 

four circumstances are deemed appropriate for a case study: (a) when a “how” or “why” 

question is being asked about contemporary events, (b) description of a real-life context, 

particularly when boundaries are not clearly evident; (c) when there are more variables 
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of interest than data points; and (d) when multiple data sources are necessary as 

evidence (p. 13-14). 

Case study research is usually characterized by the following: (a) bounded by an 

individual, organization , or multiple organizations; (b) embedded as part of a larger 

system; (c) multivariate, examining the interplay of multiple variables; (d) data is 

collected by multi-methods such as interviews, document analysis, observations, 

surveys and instruments; (e) multidisciplinary and can be descriptive, historical, 

biographical, thematic, exploratory, explanatory, theory building, or theory confirming; 

and (f) multi-site, where cross-case analysis can be used (Swanson & Holton, 2005, p. 

329).  

This research study followed the standards of good qualitative research as 

developed by Brown (1989): 

1. The text selected to interpret is important and relevant to life today. 

2. The research question(s) requires interpretation of meaning. 

3. The participants’ meaning is respected. 

4. The research is contextual and makes meaning of interrelated and 

wholeness. 

5. The interpretation is reasonable. 

6. The researcher demonstrates knowledge in subject matter (i.e. traditions, 

culture, symbols). 

7. The researcher uses logic of validation. 

8. The research makes clear the meaning of the text and its relevance to life.  
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According to Yin (2003), case studies include five components: (a) a study’s 

questions; ( b) its propositions, if any; (c) its unit(s) of analysis; (d) the logic linking the 

data to the propositions; and (e) the criteria for interpreting the findings. The 

fundamental goal of this research study is to find the answer to the following research 

question: In what ways, and to what extent, does women’s participation in formal 

workplace social networks for working mothers make a difference in their perception of 

value, effectiveness and connection to self and others? 

Bacharach (1989) defined propositions as theoretical causal statements of the 

relationships among terms. The relationships among constructs are usually general and 

difficult to test. Propositions fall into the following categories: (a) categorical–assigns 

things to classes or categories, (b) disjunctive–differentiates classes of things–crucial 

propositions, (c) conjunctive–integrative; connects or bridge terms, and (d) conditional–

if/then propositions. 

As discussed in an earlier chapter, work and family are socializing forces 

(Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Research on work and family has been published in a 

variety of fields, including management, psychology, sociology, and family science, 

with the scholarship in the field based on a variety of theoretical approaches (Morris & 

Madsen, 2007). Work-family research in inherently multidisciplinary (Pitt-Catsouphes 

et al., 2006), embracing every social science and professional discipline that has a need 

for identification, naming, conceptualization, deconstruction, segmentation, research, 

discussion, and program evaluation (Kanter, 1983). Identifying one theoretical 

foundation is impossible because working mothers are heterogeneous and situated in 

multidisciplinary and multidimensional frameworks; however, possible 



 

 59 

conceptualizations are related to the following theoretical underpinnings: (a) work-life 

balance theory, (b) women’s development theory, and (c) social capital and social 

network theory.  

The propositional foundations for this study are based in women’s psychological 

development (Gilligan, 1982). This research project originated from two main 

underlying propositions that (a) women’s sense of self and worth is grounded in their 

abilities to make and maintain relationships, and (b) that a sense of value and 

effectiveness is derived from experiences that lead to connection rather than 

separateness.  

Selection of Participants 

The unit of analysis in this research study is the individual. 

Population 

The research population is the formal mothering social network group at a 

Fortune 500 general merchandise and food discount chain company headquartered in 

the Midwestern United States. Group members span four worksites in a metropolitan 

location and, as of October 2008, over 500 women were included in the distribution list 

for the group. Most group members are married, professional women who work full-

time. According to the organization’s 2007 annual report, this company employs 

366,000 full-time, part-time, and seasonal team members, with peak employment 

between Thanksgiving and the end of December at approximately 396,000 team 

members. As of February 2008, this company owned or leased 1,591 stores and 32 

distribution centers in 47 states, and total sales for 2007 were $61.5 billion. 



 

 60 

This specific site was chosen for this research project for the following reasons: 

(a) it has an active social network of mothers, (b) social network members by definition 

are balancing the life roles of parenting and employment, and (c) the researcher was 

permitted access to the group members collectively and individually. 

Sample Size and Selection Process 

A positioning survey to guide the interview protocol was administered online to 

all 504 members of the social network using the leader’s distribution list. Interview 

volunteers were solicited by the principal investigator in-person at a network meeting in 

February 2009, and through an e-mail request sent by the network leader. Ten 

volunteers responded to the requests and eight individual interviews were conducted in 

March 2009, at times and places chosen by mutual agreement between the principal 

researcher and the participant. Interview locations included coffee shops, a cafeteria, 

and a conference room. 

Methods and Data Collection 

Data were gathered from multiple sites, and was preceded by a positioning 

survey used to guide interviews and describe the group. This study included meeting 

observations, a pilot interview, and seven subsequent individual interviews with leaders 

and participants of a workplace social network for working mothers.  

Delimitations and Limitations 

 Several limitations are inherent in this research approach. Using a single 

interviewer may introduce bias, yet there are no claims for bias-free research. 

Additional limitations include results that are not generalizable, a process that is time 

intensive, and findings that do not result in change. This research study is not 
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generalizable because it is contextually and temporally bound. There is also a 

possibility for “halo effect” in the sample because the participants will be self-selected. 

In addition, data collection will be done through interview, which can be influenced by 

the emotional and cognitive state of both or either the interviewer or interviewee, as 

well as, age, communication skills, memory, and culture. Therefore, the data used for 

analysis could vary greatly in quality, nature, completeness, and accuracy. 

Logic Linking the Data to the Propositions 

 Collected interview research data are linked to the propositions through pattern 

matching and explanation building. Pattern matching logic compares an empirically 

based pattern with a predicted one, or several alternative predictions (Trochim, 1989). 

Explanation building is a specific type of pattern making where the goal is to connect 

propositions through the case study data by building an explanation about the case (Yin, 

2003).  

Criteria for Interpreting the Findings 

 The findings were interpreted using cross-case synthesis and triangulation (Yin, 

2003). Cross-case synthesis is a technique that treats each individual case study as a 

separate case and aggregates findings across the series of cases. Triangulation was also 

used, which means that multiple sources of evidence were collected. The criteria used to 

guide the researcher during the interpretations phase were as following: (a) cross-

checking to make sure that all the evidence was reviewed, (b) developing all possible 

rival interpretations, (c) making sure that the most significant aspects of the case study 

are addressed, and (d) using prior and expert knowledge in the case study (Yin, p. 137). 
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Data Collection 

Patton (2002) classified interviews into three main categories: (a) informal 

conversational, (b) general guide approach, and (c) standardized open-ended. In this 

study the general interview guide approach was employed because the topic has been 

predetermined; this method is preferred when interviewing several people, because it is 

more systematic and comprehensive through guiding issues in advance (Patton, 2002). 

According to Patton (2002), an interview guide lists the questions or issues that 

are to be explored in the course of the interview. The interview guide for this research 

study is attached as Appendix A. An interview guide ensures that the same basic lines 

of inquiry are pursued with each person interviewed. The interview guide provides 

topics or subject areas within which the interviewer is free to explore, probe, and ask 

questions that will illuminate and elucidate that particular subject. Thus the interviewer 

remains free to build a conversation within a particular subject area, to word questions 

spontaneously, and to establish a conversational style; yet the focus is still on a 

particular predetermined subject (Patton, 2002). 

Case Study Database 

Yin (2003) encouraged the use of a case study database to increase the reliability 

of the case study. The term database is used loosely to mean a formal organizational 

method for the data collected. The database in this research study includes field notes 

from meeting observations and interviews, typed transcripts of interviews, 

correspondence with network leaders and members, and survey responses. The intention 

of the record keeping for this study is to provide a strong chain of evidence to support 

research findings. 
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Interviews 

Pilot inquiries can provide considerable insight into the basic issues being 

studied (Yin, 2003) and a pilot interview was included in the design of this research 

study, which was used to refine propositions, interview questions, and data collection 

procedures.  

Researcher Involvement 

In short, the overarching assumptions of interpretive research are that meanings are 

socially constructed, facts are value-laden, human experience is context-bound, and the 

researcher and participant are interrelated. Therefore, it is understood that the researcher is 

personally involved in this research study. During this study, the researcher was a doctoral 

candidate in HRD at the University of Minnesota. She is a working mother who holds a 

tenure track Assistant Professor appointment in HRM at a College of Management in the 

Midwestern United States. 

Data Management and Collection Procedures 

The sample for this research study was recruited through the principal 

investigator’s professional relationship with an organization that has an active formal 

mothering support group. The initial connection with the support group was made at the 

suggestion of another Work and Human Resource Education doctoral student (a former 

member of the group) in the spring of 2007. Participants were working mothers, in dual 

income households, who possess strong verbal and written skills and were members of a 

women’s professional network for working mothers. The research database emerged 

from 1 pilot interview, 7 individual interviews and field notes from meeting 

observations. The researcher initially contacted the previous social network leader in the 
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spring of 2007 and has continued to maintain a relationship with the new social network 

leader and her predecessor to gain a general understanding of the group and 

organizational context. Preliminary meetings included discussions regarding the 

research project and protocols necessary for the study. Permission was granted from the 

network leaders to move forward with the project, as well as a verbal offer of support in 

fall of 2008 to assist with the distribution of a survey and to solicit interview volunteers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Research design process detail. 

Survey 

The positioning survey was developed using the surveymethods.com tool and 

was done confidentially and anonymously from the researcher and organization. It was 

preceded by an Institutional Review Board approved informed consent form in 

electronic format and included the following 18 questions: 

1. STATEMENT OF CONSENT: I have read the above information. I have 

asked questions and have received answers. I understand that clicking on 
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the “Proceed with Survey” option implies my consent to participate in 

this study. 

2. When did you initially join the [social network]? 

3. Do you consider yourself and active member of (i.e., attend meetings, 

use the [social network] intranet resources, etc.) of the [social network]? 

4. How important were the following factors in making your initial decision 

to join the [social network]? 

5. How important are the following factors in continuing to be a member of 

the [social network] 

6. What adjective would best describe your membership in the [social 

network]? 

7. How has being a member of the [social network] made a difference for 

you personally or professionally? Please explain. 

8. What do you like about the [social network]? 

9. How could the [social network] be improved? 

10. Do you work full-time (30 hours or more) or part-time (29 hours or less) 

for [company]? 

11. How long have you been employed with [company]? 

12. Within [company], where are you employed? 

13. How many children do you have? 

14. How old are your children? 

15. What is you marital status? 

16. How old are you? 
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17. Do you have child-rearing support at home from your partner, spouse, or 

other adult? 

18. Does the in home person (partner, spouse, or other adult) who supports 

your child-rearing work outside the home full-time (30 or more hours per 

week)? 

All information has been kept private and anonymous and only aggregate 

responses are used when presented for review; responses do not identify specific 

individuals. The survey was a positioning instrument that preceded the interviews and 

established the context of the group thus refining propositions and interview protocol. 

Meeting Observations 

At the invitation of the social network leaders, the researcher attended two social 

network meetings a two different work sites. Field notes were taken by the researcher 

and used to develop the interview protocol. 

Interviews 

Interviewees were all volunteers who were informed about the research project 

through an e-mail from the network leader and contacts of the researchers. The 

interviews followed a general interview guide approach and were considered semi-

structured. The interview guide was designed to focus questions and probing on the 

research topic. There were two phases of interviews—a pilot interview and then non-

pilot interviews. The pilot interview was used to identify problems in interview 

protocol, propositions, questions (adding or deleting), and other issues that may have 

negatively impacted the research study. Interviews occurred at mutually agreeable times 

and locations for the participant and the researcher. Prior to interviews, participants 
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were provided with information about the research study, as well as an opportunity to 

ask the researcher questions. Interviews lasted between 35 minutes and 1 hour 38 

minutes, depending on the participants’ schedule, interest in the research study, and 

depth of experience with the social network. The interview guide in Appendix A was 

provided to participants and used as a guide during the interviews to ensure constancy 

and similar questions, depth, and scope across interviews.  

 All interviews were preceded with the Institution Review Board informed 

consent process verbally along with the informed consent form. Participants read, asked 

questions, and signed the form prior to questioning. A signed copy of the form was 

provided for each participant and a duplicate was kept by the principle investigator. 

Interviews were recorded digitally and on cassette tape while field notes were taken by 

the researcher. The field notes were helpful because they allowed the researcher to jot 

down specific comments for follow-up and probing questions during the interview. The 

interview recordings were destroyed by the researcher at the completion of the 

transcription phase. Information that individually identifies a participant was deleted 

from the transcripts prior to analysis. 

Interview Analysis 

 Overall, a research database was used to gather data from each of the methods 

(observations, pilot interview and interviews) and sites. The researcher manually 

identified cross-case and cross-site similarities, and connections were made to develop 

contextual theme areas. These themes were then brought to a subject matter expert on 

the research committee. 
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 Data collected from the survey were analyzed separately and only used to refine 

propositions and develop the interview protocol. Interview analysis involved reading 

and rereading participant responses and marking specific references to the research 

question while looking for convergent and divergent responses. The interview results 

were then coded, refined, and synthesized. Coding was done at the completion of all 

interviews, and involved the identification of sentences or sections that represented 

similar meaning units. The researcher used a memo function to track thoughts during 

analysis. The data was then synthesized to find emergent themes and patterns for the 

development of frameworks to be used in presenting the research findings in a 

meaningful way. 

Strategies for Validating Findings 

Brown (1989) identified eight standards for all research. Those standards are: 

1. The research addresses an appropriate question. 

2. The research contributes to the knowledge of the profession. 

3. The research recognizes the guiding interest served by the research. 

4. The researchers are knowledgeable about previous research. 

5. The research uses a clear symbolic system that is open to revision and 

questioning. 

6. The research has adequate and coherent rational for supporting claims. 

7. The research responds to challenges and questioning from others. 

8. The research is socially responsible and ethical in conduction and 

presentation of results. 
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Brown’s (1989) standards were used in the development of this research study. 

First, the research addresses an appropriate question, where the underlying intention of 

this study was to better understand, clarify and explain the experiences of being in a 

formal workplace support network for working mothers. There appears to be scant 

research on this topic amidst an increasing number of women who return to work after 

child birth. In my opinion, this is an appropriate research question in need of scholarly 

research and reflection. Second, the research is anticipated to make a contribution to the 

knowledge of the profession. As discussed in previous chapters, virtually no research 

has been done on working mother experiences in structured support networks. It is 

reasonably foreseeable for the results of this research to make a positive contribution to 

HRD and HRM practices. Third, the research is guided by an interest in work-life 

balance, employee retention, and mentoring, which is recognized in the contextual 

assumptions and makes this study practical and pragmatic. Fourth, the researcher has 

done an extensive multidisciplinary literature review of prior research, which made it 

clear that little is known about the experiences of working mothers, let alone the formal 

networks formed in the workplace; historically, contextually, psychologically, or 

socially. Fifth, the researcher used a clear symbolic system in research and was 

continually open to revision, ambiguity and reflection both internally and externally.  

Using Yin’s (2003) guideline, construct validity was addressed through multiple 

sources (observation, pilot interview and interviews) and multiple cases research design, 

which included multi-site collection points. In addition, subject matter experts held 

research committee membership positions and findings were presented to these key 

informants for review and discussion. 
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Internal Credibility and Integrity Process 

 Issues regarding internal credibility were resolved using Merriam’s (1988) 

recommendation by addressing internal integrity through a priori detailed data 

collection and analysis methods. A triangulation of investigator, data sources, and 

methods was used along with additional examination of data and findings by a subject 

matter expert who was not a study participant. Collecting data from multiple interviews 

and observations was congruent with Denzin’s (1978) and Patton’s (1990) 

recommendation of using multiple collection formats; these cross checks strengthened 

the research study’s internal credibility and integrity. Internal validity was also 

strengthened during the interview analysis phase using pattern matching, explanation 

building, and time series analysis (Yin, 2003). When the patterns coincided, results 

were confirmed and therefore strengthened. 

External Credibility and Reliability 

 In general, external validity and reliability are not congruent with case study 

methodology and are inappropriate as a guide or condition of research.  

Confidentiality of Data 

Four considerations were included in this research project to ensure the 

protection of participants. Participation in the study was voluntary, responses were held 

confidential, and no identifying information was provided to internal or external 

constituents. Informed consent was obtained prior to all data gathering strategies, and 

for the protection of the host organization it is being referred to as a “large retail 

organization” in any writing that evolves from this study. 
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The researcher has taken responsibility for keeping records, confidentiality, and 

securing all data. All identifying information was removed from interview 

transcriptions and survey results in the first analysis. Data is identified by a code which 

has been kept separate from the coded data in a locked safe in the researcher’s home 

office. 

Summary 

 The research question that grounds this study requires a case study method and 

methodology to collect data and interpret the findings because this question focuses on 

the “complexity of social interactions as expressed in daily life and with the meanings 

the participants themselves attribute to these interactions” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, 

p. 2). In short, the research question is pragmatic, interpretive, and grounded in the 

experiences and interactions of people—all suitable for a case study investigation. 

The unit of analysis in this research study is the individual, and the following 

chapter details the individual cases that created the data set for this study. These cases 

are what provides the context and give meaning to the findings of this study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CASE STUDY PROFILES 

The eight women who were interviewed for this research study were or are 

currently leaders or members of a workplace social network for working mothers 

affiliated with a large retail organization. Seven of these women interviewees 

volunteered to be interviewed after receiving an e-mail request from the social 

network’s current group leader. One research study participant who was no longer 

working for the organization was contacted directly via e-mail by the principle 

investigator. Participants’ occupations were diverse and affiliations represented a wide 

array with regard to areas of expertise and business areas within the organization, 

including accounting, human resources, information technology, property development, 

legal services, and marketing. This chapter will build the context of each interview 

participant’s experience with the social network. 

 The overall purpose of this chapter is to provide detail and a contextual 

understanding of the personal and professional lives and experiences of the 

interviewees, focusing specifically on their membership in the social network. Not only 

will this chapter introduce the unique experiences of the participants, but it will also 

provide a framework for the citations presented in forthcoming chapters. All interviews 

were done at mutually agreeable times and locations; six were done during work hours, 

one during the participant’s lunch hour, and one was conducted with a participant who 

was currently on a career break. Six of the eight interviews were held in coffee shops, 

one in a conference room at the organization’s headquarters, and one in an employee 

cafeteria at the organization’s headquarters. To ensure participant anonymity, 
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pseudonyms are used to identify each of the cases. The following interview summaries 

are presented chronologically as the interviews took place during this study. 

Case One: Linda 

I met with Linda in the morning on a rainy, late winter day at a coffeehouse 

halfway between her home and mine. She had been a regular customer there, stopping 

in on her way to work to grab her morning pick-me-up; however Linda was now on a 

career break, working on checking items off of her to do list, spending time with her 

two children—a girl age five, who was in all-day kindergarten, and a boy age three who 

attended daycare part-time. Since having her children, she had been a working mom up 

until a few weeks before our interview. Linda and her husband live in the same part of 

the country as both of their families, but not close enough for family members to be 

able to help them out with childcare or other family emergencies on short notice. She 

was excited about the break from full-time employment and the prospects for planning 

her next opportunity, whatever that might entail. Her ideal next job would allow her to 

be available to her children after school when they are in middle and high school. 

 I have known Linda for several years, and had spoken with her on the phone and 

met her on one occasion prior to our interview. She was the original leader and 

visionary for the group and was my point of contact until she left the organization, 

which occurred before I received approval for this research project. She was always 

helpful in developing the research project and even more helpful through her 

participation in this interview. She had been with the organization about a year and a 

half when she got the idea to start the group. Linda recalls intensely her initial 

motivations for starting the support group in January, 2004: 
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I remember it very vividly. In fact, it was actually after the birth of my second 

child, so I came back to work. I had my kids just 2 years apart, so I had a two 

year old and a newborn, and I came back to work, and I was just so 

overwhelmed. How on earth do I keep this together? I have a busy job, I have a 

newborn, how do I get him fed in the morning and get myself dressed and have 

the diaper bag packed and get them all in the car and drop them off at daycare 

and then actually be at work, and stay awake and have some logic and rational 

thought in the day and then go home and try to make dinner and put them all to 

bed and then repeat that all over again the next day. It was just so overwhelming 

for me, that I was basically just desperate for—well, how do other women do 

this? What ideas do they have? Is this doable? How can I even survive doing 

this? So, that was kind of it. I was just so overwhelmed. 

So in her search for empathy, encouragement, and support from peers Linda 

organized a group of her friends who were also mothers to meet in a conference room 

over lunch; she hoped to get ideas on how to manage all of her life responsibilities. 

Everyone who attended the first meeting thought it was a great idea and wanted to meet 

again; more people were invited to the next meeting, and the participation began to 

swell until after a few months the decision was made to formalize the group and give it 

a name. Linda took on the role of leader, facilitator, and visionary; she remembers being 

surprised by the interest: “I was seeing people that I didn’t know at all—friends of 

friends of friends kind of thing—and thought, wow, maybe this is something.”  

 Linda talked a lot about how the group empowered her at home and at work. 

She described how she felt when participating in the group as “in charge” and spoke 
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about how the group helped her feel better about the challenges of being a working 

mother by building her confidence: 

The group also made me feel very empowered. I felt validated in the struggles 

that I was having. Solutions that I wanted to try or things that I had been trying 

with whatever the problem was. I felt very empowered and then when I went 

home . . . if I was really struggling with something I felt I was validated by the 

group. 

Linda also talked about how even though her original impetus for starting the 

group was to lessen her own overwhelmed feelings; she found a lot of benefits from 

being able to give back to the group as both a mother and leader: 

I started because I had a specific need, and then I was the organizer, so I also felt 

obligated to some extent. The reward to me was just giving back. . . . I just felt 

such pride in having been a part of creating that idea and creating that network. 

Just creating something that women felt like, wow, that really is valuable. . . . I 

had such a tough time and that group really helped lift me up and helped me get 

through that. I take great pride and fulfillment in helping the women who felt 

that way, but also, wow, to be part of something like that, you know so pride, 

joy, and fulfillment. 

Linda spoke about the impact leading the group had on her career mobility and 

how she used her experience as group leader to pursue different internal career 

opportunities by leveraging her role and involvement to potential future supervisors. 

I used the group to support the skills and things that I had to offer somebody. . . . 

Being as successful as it was really gave me confidence that I can be a leader . . . 
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I know I can be a leader within the team, but being a leader upfront and to 

organize something, have the vision and make it happen in a big way. That’s 

something I don’t feel like I am very strong at so the group gave me confidence 

that if there is something that I am really passionate about I really can do that. 

She added, “I can do it, and I can get people behind me, and I can get hundreds of 

people to follow me.” In addition, professionally, she not only personally identified 

with the group but was also better known in the organization as the face and voice of 

the group, which also meant that she knew more people and enjoyed being more well- 

known with her employer. 

I’m personally developing a large social network that I didn’t intend to develop. 

. . . The social network was more than I needed would be the way to say it. It 

was fine, and I was really happy to know all those people, but I was not 

interested in working that network [for professional gain]. 

Linda beamed about her personal pride in creating the group, and her 

enjoyments in seeing other women grow as parents’. 

I felt such pride and joy and a sense of accomplishment in mothering this group 

and helping it grow up. Helping it expand and being so proud that it was 

something that other people saw value in. I just had such pride in the fact that 

now 500 women think that and even if they don’t all come to meetings. . . . That 

women think it is cool or there’s something neat about being associated with the 

group. I saw that, too, and I was sort of people just liked saying that they are a 

member of the group. People like the idea that there is a group like that and so 

they were willing to associate themselves with the name and the idea. Even if 
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they never attend a meeting and never looked at the Sharepoint site, they like the 

idea and the name is cool. I just felt such pride in having been a part of creating 

that idea, and creating that network, and creating something that women felt 

like, wow, that really is valuable. 

Despite all of the positive aspects of her involvement with the group, Linda 

expressed some disappointment that the group was not considered an official network 

within the organization, because it was not viewed as a diversity initiative. She recalled 

what she was told by corporate HR and her reaction: “We won’t officially recognize 

you; you’re not a diversity group, but feel free to go organize, have fun with it—was 

kind of the response we got back. I was just really disappointed.” 

Overall, Linda was surprised at what the group had become. She says, “I did sort 

of kind of have a vision for it, but it was nothing like what it became—it became even 

better.” 

Case Two: Cathy 

I met Cathy in a busy coffee shop near her office in the organization’s 

headquarters. The interview was casual and an interesting conversation about her work 

(both current and past), her family, and the experience she has had as a member of the 

support group. She works in the accounting area and had been at the organization for 4 

½ years at the time of our interview. She has one child, a son. She originally signed up 

for the support group when she was pregnant, and attended one meeting before going on 

maternity leave. The meeting where she was present was very unusual because only five 

women attended, which provided for increased interaction and a great first impression 

of the group. Her overall feeling of the group was positive; she says they were “very 
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open and very friendly, very good at getting people connected and making sure that 

every single time we do introductions.” During that first meeting she recalled:  

I mean the things they talked about. I didn't have much to contribute to at the 

time, because I didn't have any kids yet, but I thought it was probably going to 

be handy when I have kids for tips and tricks, managing work-life and all of 

that, so I looked forward to coming back once I had a kid. 

At the time of the interview Cathy had been back from maternity leave for 11 

months and had regularly used the support network’s intranet resources and attended 

meetings. She remembered what it was like when she returned to work, questioning her 

ability to balance work and family: 

When you first come back and you are like, oh my God, how am I going to 

work? How am I going to do anything? It’s so overwhelming at the beginning. 

Obviously, the kids get easier as they get older but, seeing the other moms there 

and they are past it and it looks like they’re showered, dressed, and enjoying 

their day at work, and having time to take away from their desk to come to this 

meeting. So it like, yeah, they can do it, I can do it too. It's comforting. 

One of her biggest personal challenges in becoming a parent, specifically a 

working mother, was finding daycare that worked for her and her family; it took her 

almost a year to settle into a permanent nanny-share situation, which alleviated her 

extended commuting and the added pressure of using a daycare near her office, which is 

located in a busy metropolitan area. 

She thinks that the meeting topics are great and a good variety and she enjoys 

being able to ask questions and hear what other mothers have to say at the meetings. In 
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recent months, she has been able to offer advice to moms with children younger than 

hers: “To have a 14-month-old and some moms have a 6-month-old or 7-month-old, 

I've definitely been able to offer advice and things of that nature.” 

Another impetus for joining the group was the possibility of making new friends 

also mothers of small children, so that she could share her experiences as a mother:  

I think that in some ways I was hoping to come to meet more friends at work 

who have kids, because all of my friends outside of work are actually just 

starting to have kids. When I first had my baby, I didn't have a lot of people to 

talk baby stuff. 

To provide some context to this interview first, beginning in 2006, the employing 

organization regularly started facilitating an event at their headquarters aimed at 

connecting employees with internal and external organizations. The social network at 

the root of this study has frequently participated in this event along with community 

indoor and outdoor sports clubs, area MBA programs, business associations, and local 

civic groups. Groups invited to this event usually provide brochures, answer questions, 

and recruit members. Participants in this research study refer to this event as the 

connected fair, get connected fair, or see your self connected fair. But Cathy found that 

rather than creating new friendships, her group participation facilitated connections with 

existing colleagues, specifically those co-workers with children. She commented 

specifically: 

There was a woman who worked on the [same] floor and she had never heard of 

us prior to this most recent connected fair which was like 2 months ago. So, it 
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was her first meeting and she was, like, oh, I didn't know you came to this. She 

sits a few rows down from me now; we chat about our kids. 

In the past Cathy had been interested in working for the organization part-time, 

but more recently has found that her job and childcare arrangements are working well 

together, and work-life balance has not been an issue for her up to this point. 

I have never really had a problem with managing workload. I have had really 

good managers who are very understanding. I always feel like if you need to go 

home or your child is sick or it’s like 4:30 why are you still here? You know 

things like that. I never needed to consult with somebody about how to manage 

my manager so I have been lucky in that regard. 

Cathy also talked about how she enjoys being involved in the organization’s 

marketing and product testing opportunities and thinks that this shows how the 

organization demonstrates to the members of the social network that they are valued: 

I like that those merchant groups appreciate the built-in mom group, and come 

to us, because they know that there is a whole group of moms that are happy to 

give their opinion on things that we might ultimately buy. 

 The interview concluded with Cathy reiterating that she really likes and 

appreciates having the group for her own benefit, but she also thinks that the existence 

of the group shows that the organization cares about its employees: 

I appreciate the fact that [the employer] sponsors an organization. It's 

encouraged, and that they take work time to have the get connected fairs. They 

care about that and they want employees to enjoy these sorts of things. So, I 

appreciate that in the culture. 
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Case Three: Lucy 

I had seen Lucy the week before our interview, at a social network meeting, so 

when she emerged from the elevator bank of her office building, I recognized her 

immediately. We greeted each other and headed over to a nearby coffee shop for the 

interview. Lucy had been with the organization for 2 years; when she was hired she was 

already pregnant with her daughter, who was 14 months-old at the time of the interview.  

Lucy was immediately interested in a mothers’ group and had asked about it 

during her interview process; however, in her early days with the organization she 

found herself so busy learning a new job and organization and too tired she from her 

pregnancy to get involved with the group right away. She described her initial interest 

in the group:  

What drew me to the group was, I didn’t really know the group’s focus but I 

wanted to have, I guess, a sympathetic group. I am interested in the 

conversations about where my child is in terms of her development. 

When attending meetings she feels like “everybody seems very nice, open to 

new ideas. You can tell everyone there just adores their child and [is] kind of excited to 

share stories and ideas.” She also commented about the diversity in the group: 

What I am always astounded by is the variety of the kids that the parents talk 

about. . . . I mean it makes you realize that there is no right way and that 

everybody's doing all different things to meet their family’s needs. . . . You’re 

all kind of in the same boat. Everyone’s kind of doing the same things. You 

know it's all normal . . . that to be able to talk about your children with people in 

a sense like you—that you have the same job, same office lay out. 
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Lucy’s mentioned how glad she was to have this group at work: 

If it weren’t there, you would really feel alone, or like there were certain 

unmentionable issues. . . . I just think that it's helpful to know that it exists. That 

you have some place to go if you have a question or if you were really 

struggling; probably one of the first places that I would go is to someone that I 

know that is also a member there. Before I would just call up anyone, I would 

probably use one of those friends. 

 She talked about how she continues to be challenged daily with where to put her 

finite time and energy. She realizes that attending optional work meetings and pumping 

breast milk more than twice each day results in extended hours in the office, hence less 

time spent with her daughter: “You would like to go to a meeting but you have to make 

a choice because you will get out [of work] later.” 

Lucy conversed about the obvious lack of executive and human resource buy-in 

and involvement with the social network, which she thinks gives the impression of a 

“bathroom stall” secret type of feeling. She also chatted at length about her problems 

with combining work and breast feeding and thinks that the employer has put up 

barriers in this set-up, specifically the open-plan offices and locations of the lactation 

rooms; this, coupled with her disappointment in the negative sentiment against extended 

maternity leaves, adds to her frustration in balancing her life roles. She believes that the 

organization should do more to support working parents: 

Yeah, and I think that they’re actually in a position as a company that’s often 

considered the thought leader that they could decide to step out and crack the 

bat. Then imagine how much publicity they would get for that. I mean, I would 
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think that the reward would be huge, but it doesn't seem like that’s been a 

priority so far. 

Lucy would do things differently if she takes maternity leave again: 

If I were pregnant again I would like to push more, but I feel scared to for some 

reason, everybody’s very nice; I’m not trying to paint a picture of a really 

horrible unsupportive organization, but it just doesn’t feel like people would be 

really excited for me. It feels like you are here putting a drain on everyone, 

making life harder for your team rather than that’s fabulous, enjoy your time. 

Lucy commented about using the mothers’ group to facilitate discussions about 

managing her career and managing her supervisor: “I think that maybe it’s sometimes 

too big to talk about some of these deeper issues so, I don't know if there would be a 

way to break that down maybe.” 

She also explained how seeing colleagues at the meeting altered her view of 

them: 

I think even though you may know that they had children, I think the fact that 

you see them at that meetings shows that, it's not just that they had children but 

they’re wanting to acknowledge that and they need some help too. It just kind of 

adds a little—okay, this is someone who it’s a priority for this person. 

She thinks that her group membership and meeting attendance demonstrates to 

co-workers that her family is a priority: “I think going to the group, says that I am really 

interested in engaging in conversation about my parenting while I am at work, where 

sometimes you don’t see someone in that lens.” 
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Lucy enjoys the meetings and many of the topics but has not “felt like the group 

has really dug that deep into a lot of the underlying issues and I don’t say that to fault 

them. . . . I haven’t seen them dig really deep on some of the mom stuff.” 

She has benefitted from the group in that it has also been a nice opportunity to 

build her social network: “Someone I have seen at the meeting, I then kind of bump into 

elsewhere and that's kind of nice, too, because it gives you kind of a foundation.” 

Basically, she sees the group as another resource for problem solving and clearly sees 

how she has been able to help other women in their parenting challenges. 

Case Four: Renee 

I met Renee just before the lunch hour in an agreed upon location in the skyway 

near her downtown office. She had reserved a conference room for the interview, so 

while she ate lunch we talked about her experiences as a working mother and with the 

mothers’ network. Renee is a manager in the organization and the mother of two very 

active boys ages five and nine who at the time of the interview were in kindergarten and 

fifth grade. She is a member of the original group that is being researched for this study, 

and also the leader of a sub-group of the mothers’ network that specifically focuses on 

the needs of mothers of school-age children. The subgroup had been running for about 

2½ years. She recalled hearing about the group when she first joined the organization: 

“Somebody mentioned about this group, and I checked it out, and got pretty excited 

about that there was a group. My old company did not have anything like that.” 

To understand Renee’s perspective better, it is important to know that she has a 

technical background and holds an advanced degree in management. At her previous 

employer, she had been identified as a high potential employee and was on their career 
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fast track succession plan. While working there she often traveled internationally to 

audit corporate subsidiaries; however, when she started her family, she found the 

challenges in managing and maintaining work-life balance too intense and she 

ultimately changed employers. She remembered how she came to that decision:  

I reached a point where I was like, oh my God, I can’t do this, I can’t do this job, 

and I can’t have the family that I want. That was a real moment of, wow, what’s 

more important to me? My life, or my career? And so part of that was my reason 

for leaving [the old employer] when I did, and then when I got to [current 

employer] I just realized how neat it was to have a group like this. 

She pointed out that having a working mother’s group:  

Doesn’t fix all of your problems for you, but it puts you into a context of 

knowing that other people you work with are struggling with the same things. 

And gives you a place where you can vent a little bit. . . . I really resonated with 

that when I got here, and thought, wow, this is something that I have a lot of 

passion about and, really wanted to do what I could to make it continue and be 

valuable for people. 

She has been employed by the organization for 3 years, and attended the original 

group, but was not completely satisfied with her experience because many of the 

meeting topics were about breast feeding and teething, things that were no longer part 

of her parenting practices as her older child was already in elementary school. She did 

think that participation in the original group validated her as a mother “in terms of 

making me feel more confident in the choices that that I made” but she was looking for 

a group with women who were more experienced and had school-age children with 
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school-age challenges. After a discussion with the leader, the decision was made to spin 

off another social network group for parents of school-age children. They soon found 

significant interest in the new subgroup at an upcoming See Yourself Connected Fair. 

Renee has felt that being at an organization with a mothers’ group is a much 

better fit for her culturally and aligns better with her family-oriented values. In viewing 

herself as a member of the original younger moms’ group she referred to herself as a 

consultant, but with the school-age group she views herself as a facilitator and initiator. 

One of the advantages of the mothers’ social network for Renee has been that it 

helped her connect to the organization more quickly and was a catalyst for making 

speedy internal connections to do work and non-work projects. “It was huge for me that 

way, just in terms of getting to know the parts of the company.” Renee not only 

benefitted by learning the organization faster, but also through meeting many new 

people: “I have developed a lot of, I’ll say, comfortable casual relationships with people 

across the business that I won’t have had another vehicle to do that with.” 

 She also really enjoys the diversity of opinions and experiences of the group: 

I like the wealth of knowledge. I mean everybody’s just got vastly different 

experiences and yet some common threads. It’s a comfortable environment to 

share, and has exposed me to a lot things that I wouldn’t have known otherwise; 

whether it’s a great restaurant to go to, or something that you get for your kids—

how to teach them about money and how to manage money. I mean it’s just 

been amazing to share. This is what I am doing. They are not saying that it’s the 

best way to whatever, but you hear three or four or ten different ways of doing 
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it. Then you can kind of sift through all of that and say, wow, I think I will try 

this. 

 As a very busy working mother, Renee likes the lunch hour format: “It’s over 

lunch time, everyone needs to eat anyway. It’s set up in such a way that you can get a 

lot of benefit from it.” 

Being the leader of the school-age group has also been a professional 

development opportunity for Renee: “I think that for me, it was kind of stepping out of 

my comfort zone. . . . It has given me the confidence of [a] nice blend of something that 

I really feel deeply and care about, and then being able to just kind of implement a 

vision of doing that.” 

 Being the moderator for some of the meeting discussions has also been 

professionally challenging; making sure that people don’t dominate the group time and 

that they show respect for each other:  

You get into these conversations where it’s just very political. I think I have 

seen meetings where I feel like there is a very vocal group of folks who might 

throw out one comment and then get totally run over. I don’t know how you 

would not have that happen, because parenting is such a personal thing and 

people have strong opinions when it comes to their children. 

When asked about what she thinks are the strengths of the group, she responded, 

“I think just in how organic it is and voluntary. Even people who don’t want to go to the 

meetings [use] the Sharepoint site it is a huge resource. . . . There’s a lot of good 

information and you don’t have to work very hard to get it.” 
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Renee did talk about being disappointed with the discrepancy between the large 

number of women on the school-age group distribution list and the small turnout at 

meetings. Stemming from that sentiment, she created a survey and recollected finding 

out that: 

Everybody really valued it and wanted it to continue; it was just a matter of 

being able to attend, so trying to vary the days of the week that we’re meeting, 

trying to make sure that the topics were relevant, but that feedback was, yes, 

keep it going. 

After leading the group since its inception, Renee is now transitioning away 

from that role so that she can accommodate a heavier workload in a new job that she 

recently started. She plans to continue involvement as a member. 

She talked about how her quality of life has been improved by both the change 

in employer and participation in the social network to enable her to improve the 

management of work and non-work roles. She explained how her current employer sees 

the whole employee:  

There is at least the recognition here that you have a life outside of work. . . . I 

think I spent a lot of my professional career trying to draw really rigid lines 

between the two. . . . At [this organization] I feel like it has been a little bit more 

realistic that you are living your home life and your work life all at the same 

time they affect each other and so to that extent I feel like the existence of 

groups like this, the existence of groups especially interest groups like the 

photography network, the running network, that kind of stuff. Some people 

would say, and I suppose I can see this too, it’s a little bit cultish in terms of 
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your whole life revolves around [the organization] but I see it more as 

integrating your external interests and being able to take advantage of time at 

work or during your lunch hour or whatever to fit those things in because we are 

all struggling with not having enough time in the day to do all of that.  

The new employer and social network have helped change Renee’s traditional 

ideas of work-life balance, “So I think I’m evolving into a perspective of rather than 

trying to keep the two as separate as possible, trying to integrate the two as much as I 

can. . . . It’s a mindset change for me.” She is also gentler with herself and has realized 

that there is no such thing as perfection when balancing work and family:  

I think it’s enabled me to say, okay, this isn’t ever perfect, and what I need to do 

for me, as well as for my family, my kids, my husband, is try to be, I guess, 

almost just happy with whatever the balance is at this time. 

Case Five: Abby 

I met Abby in the morning for coffee to talk about how the mothers’ network 

has made a difference in her work and personal life. She was brimming with excitement 

about her very curious son, her work, and the function that the mothers’ network has 

played in helping her adjust to her new life roles. At the time of the interview, she had 

been with the organization for 4½ years. She is a scientist by training, and works in a 

construction-related area of the organization, and has one son who was almost 2 years 

old at the time of the interview. She started attending network meetings in August 2007, 

when she returned to work from maternity leave. Joining the group was such a relief for 

her; she had attended a group facilitated by the hospital, which was lead by a nurse, but 
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she had a really bad experience when she participated in that group. She recalled feeling 

the void of a mothers’ network when she returned to work: 

When I got back to work, I’m like, I gotta try something else. I need to hang out 

with other moms. I have questions; I don’t know what I’m doing. It would be 

nice to sound stuff off of other people.  

In hindsight, 

It was nice to get to work and realize that I have this option and it was actually 

better—I fit better with these people because you can’t do all of the ECFE 

[Early Childhood Family Education] things and stuff when you are at work. It’s 

nice to have something right at work. Otherwise, I would feel like I was missing 

out on stuff but I just work full-time. 

When reflecting about the mothers’ group, she likes that they send out the topics 

in advance, and the informal nature of the group, as well as the opportunity to add 

topics to the meeting agenda based on current personal or immediate parenting needs. 

She is also impressed with how well the group is managed: “It’s just really well 

organized. . . . I mean these are not people’s standard job; these are volunteer things that 

they are doing. It’s been really beneficial—the organizational level—they really care 

about having a good group.”  

 She talked about how the casual atmosphere of meetings is also advantageous: 

“I think that [it] is a good thing the discussions are very free-flowing and people aren’t 

concerned with what are people going to think about me? . . . Everybody feels 

comfortably honest.” Abby asserted that the meetings are very validating: “Just that 

positive feedback and suggestions and open discussions, it’s okay, it’s totally normal, 
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you know it’s challenging but it will pass—kind of just all of that together; it’s such a 

good resource.” 

The biggest change for her that has resulted from her participation has been 

increasing her skills and confidence in being a mother; She specifically commented, “I 

think too that it has kind of helped with your confidence, especially when you are a 

first-time parent, just knowing that other people are going through the same things.” 

She recalled all of the challenges of early motherhood and how unsure she was of her 

maternal skills:  

I think that for me it helped boost my confidence just because the beginning of 

motherhood was so hard for me. It was kind of nice just to get in a group and 

like, okay, this is all totally normal and these people are having issues and 

figuring out how to balance work with home life and me time and all of that 

stuff. 

Abby has also enjoyed encouraging coworkers to join the group, “I have talked 

to different folks who are pregnant or expecting and they have gone to a meeting with 

me, so that’s been fun.” 

Even with the support that she gets from the group to keep her life in balance, 

she talked about how she still struggles with finding time for herself: 

It’s just still hard to carve out that me time. There is always something that that 

needs to get done—the laundry or you know that kind of stuff—so I think the 

work and home balance is getting a little easier but I am still trying to fit me into 

that. 



 

 92 

The variety of opinions has been valuable to Abby in trying different ideas out 

with her son and understanding that there is no one right way to parent:  

It was nice to have all of these different people tell me their opinions. It worked 

for them, so to me that helped for me to get it kind of click sooner. It should 

have probably been sooner than it was, but you know everything whatever 

works for you is okay. It may be totally different from everyone else, but if it 

works for you and your family it’s fine. So for me to get all those different 

opinions was probably more of a learning than they were actually telling me. It’s 

just for me that was a hard thing to just be comfortable; it does not fit my 

personality or kind of how I operate.  

Abby likes that the group is viewed as a resource to the organization: “Some of 

the groups come to this group because it’s an active population of moms to get 

information to make the organization better. There is respect for the network and your 

opinions are valued.” She noted how the facilitation of the mother’s network shows the 

organization’s commitment to working mothers: 

The company allows these groups to meet; we use the meeting rooms, we use 

the resources and, that’s just part of the culture and that’s normal and that’s a 

good thing they don’t dissuade it at all. They may not technically sponsor, but 

yet they do in other ways. 

She thinks that the lack of formal recognition from the organization in many ways 

benefits the women who participate and the unique needs of some parents:  

I just think it’s an awesome group and it’s nice to have another voice and that’s 

amazing. It’s not an HR thing; it’s a group for the moms, which is nice because 
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we can do what we want with it. The fact that they are kind of split in kind of 

sub-groups and I know that they are thinking of adding some other ones—some 

smaller ones. I noticed they had a kids with autism or special needs one that 

have issues totally different than the rest of us can’t even comprehend. 

She talked about how coming back to work was really challenging the first few 

weeks, and she didn’t realize the demands pumping breast milk two or three times per 

day would put on her work productivity. As a result, she had to cut back on social time 

and lunches with co-workers to make up the lost time in the lactation room. The 

mothers’ group worked really well for her to support continuing social interaction that 

she felt she had to give up while breast feeding: “At least having the group—it’s on my 

calendar as a meeting, so you still get that socialization that maybe you don’t have 

because you’re taking three times to pump,” yet since it was over the lunch hour it 

worked well with her schedule: “It’s good it’s over lunch, just an hour. I mean you can 

come and go it’s just such a good resource.” 

She sees how her role in the group has changed since joining, going from 

listener to information giver to newer moms: “I feel like I am actually providing 

information, first with all kinds of questions and stuff. Now it’s like I have been through 

that and there is actually something that I can contribute or comment, which is nice.” 

She has even commented to her husband “that it’s been such a nice group, so it’s nice to 

be able to contribute in another fashion.” 

Case Six: Betsy 

Betsy is the mother of three children, two girls and a boy, who range in age from 

one to seven years old. She holds a highly specialized graduate degree in law and has 
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been employed in the same department in a variety of roles during her 10-year tenure at 

the company. 

Prior to the birth of her first child, she was invited to meet with a group of five 

or six coworkers who were all pregnant for the first-time also. They met informally and 

on an occasional basis over coffee at work. She continues to have friendships with 

several of those women to this day. When she was pregnant with her second child she 

heard of the mothers’ network through the organization’s Get Connected Fair, where 

she joined the group. She attended a few times while pregnant, and then after the birth 

depending on the meeting topic, but she refers to herself as “less active” in the group, 

yet a resource to first-time moms:  

I can tell that already things have changed a little bit and maybe even, my 

experiences would be a resource for other people, because we have already been 

through the find a daycare thing and the where’s the lactation room thing and 

all. 

She does not see the group as helping her specifically gain personal or 

professional skills, but rather serving a function of providing new insights into parenting 

and work-life balance. When asked what she really enjoys about the group she talked 

about the pride that she feels in sharing her experiences and insights with other working 

moms; she specifically responded, 

Yeah, I think it goes back to sort of my love of information and sharing 

information. It’s a new way to do that with a whole new area of information that 

I know about and make connections. In addition to information, I like to be able 

to say that you like this, and you like this, you guys could enjoy this together. So 
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that’s part of it; I think that we have, as a family, benefited so much from 

networking in our careers so this is an opportunity to pass that on. 

She talked about liking virtually everything about the group, but especially the 

helpfulness of the topic-focused meetings. In addition she mentioned, 

I think the lunch time timeslot is a strength that works well for a lot of people. 

It’s a time that you can take for yourself without being concerned about work or 

being concerned about picking your child up at the end of the day. . . . I think the 

Sharepoint site is a real strength. . . . I think it’s a good idea to separate the 

[mothers of] small children from the [mothers of] school-age children that kind 

of coincides with my experience with the new moms’ group. . . . I really 

appreciate the fact that they have made that effort. I think that it does take a 

good piece of time; you have to get the rooms reserved and come up with topics. 

. . . That’s a pretty big commitment. 

Because Betsy is in such a separate specialized department, she sees added 

benefits to membership in a company-wide social network: 

Being in a department that is sort of siloed, I am always looking for 

opportunities to meet people in various areas of the company to learn what else 

is happening . . . to look for opportunities either for myself or for members of 

my team. 

According to Betsy, the mothers’ network is beneficial because it “is an existing 

resource to kind of meet people and learn about all the different areas of the company.” 

She added more detail on the value of social networks for career advancement:  
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I think that for folks who are looking to be more mobile within the corporation, 

it would be invaluable to make those connections and meet people in all those 

different groups. Ultimately, in any group, I think that it is about who you know, 

so if you can know more people, and they have met you, and they like you, and 

they know that you have a commonality of being parents, it’s just one more 

commonality or interest that you can share. 

Betsy is a self-proclaimed “information hound” and likes how the group is 

compatible with her need for information: 

I think that it is my love of information. It’s just another opportunity to learn 

from others. They say did you know about this? Did you know about this area of 

the company? Did you know about this opportunity for kids? 

Betsy sees herself as the organization’s targeted customer “demographic” and 

acknowledges that the mothers’ network can help the organization understand their 

customers better by using the resources of this group: “That’s the other thing; I feel that 

for the corporation it’s a great resource, because so many people that work at the 

corporation are sort of the [core] guest.” 

While talking about people in the organization who work with children’s 

products she said, “I feel like a resource to those business people who maybe don’t have 

the experience that would inform that selection. That makes us a great resource too.” 

Betsy refers to herself as “particularly opinionated” and likes to be asked by merchant 

groups for her view: “I think that it’s fun to contribute that way. And also to just see 

what other groups are doing. I don’t necessarily have a window into that the way that 

somebody in merchandising might.” 
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Betsy spoke about the role of women and mothers in a social context and talked 

about how those social roles impact work roles: 

I think that somehow those obligations can sort of marginalize you, or stand in 

the way of your success. I have been glad that [the social network] has been seen 

as a valuable thing at [the company]. Hey, you know, mamas are out there and 

it’s okay to say that you are a mom, and to value that, and to look for resources 

about that. . . . We’re a resource to each other, but really we are a resource 

within the corporation for your own advancement, for your own connections, for 

your own professional development, as well as your personal development. 

In talking about the mothers’ network as valuable to the retail organization as a 

whole, she said “before this started, I always felt like it was a resource that the company 

was missing.” She added:  

I felt like that there were all these women, all these moms—this is our 

demographic—why aren’t people asking these people here at [the company]. 

And granted, there is a bias, but I think that you could correct for that. So I am 

excited to see that more and more groups are taking advantage of this—free 

resource. . . . Why not get a glimpse with the people who are happy to share 

their ideas because they love the store? And have lots of thoughts about it, 

because they are there three times a week sometimes. 

Case Seven: Amanda 

I met Amanda at a coffee shop near her office. She has worked at the 

organization for 15 years in a variety of roles, including research, merchandising, and 

advertising. After the birth of her first baby she returned to work part-time and saw a 
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posting for the mothers’ group and signed up to be a member. At the time of the 

interview, she had three children ages six, four, and one and a half years old. Amanda 

and her husband were currently going through the process to adopt a fourth child. She 

works 3 days per week in the information technology area. The technology area at this 

company is predominately male; she is the only woman and mother on her work team 

of nine employees, and one of two mothers in a department of 40 employees. In 

reflecting on when she first heard about the group, why she joined, and the reasons she 

has continued to be active she said,  

I liked the social aspect. It sounded like they were going to talk about different 

topics, and it piqued my interest. That was 6 years ago; I am still a member. I 

felt like it was really evolved. I enjoyed the topics over the lunch; it was very 

unintrusive of my work day. It was not just the social aspects that I got out of it, 

which I did, but it was really more of a support system. 

Amanda enjoys sharing her knowledge about parenting:  

I‘ve kind of gotten past the toddler now with a couple and so it’s nice to be able 

to share the kind of things that work for us, so things maybe advice that I had 

been given that I think that would be helpful to pass along. 

 She talked about what a great resource the network’s internal Web site was for 

information and communication: “The Sharepoint site [is] really nice. . . . One of the 

things that I like about it is that it’s unintrusive in terms of work; you can go there and 

choose, so you are not getting flooded with all of this stuff.” 

She also appreciates that the employer supports the mothers’ network: 
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I really like that about [the organization] is they do have all of these groups; for 

the most part most of them are very supported by [the organization], because 

this is for people who work full-time. They don’t have time to join a moms’ club 

or ECFE or whatever. This is really their main opportunity to get that connection 

and get that support. 

She spoke of the uniqueness of the group and employer in comparison to 

organizations that her peers work for: 

One thing that I guess is in talking to my friends, non-[company name], I think 

they hear about my group and they really like it. There are not these 

opportunities at other companies or even, stay-at-home moms that don’t work 

outside the home to be able to have these resources, to have this network, and so 

it’s definitely been a benefit. 

She does believe however, that coworkers marginalize her membership in the 

group: “When I speak about it maybe it’s the name of it [support group name] but I do 

get sometimes from my colleagues a look or a rolling of the eyes—you’re involved in 

that group.”  

Amanda also reflected on her changing career choices: 

I see myself constantly evolving and changing. I would say moving forward but 

definitely priorities shifting, kind of a different outlook than say 7 years ago in 

terms of career, kind of making the decision to put the career on hold a little bit 

and being okay with it for the most part. There are days where you see someone 

get promoted. 
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Overall, the group has positively impacted her sense of confidence and given her 

“reassurance” in her abilities as a parent: 

It also did in that sense give me kind of reassurance that, okay, with parenting I 

am on the right track or, maybe, gosh, I hadn’t thought of that; I’ll try that and 

kind of alleviate maybe some worries that I might have had.  

Case Eight: Tina 

I met Tina at the security desk entrance of the building where her office is. The 

interview was held in the employee cafeteria at the organization’s headquarters. She has 

been employed with the organization for 20 years, which includes part-time work 

during high school and college. She currently works in human resources and initially 

heard of the group from its founder who had been one of her employees. She talked 

about joining the group:  

I was pregnant with my first, and I felt like, wow, I am going to be really 

passionate about being a mother. I think that this [group] is only going to help 

me. . . . I had my daughter in November of 07. I believe I might have even 

joined it right before I went out on maternity leave. I might have even went to 

like a meeting or two, only because I was trying to anticipate what I was going 

to get myself into a little bit. 

She is the mother is a 16-month-old and is expecting another child later in 2009. 

She has participated regularly in the group, depending on her schedule, since she 

returned from maternity leave. When talking about what has been beneficial, Tina 

mentioned the topics and connections with other moms:  



 

 101 

I think the topics especially when you are at a certain point with your own child. 

I just want to kind of get a pulse of what other people have done, or get ideas on 

what has worked for them or what hasn’t or are they running into the same 

problem. I think part of it is also the camaraderie. I think you feel like you get 

into the room and it’s, a little bit of a safe zone. Not that it’s not outside of the 

room, but I think that everybody just has a common interest wanting to learn a 

little bit more—how to care for their child better or different. To get ideas or, 

just maybe even the support of, boy, wow, I am breast feeding and I am working 

full-time and, oh, you are doing that too, oh okay, then you know how it is. You 

realize that you are not alone. 

She commented that after attending a meeting, “I usually take away two or three 

really good nuggets where I’m like I feel like that was worth going” and that the 

mothers’ network meetings have been a helpful support mechanism for her:  

I remember coming into the group having some certain questions. Not that I’m 

senior by any means now, but I feel like once you make it through the first year 

you at least have some confidence in your abilities. . . . I’m more of a resource 

[to other moms] a little bit. . . . I made it through that, and so there was also sort 

of this sense of accomplishment or achievement. I think that’s why it’s also a 

good support because you feel like, oh, I have been through that before, I know 

how that was and then I can also offer advice which is also helpful, too.  

She talked about how a group that meets at work not only has an understanding 

about the fast pace of the organization, but also about the political nuances that impact 

working mothers: “I just saw it as that type of support system too, especially with 
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people who work in the same environment as I do, and know the pace, and know the 

challenges, whether they are written or not.” 

For Tina, coming back to work after having her baby was a huge change and at 

times quite challenging:  

I feel like when I look back to my transition of coming back to work, both of 

those things were very positive things [referring to the mother’s network and a 

personal coach] for me. If I were giving advice to any friend or colleague I 

would lead them down either of those paths to help them help themselves 

through all of the maneuvering of all the emotion. 

She talked about the challenge in balancing her time and energy now that she is 

a mom: “I think being a new mom you get introduced to a lot of different options” and 

feeling the pressure to attend ECFE, yet knowing that it did not fit well with her work 

schedule. She ultimately came to the conclusion that she does have an ECFE-type 

experience both at work with the mothers’ network and at church with a Teensy-Tots 

and Tiny-Tots program, which also includes a spiritual component. “I do have a vehicle 

at work where I can ask questions at least.” She commented that one of the things she 

really likes about the group at work is the convenience. She said of attending the 

network meetings, “I think as a mom you feel like you’re kind of learning and doing 

good for you and your family while you’re at work.” 

She also spoke about how it feels to be involved in internal corporate research 

projects:  

It’s safe for you to share your knowledge about the fact that you are a mother. 

You happen to have an informed opinion about a behavior or style and, oh my 
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gosh, someone wants to know about your opinion. I think you are kind of proud, 

you are like goll, thank goodness they finally asked about this. . . . I also think 

that it is probably a source of connection to your employer regardless of if you 

agree with it or not. I think you do feel like, well, I am valuable to them in that 

sense and not that you don’t feel valuable in your job, but I have something they 

want. 

For Tina it has been frustrating to see the mothers’ group develop without 

organizational buy-in: “It came organically and it wasn’t company sponsored; it was a 

team member sponsored group, where she had to get approval and buy-in and what not 

and that part is a bit disappointing.” Yet she noted,  

I’m glad that it happened organically. I’m glad that [the founder] started it. I’m 

glad that she was able to pitch it enough in a manner that it was at least 

accepted. It’s here but it will be interesting to see where things go. . . . I can only 

hope that [the current CEO] will look at some of the needs of the majority group 

within our organization. And say, why aren’t we meeting their needs? And, ah, 

oh, my, gosh, they came back with fiscal support for [the mother’s network]. 

Overall, she has had a positive experience with the group: “I think that it’s been 

positive. . . . I’m glad to be a part of it. I don’t know if we can continue to find ways to 

leverage one another. . . . I think that’s only going to help engagement of working 

moms.” 

Summary 

 The value and meaning for this research study emerges through the words and 

expressions of the women involved in the social network for working mothers. I had the 
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unique opportunity to meet these women, talk about and see photos of some of their 

families, and gain an in-depth understanding of how a workplace social network for 

mothers makes a difference in their sense of value and effectiveness at home and at 

work. The very intimate, the funny, the challenging, the emotional, and sometimes 

joyous experiences of sharing a specific experience—the parenting journey with of 

similarly minded, similarly experienced working women has made a difference in each 

of their lives. These experiences along with my reflection and interpretation of the 

participants’ words create the foundation for the following chapter, which is a 

discussion of this synthesis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEW RESULTS FOR EIGHT PARTICIPANTS IN A 

SOCIAL NETWORK FOR WORKING MOTHERS’ 

This chapter explores the themes that emerge from the experiences of women 

who participate in a workplace social network for mothers, specifically exploring the 

view that the women have of the group, the organization, and themselves. The unit of 

analysis for this study was the individual, so the goal of the following discussion is to 

feature the voices of these women, add detail to the understanding of workplace social 

networks, and support the interpretation of the research findings.   

The women (identified by pseudonyms) who participated in this research study 

shared their parenting support experiences resulting from participation in the group by 

describing them with the following adjectives: inspiring, informative, observant, 

learning from others, curious, important, fun, good, friendly, insightful, helpful, 

educational, maintain a work-life balance perspective, good resource, informational, 

connected, interesting, empowered, flexible, beneficial, and positive, among others. The 

most frequent and recurring adjectives related to support and information. 

This study is grounded in the fact that women’s voices are often missing in 

research aimed at better meeting their needs. The women who participated in this study 

were enthusiastic about discussing their viewpoints. The responses were divided into 

three overarching areas that were guided by the theoretical foundation of the research 

study: effectiveness, value, and connection. Each of these themes and sub-themes is 

complex and could easily be a research project in and of itself, yet for the purpose of 
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this report the analysis summary presented in Figure 2 highlights, rich comments, or 

unique views to better understand what participants of this research study articulated. 
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   Advice X X X X X X X X 

   Confidence X   X X  X X 

   Work-life Balance  X  X X   X 

VALUEVALUEVALUEVALUE            

   Knowledge of Employer and Community X X  X X X X X 

   Employer Support of Mothers  X  X X X X  

   Research Resource X X X X X X X X 

   Helping Colleagues X   X X X X  

   Positive Feelings X X  X X X X X 

CONNECTIONCONNECTIONCONNECTIONCONNECTION                                    

   Social Capital X X X X X X X X 

   Support and Empathy X X X X X X X X 

 

Figure 2. Interview analysis summary. 

Effectiveness 

Effectiveness was manifested through advice, increased confidence, and better 

work-life balance. 

Advice 

Foundational to this network is the integration of parenting advice. Participants 

routinely cited the information sharing as impactful on their membership experience. 

The advice was talked about both in terms of receiving and giving advice to fellow 

participants. The sharing at meetings is also collaborative in that questions by some 
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members are unanticipated questions of other participants. This was found to be a 

central theme of how women’s effectiveness was altered by the social network 

membership. For example, Cathy realized that the benefits of the information sharing 

are immediate, plus they helped her prepare for future previously unanticipated 

parenting knowledge needs: 

Having that ability to ask my questions about various things or hearing things 

that people are talking about from a few months ahead of me. . . . I feel like 

every meeting so far I have gotten like another little bit of information and I can 

go home and use in the future. 

The advice that is provided at meetings is strengthened by established topics that are 

provided in advance for participants, so members who have an interest or immediate 

informational need can focus on those meetings to maximize benefits. Betsy 

commented, “It was a great resource and it was because it was topic focused. It was 

pretty helpful in that way.” 

 Members also described the social network as a mechanism to appreciate 

diversity in colleagues and their children, as well as parenting styles. Lucy noted, 

“Everyone’s got a different approach. There’s no right or wrong and maybe my way is 

not that bad. So that is something that I really appreciate, and all the ideas, the diversity 

in ideas.” This diversity and difference is clearly understood as advantageous to the 

group. Renee explained, “The wealth of knowledge, I mean, everybody’s just got vastly 

different experiences and yet some common threads, and so it’s a comfortable 

environment to share.” 
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 For many participants the advice is a function of the accessibility of the group to 

participants, since other community based avenues for parenting support are not easily 

available to full-time working parents, because they cater to stay-at-home parents: 

Just having a network of people that you know you can ask questions. . . . It was 

nice to get to work and realize that I have this option and it was actually better—

I fit better with these people because you can’t do all of the ECFE things and 

stuff when you are at work. It’s nice to have something right at work. Otherwise, 

I would feel like I was missing out on stuff but I just work full-time. . . .  It’s 

been very helpful, [emphasis added] so much good information just especially 

right away. We were having issues with napping timing and that kind of thing 

and it was really nice getting feedback from other people. (Abby) 

 In the previous quote Abby was specifically talking about attending meetings, 

but the network has also set up other mechanisms for parenting support like the intranet 

site and newsletter. Providing information in a variety of venues, methods, and formats 

increases the ability for participants to engage with the group and benefit from the 

collective resources: “There’s a lot of good information and you don’t have to work 

very hard to get it.” (Renee) 

When mothers share their experiences and provide advice to other members, this 

also provides for a common bond among participants through a better understanding of 

a shared experience, which was also a way of lessening isolation for some working 

mothers: 

Hearing people talk about similar things that they were having challenges with, 

or being able to ask your question and have 10 different people’s suggestions, or 
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that’s fine, it’s actually not a big deal, or whatever—just that positive feedback 

and suggestions and open discussions, you know, it’s okay it’s totally normal. 

It’s challenging but it will pass kind of just all of that together it’s such a good 

resource. (Abby) 

Several study participants noted their perception of other women who were 

engaged in the network in visible ways through the network meetings or leadership 

roles were also seen by colleagues as placing value on family and self: 

I feel like most of the women who go to that are really out there just trying to be 

great moms. They just want to soak in as much as they can. They want to 

bounce ideas off of other people or they just want to listen, and gain 

information, but in some way they are trying to better themselves or their 

family. (Tina) 

For mothers who have questions that arise between meetings, knowing coworkers who 

are also members can facilitates growth from members who are assets outside of 

formally organized resources. Lucy asserted, “You have some place to go if you have a 

question or if you were really struggling. Probably one of the first places that I would 

go is someone that I know that is also a member there.” 

The advice impacts participants in very real and pragmatic ways. After attending 

a meeting on toddler feeding, Lucy had many ideas for her family that provided 

solutions for getting her somewhat picky eating daughter to try a variety of foods. In her 

own words, “Oh I got this idea today, like after last week, I said, I went to this meeting 

and I got these ideas, and we all went grocery shopping together. Let's try this and this 

to see what she does.” The acquisition of parenting advice is practical but it also 
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validates the time commitment women make to attend meetings. Tina remarked, “I 

usually take away two or three really good nuggets where I’m like I feel like that was 

worth going.” 

Confidence 

 Five participants described that one outcome of their membership in the social 

network was a change in their confidence both in terms of self-confidence and 

confidence in their parenting skills. The network is constructed in such a way that 

women gain confirmation of prior and pending parenting decisions. By sharing her 

experiences with colleagues, Renee developed a sense of validation for decisions she 

had made regarding her children years prior to attending a meeting. Retelling her 

rationale was self-confirming: “Sharing my experience and some of that was I guess in 

a consulting way it was validating in terms of making me feel more confident in the 

choices that I made.” 

 Five women were drawn to the group because they were first-time mothers, so 

they often reported that they were unsure of their parenting skills, and that not knowing 

what to do in so many different situations was discouraging and for some even 

overwhelming. The group provided a venue for acknowledging this, seeing it in others, 

and making concrete lasting changes to feel better about decisions that members were 

making daily. Linda shared, 

I took back even that confidence in my abilities as a mom, my solutions as a 

mom. It gave me confidence in those things, because then all those things you’re 

doing for the first time you don’t know what you are doing. You don’t know if 

it’s going to work. You don’t know if it’s the right thing or the wrong thing. 
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When asked specifically about how the group impacted non-work relationships, 

only four study participants acknowledged a change. Linda, however, reported an 

extensive impact on her confidence and strengthened parenting skills that were then 

transferred home with her. She stated, “I did gain confidence from them that validation I 

think confidence and I would bring that home with me.” 

 While there is not consensus about the carry over from the group for work to 

non-work settings, there appears to be some impact on the children of participants. 

Renee specifically talked about her confidence in setting limits for her sons and her 

ability to handle their opposition to those limits as positive outcomes to her 

participation in the group. She emphasized, “I found that it [the network] definitely 

benefits my kids. . . . I think that it just reframes that in a sense of empowering I guess 

is the word that I would use.” 

 Additionally, some participants of this study reported a change in how they 

viewed themselves, both as employees and as mothers. In reflecting on my observations 

of network meetings and in conversations with network leaders, more than once there 

was a mention of the realization that there were previously untapped skills that were 

brought to fruition through the network. Linda noted, “It just goes to show that I had 

something in me that I wasn’t sure I had I guess.” 

 The network also provides women with the chance to compare their parenting 

and self-discovery journey as a mother to the experiences of their co-workers. For the 

most part, the reflections and connections with like-experienced peers was a natural 

evaluation of women’s development and seen as validating, empowering and 

reassuring. Amanda commented, “It also did, in that sense, give me kind of reassurance 
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that with parenting I was on the right track.” There is benefit in being able to see other 

like-experienced women challenged by work and life balance. As Linda explained, 

“The group also made me feel very empowered because I felt validated in the struggles 

that I was having.” Abby’s comments also acknowledged the positive outcomes of the 

connection in validating mothers and supporting their self-confidence: 

I think, too, that it has kind of helped with your confidence, especially when you 

are a first-time parent just knowing that other people are going through the same 

things. . . . I think that for me; it helped boost my confidence. 

Work-life Balance 

 One of my assumptions in guiding the original framework for this research 

project was a comment made by the network founder in our very first conversation. We 

talked about the purpose of the group in an effort to help me situate the group into prior 

organizational research. With cursory knowledge of the group, I was guided by the 

leader not to the organizational business case related to work-life balance or 

networking, recruitment, or retention but rather to an outgrowth of an individual 

employee looking for a solution to challenges of meeting the demands of both work and 

family. With that in mind, I believed that the foundation to the study was in work-life 

balance. However, the results of this study undermine that initial proposition. As I 

analyzed the data set, it became apparent that while women do use the group to balance 

multiple life roles, this is not foundational to the network. When specifically asked 

about how the group is used in navigating these roles, only four participants reported a 

change navigating multiple roles. Some of that has to do with the fact that not all 

women are challenged with work-life balance because of their work role, support from 



 

 113 

their supervisor, or higher levels of in-home support for childcare. As mentioned 

previously in the detailing of the advice outcome, that is the primary overlap of the 

network into the work-life balance arena. Tips and tricks learned through group 

resources are used by participants outside of work. As Cathy noted, “I would say it has 

probably impacted home like ways just using some of those ideas from the other moms 

on how to balance the stuff at home with work.”  

Value 

Value was described in terms of both individual and organizational factors and 

included: increased knowledge of the employing corporation and the community, 

resource for marketing research, perception of organizational support for mothers, 

satisfaction of helping other moms, and impact of meetings on feelings and attitude.  

Knowledge of Employer and Community 

Another unintended outcome of the social network for working mothers is the 

influence it has on individual knowledge creation regarding the company and 

community through added awareness, as well as accelerated understanding. Members 

welcomed the opportunity to connect with mothers from throughout the organization. 

When viewed as a tool towards a better understanding of the company and community, 

seven participants reported both a broader knowledge of all the areas of the organization 

and an increased awareness of community resources. 

Renee, who has only worked for the organization for a few years, acknowledged 

the role that the group played in her acclimation to the organization’s culture, dynamics, 

and structure. Participation facilitated and accelerated her ability to get to know the 

organization:  
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It was huge for me that way, too, just in terms of getting to know the parts of the 

company. . . . You typically start the meeting with just kind of going around and 

introducing ourselves and what area we work in and who our kids are and stuff. 

You just get a real flavor of all over the company. That has been a nice added 

benefit to it and I have actually used that. (Renee) 

 An important aspect of the mothers’ network is that it already exists, so if 

women would like to engage with other women across the organization it is a 

mechanism to do that without investing the time and energy that it would take to create 

an intra-company network or even a less formal social network on their own. As Betsy 

commented, “[The network] is an existing resource to meet people and learn about all 

the different areas of the company.” 

During meetings members talk about resources and activities that are sponsored 

by the community and the employing organization. As a side note, the organization that 

was the site for this study has a home office in the metropolitan area in which this study 

was conducted and is active both locally and nationally in community projects related to 

education, art and culture, and social services by providing substantial financial 

resources and employee volunteers for these initiatives. Meetings are a way that 

members share their knowledge and opinions regarding these service opportunities. The 

social network intranet site and blogs are also a way that the community and company 

resources are communicated to members and serve as additional supports for parents. 

Members are also active in informing the group about things that may be 

informative or helpful on a variety of levels for working mothers:  



 

 115 

I discovered that we [the employer] had a pregnancy benefit essentially . . . so I 

posted that on the [name of network] Sharepoint site and now I think that it’s 

started to do a better job publicizing it. (Betsy) 

Employer Supports Mothers 

In other sections of this dissertation, I write about the research participants’ view 

that the organization has not formally recognized the network and does not provide 

specific financial resources that support the group. Three participants in this study 

mentioned their disappointment in this lack of legitimate recognition, yet there were 

also women who viewed the employer as encouraging of the group. The employer 

supports the social network by providing meeting space, distribution list capabilities, an 

intranet site, and other resources at no expense to the members, but does not directly 

support the group though ongoing strategic budgeted funding. 

As compared to other employers who do not have this type of support for 

mothers, Renee spoke about how the group is a clear message from the organization 

that she can be a whole person while at work and that her employer understands that she 

is navigating multiple life roles and the group is a way that view is confirmed and 

supported for her. Renee remarked, “It really did feel culturally better for me here and 

knowing that there was a group.” 

Overall, members understood that formal recognition would be appreciated, but 

that it is only one of many ways that the employer shows support for the group. There is 

an appreciation for what the corporation is doing to facilitate the group. Abby noted, 

Just that the company allows these groups to meet—we use the meeting rooms, 

we use the resources, and that’s just part of the culture and that’s normal and 



 

 116 

that’s a good thing. They don’t dissuade it at all. They may not technically 

sponsor, but yet they do, in other ways. 

Cathy explained,  

I appreciate the fact that [my employer] sponsors an organization like that. It's 

encouraged. They'll take work time out to have the Get Connected Fairs. They 

care about that and they want employees to enjoy these sorts of things. So, I 

appreciate that in the culture. 

Just the fact that the group exists resonates with members; there is an 

understanding that the group is a unique experience because it is housed within the 

work context. Lucy asserted, “It is important to even know that the group exists. I think 

because it’s a unique thing, in terms of the day to day, just knowing that they are there 

somehow is helpful.” Facilitating a network like this also indicates to employees that 

the organization has a broader view of its employees. As expressed by Renee, 

There is at least recognition here that you have a life outside of work. . . . [At the 

organization] I feel like it is a little bit more realistic. They get that you are 

living your home life and your work life all at the same time and they affect 

each other. 

Meanwhile, Betsy commented,  

I have been glad that [the social network] has been seen as a valuable thing at 

[the company] hey, you know mamas are out there and it’s okay to say that you 

are a mom, and to value that, and to look for resources about that. 
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Members also reported the view that the network facilitates employees in 

connecting more with the employer and the community. Cathy mentioned, “[the 

network is] a common bond with the employer that we like about our employer.” 

These comments speak about the connection to the employer, yet there is also a 

sense of value in acceptance of the other roles that employees play in their lives. The 

employer uses the network, and the fact that members are mothers, in ways that value 

the members and enhance the business: 

I also think that it is probably a source of connection to your employer 

regardless of if you agree with it or not, because I think you do feel like well, I 

am valuable to them in that sense and not that you don’t feel valuable in your 

job but, I have something they want. (Tina) 

This view leads directly into the next finding from this research—the use of the group 

for internal and external research. 

Research Resource 

 The network is frequently used by the organization or its constituents for 

research purposes. Most members really enjoyed this side benefit to membership. 

Numerous prior research studies were mentioned through the interviews including 

studies on bandages, children’s car seats, school lunches, and new baby products, to just 

mention a few. Women liked being asked their opinions on mother-centric products and 

being able to see parts of the organization outside of their normal work scope. There are 

also situations where employees are working in jobs that they could do more effectively 

with the input from the core customer demographic.  
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I feel like a resource to those business people who maybe don’t have the 

experience that would inform that selection makes us a great resource too. . . . 

That’s the other thing I feel that for the corporation it’s [referring to the 

network] a great resource because so many people that work at the corporation 

are sort of the [organization name] guest. (Betsy) 

 

I like that those merchant groups appreciate the kind of built in mom group and 

come to us because they know that there is a whole group of moms that are 

happy to give their opinion on things that we might ultimately buy. . . . So that’s 

been fun to be that resource too. . . . I like the group had become a resource to 

people. (Cathy) 

When people ask the group for their opinion, it integrates the fact that members 

are employees and mothers and then gives members the impression that the network is a 

resource and valued by the employer. “Some of the groups come to this group because 

it’s an active population of moms to get information to make the organization better just 

says that there is respect for that network and your opinions are valued.” (Abby) 

It’s safe for you to share your knowledge about the fact that you are a mother. 

You happen to have an informed opinion about a behavior or style and, oh my, 

gosh, someone wants to know about your opinion. So I think you are kind of 

proud and thank goodness they finally asked about this. (Tina) 

 Depending on the research projects, members are able to see other parts of the 

organization. Some research is in survey format, but other studies are in different 

locations like merchandising, marketing, or in the test kitchens, all places that even 
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employees with extended tenure may not have seen or been involved with while 

working for the organization. There are benefits to the employees in seeing the 

organization through a new or different lens. “I think that it’s fun to contribute that way 

and to just see what other groups are doing because I don’t necessarily have a window 

into that the way that somebody in merchandising might.” (Betsy) 

Helping Colleagues 

All study participants emphasized how helping other members played an 

influential role in what they gained from the social network. The experiences range 

from feelings of fulfillment to seeing themselves as resources and role models to other 

women. In many cases, women described their ongoing participation in the social 

network as both rewarding and fulfilling: 

It was so good for me to get that validation when I needed it, when I was 

struggling, but then when I was past that and there were other women who were 

in that same place or coming to that sort of place to tell them that you can do it. 

Its okay, you’re gonna make it, and so it was just giving back, paying it forward, 

that was really that was real rewarding. . . . There are those women who love 

giving back and they love just being there to share advice, share their stories. 

There’s definitely women who feel fulfillment from that and that’s why they 

continue. . . . It gave me great self-confidence and such joy and fulfillment that I 

had done that, and I coached it, and saw it grow and saw other women going 

through that same journey. They were at the point that they were coaching—that 

made me feel so good. (Linda) 
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Other women viewed themselves as consultants, leaders, and role models to 

newer parents. Specifically talking about her role as a network captain, Renee explained 

how having older children and more parenting experience than some members played a 

role in her passion to participate and lead a sub-group of the network. “I felt strongly 

about [the group] and being able to take that and turn it into something that helps other 

people. Giving something back is really valuable to me and made me feel good about 

doing that.” Put a little differently, yet still the essence of her role within the group, 

Linda shared, “I certainly did see myself as a role model of how you can make this 

work and you can be a leader and you can be out there and make a difference.” 

 All of these women reported how they saw the reciprocal nature of the network. 

Women who had parented through specific stages with their children were still able to 

benefit from the advice of peers, but now were at a point when they could also help 

other members. This social reciprocity for mutual gain is a foundational feature in how 

members get value and effectiveness from participation in the network. As Betsy put it, 

Maybe I can be a resource to other people because I have gotten so much from 

the parents who are further along the path in terms of what they have been able 

to offer me. 

Meanwhile, Linda asserted,  

You need the women who have been there and done that to be there to give 

advice to support the woman who is just starting out. That is part of the 

benefit—that validation you can do it. I’ve got ideas. Or I did it. I made it work. 

I survived. . . . The mutual gaining from it, and then giving back. It was not to 

say that you can’t give back until your children are older, because that’s not a 
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true statement. Just by being there and supporting you have a baby and you are 

overwhelmed and just supporting the other moms who are overwhelmed. Hey, 

I’m going through this too, and it kind of sucks, and I totally know how you feel 

and we’ll make it. That’s giving back, too.  

 The sense of a broader, resource-related purpose in group participation was seen 

as part of membership evolution. While in some ways Renee has aged out of the 

original group, she continues her involvement, and sees the value of her engagement. 

She noted, “There was still value of offering my experience to other members.” At 

some point in their relationship with the group, individual member’s engagement makes 

a shift from passive to an active role with regard to helping other members. Abby 

explained, “I feel like I am actually providing information, first with all kinds of 

questions and stuff. Now it’s like I have been through that and there is actually 

something that I can contribute or comment which is nice.” This is a change in view to 

that of a resource to the group. According to Betsy, “Maybe even my experiences would 

be a resource for other people, because we have already been through the find a daycare 

thing, and the where’s the lactation room thing, and all.” 

Positive Feelings 

 Other members specifically reflected on the network as a mechanism to improve 

their overall feelings. Even after attending just one meeting, women reported that they 

internalized an emotional change—what was described as feeling that the meetings 

“brightened” their day and left them feeling “refreshed.” Linda shared, 

That was such a tough time for me. The group really helped lift me up and help 

me get through . . . . I take great pride and fulfillment in how helping the women 
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who felt that way. But also, wow, to be part of something like that, so pride, joy, 

and fulfillment. 

Participating in the meetings allows women to take a break from their workday 

to reflect and think about non-work issues, which can be developmentally beneficial: 

So that’s almost like a treat for me because it’s a little bit of it’s a titch of a get 

away. I think as a mom I feel like you’re kind of learning and doing good for 

you and your family while you’re at work. (Tina) 

The positive feelings are rooted in the organic participant-driven premise of the group 

and the overarching focus on befriending and helping members. The women who 

participated in this study were particularly impressed with the friendly and welcoming 

nature of the group. This perception began with first impressions and continued 

throughout their engagement. Cathy complimented the group members, saying “I think 

that they do a really good job of making new people feel welcome.” 

Connection 

Study results related to the connections proposition were derived from increased 

social networks and feelings of support or empathy from other social network members. 

All participants reported both forms on connection as part of their membership in the 

group and found that membership in this like-minded and like-experienced group 

increased connection to self and organization while also lessening feeling of isolation.  

Social Capital 

 Another unintended peripheral outcome of membership in the social network 

was the development of a peer community that spanned the organization. This network 

is a framework that is foundational and unique to building connections across the 
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organization that would not exist without the facilitating influence of the mothers’ 

social network. This network strengthens the social lever of members and facilitates and 

initiates new acquaintances. The network very narrowly functions to facilitate 

collaboration among mothers, but it also brings together like-minded and like-

experienced women across diverse and divergent pyramids and silos of the 

organization: 

The group is a place to get answers and find connection with other mothers. . . .  

You have really specific questions and specific needs and everybody else is 

going through that and they are the best people to talk about it. (Linda) 

The network is used by some members specifically to make connections, like 

facilitating job-share partner requests through the networks intranet site, and other 

resource connection needs of members. This very unintentional outcome impacts 

members in a variety of ways, connecting current and new employees with each other. 

Linda commented,  

A side benefit and unintended benefit gradually over time is just the networking 

and it’s not necessarily kind of sort of networking for business benefit because 

you just would know people. 

Cathy provided a specific example mentioned earlier: 

There was a woman who worked on the floor or whatever and she had never 

heard of us prior this most recent Connected Fair, which was like 2 months ago. 

So it was her first meeting and she was like, oh I didn't know you came to this. 

She sits a few rows down from me now; we chat about our kids. 
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 The network gives participants a common ground with some colleagues as they 

function in their daily job roles, “where someone I have seen at the meeting I then kind 

of bump into elsewhere and that's kind of nice too because it gives you kind of a 

foundation.” (Lucy) 

The network may not result in permanent life-changing connections, but it does serve 

the current developmental needs for connection and friendship of members: 

I have certainly developed relationships with women and people that I see in the 

hallways and stuff . . . but I have developed a lot of I’ll say kind of comfortable 

casual relationships with people across the business that I won’t have had 

another vehicle to do that with. (Renee) 

 A critical feature of the network is that it draws from throughout the 

organization and membership is not limited by job title or department assignment: 

I’ve found that you know groups that draw from across the corporation. I like to 

call it the, what does she do? You know? There I am constantly meeting people 

that I am like I had no idea that we had a person that did that I have no idea that 

we had a need for that function and it’s always just fascinating. . . . We’re a 

resource to each other, but really we are a resource within the corporation for 

your own advancement, for your own connections, for your own professional 

development, as well as your personal development. 

The group by nature also encompasses a social exchange of members. “I liked 

the social aspect. It sounded like they were going to talk about different topics. It piqued 

my interest and so that was 6 years ago. I am still a member.” (Amanda) 
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Support and Empathy 

Linda, the founder calls the network “a support group for working moms” and 

according to participants in this study the group continues to function as support for 

members. The support manifests in several ways through a support systems structure, 

empathy of members, a common interest, camaraderie, models of struggle and success, 

and a more holistic view of support for working mothers. The structure of the group 

provides for a workplace system of support, which enhances the social underpinnings of 

the group: 

It was not just the social aspects that I got out of it, which I did, but it was really 

more of a support system. . . . So I say this helps with kind of the balance of just 

knowing some tips is always good—some tips and tricks—but I think for the 

most part it is maybe more support than maybe anything. (Amanda) 

 Several member comments focused on the empathetic nature of the support in 

terms of lessening the feelings of isolation and day-to-day challenges women were 

experiencing. The empathy was found at different levels of comfort for members. Lucy 

shared, 

I needed to hear somebody tell me this sucks, but you can make it. I just needed 

somebody to tell me that. I just needed that moral support . . . to get some 

support from another working mother you have a sympathetic ear. 

 An aspect of the support that was found valuable by participants in this study 

was expressed in terms of the common experience, camaraderie from similar 

experiences, and the common interest in being better women and mothers. In a 
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conversation about a meeting topic that was partner-centric, Renee recalled the venting 

as follows: 

It puts you into a context of knowing that other people that you work with are 

struggling with the same things. And gives you a place where you can vent a 

little bit. . . . I really resonated with that when I got here. And thought, wow, this 

is something that I have a lot of passion about. . . . The parts of being a working 

mom that are so hard. We even had a topic at a meeting that you wouldn’t even 

think that it had anything to do with the kids, but it was kind of about spouses 

and handling the home jobs and how hard it is for working moms. And that one 

was very well attended and it was very emotional and you could tell that 

everybody just kind of had a ‘I need to vent about my husband’—it was really 

kind of (laughing)—you just had those things, just made you sort of feel that this 

was just common with women in the professional world. What they faced in a 

day. 

 The validity of the support from workplace peers is perceived as more 

homogeneous and legitimate for some participants. Betsy explained, “That ability to 

hear other ideas and hear from other people who are kind of in the same place—you 

never know when you are going to need that.” Engagement in the network demonstrates 

a commonality to fellow members. Tina shared, “I think that everybody just has a 

common interest wanting to learn a little bit more and how to care for their child 

better.” There is a preexisting framework that contextualizes the sharing and support of 

members. Amanda also commented on this shared experience: “Everybody was in your 
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situation. It was a good support system for that if you wanted to ask questions, share 

ideas. Everybody kind of knew already where you were coming from for the most part.” 

 Members do not need to explain to peers the challenges inherent with the 

employer, the pace of work, the structure and barriers within the organization prior to 

getting support from the group. This premise is another strength of situating a support 

network within the organizational structure. As Tina put it, “I just saw it as that type of 

support system too, especially with you know people who work in the same 

environment that I do, and know the pace, and know the challenges whether they are 

written or not.” 

 In reflecting on the first unformalized group meetings, Linda, the convener, 

recalled,  

Everybody just felt like, wow, this was great—the benefits of sharing the advice, 

but then also the other one that I am sure people will tell you is just 

commiserating with other women who are in the exact same position. Having 

the same challenges and the same difficulties and joys and just having somebody 

say I know exactly how you feel. I have gone through that too, and that really 

sucks, but you know you will survive. Having somebody tell you that, just, oh, it 

was like, oh, my gosh, I am not crazy. 

The like-minded, like-experienced company setting also creates a more open 

environment for members to share parenting challenges. “I think part of it also is 

the camaraderie. I think you feel like you get into the room and it’s a little bit of 

a safe zone.” (Tina) Members do not feel like they need to explain themselves: 
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“You’re all kind of in the same boat. Everyone’s kind of doing the same things. 

It's all normal.” (Lucy) 

 The support was also gained from women who were able to see other women 

experience challenges and overcome them. As Tina noted, 

The support of, boy, wow, I am breast feeding and I am working full-time and, 

oh, you are doing that too. Oh, okay, then you know how it is. You realize that 

you are kind of not alone. 

Cathy states that she recognized other women who were doing the same thing when she 

commented, 

Seeing the other moms there and they are past it and it looks their showered 

dressed and enjoying their day at work and having time to take away from their 

desk to come to this meeting, and so it is like, yeah, they can do it. I can do it 

too. It's comforting. 

 In summary, participants in the social network reported outcomes from a variety 

of perspectives. All interview participants reported advice, research resource, increased 

social capital, and support and empathy as factors that impacted their sense of 

effectiveness, value and connection. Chapter Six presents a summary, discussion, 

conclusion and recommendations for the network and organization, as well as further 

research. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SUMMARY, REFELCTION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to develop a deeper understanding of how and to 

what extent workplace support groups for working mothers make a difference for their 

participants. The study resulted in the identification of individual, personal and 

professional impacts of participation in these social networks. The research question 

guiding this inquiry was as follows: In what ways, and to what extent, does women’s 

participation in formal workplace social networks for working mothers make a 

difference in their perception of value, effectiveness and connection to self and others? 

Using a case study approach, individuals from an established mothers’ social network 

were studied. 

 This chapter will summarize the study, offer my reflections on the findings, 

present conclusions of the study, make recommendations for both the group and the 

employing organization, and suggest opportunities for further research. 

Summary 

 Working mothers are a critical part of the United States economy and 

workforce. A growing number of organizations are looking for effective and lasting 

interventions that will specifically assist in recruiting and retaining women in their 

organizations. A possible solution to recruitment and retention of women might be 

found in formal social networks for working mothers; thus inquiry into the possible 

outcomes of these initiatives may prove beneficial for HRM and HRD practitioners and 

strategists.  
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 This study examined the sense of effectiveness, value, and connection among 

eight members of a social network for working mothers. Through analysis of data, the 

study revealed triangulated outcomes related to advice, research resource, increased 

social capital, and support and empathy. This analysis also enlightened participant 

insights into social network and organization enhancements. In short, the findings of 

this research study confirmed that women to some degree experience an enhanced sense 

of connection to self and others, increased reports of personal and professional 

effectiveness and a sense of value resulting from their participation in workplace social 

networks for working mothers.  

Reflections, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 Social networks for working mothers provide women with an opportunity to 

develop stronger parenting, personal, and work-life balance skills. The network 

accomplishes that through building individual confidence and connections with like-

experienced peers. The insights discussed in this research study chapter were gained 

through individual interviews with voluntary participants to construct a deep and broad 

understanding of individual experiences of group membership. These deeper meanings 

derived from membership were not found in the parenting tips, but rather in the building 

of confidence and self-esteem, enjoyment in helping others, satisfaction in being a 

resource for the organization, and increased social capital. The advice and resources are 

foundational to the group, but the social networking, engagement with the organization, 

work-life balance, and support and validation from other mothers were also found to be 

critical in meeting the needs of members and for the success of the network on 

individual and organizational levels. 
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 The support mothers gained in the past in their communities, for example, on a 

park bench or from neighbors, has in some part been replaced by employer-based 

solutions, lunches with colleagues, or employer-sponsored initiatives. Realizing that not 

all working mothers are the same, this research study validated that workplace social 

networks facilitate and support problem resolution for some women both at home and at 

work. Participants in a social network for working mothers also reported receiving 

pragmatic benefits on their careers through increased workplace social capital and 

increased awareness of opportunities at work and in the community that support child-

rearing. The three women in this study who had taken on leadership roles in the social 

network reported increased company profiles through added visibility, as well as proven 

work-based leadership and organizational abilities as a result of these voluntary 

leadership responsibilities. 

 Employers should recognize the role that parenting support groups can play in 

increasing workplace morale and productivity—with little or no cost to the 

organization. This study supports the finding that social networks make a difference for 

their participants and are significant in the satisfaction and retention of women with 

children. Many of the participants spoke about being validated by other moms in their 

parenting challenges. Through participation in the social network, women not only felt 

like they could better manage their multiple life roles, but they also had a multitude of 

resources available to be able to continue to manage future unanticipated problems. The 

social network thorough informal leadership, role modeling, and mentorship 

demonstrates that women can flourish when they combine busy and challenging 

professional roles with successful parenting. 
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 This research study revealed that all of the women who participated in this 

workplace social network for mothers reported altered outcomes in one of the following 

areas: increased self-confidence, feelings of support, better work-life balance, 

connection to a larger network of people who also have children, and validation for 

personal and professional challenges. The study also uncovered the pride that 

participants feel when they help, validate, and support other women who face work and 

family challenges. It is the “real-life” stories and experiences that converge to make an 

impact on those who share and those who absorb the sharing. 

 Women learn from each other how to network effectively, parent, manage work 

and family challenges, and support their peers. Positive working mom role models 

demonstrate to other group members how to keep all of the balls in the air; this may be 

critical to their personal development because they may not have had a working mother 

themselves and may not have other avenues to learn from successful working 

mothers—they each help one another in unique and valuable ways. 

 Throughout the research study it became clear that women benefit from 

connective sharing. The employing organization does not formally recognize the group 

through funding and strategic objectives, yet study participants reported pride in the 

organic nature of the group because it was female founded, is female led, exists for the 

benefit of women, and continues because of the interest and participation of women. 

Many participants admitted that being a working mother was challenging, but it can be 

done, and they are doing it and it can be rewarding. 
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Recommendations for the Social Network 

 This study elicited recommendations from social network participants. 

Responses included the following: (a) use outside speakers or experts; (b) create a 

mentor program for new members; (c) include dads in the group; (d) hold additional 

meetings; (e) increase interaction during meetings; (f) get employer support; (g) make 

the group feel more intimate and encourage connection on a smaller scale; (h) find 

common interests or neighborhoods among members for play-dates or one-on-one time; 

(i) promote better internal advertising through Human Resources and Corporate 

Communications, and more involvement from Human Resources in general; (j) 

incorporate more mom-centric and work-centric topics; (k) share internally and 

externally how the group impacts the organization; and (l) add additional meeting 

locations. 

 Based on the recommendations from study participants, it is my opinion that the 

social network should consider the following: (a) strategically partner with internal and 

external stakeholders, (b) incorporate mom-centric and work-centric topics into smaller 

group meetings, (c) establish a new mom mentoring program, and (d) continue to 

support requests for research but require follow-up documentation from researchers.   

First, strategic partnerships between the social network and internal and external 

stakeholders could benefit the legitimacy of the group, enhance participant experiences, 

and provide for additional innovations for the group. Partnerships with Early Childhood 

Family Services, local colleges and universities, and other organizations that support 

families could provide expert advice, guest speakers, and additional authenticity that 

would enhance the effectiveness of the group. The host company is headquartered in a 
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metropolitan area that is home to many multi-national corporations that also have 

women’s networks and formal support for mothers; partnering with these groups or 

perhaps just the leaders of these groups may prove enlightening for benchmarking and 

best practices for mothers’ networks. The network should also continue to build internal 

alliances with other social networks, corporate communications, and human resources 

specifically to better align the network with strategic business objectives. 

The group may want to consider incorporating mom-centric and work-centric 

topics (consecutively or simultaneously) for meetings. Meeting topics are participant 

driven, so this may be easily achieved by supporting members in bringing these topics 

forward. Examples of possible mom-centric topics may include finding time for you, 

managing mommy guilt, and partner-related topics. Suggestions for work-centric topics 

may include work-life balance, negotiating part-time work, and flexible work or job-

share arrangements. Participants seem interested in smaller group meetings, which 

might be accomplished through increasing the frequency or adding topics to current 

meetings and breaking participants into small groups based on topics when a larger 

number of members are in attendance. 

Five interviewees talked about the incredible unexpected challenges of returning 

to work after maternity leave. The complications of having the break from work, breast 

feeding, and sleep deprivation make the first few weeks of integration back to work 

difficult. The network could play an immediate role in that transition by partnering 

returning moms with women who have recently and successfully returned to work in a 

mentorship-style initiative, or through the creation of a “very new” moms’ group that 
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would meet more frequently and deal with the unique issues women encounter during 

the first few weeks and months back at work. 

The network should continue to support requests for research from merchant 

groups, research and development, merchandising and outside research groups, but as a 

condition of providing access to the members, the network should require a follow-up 

report for either the network captain or all members detailing the results of the request. 

The follow-up report can be shared with all members via the network’s intranet site. 

This accountability will help members see how they are valued in the organization and 

will also build the business case for the legitimacy of the group.    

Recommendations for the Organization 

 The organization does show support for the network through providing meeting 

space and technology such as e-mail and the intranet site, yet does not fully capitalize 

on the capacities of this network to meet strategic business objectives. Based on the 

findings of this research study, I would recommend that the organization do the 

following: (a) develop a strategic communication plan to increase awareness of the 

network; (b) utilize the group in product, policy, and other organizational decisions that 

involve their core customer or their core employee; (c) consider a strategic management 

buy-in to the usefulness of the network to the business; and (d) expand the current on-

boarding program, which assists new employees integrating into the organization, to 

include a re-boarding program designed specifically to meet the needs of mothers 

returning to work. 

Social network members noted the lack of strategic communication of the group 

to employees. New membership is still heavily dependent on word of mouth, which is 
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not the most effective recruitment tool for advertising the group. Inclusion in strategic 

communication plans that are used by recruiters and on-boarding staff could help both 

the network and organization in positively portraying all efforts that support working 

mothers at the organization. 

It is my opinion if the organization incorporated the network into product, 

policy, and other organizational decisions that involve their core customer or their core 

employee, both the organization and participants would benefit. This unique 

combination of a group that is basically made up of the targeted customer makes it 

unique from the other formally recognized business networks, which relate to ethnic 

and sexual orientation aspects of social identity—this group is majority driven. 

Leveraging the experiences and opinions of working mothers into the strategic 

initiatives will only better meet the needs of the core customer. 

Management or executive buy-in for the network would be a significant step in 

solidifying the legitimacy of the group within the organization. Currently, no upper-

level support exits and the group struggles to get funding and leverage for its unique 

perspectives and energy to contribute to the organization in new and profitable ways. 

Finally, the organization currently has an extensive on-boarding group that helps new 

and existing employees connect with the organization through new hire orientation. 

With the unique challenge inherent in returning to work after having a child, the 

creation of a re-boarding program for new mothers or even for new parents might 

increase the productivity and speed of assimilation for parents, specifically women who 

are going through multiple life role changes. Explicitly, incorporating a strategic 
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initiative available to all employees returning from parental leave aimed at making 

connections to internal and external family related resources and supports.  

Suggestions for Further Research 

 In investigating the mother’s support group and developing an emergent 

understanding of the experiences of the participants in the network, this research raised 

many new questions and possibilities for further research. As a result of this research 

study, it became clear that the group support is integral to the social network experience 

and is a major element to the success of women in the network.  

This research study only scratches the surface of workplace employee social 

networks. At the organization that is the foundation for this project there are many other 

opportunities to research workplace social networks; the company formally sponsors 

business networks that include the African American Business Council; the Asian 

American Business Council; the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Business 

Council; and the Hispanic Business Council; none of which are known to have been 

researched. In addition, research on whether and to what extent organizational 

sponsorship impacts the participants and the organization of these sponsored social 

networks may prove significant. The organization also has other networks that are not 

formally recognized by the company, such as the Adoptive Network and the Women in 

Science and Technology Network, neither of which have undergone investigation 

within the academic literature. 

 Additional research related to the mothers’ support group could involve the 

impact specific meetings have on employee engagement, productivity, and job 

satisfaction. A few participants responded that meetings helped to “brighten their day” 
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and aided in “feeling refreshed,” so it would be interesting to research this in a scholarly 

way. Specifically, what is the return on investment for organizations that support social 

networks for mothers? What is the retention and satisfaction of mothers who are 

network members versus those who are not? 

 This study also raises the question of community support for working mothers. 

The opportunity for further investigation and pilot programs that integrate community 

organizations with the objectives of the social network may prove fruitful. Additional 

scholarship on mothers’ social network best practices or bench marking with industry-

similar organizations is also needed. 

 Throughout this study, an ever-present issue for working mothers was balance; 

how this is defined and managed is a central issue for many women in this study and is 

another area in need of exploration. How is balance defined? How is balance measured? 

What contributes to achieving balance? Who is more and less successful at reaching 

work and family balance? 

 The scope of this research is not intended and should not be used to generalize 

to other mothers, organizations, or networks. It addressed a specific network, as 

described in eight participant interviews. There is, of course, a need to conduct similar 

research studies on a wider and deeper scale, to be able to generalize results across 

women and organizations, which should include longitudinal research designs. Case 

study investigations in other industries may aid in broadening findings. It may also be 

enlightening to research members who are considered current inactive members or 

those who have ended their membership in the social network to gain a better 
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understanding of the unique dynamics of this social network for working mothers and 

its ongoing usefulness. 

 This research study has focused on one specific intervention at one unique 

organization and is aimed at better understanding how this particular network 

influences, impacts, and makes a difference for its members. Research in supporting 

working mothers is long past due and should be aimed at improving the experiences, 

recruitment, and retention of mothers through creating and supporting organizational 

and governmental policy issues that will assure progress and opportunity for women 

with families. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I summarized the study, stated conclusions, provided 

recommendations for the group and for further research, and concluded the study. I 

truly gained an enlightened insight regarding social networks for working mothers. 

There are many opportunities for HRD practitioners and scholars to contribute to the 

success of support groups for mothers, specifically ways to increase their effectiveness 

and return on investment for the business. 
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Appendix A 
 

Interview Questions 
 

A Case Study Investigation of Employed Mothers’ Workplace Formal Social 
Networks  

 
What is your relationship with the organization? 

• Number of years employed 
• Level 
• Job title 
• Business unit 

 
What is your relationship with the social network? 

• Reasons for joining 
• Length of participation 
• Active or inactive 
• Knowledge gained 
• Outcomes achieved 
• Skills attained 

 
How have you been impacted? 

• View of self 
• Attitude towards work and the organization – value and effectiveness 
• Socially and intellectually 
• Relationship with other members – mentor or mentee – mutual benefits 
• Role in family (nuclear and extended)  
• Balance of work and family roles and responsibilities 

 
What part of the network has had the greatest impact on you? 

• Blog and Sharepoint site 
• Lunch meetings 
• Information from the distribution list 
• Internal research (product testing, store displays) 
• Relationship with other members 

 
What do you think of the network? 

• Strengths 
• Weaknesses 
• Likes and dislikes 
• Things that should be changed 
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Appendix B 

Survey Questions 

Note: This survey was conducted and used part of a pilot study to guide the development of the 
interview protocol and as a means of reaching possible research participants. Survey results are 
not reported in this paper. 
 

1. STATEMENT OF CONSENT: I have read the above information. I have asked 
questions and have received answers. I understand that clicking on the “Proceed with 
Survey” option implies my consent to participate in this study. 

2. When did you initially join the [Social Netowrk]? 
3. Do you consider yourself and active member of (i.e., attend meetings, use the [social 

network] intranet resources, etc.) of [the social network]? 
4. How important were the following factors in making your initial decision to join the 

[social network]? 
a. I was encouraged by a friend or colleague 
b. I was interested in meeting other working mothers 
c. I thought the group sounded like fun 
d. I wanted to develop my parenting skills 
e. I was looking for a way to help balance work and family responsibilities 
f. I knew someone who was already a member 
g. I decided to join as soon as I heard about it during new hire training 

5. How important are the following factors in continuing to be a member of the [social 
network] 

a. I have friends there 
b. I enjoy being able to talk about my family at work 
c. I get great advice and parenting advice from other working moms 
d. It has helped me balance my work and family responsibilities 
e. I like the empathetic or supportive nature of the group 

6. What adjective would best describe your membership in the [social network]? 
7. How has being a member of the [social network] made a difference for you personally 

or professionally? Please explain. 
8. What do you like about the [social network]? 
9. How could the [social network] be improved? 
10. Do you work full-time (30 hours or more) or part-time (29 hours or less) for 

[company]? 
11. How long have you been employed with [company]? 
12. Within [company], where are you employed? 
13. How many children do you have? 
14. How old are your children? 
15. What is you marital status? 
16. How old are you? 
17. Do you have child-rearing support at home from your partner, spouse, or other adult? 
18. Does the in home person (partner, spouse, or other adult) who supports your child-

rearing work outside the home full-time (30 or more hours per week)? 
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Appendix C 
 

Request for Participation Letter 

From: [Mother’s Social Network Leader] 
Sent: Tuesday, March 03, 2009 8:06 AM 
To: [Mother’s Social Network Members] 
Subject: [Social Network Members] as Research Candidates! 
 
Hello [Social Network Members]! 
 
For the past year or so I've been in touch with a woman named Jennifer Schultz, a PhD student 
at the U of M who is leading a research study for her degree in Human Resource Development. 
The purpose of her study is to investigate the viewpoints of women who belong to networks 
such as the [network name], to better understand how participation in these groups make a 
difference in their work, family, work-life balance, and personal and professional growth. 
 
She intends to use the findings from her research to inform further research and advance 
professional practice in the area of Human Resource Development by helping organizations 
determine how to support and retain employees who are mothers. I think this is an exciting 
opportunity for us to contribute to Jennifer's research! 
 
All you need to do to participate in her study, it complete a 5-minute, anonymous survey.  The 
link to the survey is here: 
 
http://www.surveymethods.com/EndUser.aspx?B89CF0EEBDFCE8E3 
 
The data for her research will consist of data collected from the survey, as well as data collected 
from 1:1 interviews. If you have the ability to donate an hour or so of your time, she would love 
to interview you as well. Please contact her directly to set something up - she is very flexible 
and will schedule the interviews at your convenience (she will come downtown). She will be 
attending today's [Office Building Location] meeting to observe our meeting, as well as to 
answer any questions we may have on the study.  You may sign up for an interview in person 
today, or contact her separately.  Her contact information is here: 
 
Jennifer L. Schultz 
Doctoral Candidate in Human Resource Development 
University of Minnesota-Twin Cities 
###-###-#### 
Schul895@umn.edu 
 
Thanks in advance for your participation!  I'm excited to be able to help Jennifer out and hope 
you will consider what you can do to help her out as well. 
 
[Network Captain] 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent for Survey 

INFORMED CONSENT FOR UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA-TWIN CIT IES STUDY 
# 0901E57181 

Titled: An Investigation of Formal Workplace Social Networks for Mothers 
 
You are invited to be in a research study about your Opinions, Viewpoints, and Experiences 
with [The Social Network]. You were selected as a possible participant because you are part of 
the internal e-mail distribution list for this group. Please read this form and ask any questions 
you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by: Jennifer L. Schultz, Work and Human Resource Education 
(WHRE) graduate student in the College of Education and Human Development at the 
University of Minnesota 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION: The purpose of this study is: to investigate the experiences, 
viewpoints, and opinions of women who belong to [The Social Network] network to better 
understand how participation in this group impacts your work, family, work-life balance, 
personal, and professional growth. The intention of this research is to use findings to inform 
further research and advance professional practice in the area of human resource development. 
 
PROCEDURES: If you agree to be in this study, I ask you to do the following things: 1.) Read 
this consent form, print a copy for your records, and then click “Proceed with Survey” at the 
end of the consent form, which implies your consent to participate. 2.) Complete the on-line 
survey.  
 
You will need to print this consent form for your records. 
 
RISKS AND BENEFITS OF BEING IN THE STUDY: There are no risks anticipated in 
connection with your participation in this study. The benefits to participation in this study may 
include engagement in processes of self-examination and reflection that could enhance your 
self-understanding, and support higher-order cognitive skills. You may also benefit from the 
personal pride in knowing that your opinions and viewpoints are contributing to knowledge that 
will guide Human Resource Development practitioners, students, and faculty, both at the 
University of Minnesota and at other institutions, in developing future Human Resource 
Development and work-life balance initiatives that will enhance women’s experiences and 
success in the workplace.  
 
COMPENSATION: There is no compensation for participation in this research study. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of published 
report, information that will make it possible to identify a subject will not be included. Research 
records will be stored securely and only researchers will have access to the records.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether 
or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University of 
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Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at 
any time without affecting those relationships.  
 
You will need to print this consent form for your records. 
 
CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS: The researcher conducting this study is: Jennifer L. Schultz, 
graduate student, Work and Human Resource Education (WHRE), College of Education and 
Human Development, University of Minnesota, Phone: ###-###-####, E-mail: 
schul895@umn.edu. She is advised by Dr. James M. Brown, Professor, Work and Human 
Resource Education, 210 VoTech Education Building, 1954 Buford Ave, St. Paul, MN 55108-
6197.  
 
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to 
contact Jennifer L. Schultz in person at 420M VoTech, or via e-mail at schul895@umn.edu.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate 
Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-
1650. 
 
You will need to print this consent form for your records. 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT: I have read the above information. I have asked questions and 
have received answers. Clicking on the “Proceed with Survey” implies my consent to 
participate in the study. 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent for Interviews 

Consent Form 
An Investigation of Formal Workplace Social Networks for Mothers 

 
You are invited to be in a research study about your Opinions, Viewpoints, and Experiences 
with [The Social Network]. You were selected as a possible participant because you are part of 
the internal e-mail distribution list for this group and volunteered to participate. Please read this 
form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by: Jennifer L. Schultz, Work and Human Resource 
Education (WHRE) doctoral candidate in the College of Education and Human 
Development at the University of Minnesota. 
 
Background Information: 
The purpose of this study is: to investigate the experiences, viewpoints, and opinions of 
women who belong to [The Social Network] network to better understand how 
participation in this group makes a difference in their work or family experiences. The 
intention of this research is to use findings to inform further research and advance 
professional practice in the area of human resource development. 
 
Procedures: 
If you agree to be in this study, I ask you to do the following things: 

1. Read, print your name, sign your name, and date two copies of this consent form. Keep 
one signed copy for your records and submit the other to Jennifer L. Schultz, which 
authorizes her to use your verbal comments in this research project. 

2. Participate in an individual audio recorded interview.  
 
Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 
There are no risks anticipated in connection with your participation in this study. The benefits to 
participation in this study may include engagement in processes of self-examination and 
reflection that may enhance your self-understanding, and support higher-order cognitive skills. 
You may also benefit from the personal pride in knowing that your opinions and viewpoints are 
contributing to knowledge that will guide Human Resource Development practitioners, 
students, and faculty, both at the University of Minnesota and at other institutions.  
 
Compensation: 
There is no compensation for participation in this research study. 
 
Confidentiality: 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of published report, information that 
will make it possible to identify a subject will not be included. Research records will be stored 
securely and only researchers will have access to the records.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota, [The Social Network], 
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or [The] Corporation. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or 
withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.  
 
Contacts and Questions: 
The researcher conducting this study is: Jennifer L. Schultz, doctoral candidate, Work and 
Human Resource Education (WHRE), College of Education and Human Development, 
University of Minnesota, E-mail: schul895@umn.edu. She is advised by Dr. James M. Brown, 
Professor, Work and Human Resource Education, 210 VoTech Education Building, 1954 
Buford Ave, St. Paul, MN 55108-6197, E-mail: brown014@umn.edu.  
 
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to 
contact Jennifer L. Schultz in person at 420M VoTech, or via e-mail at schul895@umn.edu.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate 
Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-
1650. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 
to participate in the study. 
 
 
Signature: ______________________________   Date: __________________ 
 
 
Print Your Name Here: ________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Investigator: ____________________________   Date: __________________ 
 
 

 

 

 


