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Key Messages

• Not all employment is created equal: many parents work in precarious 
jobs that are insecure, unpredictable, and low paying.

• A sizeable share of children and youth are exposed to precarious 
parental employment and its potential spillover effects.

• Children whose parents work in low-quality, precarious jobs appear 
more likely than their peers to experience mental health problems and 
perform poorly at school.

• Improving the quality of employment may benefit not only workers, but 
the mental health and development of their children as well.
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Child and Youth Mental Health

• Mental illness affects approximately one in five children and youth in 
Canada, representing a major public health concern.

• Child and youth mental health is believed to be worsening over time, as 
evidenced by trends in diagnosed mood and anxiety disorders.

• The causes of these mental health challenges are complex; they 
include the social and economic conditions in which children are born 
and raised — commonly known as the social determinants of health.

5



Socioeconomic Status and Child Mental Health

• Socioeconomic conditions, including household income and wealth, 
are powerful predictors of child and youth mental health.

• Parental employment is a key dimension of childhood socioeconomic 
status, shaping the time, income, and other resources available to 
families.

• Parents rely on employment to support the material and psychological 
needs of their children; yet jobs vary widely in the nature and extent of 
resources they provide.
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• Parental labour force participation has increased over time, reflecting 
broader shifts in the economy and family life.

• This has contributed to growing interest in parental employment as a 
social determinant of child and youth mental health.

• Existing research has largely focused on parental employment status 
— that is, whether a parent is working or not — with less attention 
paid to parental employment quality.

• Low-quality employment may affect children through financial 
insecurity, parental stress, disrupted routines, and reduced time and 
energy for caregiving.
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What do we mean by employment quality?
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• Employment quality refers to the 
extent to which a job enables a 
person to meet their needs and 
goals, both at work and in other 
domains of life — including family, 
leisure, and rest.

• It provides a framework for 
distinguishing between jobs that 
support the well-being of workers 
and their families, and those that 
may undermine it.

Illustration is sourced from the United Nations Statistical Framework on Quality of Employment.



Objectives

Our objectives were to:

1. Characterize patterns of parental employment quality in Canada.

2. Examine the association between parental employment quality and 
children’s mental health and development.
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Methods
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Data and Sample

Study 1: Ontario Child Health Study

• The 2014 Ontario Child Health Study (OCHS) is a cross-sectional 
survey of nearly 11,000 children aged 4 to 17 and their caregivers.

• We included children who had at least one parent in the labour force 
(i.e., employed or actively seeking work).
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Data and Sample

Study 2: National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth

• The National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY) is a 
longitudinal survey of nearly 23,000 children and their caregivers.

• Children were aged 0 to 11 when the survey began in 1994 and were 
invited to complete follow-up surveys every two years until 2008.

• We included children who had at least one parent in the labour force, 
lived in dual-parent households, and completed follow-up surveys in 
early, middle, and late childhood.
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Exposure: Parental Employment Quality

We assessed five dimensions of parental employment quality, for 
mothers and fathers separately.

• Status (e.g., employed or unemployed)

• Hours (e.g., part-time, full-time, or long hours)

• Scheduling (e.g., day, evening, night, or irregular shifts)

• Earnings (e.g., hourly wages)

• Stability (e.g., number of weeks worked)

Note: Stability was not available in Study 1 (OCHS).
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Latent class analysis

14Illustration is adapted from the Centre for Research on Families at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.

Children were grouped according to parental employment quality. 
These groups are known as latent classes. Each group represents a 
distinct ‘profile’ of parental employment — some higher in quality, some 
lower.



Exposure: Parental Employment Quality (cont’d)

Study 1: Ontario Child Health Study

We constructed cross-sectional profiles of parental employment, 
describing mothers’ and fathers’ main jobs during the previous week.

Study 2: National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 

We constructed longitudinal profiles of parental employment, 
describing mothers’ and fathers’ main jobs at three periods of life:

oearly childhood (age 4/5);

omiddle childhood (age 8/9); and

o late childhood (age 12/13).
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Outcome: Child Mental Health and Development

Study 1: Ontario Child Health Study

• Parent-reported mental health symptoms

oSymptoms were assessed using a 52-item scale.

• Parent-reported school performance

oSchool performance was assessed using a single question 
defining grades at the ‘A’, ‘B’, or ‘C or lower' levels.
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Outcome: Child Mental Health and Development

Study 2: National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth

• Youth-reported emotional and behavioural symptoms

oEmotional and behavioural symptoms were examined separately 
at ages 14/15 using 7-item and 6-item scales, respectively.

oScores were dichotomized to identify high symptom levels.

oWe refer to these as emotional and behavioural problems.
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Analyses

• We used regression models to estimate cross-sectional (Study 1) 
and longitudinal (Study 2) associations between parental 
employment profiles and children’s mental health and development.

• Models were adjusted for a wide range of covariates, including:

ochild sex, age, preterm birth, and prior mental health; 

oparent education, race, and immigration status; and 

ohousehold size, urbanicity, and region of residence.
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Analyses (cont’d)
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Study 1: Ontario Child Health Study

Study 2: National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth

Cross-Sectional Profiles of 

Parental Employment

• Mental Health Symptoms

• School Performance

Adolescence

Longitudinal Profiles of 

Parental Employment

• Emotional Problems

• Behavioural Problems

Early, Middle, and Late 

Childhood



Results

Objective 1: Characterize patterns of parental employment quality.
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We identified distinct profiles of parental employment, 

some higher in quality and some lower.

Dual-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious

Primary Earner

Single-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious

Note: Single parent households were 

excluded from Study 2 (NLSCY).
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Dual-Parent Households

High Quality (63%)

Precarious

Primary Earner

Single-Parent Households

High Quality (56%)

Precarious

Note: Single parent households were 

excluded from Study 2 (NLSCY).

Parents in ‘High Quality’ employment worked in stable 

full-time jobs with predictable schedules and above-

average earnings. 
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Dual-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious

Primary Earner (27%)

Single-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious

Note: Single parent households were 

excluded from Study 2 (NLSCY).

Among parents in ‘Primary Earner’ employment, mothers 

often held unstable or part-time jobs with low earnings, 

while fathers mostly worked long hours with high earnings.
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Parents in ‘Precarious’ employment worked in part-time 

jobs with unpredictable schedules, very low earnings, 

and limited stability throughout the year.

Dual-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious (10%)

Primary Earner

Single-Parent Households

High Quality

Precarious (44%)

Note: Single parent households were 

excluded from Study 2 (NLSCY).



Results

Objective 2: Examine the association between parental employment 
quality and children’s mental health and development.
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Mental Health Symptoms

Score Difference 95% CI

High Quality (Dual Parent) Ref. Ref.

Primary Earner (Dual Parent) 1.89 *** 0.87 - 2.91

Precarious (Dual Parent) 4.91 *** 3.35 - 6.47

High Quality (Single Parent) 2.16 *** 0.61 - 3.72

Precarious (Single Parent) 3.95 *** 2.31 - 5.59

STUDY 1: Mental Health Symptoms (OCHS)

Children living in households with lower quality employment had 

higher levels of mental health symptoms than their peers, 

particularly when exposed to ‘Precarious’ parental employment.

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001
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School Performance

‘C or lower’ versus ‘A’

Odds Ratio 95% CI

High Quality (Dual Parent) Ref. Ref.

Primary Earner (Dual Parent) 1.74 ** 1.23 - 2.47

Precarious (Dual Parent) 2.51 *** 1.60 - 3.91

High Quality (Single Parent) 1.75 ** 1.10 - 2.81

Precarious (Single Parent) 1.93 ** 1.10 - 3.40

STUDY 1: School Performance (OCHS)

Children living in households with lower quality employment 

earned lower grades than their peers, particularly when 

exposed to ‘Precarious’ parental employment.

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001
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STUDY 2: Emotional Problems (NLSCY)

Children who grew up in households with ‘Primary Earner’ and 

‘Precarious’ parental employment were almost twice as likely 

to develop emotional problems in adolescence.

Emotional Problems

Odds Ratio 95% CI

High Quality (Dual Parent) Ref. Ref.

Primary Earner (Dual Parent) 1.81 * 1.12 - 2.93

Precarious (Dual Parent) 1.92 * 1.03 - 3.60

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001
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STUDY 2: Behavioural Problems (NLSCY)

Childhood exposure to ‘Primary Earner’ and ‘Precarious’ 

parental employment was not associated with behavioural 

problems in adolescence.

Behavioural Problems

Odds Ratio 95% CI

High Quality (Dual Parent) Ref. Ref.

Primary Earner (Dual Parent) 1.09 0.55 - 2.15

Precarious (Dual Parent) 1.34 0.62 - 2.90

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001



Discussion
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Summary

• We identified distinct profiles of parental employment, which we labeled 
High Quality, Primary Earner, and Precarious employment.

• In a cross-sectional analysis of OCHS data, lower parental employment 
quality (and precarious employment in particular) was associated with 
poorer mental health and lower grades among children and youth.

• In a longitudinal analysis of NLSCY data, lower parental employment 
quality during childhood was associated with an increased risk of 
emotional (but not behavioural) problems in adolescence.

• These findings suggest that parental employment quality has potentially 
important implications for children’s mental health and development.
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Strengths and Limitations

Strengths

• Data are representative of the general population

• Triangulation across different surveys and outcomes

• Longitudinal design strengthens the credibility of the findings

Limitations

• Older data may not reflect today’s labour market

• Outcomes were self-reported and limited in scope

• Residual confounding and reverse causality
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Key Messages

• Not all employment is created equal: many parents work in precarious 
jobs that are insecure, unpredictable, and low paying.

• A sizeable share of children and youth are exposed to precarious 
parental employment and its potential spillover effects.

• Children whose parents work in low-quality, precarious jobs appear 
more likely than their peers to experience mental health problems and 
perform poorly at school.

• Improving the quality of employment may benefit not only workers, but 
the mental health and development of their children as well.
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