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Abstract 

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) provides unpaid, job‑protected leave only 

for eligible workers, and rules tied to hours, tenure, and employer size often exclude 

mothers working part-time. Research on U.S. family and medical leave has documented 

inequities in access to job protections. The lived experiences of African American/Black 

mothers navigating this gap remain underrepresented. The purpose of this narrative 

qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of African American/Black 

mothers who worked part-time without mandated job protections, with specific attention 

to FMLA. General systems theory provided the theoretical framework, and an 

Afrocentric paradigm centered African/African American/Black voice through 

storytelling and experience. Nine mothers in Michigan participated in interviews; data 

were analyzed inductively from narratives to codes and themes. Findings included four 

themes: financial strain; well‑being (physical, mental, and social‑emotional); policy 

limitations and clarity; and work–life balance and support. The findings were that current 

job protection and leave policies often fail to reflect the realities of part-time mothers, 

leaving them to navigate caregiving, economic hardship, and major life transitions 

without adequate structural support. These insights can support positive social change by 

informing policy and workplace practice improvements that expand protections for part-

time workers. The results can support clear access to information on policies regarding 

leaves from work and available supports, elevate lived experience as data, and may 

contribute to the protection of the health and economic security of African 

American/Black mothers and their families.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study  

Introduction 

Women in the workplace have long faced systemic barriers, and for mothers, 

those challenges are coupled with caregiving responsibilities. As of the early 2020s, 

women remain a significant part of the U.S. labor force, with mothers making up the 

majority of employed women (Yellen, 2020; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). 

Having job security is just as essential today as it was in 1993, when the Family and 

Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was enacted. The FMLA offers unpaid, job-protected leave 

for certain full-time employees needing time off due to medical or family caregiving 

reasons (Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993). 

This study centered on the lived experiences of African American mothers 

working part-time, without mandated job protections, specifically under FMLA coverage. 

As the labor market continues to evolve, these mothers remain largely unprotected in 

ways that affect their well-being, household stability, and ability to thrive in both work 

and home life. Insights into their lived experiences as part-time workers lacking job 

security protections may contribute to changes that will make space for their needs in 

policy and create a more balanced lifestyle at home and in their careers.  

This chapter offers background on the Family and Medical Leave Act and its 

limitations for African American mothers working part-time. It also includes the problem 

(gap in research surrounding this population) and purpose (intention for the study) 

statements, introduces the frameworks, systems theory, and the Afrocentric paradigm 
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used in this study, and outlines the narrative inquiry approach used to explore 

participants’ stories. Key assumptions, scope, and limitations, and the overall significance 

of the study are also discussed. 

Background  

On February 5, 1993, a bipartisan decision was reached to establish employment 

protections for U.S. employees through the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). This 

act would allow “temporary” and circumstantial family and medical work leave for 

individuals (Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, 2021).  “Eligibility for an FMLA 

leave depends on how many people are on the employers’ payroll, how long the worker 

has been employed by their current employer, and how many hours the employee works 

each week” (Cai & Appelbaum, 2021, p.1). Eligibility for this unpaid leave remains 

narrow: workers must be employed for at least 12 months, have 1,250 hours over that 

period, and work for a company with 50 or more employees within a 75-mile radius (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2021). Research shows that these criteria systematically exclude 

many workers, especially part-time employees, who tend to be disproportionately women 

of color (Davison & Blackburn, 2023; Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). 

The FMLA was intended to serve both men and women working in the labor 

force yet, a key factor for the implementation of this act by Congress included the 

following rationale, documented within: 

…the lack of employment policies to accommodate working parents can force 

individuals to choose between job security and parenting; [and] due to the nature 
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of the roles of men and women in our society, the primary responsibility for 

family caretaking often falls on women, and such responsibility affects the 

working lives of women more than it affects men…. (Family and Medical Leave 

Act of 1993). 

Nearly half of workers in the United States remain ineligible for leave due to 

“working for a small employer or not having sufficient tenure with their current 

employer” (Cai & Appelbaum, 2021, p. 2). Even with protection, some employees do not 

take leave due to fear of job loss, despite the fact that 68% were single parents with 

children and 41% were married with children (Cai & Appelbaum, 2021). In recent years, 

inequities in access to leave have persisted, particularly among women and workers of 

color in part-time or lower-wage positions. Goodman and Schneider (2023) found that 

women and Black workers are disproportionately employed in jobs that do not qualify for 

paid leave, leaving them especially vulnerable to income loss and employment instability 

during family or medical events. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (2024) 

similarly reported that mothers, especially Black mothers face significant barriers to paid 

leave and continue to experience wage penalties tied to caregiving responsibilities, 

contributing to broader racial and gender disparities in economic security. 

While the FMLA was designed to address gaps in workplace protections, 

particularly for caregivers, many workers remain unable to take leave due to economic 

constraints. In recent years, studies have shown that single-parent households, 

particularly those led by women of color, are far less likely to benefit from these 
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protections, even when technically eligible (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 

2020). In recent years, some states have taken steps to introduce Paid Family Leave 

(PFL) program protections specific to their individual states. States that have already 

adopted these practices include California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York, and 

Washington, D.C. Other states, such as Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Oregon, have 

recently passed laws to provide family leave benefits. Rossin-Slater and Stearns (2020) 

reveal that sixteen other states have also introduced bills to legislatures. In some of these 

states protection for employees to return after their leaves is provided, except for 

California, New Jersey, and the District of Columbia. The growing number of states that 

have implemented Paid Family Leave (PFL) programs and policies has exposed the 

inconsistencies and shortcomings of federal protections (Rossin-Slater & Stearns, 2020), 

as these state-level programs are not uniformly available. Even where they exist, they 

may not include job reinstatement guarantees for part-time workers returning from leave. 

Still, part-time work remains a primary employment model for many mothers, not just for 

financial necessity but also due to caregiving obligations and limited access to flexible 

full-time roles (Yellen, 2023; Banks, 2022). Despite its prevalence, part-time work often 

lacks the benefits and security that full-time employees receive. African American 

mothers are disproportionately represented in such roles and are more likely to hold 

multiple jobs or work nonstandard hours while managing caregiving responsibilities 

(Childers, 2023; McConnon et al., 2021). Their exclusion from job protection policies 

contributes to cycles of financial vulnerability and limits career advancement. 
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Research also reveals that race plays a significant role in shaping access to and 

experiences within the workforce. African American and Latina women are more likely 

than their white counterparts to be ineligible for FMLA protections or unable to afford 

unpaid leave (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). Systemic racism, embedded 

in labor policies and employment practices, creates barriers that leave women of color, 

especially mothers, without the safety nets needed to navigate caregiving and economic 

demands (Kyere & Fukui, 2023).  

The FMLA was established to support and meet the needs of working families; 

however, part-time work is a choice for millions of employees for reasons beyond 

financial considerations, such as childcare. The FMLA policy not only presents the 

ambiguities described above but also seemingly abandons the need for part-time 

employees and their job protections, specifically working mothers. While such coverage 

for full-time employees has made a significant difference in the lives of some, according 

to the National Partnership for Women and Families (NPWF), “the vast majority of 

working people in the United States of America, 85% in particular, do not have paid 

family leave through their employers” (2024, p.1).  

 In addition, nearly three-quarters (74 %) of mothers with children under age 18 

now participate in the U.S. labor force, and 40.5 % of these mothers serve as equal, 

primary, or sole earners in their households, demonstrating their increasing economic 

centrality (George & Livingston, 2024). This fact supports the importance of learning 

about the experiences of part-time women workers, especially if policies to meet their 
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needs are to be developed. However, the issue of part-time workers and job safeguards 

had received little attention in recent decades with regard to policy or change (Golden, 

2020). Going deeper into the impact of race and women, significant economic inequities 

have spiked from inadequate job protections and benefits. Nearly two-thirds (62 %) of 

African American/Black women who have given birth within the past year are employed. 

Yet they face significant wage and economic instability, earning only 50 cents for every 

dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men of the same age group in the year following 

childbirth (National Partnership for Women & Families, 2024). Findings from the NPWF 

also reveal that workers of color – particularly low-income workers of color – are less 

likely to take paid leave if they do not have job protection (National Partnership for 

Women & Families, 2024). While there is generalized research examining the challenges 

of the part-time labor force, research specific to women of color and their lived 

experiences in this area, remains untapped, particularly, African American mothers who 

work part-time without mandated job protections.  

Problem Statement 

Part-time workers remain systematically excluded from many workplace 

protections, including those provided under the Family and Medical Leave Act. The issue 

of part-time workers and job safety has received little attention, despite its desired and 

common approach to working for many Americans (Donnelly & Schoenbachler, 2021). 

Part time work, as outlined in the policy, does not guarantee job security or benefits to the 

employer. The availability of paid leave, vacation time, and similar benefits are not 
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readily accessible to low-income workers, who are often part-time workers (Golden, 

2020). As part-time work continues to be normalized and preferred for many Americans, 

including racial and ethnic statistics, these statistics also tell a story of “who” works 

“where” and how many are mothers with families (U.S. Department of Labor, 2019, 

2020). Many part-time employees face job insecurities, which makes them feel powerless 

(Chirumbolo et al., 2021).  

Recent evidence shows that women and workers of color are disproportionately 

situated in roles that lack paid-leave coverage, often due to part-time job status or other 

ineligibilities, leaving many with insufficient or no leave as a choice (Goodman & 

Schneider, 2023). At the same time, motherhood-related wage penalties persist, with 

steep gaps for African American/Black mothers. They face structural and policy barriers 

even as part-time employment becomes more prevalent across gender and racial lines 

(Institute for Women’s Policy Research [IWPR], 2024). They are more likely to be 

employed in part-time roles due to caregiving demands and economic necessity, yet they 

receive fewer benefits, have lower job security, and are often excluded from federal leave 

protections (Davison & Blackburn, 2023; Banks, 2022). Knowledge of their experiences 

is necessary, particularly on the disconnect between policy and part-time working 

minority women. Prior research has focused on who chooses part-time work based on 

gender and race, involuntary employment choices of part-time work determined by life 

circumstances, i.e., family obligations, personal needs, or “choice” because only part-

time work is available (Golden, 2020). Little research has included the real-world 
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perspectives of women working part-time. The lack of information about the experiences 

of mothers who work part-time, facing these particular work circumstances, is 

problematic and runs deep.  

For example, part-time working women are more likely to face a “wage penalty,” 

meaning they earn less money than their full-time counterparts. Women of color are 

harmed more by said penalty, especially African American women. Out of the 19.8% 

wage setback that both men and women of all races incur when working part-time, 

African American women have a higher rate at 17.2% compared to White women at 

16.4% and Hispanic women at 12.3% (Golden, 2020). African American women “bear a 

disproportionate brunt of the part-time earnings because they make up a disproportionate 

share of those working part-time for any reason” (Golden, 2020, p. 16). Additionally, 

women of color are the most disadvantaged in the labor market as the literature indicates 

that white employees are “significantly advantaged in terms of job quality” (Storer et al., 

2019, p. 2). Exploring these disadvantages to obtain a greater understanding of part-time 

working African American women, who are also mothers, is essential to understand the 

role policy plays, its impacts, and what changes are needed. Despite their essential 

contributions to both the labor market and family life, the lived realities of part-time 

African American/Black mothers are underexplored in policy discourse. Most existing 

research highlights disparities in employment outcomes but fails to center the voices of 

those most affected by these gaps. This lack of narrative-based insight into their 

experiences creates a significant disconnect between labor policy and the actual 



9 

 

conditions faced by this population (Kyere & Fukui, 2023; Institute for Women’s Policy 

Research, 2024). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of 

African American/Black mothers who work part-time without having mandated job 

protections. The intention of the study was to learn about the experiences of these women 

and provide insights to public policy decision-makers that may lead to policy change 

recommendations. More specifically, to gain a better understanding of the need for 

mandated job protections for this population, not covered by the Family and Medical 

Leave Act (FMLA). Another focus was to elevate the unaddressed problem within 

scholarly research. This was addressed by contributing to the gap in the literature with 

real-world portrayals via the lived experiences of part-time workers without mandated 

protections. The methodology employed to capture these experiences was a narrative 

inquiry approach, utilizing interviews in which participants shared their stories.  

Research Question 

What are the lived experiences of part-time employed African American mothers 

who are not covered by the protections found in the Family and Medical Leave Act 

specifically? 

Theoretical Framework 

Frameworks within research provide structure and meaning for the study (Grant 

& Osanloo (2014) and create a roadmap and clarity for study findings. This study relied 
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on both a theoretical and a conceptual framework, which are interconnected. A 

theoretical framework “serves as the guide on which to build and support” a study and 

gives the researcher a blueprint, defining the best way to approach the entire study (Grant 

& Osanloo, 2014, p. 13). A conceptual framework serves as the support partner to the 

theoretical framework. Whereas the systems theory for this study served as the 

foundation, the Afrocentric paradigm was the bricks and walls of the research study. 

Grant and Osanloo (2014) describe it as a “visual display of how ideas in a study relate to 

one another within the theoretical framework” (p. 17).   

The theoretical framework for this study is general systems theory, with an 

emphasis on systemic racism. Systems theory, according to 1968 pioneer Von 

Bertalanffy, is an organized theory that observes the interaction between systems, where 

the system is then defined by the components of the interaction (Freidman & Allen, 

2011). What this translates to for this study is the interactions between study participants, 

mandated job protection policies, and what the lack of having these protections meant to 

those it impacted. General systems theory offers a lens through which to analyze the 

interconnected elements of policy, labor markets, and lived experience. As updated 

research suggests, systems do not function in isolation; policies like the FMLA reflect 

and reinforce larger structures that often exclude marginalized populations (Kyere & 

Fukui, 2023; Davison & Blackburn, 2023). 

By viewing labor systems holistically, this framework elevates how job 

protections, or the lack thereof, affect African American/Black mothers who work part-
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time. The systems approach allowed for exploration of not just the roots of the 

framework, but the broader context in which these women navigate caregiving, 

employment, and identity, to name a few. 

Conceptual Framework 

Coupled with the use of systems theory was the incorporation of the Afrocentric 

Paradigm, which took a deep dive into the “why” of systemic imbalances related to the 

study focus. The Afrocentric paradigm creates a space for the existence and essentially 

voices of African people (Kumah-Abiwu, 2016). This concept seeks to validate the 

experiences of this group and remedy the “exclusion and marginalization of African 

knowledge systems” (Kumah-Abiwu, 2016, p. 9). Afrocentricity centers African people 

as agents of their own lives, challenging dominant narratives and creating space for 

culturally grounded inquiry (Masoga & Shokane, 2023; Fairfax, 2017). 

This paradigm supports the movement of “African people rediscovering and 

retelling their lost story through their worldview” and changing the narratives of African 

identity and social misconstructs (Kumah-Abiwu, 2016, pp. 11, 15). The contribution of 

this conceptual framework is paramount to this research study, seeking to address and 

transform viewpoints and policies.  

The inclusion of both theoretical and conceptual frameworks provided the study 

with a foundation and structure for the research, viewed through a systemic and 

Afrocentric lens. When two theories become interconnected and complement one 

another, a new theoretical or conceptual understanding of something that can contribute 
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to literary work may develop (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). Creating alignment with these 

frameworks also validates the identities, struggles, and resilience of African American 

mothers navigating the labor market without protections. Further details on both of these 

frameworks appeared in Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

A qualitative methodology was chosen for this study because it afforded multiple 

pathways to explore and analyze people, policies, systems, and contexts, and it supports 

nuanced interpretations of lived realities (Lim, 2025; Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023). This 

approach was also selected because it has the potential to prompt social transformation 

and inspire necessary policy revision (Colla, 2024). Qualitative methods permit fluidity 

in interpretation and meaning, enabling participants’ lived experiences to shape the 

narrative in ways that more structured quantitative approaches cannot (Ajjawi et al., 

2024; Lim, 2025). While a quantitative design seeks precision and measurement, 

qualitative methodology emphasizes depth, context, and the voices of those within the 

study, anchoring findings in human experience (Ajjawi et al., 2024). 

The specific qualitative method used in this study is narrative inquiry. As an 

approach, narrative inquiry combines biography, social practice, and history to access 

individual life experiences as narrated by participants themselves (Ghanbar, 2024; Hill, 

2024). It fully embraces the intimate freedoms of qualitative inquiry, particularly through 

interviews and storytelling, offering participants a platform to convey their lived 

experiences in their own words (Ajjawi et al., 2024; Lim, 2025). Narrative inquiry was 
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chosen not only to gain deeper insight into how individuals make sense of their 

experiences but also to promote how knowledge and meaningful reality are socially 

constructed through interpretation and interaction with the world (Colla, 2024; Pilcher & 

Cortazzi, 2023). It not only examines life stories but also situates those stories within 

cultural, systemic, and historical narratives (Ghanbar, 2024). 

Presenting data qualitatively humanizes what might otherwise be abstract or 

statistical representations of people’s circumstances and fosters meaning-making for 

audiences. Such a presentation allows the audience to engage emotionally and 

cognitively, connecting to the stories and recognizing policy-relevant implications that 

warrant further investigation (Spence et al., 2023; Colla, 2024). The stories and 

experiences revealed by participants not only can create reader connections but also serve 

as a catalyst for insight into policy and social practices (Ajjawi et al., 2024; Spence et al., 

2023). 

Narrative inquiry was selected over more structured qualitative methods, such as 

focus groups or structured interviews, because it provides participants greater freedom to 

articulate their unique perspectives. Participants get to express their voices, in their own 

right and order, with space for reflection (Ajjawi et al., 2024; Hill, 2024). Capturing the 

experiences of participants, especially African American mothers working part-time 

without guaranteed job protection, requires honoring their narrative agency. However, as 

I explored lived experiences, caution was needed to avoid introducing researcher bias or 

overlaying personal assumptions through reflexivity (Benjamin-Thomas et al., 2024; 
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Lim, 2025). Data analysis was conducted by both inferring from personal accounts and 

identifying emergent themes, categories, or implications from participants’ stories. To 

support this, transcripts were organized, and a data table was used to capture and 

structure notes drawn from interviews. 

Definitions 

African American: Individuals who identify with the black, African race and 

ethnicity born to, or residents of, the United States of America. Descendants of Africa, 

enslaved and transported to work as slaves in the “new world,” now known as North 

America (Lynch, 2021).  

Afrocentric Paradigm: Explores the voices and experiences of African people and 

creates a space for the person, place, history, and beliefs to be recognized and celebrated 

(Kumah-Abiwu, 2016). 

FMLA: The Family and Medical Leave Act was established and passed by 

Congress in 1993 to provide job security and protections to parents needing time off from 

work for child caregiving. Leave is unpaid (Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993). 

Maternal Bias: Stereotyping and judgment placed on women because they are 

mothers, which labels them as less reliable and/or beneficial to places and spaces like the 

workplace/place of employment (Omeish & Kiernan, 2020) 

Part-Time Employment: employment, which falls under the standard forty hours 

per week, is considered to be full-time employment within mainstream, United States of 

America employers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021)  
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Racism: Division amongst humankind based upon “race.” Barriers are placed on 

the African American population due to race, which gives them less access to 

opportunities for progression and growth in areas of employment, education, society, and 

beyond (Smedley, 2021).  

Minority/Minorities: A “minority” or subordinate group refers to people who are 

racially, ethnically, culturally, or otherwise socially distinct and who hold relatively less 

power, influence, or access to resources in society compared to the dominant group 

(Jeong, 2024; Research Starters, 2022). Membership is often based on social 

classification rather than numerical size, and the defining features include differential 

treatment, constrained opportunities, and structural disadvantage grounded in history, 

culture, and/or legal-political systems (Research Starters, 2022). 

Part-time work: Refers to employment in which a person usually works fewer 

than 35 hours per week, often between 1 and 34 hours, regardless of reason, and which 

generally provides less access to full benefits, stability, or protections than full-time work 

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022; MN Fed, 2023). This definition captures both 

“voluntary” part-time work (workers choosing fewer hours) and “involuntary” part-time 

work (workers who would prefer or are available for full-time hours but are constrained) 

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). 

Assumptions 

All research studies are grounded in philosophical assumptions. In particular, 

qualitative research is guided by ontological, epistemological, axiological, 
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and methodological assumptions, which together shape what counts as reality, what 

knowledge can be known, what values influence inquiry, and what methods are 

legitimate (Chafe, 2024). Ontological assumptions explore research findings through the 

lens of examining multiple realities formed by the study participants. This is indicative of 

the researcher examining different views of realities or truths of something or someone 

through the perspective of who is giving the information or how the information is 

derived (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Epistemological assumptions bring the 

researcher closer to the study participant(s) in a way that fosters intimacy for the purpose 

of advancing the study. They allow themselves to sit and stay with the research and the 

person or thing being studied for a while.  This philosophical assumption is subjective, 

and the researcher does not try to remove themselves from the equation with the literature 

but gets as intimate as possible in exploration (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

Axiological assumptions within qualitative research acknowledge the potential for 

bias related to research and participant values. The researcher enters the study with a 

particular set of values or outcomes in mind, but typically takes a stance and makes it 

clear. This is acknowledged and very transparent as the researcher has certain 

expectations for the study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Methodological assumptions 

are shaped by the specific research approach and what emerges from the research 

experience. There were no initial expectations set for the study; what came from the 

study controlled the narrative of the study in its entirety. This starting assumption choice 



17 

 

allowed for unexpected and quick changes within the research based upon the data 

collected (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

Assumptions in research are beliefs held by the researcher that shape the 

trajectory of the study, demonstrated in expectations, methodological decisions, and 

design scope (Coker, 2022). These assumptions are often deeply rooted in the 

researcher’s philosophical paradigm (Matta, 2022), including ontological, 

epistemological, and axiological orientations that influence how the research questions 

are framed, what constitutes valid knowledge, and how findings are interpreted. Some 

research indicates that the building of the problem statement and question(s) heavily 

shapes the assumptions of the researcher (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).   

For this study, ontological and methodological assumptions were explored 

through the application of narrative inquiry. Similar to phenomenology, which is the 

study of human experiences (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020), narrative inquiry emphasizes the 

lived experiences while also seeking to gain a deeper understanding of those experiences. 

“It examines human experience through life story interviews, oral histories, photo voice 

projects, biography, autoethnography, or other human experience narrative methods” 

(Ford, 2020). Both ontological and methodological assumptions of the study participants 

can influence the ability to explore their realities, their stories, their truths, and whatever 

comes from this exploration will shape the research experience as data are collected and 

examined.  
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One emerging and desired assumption for this study was that the women would 

be able to tell their stories with freedom and fluidity. This assumption did not benefit 

from the application of axiological assumptions, as there were no set or defined 

expectations for what their stories would reveal, nor were there any limitations to be 

placed on what was shared.  By using a narrative inquiry approach to capture data, the 

participants not only get to tell their stories but also share them in whatever way they 

choose. There was a need to be mindful that “interviews in qualitative research are 

shaped by the interrelationship between the researcher and the participant(s)” 

(Karagiozis, 2018  p. 21). Another assumption that emerged was that they would not feel 

persuaded to share what they thought was desired by the study and the researcher. A third 

assumption that emerged was that this study would keep me, as the researcher, non-

biased and fully aware of any circumstances, thoughts, feelings, or data that might trigger 

or bias the research study. The application of an axiological assumptive approach did not 

fit well into this study in conjunction with an epistemological assumption approach, as 

there was only one thorough interview conducted, and only clarifying follow-ups based 

on responses with study participants beyond this.  

Scope and Delimitations 

Delimitations, which are largely within the researcher’s control, shape the 

boundaries, focus, and scope of a study and clarify what the researcher chooses to include 

or exclude (Coker, 2022). For this study, a small sample of six to 10 women were 

intentionally selected, and narrative inquiry was employed to center participants’ lived 
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experiences and perspectives. A single, straightforward research question guided this 

inquiry: What are the lived experiences of part-time employed African American mothers 

who are not covered by the protections found in the Family and Medical Leave Act? 

Supplemental questions were derived from the participants’ narratives and conversations, 

providing additional layers of depth and nuance to the findings. 

The decision to focus specifically on African American/Black mothers employed 

part-time was an intentional delimitation that allowed for a more specified and 

contextualized narrative to emerge, one that directly addressed gaps in existing literature 

and research. Furthermore, the geographic parameters for selecting participants were 

intentionally defined within Southeast Michigan, enabling a focused exploration of lived 

experiences within a specific geographic context. As Coker (2022) notes, such deliberate 

decisions about scope and inclusion are central to the integrity of qualitative research, 

ensuring that the study remains aligned with its purpose and that findings meaningfully 

contribute to the existing body of knowledge. 

Limitations 

Having had personal experience as a part-time working mother presented a 

potential limitation in this study. However, deliberate steps were taken to ensure that 

personal experiences did not influence or overshadow the research process or its findings. 

The reflexivity methodology was employed throughout the study to mitigate potential 

bias and ensure credibility. The reflexive journaling process served as a key tool to 

capture only the voices and thoughts of participants and to trace thematic connections 
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among their narratives, deliberately avoiding the imposition of my own experiences or 

assumptions. Reflexivity was central to maintaining rigor in this study. As Olmos-Vega 

et al. (2022) explain, reflexivity is an ongoing and intentional practice that helps 

researchers examine how their own assumptions, experiences, and contexts shape the 

research process. Through reflexive journaling and continuous reflection, I worked to 

make potential biases visible and to stay grounded in participants’ voices. Reflexivity 

allowed me to remain accountable, continually considering how my background as a 

part-time working mother and my perspectives on race and gender could influence the 

way I interpreted data and engaged with participants. This approach ensured that 

participants’ lived experiences remained at the center of the study while maintaining 

transparency about possible researcher influence. 

Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic introduced logistical challenges that 

limited opportunities for in-person engagement with participants. To address these 

constraints and others, virtual platforms such as Zoom were utilized to conduct 

interviews, ensuring data collection remained both feasible and robust despite external 

limitations. While these adaptations were necessary, they also highlighted the importance 

of flexibility in maintaining strong research practices amid changing conditions. 

Significance 

This study is significant in that its findings contribute to ongoing dialogue and 

potential action surrounding future policy recommendations aimed at supporting part-

time employed African American mothers. Advocates, policymakers, and community 
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stakeholders can utilize the insights from this study to initiate movements that address 

longstanding inequities, thereby amplifying the voices and experiences of a population 

that has been historically marginalized and underrepresented in research (Weller et al., 

2023). The narratives collected through this study not only fill critical gaps in the 

literature but also provide a foundation for educational, social, and political efforts aimed 

at systemic change. 

Policy design and modifications informed by these findings have the potential to 

influence broader social outcomes, particularly in the realms of labor protections, family 

leave policies, and economic security. Promoting awareness and advancing progressive 

change are essential to ensuring that basic human needs such as access to food, shelter, 

and social benefits are recognized and protected as fundamental human rights (UN 

General Assembly, 1948). The social change dimension of this research seeks to catalyze 

solutions that meet the needs of an underserved and often overlooked population, 

advancing both equity and justice in public policy and practice. 

Summary 

The study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 includes the introduction into 

the study detailing women in the United States workplace and a background of their work 

and the issues that inspired the problem for the study, i.e., exposed the gap. This included 

background information surrounding the Family and Medical Leave Act and policy 

ambiguities in relation to the African American mother working part-time, without 

mandated job protections. In this chapter, the gap in the literature was made evident, 



22 

 

providing a study purpose: to capture the lived experiences of the focused participants.  

The driving research question, a look into study limitations, significance, the theoretical 

and conceptual frameworks, data complication and analysis, and the nature of the 

research study were qualitative, using a narrative inquiry methodology. Chapter 2 

includes the theoretical and conceptual frameworks used to guide and frame this research 

study and provides literary context and scholarly research to support the “why” and 

intentions of the research study. Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology, design, 

process for data collection and analysis. Chapter 4 includes a thorough data analysis and 

thematic and categorical synthesis, with the use of quotes to tell the stories of the women. 

Chapter 5 concludes the study, providing my insight and recommendations for change in 

policy, practice, social, and educational awareness. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The FMLA, passed in 1993, only covers full-time employees, and the lack of 

similar policies for part-time working mothers, particularly African American mothers, 

has not received much attention. The purpose of this qualitative study was to capture the 

lived experiences of African American mothers working part-time without mandated job 

protections. The literature review began with an overview of the search strategies used to 

find scholarly literature for this study. Then, there was an exploration of theoretical 

foundation (general systems theory) and conceptual (Afrocentric paradigm) frameworks, 

background information on the Family and Medical Leave Act, general statistics, and the 

history of women in the labor force, coupled with a close look at black women and 

mothers in the workplace. 

Literature Search Strategy 

The primary sources utilized for scholarly research related to this topic were the 

Walden Library and Google Scholar online databases. Within the Walden Library online 

database, search engine databases used were ProQuest Central, ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global, Lexus Uni, Public Administration, and SAGE Journals. The Google 

Scholar search engine offered a variety of books, journals, and periodicals specific to the 

research topic and focus. The Walden Library contributed a significant portion of 

research to this study in the areas of policy, background information particular to the 

problem, statistical data, and theory practices. Google Scholar offered more research, 
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particularly on methodology, conceptual framework, research, and study terminology and 

definitions.  

Keywords and phrases used to search were a culmination of the following terms: 

African American mothers, working part time, statistics on part-time workers in America, 

part-time mothers and FMLA, Family Medical Leave Act, policy protections for mothers 

working part-time, public policy theoretical frameworks, employment woes for mothers, 

job stratification for working moms, part-time working moms and job security, US labor 

statistics for mothers/part-time mothers,  qualitative research, narrative inquiry, 

narrative inquiry and qualitative research, minority women, working in the United States 

of America, systems theory, systems theory and policy, systemic racism, women in the 

workplace, job protections for minority women, maternal bias, workplace stereotypes for 

mothers/part-time mothers, storytelling in research, and women, motherhood and job 

security. Searching the terms specific to African American women, working part-time 

without job protections did not yield substantial results. Other search terms that surfaced 

over time were equity, humanizing workplaces, inequalities for black women/women of 

color, paid family leave, shifts in FMLA policy and practice over time, and beyond. 

Results were fragmented, specific to using one or more terms separately or in blocks. 

When utilizing the help of Walden Library resources, for the majority of these search 

terms, results were scarce, and none spoke directly to the gap pursued within this research 

study.  
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Theoretical Foundation 

The theoretical foundation used for this study was the general systems theory in 

pursuit of identifying policy imbalances. There was a special emphasis placed on 

systemic racism, and an exploration of its contribution to the study. Selecting the 

appropriate frameworks for your research sets the tone and solidifies the foundation of 

the research study altogether (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). Having a concise theoretical 

foundation gives the study vision and clarity, illuminating the beliefs of a researcher in a 

way to better understand and connect with the target audience, subject, or entity being 

studied. Having a befitting framework for a research study is crucial to its success. 

Choosing the appropriate frameworks will help magnify the gap and reasoning for the 

exploration of the research itself.  Furthermore, aligning theory within research moves the 

study from perception to plausibility (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). 

General System Theory  

Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s general systems theory has a derivative grounded from 

a scientific need to understand the universe, the world, its structure, and advancement 

(von Bertalanffy, 1969). Through this exploration, an approach to “find ways and means 

for its realization … to consider alternative solutions … to choose promising optimization 

and maximum efficiency” (von Bertalanffy, 1969, p.4), this theory surfaced. As time 

progressed, other scholars adopted the theory, relating it to all components of the world; 

the interrelatedness of things, people, policy, and problems (von Bertalanffy, 1969). The 

need to examine the entirety of something is crucial in understanding the sum of its parts. 
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This descriptor snuggly fits into the evolution of the general systems theory, which 

includes a scholarly innuendo into the study of all systems and the examination of all that 

makes up the system.  

Through the analysis of systems within the study of research, there is an 

opportunity to understand the whole sum of what systemic undertones are present and 

how they help or hinder the study and participants. Furthermore, a look at systemic 

racism and possible impacts was necessary in large part due to the specified focus on 

African American/Black women. It allows for not only the understanding of what roles a 

system plays in the creation of policy or the follow-through of one, but also how the 

wholeness of the system impacts persons, things, or situations. von Bertalanffy (1969) 

explains that this wholistic approach extends to events, organizational issues, and even 

interactions which include the parts of the system and its appearance “when isolated or in 

a higher configuration” (von Bertalanffy, 1969, p.37). 

The systems theory has also evolved to include human and social experiences. 

von Bertanlaffy shares that “concepts and theories provided by the modern systems 

approach are being increasingly introduced into sociology” (von Bertalanffy, 1969, 

p.196). Obviously, this analysis derives from social science and reveals that the theory 

transcends methodical needs to also include social phenomena, which involve 

“understanding and predictions” (von Bertalanffy, 1969, p.196) of humanity, civilization, 

and culture. von Bertalanffy (1969) shares that culture is a “symbolic universe” and just 

as the general systems theory has looked at concepts from a scientific approach in 
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understanding the wholeness of the makeup things, social science does this symbolically 

through man-made laws, language, morals, ethics, art, human behavior, religion, etc. (von 

Bertalanffy, 1969, p. 197).  

von Bertalanffy “felt that change might occur because of the interactions between 

the parts of an organism, a point of view that represented a dramatic change” (Freidman 

& Allen, 2011). This framework examines the relationships and interactions between 

entities, individuals, environments, and draws inferences based upon transformations, 

changes, or the lack and need of transformations and changes, and has influenced and 

encouraged holistic thinking and approaches. von Bertanlaffy (1969) described the need 

to look at systems originally from a scientific approach, as a whole and not separately 

into pieces. Understanding and defining the system of something, anything, heavily relies 

on the view of it in its entirety, inclusive of what role each part of the system plays 

(Drack, 2009). “Observing events only separately will not reveal anything about the 

organization of the organism. And biology must grasp the organism as a whole” (Drack, 

2009, p. 565). 

Looking at a system structure holistically offers the ability to see what works and 

does not work for the system in question. Systems theory evolved in the 1940s, following 

a realization that examining individual parts of a system would not provide a 

comprehensive understanding, as all parts are interrelated (Lalande, 2021). The 

interrelationships of system parts are codependent. If the system is structured in a way 

that all parts of it are recognized as beneficial, it can be deemed stable. However, when 
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there is negligence presence in recognizing the importance of all segments in a system, 

there is no true and acceptable order (Lalande, 2021).  

A Systems Theory Approach to Systemic Racism  

Systems theory is a key component of this research and the study population. 

Looking over time, Anyebe (2018) took a comprehensive look at the systems theory 

approach, which revealed that at times, resources are not shared with the complete 

environment and are targeted to leave out things or individuals. Specific to this study, 

research indicates that since the early 1960’s job equality for minority men and women 

has had its challenges. Boris and Honey (1988) noted that gender, race, or occupational 

equality was a main concern for the Department of Labor. Labor systems then were not 

designed to include African American men and women. For African American women, 

especially, the need to keep a job and seek equality sometimes meant not disclosing 

certain parts of their lives to stay employed. Florian (2018) explores this further through 

the discussion term “cloaking.” Cloaking examples included women in the workplace, 

disguising their pregnancies for as long as they could, until they were ready. This action 

turns attention to policy and legislation.  Florian (2018) asserts, 

“Cloaking,” as I use it here, refers to the various ways the United States legislates 

issues related to women in the workplace without directly discussing the 

uniqueness of pregnancy and its impact on employment and the wage gap. In 

particular, the policy discussions do not address transparently that the modern 

workforce requires job changes for economic advancement, and current policies 
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focusing on accommodation and family leave fail to protect job changes during 

childbearing years (Florian, 2018, p. 440). 

Cloaking can also be dissected further in the exploration of systems through the 

lens of systemic racism. Racism can be defined as a prejudicial belief system based solely 

on race. Arena et. al (2023) deepen the conversation on what Florian referred to as 

“cloaking” by showing how working mothers often manage their identities to protect 

themselves from anticipated bias. Their review highlights that women frequently delay 

disclosing pregnancies, overperform to prove competence, or avoid asking for 

accommodations, all in an effort to maintain a professional image. These strategies, while 

adaptive, reflect an organizational culture where pregnancy and motherhood are still seen 

as disruptions. 

Arena et al. (2023) describe this as “image maintenance,” noting that many 

women feel pressure to keep up pre-pregnancy performance levels or shorten maternity 

leave, so they aren’t perceived as less committed (Arena et al., 2023, p. 68). But this 

constant managing comes at a cost. Women who hide their pregnancies report higher 

stress, risk of workplace injury, and even shorter gestational outcomes (Arena et al., 

2023, p. 65). Still, disclosing pregnancy can also trigger penalties, showing just how 

complex the decision-making is for mothers navigating biased systems. What is made 

clear is that these behaviors,  cloaking or cloaking-adjacent, aren’t just personal choices. 

They are evident survival responses to systemic bias.  
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Furthermore, this discrimination targets minorities, black and brown people, and 

“racism transcends individual acts and is embedded in a culture’s social structure, 

political systems, and power hierarchies” (Saini & Vance, 2020). Systemic racism reveals 

itself through state and federal governmental policies and structures, especially. We see 

this in America via our judicial system and court decisions, policy creation and policy 

deficits, education, and overall suppression of human rights and dignity. Systemic racism 

is the residual effect of discriminatory legislation that reverberates through social, 

political, and financial systems. It includes the practice of discriminatory customs once 

rooted in law, and although these practices have changed over time, they continue to 

oppress people of color (Saini & Vance, 2020, p. 53). 

The history of racial injustice in the United States of America contributed to the 

influence of systemic racism. By creating division in areas of neighborhood, business, 

education, and family, keeping people of color, black people particularly, separate, 

undervalued, and unequal to whites, only fed and still feeds the issue created by systemic 

racism. This begins with legislation such as the Jim Crow laws, a series of state and local 

statutes enacted beginning in 1865 that systematically marginalized African Americans 

and sought to deny them fundamental rights, including access to quality education, equal 

employment opportunities, voting rights, housing, and full participation in civic life 

(Drake Law Library, 2024). These laws were designed to enforce racial segregation and 

uphold white supremacy in both the South and, in many cases, across the nation. 
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Spanning nearly a century, Jim Crow laws shaped every major institution in 

American society until they were dismantled through landmark civil rights legislation in 

the mid-20th century, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act 

of 1965. Yet even after their formal repeal, the ideology underpinning Jim Crow, rooted 

in diminishing African American culture, restricting access to opportunity, and 

maintaining systemic inequities, persisted within the dominant structures and norms of 

white America. These legacies continue to influence disparities in education, 

employment, and political representation today, forming the historical backdrop for the 

inequities explored in this study. 

The remnants of these laws, practices, mindsets, are still evident in our political, 

financial, educational, and social systems. The acts of system racism are present today in 

employment especially where we see minorities overlooked for positions, they qualify for 

easily due to a person from the majority class also being up for the same position (Saini, 

& Vance, 2020). Minorities are disqualified from the better paying positions and 

promotions solely based on race and the circumstance of being associated with that race. 

For African Americans, cultural oppression is deeply embedded and influence the type of 

jobs available, the views of capabilities and individual value overall based on what one 

looks like. The exploration of systemic racism in the workplace and its effects on African 

American mothers deserves distinct attention in the larger outlook of this very touchy 

subject. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Afrocentricity: A Social Change Theory 

Molefi Kete Asante introduced the world to the concept of Afrocentricity in the 

1980’s which focuses on mobilizing and elevating the interests of African people through 

action and education, illuminating the passions, principles, and perspectives of the 

African community (Asante, 2003). This concept empowers the people of African 

descent to embrace their value in culture and society. Denouncing any form of 

oppression, white supremacist viewpoints, or digression of the of the African culture 

(Asante, 2003).  

This theory further worked to provide “a true sense of destiny based upon the 

facts of history and experience” (Asante, 2003, p.3). Exploring the experiences of a 

culture and people serves as the greatest benefit of knowledge to understanding what 

makes up a culture, who people are, and what is needed for the society or individual(s). 

Afrocentricity works by standing firmly on truth which is best defined and dissected 

through experience. 

Afrocentricity is a behavior change seeker and truth telling concept that makes 

room for all things driven by African triumph; this can be in the form of political, social, 

or economic occurrences. In the same manner, those not victorious occurrences also have 

room within Afrocentricity as they shape individual or community experiences and allow 

space for voice and acknowledgement. Asante (2003) reminds readers that, “there is 

nothing more correct, more innovative, more rooted in tradition, than the centrality of our 
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own experiences. But we must know them, read them study them, and apply them to new 

situations” (Asante, 2003, p.133). This thought is essential to application of narrative 

inquiry in the exploration of the experiences of African American mothers working part-

time without mandated job protections. The freedom in telling their stories and what 

comes from that, is rooted, and heavily supported through Afrocentricity.  

A focus on Afrocentricity seeks to renew the roots of the African/African 

American community by empowering them to validate their being by embracing their 

heritage (Khokholkova, 2016). This concept celebrates the things that make up African 

Americans from appearance, communication styles, and art. Asante directly throws the 

Afrocentric culture into the faces and spaces of those it represents as a means of 

magnifying the freedom of self.  

The Afrocentric paradigm is a concept the provides a space for the voices of 

individuals of African descent and culture, to give voice to their experiences, illuminates 

their environments and magnifies their practices in an effort to paint a valid and vivid 

picture of the movement of black people (Fairfax, 2017). Afrocentricity isn't just about 

centering African culture; it’s about reclaiming agency. It offers a necessary shift from 

seeing African people as spectators of history to recognizing them as active agents of 

change within their own narratives (Masoga & Shokane, 2023).The term Afrocentrism or 

Afrocentricity was developed in the 1980 is defined as a movement by African 

Americans or black people who belief that the world should receive the culture and 

values of black people with a perspective of positivity (Early, 2020). Black people and 
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other minorities have endured centuries of enslavement, entrapment, gentrification, and 

there is a growing need through this movement to make black people especially, aware of 

the need to celebrate culture, accomplishments, achievements, and their rich history 

(Early, 2020). Ultimately, this paradigm focuses on education of African communities 

and creating a progressive social presence through knowledge, to bring about positive 

social change (Fairfax, 2017).  

The Afrocentric paradigm offers humanization and evolution of the African 

American/Black voice (Hlela, 2018). “The leaders of the Afrocentric movement proposed 

a universal method – ‘group therapy’ – for overcoming the complexes of all 

representatives of the African American community” (Khokholkova, 2016, p. 113). How 

African Americans are identified and moreover identify in the society, community, 

American culture is of extreme importance in shaping this paradigm and the narrative of 

their existence forward moving. Afrocentricity represents a collectively community open 

to exploring all thoughts, feelings, and actions of the African American population in 

America, with derivatives deeply embedded in the civil rights movement era 

(Khokholkova, 2016). Afrocentric paradigm is a reawakening of the existence of black 

people (Khokholkova, 2016)… moving from bondage in every way imaginable on to 

freedom in every way imaginable, especially when explored through academia. When 

understood as a theoretical system, Afrocentricity becomes more than a concept – it acts 

as an interconnected structure, analyzing culture, behavior, and tradition through an 
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African-centered lens that holds its own intellectual weight and rigor (Masoga & 

Shokane, 2023). 

Narrative Inquiry and the Afrocentric Paradigm 

Ford (2020) explained that “each person… has a story to tell. Stories humanize 

our experience for others, and humans have an innate need to narrate” (Ford, 2020, p. 

235). Through the examination of the Afrocentric paradigm there is a clear correlation 

between narrative inquiry research in storytelling and the African American/Black 

community exercising the same rights through voicing their experiences and truths 

explored through Afrocentricity. The two entities paired are powerful and exude freedom 

of expression and being. Qualitative research offers for these freedoms. Moreover, 

narrative inquiry exploration stands on the lived experiences of individuals, humanizing 

their experiences, and Ford (2020) adds that this explorative process allows researchers 

and the larger society to reflect on what we hear to “re-evaluate” our perceptions of the 

subject or approaches to the subject. The Afrocentric paradigm works to do the same for 

African American/Black people particularly by “rediscovering and retelling” forgotten, 

buried, and lost narratives (Khokholkova, 2016). Rather than being a reaction to 

Eurocentrism, Afrocentricity functions as a fully realized system of ideas that places 

African histories, values, and knowledge systems at the core of scholarly inquiry 

(Masoga & Shokane, 2023). 



36 

 

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts 

The following topics provide an in-depth exploration of key concepts and subjects 

discussed in the first chapter. Each subtopic provided relevant background information on 

the policy examined in the study, including details specific to the chosen study 

population. The sections covered included the History of Part-Time Work in the US and 

Women, the Family and Medical Leave Act, Working, Labor Laws, and Racial Disparity, 

Systemic Racism and African American Mothers, and African American Women in the 

Workplace. 

The History of Part-time Work in the US and Women 

The history of part-time work in the United States dates back to the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, when industrialization and urbanization created a large pool of 

laborers employed in low-wage jobs with long hours (Yellen, 2020). During this period, 

part-time employment was heavily gendered: women, and even children, were often 

relegated to such roles based on assumptions about lower productivity and wage 

expectations, and many worked to supplement household income (Yellen, 2020). As the 

U.S. economy shifted during the Industrial Revolution, part-time work became more 

prevalent, allowing employers to maintain a flexible workforce that could expand and 

contract with demand. By the 1950s and 1960s, part-time work had grown significantly, 

paralleling the rising number of women entering the labor force and the emergence of 

dual-income households. This shift positioned part-time employment as a mechanism for 
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women to balance paid work and family responsibilities, often offering more flexibility 

than full-time employment (McConnon et. al., 2021). 

Women’s labor force participation continued to grow dramatically in the late 20th 

and early 21st centuries, rising from under 50% in the 1980s to over 70% by the early 

2000s. According to Yellen (2020), this transformation, particularly the increased 

employment of mothers,  represents one of the most significant economic shifts in 

modern U.S. history, contributing not only to family stability but also to national 

economic productivity. Yet despite these gains, women, especially mothers, remain 

overrepresented in part-time employment compared to men, reflecting persistent 

structural and cultural challenges such as the unequal distribution of caregiving 

responsibilities and limited access to supportive workplace policies. Torres et al. (2024) 

found that motherhood continues to slow women’s career progression: mothers are more 

likely to experience interruptions in employment, transitions into lower-benefit or part-

time positions, and slower wage growth than their male counterparts. For example, their 

study reports that mothers reduce their paid work hours by an average of 23% following 

childbirth, and those reductions are strongly associated with long-term wage penalties 

and reduced promotion opportunities. These dynamics are exacerbated by systemic 

inequities, particularly for African American/ Black mothers, who disproportionately 

shoulder caregiving responsibilities while facing reduced access to paid leave and 

flexible scheduling, factors that limit both workforce participation and upward mobility. 

Thus, while part-time work is often framed as a source of flexibility, it also reflects 
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deeply embedded gendered and racialized labor dynamics that continue to shape 

women’s economic outcomes in the United States today. 

Part-time work continues to be a common practice, particularly among women 

who were entering the workforce in increasing numbers (National Council on Family 

Relations, 2024). African American mothers face more barriers to employment than any 

other group. These barriers include lack of education, experience, and discrimination 

(Banks, 2022). With the need for supplemental income, some African American mothers 

and families find that a part-time job is the only option for extra income which presents a 

greater barrier to African American mothers due to the heavy burden of childcare 

responsibilities. African American mothers are more likely to work part time due home 

needs which includes childcare and overall financial stability, a proven trend overtime 

(Banks, 2022). Some mothers are forced to take on a second job because they cannot 

afford childcare and housing expenses on a single income. They have a more difficult 

time getting a job, and also when they do get a job, they are more likely to be working 

part time (McConnon et. al., 2021).  

However, it is important to note that part-time work continues to be 

disproportionately associated with lower wages, reduced access to employer-sponsored 

benefits, and fewer pathways to economic mobility (Yellen, 2023). As Yellen (2023) 

further points out, although women’s increased labor force participation has been critical 

to family income gains and national economic growth, structural inequalities persist—

particularly for women in nonstandard or part-time roles, who often encounter barriers to 
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upward mobility, job security, and wage equity. There has been a growing movement to 

increase the minimum wage and improve working conditions for part-time workers, as 

well as to offer more opportunities for full-time employment (McConnon et. al., 2021) 

but changes to impact the protections part-time workers deserve, is progressing slowly.  

While part-time work can offer flexibility and work-life balance for some workers, it can 

also lead to lower wages, reduced benefits, and job insecurity for others. 

Family and Medical Leave Act  

The 1970’s incited a transition in protections of women in the workplace through 

attempts made by the federal entities, blocked by the US Supreme court. Both the federal 

agency, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) and the Pregnancy 

Discrimination Act (PDA) introduced by congress set out to make room for expectant 

mothers, to have keep their jobs secured in the case of unforeseen circumstances, causing 

them to take time off while pregnant. The unsuccessful attempts to secure this protection 

by the EEOC and PDA shifted congress to put into law a model that would provide 

“mandatory sick leave for employees and their children, spouse, or parents, as well as 

maternity leave” (Carter, 2020) in 1990, through the introduction of the Family and 

Medical Leave Act (FMLA). Then President, Bill Clinton signed the act into law on 

February 5, 1993. It took over two decades, multiple attempts by government groups and 

vetoes, before the FMLA became a standard for job security in America.  

The FMLA provides the following standard of job protection:  
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An eligible employee may take twelve weeks of unpaid annual leave to care for a 

new son or daughter (by birth, foster care, or adoption); care for a sick spouse 

[same sex relationships acknowledge as of 2015], child, or parent; or recover from 

a debilitating illness. Any employee who has worked for twelve months and has 

worked 1,250 hours during those twelve months for a business that employs fifty 

or more employees within a seventy-five-mile radius is eligible. The employer 

must allow the employee to return to the same position or one with a similar 

salary and responsibilities, with no loss of tenure or benefits, and any existing 

group health insurance must be maintained during the leave (Carter, 2020).  

FMLA Social Response… then and now 

In present day, several states have moved to fill gaps left by the federal law by 

implementing their own paid family leave programs. This reality highlights one of the 

ongoing criticisms of the federal act, prompting states such as California, New Jersey, 

New York, Washington, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Oregon, Rhode Island, Colorado, 

Delaware, Maine, Maryland, and Minnesota, along with the District of Columbia, to 

enact mandatory paid family and medical leave systems.  While Congress set a baseline 

with the federal statute, these state-level innovations show both the demand and the room 

to grow for more expansive, accessible leave programs. 

At its conception, while the qualifications for the FMLA kept individuals 

employed, working without pay for periods of time, resulted in shorter leave times, 

especially for low-income employees/households (Carter, 2020), something still 
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experienced today. Taking unpaid leave causes some family financial strains (Cai, 2020), 

especially if it is extended time off. Consequently, single parent households are less 

likely to benefit from FMLA to avoid financial injury (Cai, 2020).  The FMLA overlooks 

the need to protect employees, mothers especially from the tolls of caregiving 

discrimination which normalizes gender biases and stereotypes against women in the 

workplace. As a response to this, studies reveal that while the United States labor market 

clocks women at a 75% participation rate, mothers are 14% less likely to participate in 

the labor force (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). 

FMLA Ineligible groups  

Davison and Blackburn (2023), highlight that FMLA and many employer-based 

leave policies are skewed toward employees who are full-time, have long tenure, and 

work for larger organizations, leaving a large portion of workers unprotected. The current 

labor system fails to accommodate the realities of working mothers, particularly those in 

part-time roles who are often left without any paid time off to manage caregiving 

responsibilities, illness, or personal crises (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). 

The Family and Medical Leave Act policy does not protect everyone. There are 

employers who do not meet the policy requirements to offer unpaid, protected leave to its 

employees, creating another shortcoming in the policy structure. There are 44% of 

workers in America who are not covered by the policy because they are ineligible for it 

(Cai, 2021). This ineligibility may be due to not having enough time on the job or their 

employer not meeting the qualifications.  
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The passage of the Family Medical Leave Act was a significant milestone in the 

history of workplace policies in the United States. Prior to the FMLA, there were few 

protections for workers who needed time off to care for themselves or their families, and 

many workers were at risk of losing their jobs or facing other penalties for taking time 

off. Since the passing of this policy, the FMLA has been used by millions of workers to 

take time off for family and medical reasons. However, there have been ongoing debates 

about the limitations of the law and the need for additional protections and benefits. 

One major limitation of the FMLA is that it only applies to certain employers and 

employees. To qualify for FMLA leave, an employee must work for a covered employer 

– typically a private company with 50 or more employees or a public agency – and meet 

specific criteria, such as having worked for the employer for at least 12 months and 

logging a minimum number of hours during the previous year. Additionally, the FMLA 

only provides unpaid leave, which places a significant financial burden on workers who 

are already juggling caregiving, medical needs, or both. While the policy intends to offer 

flexibility, it often leaves behind those in part-time or low-wage positions, forcing many 

to choose between financial security and caregiving responsibilities. These conditions 

disproportionately affect women and mothers of color, many of whom are already 

overrepresented in part-time roles with little to no access to paid leave (Institute for 

Women’s Policy Research, 2020). This policy landscape creates a gap between those 

with the privilege of taking unpaid leave and those who simply cannot afford it – those 

who are asked to return to work “more quickly” and with fewer protections. “When 
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women are forced to take unpaid leave or exit the workforce entirely, it has lasting 

impacts on their financial stability, retirement savings, and long-term career 

growth” (National Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 3). 

The FMLA was originally developed in response to the needs of working 

families, but over time, it has failed to evolve in ways that reflect today’s workforce 

realities. It covers fewer people, and it does not account for the changing structure and 

participation of the working population. Women, particularly mothers, continue to face 

compounded barriers. Having a child doesn’t just delay a woman’s return to work; it can 

disrupt access to consistent, protected, and gainful employment altogether. The lack of 

paid leave creates instability, especially for part-time workers, who are far less likely to 

be eligible for any type of family or medical leave. As a result, many mothers, especially 

Black mothers, remain in the workforce without the safety net of job protection or paid 

time off to recover or care for their children (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 

2020). While some progress has been made through state and local policies that offer 

paid family leave, national protections remain inadequate. 

Historically, policy has tended to favor white, middle-class mothers while leaving 

Black and Brown mothers out of the equation (Toft, 2022). African American mothers, in 

particular, have long navigated an employment system that expects their labor but offers 

little in terms of protection. Although there is increasing acknowledgment of the need for 

work-life balance and more inclusive policies, access to equitable leave is still deeply 

stratified. Research confirms that while many white and Latina mothers may exit the 



44 

 

workforce after childbirth, either by choice or necessity, Black mothers often continue 

working, whether or not they have mandated job protections (Institute for Women’s 

Policy Research, 2020). This isn't just cultural, it's structural. Black mothers tend to 

remain in the workforce out of economic need and historical expectation, often without 

the same safety nets afforded to others. These dynamics demand a more nuanced 

understanding of leave policy and its intersections with race, gender, and class in today’s 

labor market. 

Working, Labor Laws, and Racial Disparity   

Women made up 56.1% of the United States labor force population in 2021. Over 

71.1% of these women were mothers with children under the age of eighteen per a  U.S. 

Bureau of Labor and Statistics (2022) report. Mothers with children between the ages of 

6-17 were at 75.6%.  Unemployment for women decreased over a year’s timeframe from 

3.1% to 5.2% and numbers for women working in the labor force remained higher than 

pre-pandemic numbers reported in 2019. The report also revealed that, “unemployment 

rates vary considerably by race and ethnicity. Black women and Hispanic women had 

higher jobless rates (8.0% and 7.2% respectively) than Asian women and White women 

(5.1% and 4.6%, respectively)” (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2022). Looking 

over the years, the Department of Labor has reported that over 60% of the labor force 

population were women working part-time in 2016 and from the numbers provided 

above, the demand to work has continued to rise. Motherhood in the workplace can come 

with its advantages and disadvantages. When part-time work is at play, motherhood can 
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create discrimination, cultivating itself through the views of “maternal bias” (Ogden, 

2019). Building on Ogden’s (2019) work on maternal bias in the workplace, more recent 

research highlights how this bias does not impact all women equally. The "Maternal 

Wall"—the set of assumptions and stereotypes tied to motherhood—remains one of the 

most persistent barriers to women’s workplace advancement, yet it shows up differently 

depending on a woman’s racial identity. The National Women’s Law Center (2021) 

reported that while White women were more likely to say parenthood hurt how 

competent they were perceived to be, Black and Latinx women often faced heightened 

assumptions about fertility, family size, and welfare dependency, narratives that stem 

from long-standing racist and gendered traps and tropes. One Black woman interviewed 

described the bias clearly: “Being a Black woman with children gets complex because the 

assumption is once you start, you’re never going to stop. You’ll end up being a welfare 

queen.” Experiences like these show that maternal bias is cuts deep being a woman of 

color, and especially an African American/Black mother, navigating the complexity of 

stereotypes in professional settings. 

When exploring protections, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) of 1993 

provides protections for “covered employees.” There is a very fine margin on who the 

Act protects. A covered employee’s profile typically is that of full-time employment, 

with specified hours worked, and clear employer guidelines of what protections and 

coverages are provided to individuals revealed by Business Management Daily (2020). 

So many remain unprotected and among those often left unprotected are African 
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American mothers who work part-time.  Job insecurity controls how individuals – are 

able to – navigate things such as living expenses and arrangements, purchasing of food or 

clothing, invest in healthcare and even consider getting married or having 

children/expanding their family (Chirumbolo et. al., 2021). In recent years, especially 

since the COVID-19 pandemic, this feeling of job insecurity has increased (Chirumbolo 

et. al., 2021).  

African American women have long carried the weight of being both caregivers 

and breadwinners, often without the support or protections they deserve. A significant 

number are raising children on their own, maintaining households, and anchoring 

extended family systems, all while navigating jobs that pay less and offer fewer benefits. 

This isn’t new but a pattern rooted in structural racism and a long history of undervaluing 

Black women's labor which is explored in later sections.  

Across the South especially, Black women show up for work every day in roles 

that hold communities together, caregivers, aides, and service workers but these jobs are 

still the least protected and the worst paid. According to Childers (2023), Black women in 

the South earn just $35,884 at the median, compared to $58,008 for white men. Yet 

despite lower pay, Black women have the highest employment-to-population ratio of any 

group of women in the South. That means they’re working more, for less, and often still 

struggling to make ends meet. 

What’s clear is that many Black women are not just contributing to their families’ 

income, they are the income. They are the economic foundation. But when state policies 
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limit access to job protections, affordable childcare, paid leave, or a living wage, the 

message is that their labor is expected but not respected. As the report makes clear, these 

conditions are not by accident. The Southern economic model was built to preserve racial 

hierarchies and access to cheap labor – labor that has always included Black women 

(Childers, 2023). 

In 2019, 84.4% of African American mothers were primary or sole wage earners, 

still with a considerable number of financial disparities in areas of domestic needs for 

children and overall stability (Weller, 2019). Furthermore, a substantial margin of 

African American working mothers, provide sole economic stability for their families. 

US Bureau of Labor and Statistics (2019) reveals that, “black families remained less 

likely to also have at least one family member who was working (60.2 percent) than 

White (73.7 percent), Asian (82.4 percent), and Hispanic (73.9 percent) families.” 

African American mothers continue to be overrepresented as heads of household, while 

also maintaining some of the highest rates of labor force participation among all racial 

groups. This situation has not changed appreciably, since according to the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (2024), 39% of Black/African American families are maintained by 

women, compared to 24% of Hispanic or Latino families, 15% of White families, and 

just 11% of Asian families. These numbers reflect the household structure and ongoing 

reality that Black/African American women often serve as the sole or primary providers 

for their families. 
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African American/Black Women in the Workplace and Systemic Racism  

Women in the labor force have been presented with peaks and valleys since the 

early 1930’s (Yellen, 2020) when over 50% of the female population took on a working 

role outside the home. While women continue to make up nearly half of the U.S. labor 

force, the realities of balancing work and domestic life remain complex, especially for 

mothers. These challenges are not distributed equally. According to the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (2024), Black/African American mothers had the highest labor force 

participation rate (79.5%)among mothers living with children under 18, compared to 

White (73.5%), Asian (70.7%), and Hispanic or Latino (66.1%) mothers. These 

differences point to deep-rooted disparities in economic responsibility, access to stable 

employment, and historical roles shaped by race and labor.  

African American/Black women, in particular, continue to carry the dual burden 

of paid work and primary caregiving, often without the structural supports needed to 

thrive and find balance in either role. African American /Black women have always 

maintained a high number of workforce participation than other American races of 

women which dates to the 1880’s (Banks, 2019) with the number of married and single 

black women in the workforce being significantly higher than white women.  African 

American/ Black women are expected to be less wedded and domesticated than White or 

Hispanic counterparts. Furthermore, while Black women have historically exhibited 

higher labor force participation rates than women of other racial and ethnic groups, their 

employment experiences are often characterized by instability, occupational segregation, 
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and disproportionate representation in low-wage roles. Yellen (2020) acknowledges that 

the economic progress made by women overall has not been evenly distributed. Black 

women, in particular, continue to face compounded barriers related to race, gender, and 

class. These dynamics are further intensified for Black mothers, many of whom serve as 

primary or sole breadwinners and navigate a labor market that frequently undervalues 

their labor while offering limited mobility or protection. African American/Black 

workers earn a lot less than white workers and people of color are more likely t are more 

likely to be employed in lower-wage roles, a gap that is more evident for women of color. 

In parallel, “Women, especially women of color, are overrepresented in part-time work 

and are more likely to experience job instability and low wages” (Institute for Women’s 

Policy Research, 2020). 

Historically, Black women have been overrepresented in-service roles such as 

cleaning, caregiving, and food preparation, jobs that mirrored domestic responsibilities 

traditionally associated with unpaid home labor. While World War II opened new 

industrial job opportunities for many women, Black women continued to be excluded 

from these roles, remaining in the lowest-paying sectors due to persistent racial barriers 

(Yellen, 2020). Moreover, labor and welfare policies during the 20th century often 

centered white families by promoting the male breadwinner model, enabling white 

women to stay home, while excluding or ignoring the realities of Black mothers who 

were forced into the workforce due to systemic inequities (Yellen, 2020). Black women’s 

place in the labor market has been shaped by a long history of biased employer practices 
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and government policies that pushed them to the margins – especially when compared to 

their white counterparts. This is coupled with the understanding that black women have 

insufficient job stability yet higher job participation and uncovers a societal imbalance 

and inequity when it comes to not only race and labor market discrimination but 

acceptance and access. This data amplifies a long-standing truth: without inclusive policy 

reform, many working mothers, especially Black women and other women of color, will 

remain caught in a cycle of underemployment and unmet need (Institute for Women’s 

Policy Research, 2020). 

Delving further, Banks (2019) reveals that, 

Because of discriminatory employer and government policies against black men 

and women, black mothers with school-age children have always been more 

likely to be in the labor force compared with other moms, with 78% of black 

moms with children employed compared to an average of 66% White, Asian 

American, and Latinx moms. 

In recent years, the disproportionate opportunities for African American/ Black 

women, especially mothers are evident in policy design and implementation. For 

instance, as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, the United States Congress implemented 

paid family and sick leave and unemployment benefit policies to aid families impacted by 

the pandemic. Terman & Evermore (2021), offer that “both policies had serious gaps that 

left millions without crucial income and job protections. These gaps disproportionately 

have affected women, people of color, workers earning low wages, and immigrants” 
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(Terman & Evermore, 2021, p. 174). Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) 

provided coverage of paid sick leave for individuals for two weeks,  to families, with 

children at home due to closed schools and/or illnesses up to twelve weeks yet, only those 

eligible were employers who worked for companies with less than 500 

employees…everyone did not benefit from this and were left unprotected from job loss 

(Terman & Evermore, 2021). If Covid-19 impacted individuals or families who were 

covered and time exhausted, job protections were no longer guaranteed. Other issues with 

this policy included many of the public being unaware they even existed and as 2020 

came to an end, the policy would expire. Terman & Evermore (2021) explore how the 

FFCRA failed to: 

 ...keep working parents, especially mothers, employed. Women have always 

shouldered the bulk of family caregiving, and the pandemic has only exacerbated 

the caregiving crisis, requiring even more care for children, elderly relatives, and 

ill loved ones. These factors have contributed to an exodus of women from the 

labor force, particularly for women of color… (Terman & Evermore, 2021, p.175) 

Systemic racism, Employment, and African American/Black women 

Women face many barriers in society through the lenses of gender, race, domestic 

expectations, and in recent times, having to juggle mothering and money makers and 

managers for their families. When it comes to workplace expectations and showing up, 

recent studies show an increase in the need for women to shift their identities to fit the 

culture and norms of the workplace in the hopes and desires to be expected and not 
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“othered.” Research indicates that 43% of working mothers feel the pressure of domestic 

life i.e., tending to the house and caring for children all while being primary earners for 

their family (McConnon et. al., 2021). Balancing the dual responsibility of personal and 

professional life does not come without its stressors and is a norm for working mothers. 

This represents a concept known as the double shift (McConnon et. al., 2021) which has 

continued throughout history and is a societal expectation. Even among families 

maintained by women, African American/Black women are working at high rates: 78% 

of these households had at least one employed family member. While this is slightly 

lower than Asian (86%), Hispanic (83%), and White (80%) women-led families, it still 

reflects the persistence of Black/African American women in the workforce (U.S. Bureau 

of Labor Statistics, 2024), often in roles with less security, fewer benefits, and greater 

demands. The existence of these circumstances for women, who are mothers, who are 

also African American/Black have roots embedded into systemic racism (Toft, 2022).  

Systemic racism refers to the ways in which social, economic, and political 

systems and institutions perpetuate racial disparities and discrimination, often in ways 

that are invisible or deeply embedded. In this study, structural racism is explored in the 

context of the workforce and, more specifically, part-time labor for African 

American/Black women. Structural racism shapes not only who is hired, but how workers 

are positioned and valued within organizations. It "undermines efforts to actualize 

favorable gains through a diverse workforce" by activating white racial norms through 
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organizational structures that appear neutral but function to reinforce exclusion (Kyere & 

Fukui, 2023, p. 3). 

At the core of systemic racism are embedded practices that devalue the labor, 

contributions, and personhood of people of color, while preserving institutional privilege 

for white workers. Even when workforce diversity is achieved numerically, structural 

racism continues to manifest through practices like racialized task burdens, unequal 

emotional expectations, and limited access to leadership opportunities for workers of 

color. Workers of color are often expected to “suppress their distress and frustrations” 

while simultaneously acting as “mechanized means” to attract and serve communities of 

color without being empowered to enact change (Kyere & Fukui, 2023, p. 10). 

In the case of part-time Black women workers, this dynamic is even more 

pronounced. They are frequently positioned in low-wage, high-stress roles, stripped of 

the organizational autonomy or protections necessary to thrive. These roles mirror what 

Kyere and Fukui (2023) describe as “racialized organizational hierarchies” that credential 

whiteness as the pathway to success while denying upward mobility and psychological 

safety to non-white employees (Kyere and Fukui, 2023, p. 6). Organizational claims of 

race-neutrality often further entrench this dynamic, creating what the authors call a 

"color-blind" climate that masks discrimination while "normalizing white cultural 

dominance" (Kyere & Fukui, 2023, p. 11). 

For Black women in part-time roles, these dynamics lead to compounded harm: 

minimal access to paid leave or job protections, disproportionate exposure to economic 
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risk, and the burden of managing identity threats within workplaces that often fail to 

affirm their humanity. Even in sectors committed to care, like healthcare and education, 

organizations rely on Black labor to maintain external legitimacy while internally 

resisting the structural shifts needed to retain that talent. As Kyere and Fukui (2023) 

assert, without a race-conscious framework that explicitly addresses these mechanisms, 

workforce diversity efforts risk becoming another tool for preserving white dominance 

rather than dismantling it (Kyere and Fukui, 2023, p. 13). 

Historically, African American and Black women have navigated a very different 

set of expectations around work and motherhood, ones that didn’t assume staying at 

home was the norm. Instead, there’s been a long-standing pressure, and in many cases a 

necessity, for Black mothers to be both caregivers and breadwinners, often expected to 

provide financially without the same societal support or recognition given to others. 

Research indicates that mothers who are considered poor deal with gender and economics 

oppressions; adding to this, African American mothers have to deal with added 

oppression due to racism (Toft, 2020). African American mothers were not seen as or 

given equal access to employments or job supports like other mothers in the progressive 

era. These mothers were viewed “less than” even in times when financial supports would 

benefit them the most (Toft, 2020).  

During the Great Depression, “despite African American women’s extensive paid 

work, they were effectually written out of the protection and benefit of social insurance 

through the exclusion of agricultural  and domestic workers” (Toft, 2020, p. 229.). This 
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looked like, 27% of white workers being “omitted” while 65% of African Americans 

lacked protections (Toft, 2020). During the Cold War, The National Council of Negro 

Women organized and began to grow in the United States. The purpose of this group was 

to address and advocate for the equal rights of many issues, including women’s labor 

rights and job securities and in the Civil Rights era, mothers began to seek more 

liberations outside the home, moving for just caregivers to educated and social movers 

(Toft, 2020). 

Discrimination in Hiring 

African American/Black women may face discrimination in the hiring process 

that limits their access to part-time jobs or other types of employment. This 

discrimination can be overt or implicit and can be based on factors such as race, gender, 

and age (Florian 2018). Employment in the industrial workforce grew as a result of the 

demand of the labor force the black women’s need to work “outside the household” 

(Banks, 2022). Their participation benefited not only their financial demands but the 

nation during a time of maximum output for minimum input in America’s industrial rush.  

Occupational segregation: African American/Black women may be concentrated 

in lower-paying, less prestigious part-time jobs due to occupational segregation. This can 

result from discrimination in hiring, lack of access to training and education, and other 

factors. Non-white workers often face unequal treatment in the workplace, with lower 

pay and fewer benefits compared to their white peers. Their white counterparts worked in 
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different occupations because they refused to work alongside black women (Banks, 

2022). 

Wage Gaps 

African American/Black women who work part-time may earn less than their 

white counterparts due to wage gaps (Banks, 2022). These wage gaps can be driven by a 

variety of factors, including discrimination, lack of access to education and training, and 

occupational segregation.  

Limited Opportunities for Advancement 

African American/Black women who work part-time may face limited 

opportunities for advancement, which can further perpetuate systemic racism. This can 

result from discrimination in hiring and promotion, lack of access to training and 

education, and other factors. In the 1930s, black women were socially demoralized and 

devalued as mothers and labor contributors (Banks, 2022). For instance, during the post 

welfare era (Toft, 2020), more “asks” made for public assistance such as TANF policy 

led to blatant discrimination through tightening of approval procedures for aid. 

Furthermore, these women have been excluded from the benefits of financial and job 

protections such as the social security act which provided unemployment and senior 

benefits to Americans. Benefits were denied on the grounds of being “morally 

undeserving” (Banks, 2022) or presumptions that employment as domestic workers 

would be pursued vigorously. 



57 

 

Overall, systemic racism has had a profound impact on African American/Black 

women’s ability to secure and succeed in the labor force and society. These impacts can 

result in lower earnings, limited access to training and education, and fewer opportunities 

for advancement, all of which can have long-term economic consequences (Banks, 2022). 

When an opportunity for workplace/career advancement becomes available, African 

American/Black women have developed strategy to succeed, belong, and be “seen” as an 

equal partner in the work. To combat systemic racism the concept and strategy of identity 

shifting shapes the narrative.  

Identity shifting includes consciously or unconsciously, code switching, changing 

behavior and mindset to fit in with a dominant group or work culture. For black women 

this is intensified due to the need to remove barriers of gender and race (Dickens & 

Chavez, 2018). This added layer of being cognizant of how black women “show up” in 

workplace includes debunking perceptions of being “angry or difficult” especially in 

predominantly white workspaces (Dickens & Chavez, 2018, p. 761). This contributes to 

the added pressures black women face and when we add on mother to this, the double 

shift (McConnon et. al., 2021) becomes highly relevant and visible. African 

American/Black women have faced “ridicule” for having to work outside the home 

compared to other mothers in the U.S. (Banks, 2022). Yet being caregiver and 

breadwinner (double shift) is most times a necessity and not always a choice. 
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Addressing systemic racism in the workplace requires a comprehensive approach 

that includes efforts to combat discrimination, increase access to education and training, 

and promote diversity and inclusion in hiring and promotion.  

African American mothers and Part-time Work 

African American mothers working part-time in the United States face a unique 

set of challenges and missed opportunities. Historically, African American women have 

been more likely to work outside the home than women from other racial and ethnic 

groups, often out of necessity due to economic circumstances or choices beyond their 

control. Statistics show that between the 1870s and 1900s, African American women’s 

labor force participation was at 40% compared to a 15% participation rate by white 

women (Banks, 2022). In the Industrial Era, African Americans were in a distinct stream 

of employment (Toft, 2020). U.S. labor history also details times when African American 

women worked in jobs that were either domestic (housekeeping, caregiving) or 

agricultural (framework or crops) and then a shift occurred with the rise of industrial jobs 

(Banks, 2022). 

Literature affirms that African American women could not excuse themselves 

from the labor movement when they became mothers with a call to action to show up in 

factories for war needs and collective American movement. This rise in African 

American women in the workplace still  remains over time in the communities they call 

home. Research does not reflect steady spousal supports for these mothers due to “low 

marriage rates” and marginalization (Toft, 2022).  
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Part-time work can offer African American mothers flexibility to balance work 

and caregiving responsibilities, but it can also come with lower wages and fewer benefits 

than full-time work. Part-time workers, disproportionately women and often women of 

color, continue to be excluded from critical labor protections such as paid family leave 

and health insurance, reinforcing cycles of economic scarcity and limited mobility 

(Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). This makes it difficult for these women 

to support themselves and their families, particularly in the face of structural racism and 

discrimination that can limit their job opportunities and earning potential. During the 

Great Depression, African American mothers balanced childcaring and work regardless 

of the lack of societal supports and acceptances. The system did not make room for these 

women/mothers, and they were blamed for their inability to have a comparable 

“matriarchal structure” like their white counterparts (Toft, 2020). African American 

women have not historically depended on a male counterpart, lacking the opportunity to 

simply lean and embrace being solely domesticated (Banks, 2022). In contrast, White and 

Hispanics mothers are not expected to be seen as primary earners as they are more likely 

to have spouses who are breadwinners. African American mothers have consistently had 

higher labor force participation rates than their white counterparts (Banks, p.208). In the 

past two decades, unemployment rates for both full-time and part-time work were higher 

for White and Hispanic mothers compared to black mothers. The scarcity of paid leave 

among part-time workers doesn’t just impact individuals; it affects entire families and 
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communities, perpetuating health disparities, financial strain, and intergenerational 

disadvantage (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020).  

Additionally, African American mothers face additional challenges in finding 

suitable part-time work due to factors such as limited access to affordable childcare, 

transportation barriers, and discrimination in hiring and promotion. Part-time work allows 

for greater schedule flexibility, which can be particularly important for mothers who are 

juggling work and family responsibilities. It can also provide opportunities for skill 

development and networking that can lead to higher-paying jobs in the future. 

Overall, the experience of African American mothers working part-time in the 

United States is shaped by a complex set of factors, including race, economic conditions, 

access to resources, and societal attitudes towards work and family roles (McConnon et. 

al., 2021). Research reveals that White Americans hired African American women to 

“take care of home” while society “demonized these women as neglectful to their own 

home fronts (Banks, 2022). Most of this took its toll during a time of civil rights 

injustices and blatant racism which manifested itself through segregation, lynching, 

“racial exclusion,” lack of public support and violence against Black America. Yet these 

same unfortunate circumstances exist for this population today where mothers (especially 

African Americans) have to endure scrutiny based on status, race, or gender (Toft, 2022) . 

It is important for policymakers and employers to recognize and address the unique 

challenges faced by these women in order to create more equitable and inclusive 

workplaces and mandated job protections.  
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Summary and Conclusions 

Chapter 2 provided information on the theoretical and conceptual frameworks 

used for this study, with background research on the derivatives of the systems theory 

and the Afrocentric paradigm. Included with an overview of the systems theory was a 

look into systemic racism its role in systemic imbalances for black people. This required 

a deeper analysis as it pertains to the study participants. This section also provided a 

literature review of the Family and Medical Leave Act which helped to answer the 

research question in this study and the relatable policy focus. The FMLA provides unpaid 

leave protections to employees who generally meet a full-time criterion but does not 

provide these same protections to those who are categorized as part-time or similar.  The 

literature in this section also provides statistical labor data for women based upon race 

and job status i.e., full-time, or part-time workers. It is revealed through this statistical 

data that women of color, especially African American women are more disadvantaged in 

the labor market than their white counterparts. “Women are significantly more likely than 

men to take family and medical leave, but also more likely to lack access to it”(National 

Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 2). The data also does a deeper analysis and dive 

into what exists or lacks in regard to women who are mothers, working without mandated 

job protections, shining a light on the gap within literature.  

Furthermore, African American women work part-time more for various reasons. 

These include caretaking and tending to their children and in some cases, they work 

multiple part-time jobs due to being sole bread winners, full-time work not being 
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available, or an option due domestic or personal health reasons. There is not much 

information present in literature that talks about all these disadvantages face by African 

American women. When coupled with them being mothers and working part-time, data 

specific to all these things are practically non-exist. Firsthand knowledge of the 

experiences of African American mothers, working part-time without job securities needs 

to be documented within the discipline. Chapter 3 provided the methodology for filling 

the gap through the using a qualitative, narrative inquiry approach. Additionally, Chapter 

three provided an outline on how this data was collected.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to capture the lived experiences of 

African American mothers who work part-time without mandated protections, 

specifically those provided by the Federal Medical Leave Act (FMLA). The stories of 

these mothers will contribute to filling the gap in literature with real-world portrayals of 

the potential pressures and insecurities experienced by part-time workers without 

delegated protections. This chapter includes the research design, which is qualitative, and 

the reasoning behind the selection. Chapter 3 also includes the methodology used for data 

collection and describes my role as the academic researcher and the methods used to 

ensure the credibility of the data collected and the study in its entirety. 

Research Design and Rationale 

The research question posed for this study is as follows: what are the lived 

experiences of part-time employed African American mothers who are not covered by the 

protections found in the Family and Medical Leave Act specifically? To explore this 

question, a qualitative study approach was followed. Qualitative research allows for 

interpretative findings and outcomes (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019), and for this study, 

storytelling using narrative inquiry was the sole method of data compilation and analysis. 

A quantitative study would not support diversified, interpretative findings that allow for 

experiences to be primary knowledge; instead, it seeks measurable, absolute findings, 

which limits data (Barabasch, 2018). Stories are often a key driver of economic growth 
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and prosperity. They also play a vital role in shaping public policies and institutional 

norms (Barabasch, 2018). Storytelling is an ancient art form that has been used by 

humanity as a way of passing on knowledge from one generation to another over 

centuries (Kumah-Abiwu, 2016). A well-told story can be passed on in person or through 

newspapers, radio, television, film, the Internet, and social media. We need more stories 

to capture people's imaginations and mindsets if we want to influence them to take 

certain actions or adopt certain attitudes. The effectiveness of storytelling, i.e., narrative 

inquiry, relies on emotional content that arouses feelings within the audience. There are 

many ways that storytelling is helpful in influencing policy, such as through personal 

narratives for social change and sharing stories about one's own experience (Barabasch, 

2018). Research reveals less attention is focused on the lived experiences of minority 

women (Florian, 2018). 

Conceptually, this study considered how the Afrocentric paradigm either 

complemented or conflicted with the study as well as the systems theory approach, 

specifically looking at the role systemic racism plays within the experiences of the study 

participants. In addition, data collection was conducted through interviews, giving 

participants the opportunity to share their lived experiences freely, painting a narrative 

picture of individually unique experiences. The relationships between the participant and 

their lived experience have been documented and captured through these conversations 

and storytelling (Given, 2008).   
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The presentation of qualitative data humanizes the commonly found statistical 

representations of individuals’ life circumstances and enables imagination and meaning-

making among readers. In this way, the reader can personally connect to the messages 

that emerge from the stories and identify policy-relevant questions that need to be 

addressed and potentially further investigated (Barabasch, 2018, p.473). 

Role of the Researcher 

My role was to capture the experiences of the research participants and present 

them to the world in a way that is educational and creates awareness of the need for 

further studies surrounding this topic, while also providing recommendations for social 

change. Coming from a non-biased lens was important so that the work produced within 

the study was not skewed. Scholars should consider outlining or clearly positioning 

themselves as the researcher (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019) and defining “what” this looks 

like. Reflecting on personal experiences, I was in a position as a black mother who 

worked part-time without mandated job protections. I acknowledged this as a researcher. 

Having this personal background had the potential to threaten my research study if I 

allowed it to overshadow the data. Knowing this, it remained imperative to keep my 

feelings and experiences absent from the study, and I maintained a non-biased approach. 

During the process of  capturing participants’ lived experiences, I also journaled my 

experiences throughout the process, noting any moments of ambiguity that could have 

skewed my research. This journaling practice, led by the reflexivity process, entailed my 

being fully aware of personal connections, histories, possible biases, or personal 
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interpretations of the data collected (Karagiozis, 2018). Data collection through 

interviews and narrative inquiry should only capture the views and voices of the study 

participants. There is no room for my voice within the collection of participant data, and 

as Karagiozis (2018) shares, this may result in a manipulated data sample. 

Maintaining a position of impartiality within the interview process was 

imperative, and reflexivity assisted me as the researcher in actualizing and identifying 

personal feelings through reflections and ensured that they remained separate from the 

study. Social identity mapping is a type of reflexivity processing that forced me as the 

researcher to self-reflect and acknowledge positionality within the study, always 

choosing to remain neutral (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019). 

Methodology 

Participant Selection 

The research participants are African American women with children, who have 

experienced working part-time within Southeast Michigan. The Southeastern region of 

the state includes the following counties: Monroe, Lenawee, Washtenaw, Hillsdale, 

Jackson, Ingham, Livingston, Oakland, Wayne, and Macomb. Age, number of children, 

duration of part-time work, or marital status were not considered as required factors for 

study participation, although these contributing factors may or may not have been 

explored within their narratives. The number of participants was six to 10 women who 

met these criteria.  
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Qualitative research may have smaller sample sizes to examine the phenomenon 

in depth, as Gill (2018) explains, since, in contrast to a quantitative approach that focuses 

on generalizations, qualitative approaches focus on an understanding of the phenomenon. 

The number of participants could have increased or decreased based on recruitment 

responses, and as the data were being collected, whenever saturation was reached. “The 

decision over what constitutes an adequate sample size to meet a study’s aims is one that 

is necessarily a process of ongoing interpretation by the researcher,” according to Sim et 

al., 2018, p. 630).  

Instrumentation 

The research question for this study can be summed up as: “Tell me your story.” 

Having this open question, with no parameters or markers on what the study participants 

can or cannot share, allowed freedom of voice and “unlimited sharing.” This narrative 

inquiry interview method aligns well with the research question, which is vital for 

effectively using it as a data collection tool in scholarly research (Saarijärvi & Bratt, 

2021). 

The literature review strongly influenced the design of the interview guide by 

highlighting the historical and contextual underrepresentation and marginalization of 

African American women’s voices in research centered on work, caregiving, and 

structural exclusion. The study prioritized a methodology that honored voice, agency, and 

lived experience, making narrative inquiry and open-ended, fluid interviews the most 

fitting approach. Lack of prior studies documenting how African American mothers 
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working part-time navigate employment without federally mandated protections, such as 

the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), further necessitated an approach that created 

space for unfiltered personal narratives and meaning-making. 

The Afrocentric paradigm, as the conceptual framework, helped shape the 

primary question, “Tell me your story,” by centering the participant as the knower, the 

teacher, and the expert of their lived experience. Rooted in an understanding that African 

epistemologies place value on oral traditions, collective memory, and storytelling as 

legitimate and powerful forms of knowledge production, this framework prioritized the 

importance of creating a narrative space that did not interrupt or overpower the 

participant’s story. The approach allowed participants to name and define their own 

realities, with no space for outside influences, ways of thinking, or being.  

Systems theory, the theoretical framework for this study, influenced the 

development of probing questions used to guide and deepen the interviews. These probes 

were designed to prompt deeper reflection and sharing. In line with systems thinking, the 

interview guide and approach encouraged participants to articulate not only their 

individual stories but also how they navigated, adapted to, or were impacted by larger 

institutional and structural forces. 

The open-ended nature of the interviews, coupled with intentional probing 

informed by these frameworks, provided data that was appropriate and sufficient for a 

narrative inquiry design. Data sufficiency in this study was achieved not only through 

quantity but also through depth, saturation, and thematic coherence, which emerged 
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across participants' stories. Each interview was designed to offer space for detailed 

storytelling and reflection, ensuring that participants could share their experiences fully 

and authentically in ways that honored both the complexity of their lives and the integrity 

of the research purpose. 

Procedures For Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection  

For this study, data were collected from the interviews conducted with the 

participants. I collected all datasets as the sole researcher. To start the process, a written 

electronic interest statement was created, calling for those who meet the criteria for the 

study to volunteer their time and share their stories. For this study, data was collected 

from the interviews conducted with the participants. I collected all datasets as the sole 

researcher. To start the process, a written electronic interest statement was created, 

calling for those who meet the criteria for the study to volunteer their time and share their 

stories. I conducted preference-based interviews (Saarijärvi & Bratt, 2021) which 

supported the data collection process by providing an option for virtual interviews. 

Traditionally, face-to-face has been normative, but considering the adjustments made due 

to the pandemic and the feasibility of travel for participants, offering a Zoom interview 

option will be an added benefit. Forms of preference-based interviews are accepted in 

scholarly research, as valid means, providing significant advantages for data collection 

(Saarijärvi & Bratt, 2021). 

A deadline was given for those to express interest. Criteria were based on the 

following: 
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• African American women, 18 years or older. 

• Mothers (no specification will be required as to the age of the participant’s 

children, if they are birth parents, adopted, or any other parameter) 

• Part-time work experiences had in their lifetime  

• Novice or competent knowledge and/or experience with the Family Medical 

Leave Act 

• Resident in a Southeastern region of the state (at one point of their lives, while 

working part-time). The Southeastern region of the state includes the following 

counties: Monroe, Lenawee, Washtenaw, Hillsdale, Jackson, Ingham, Livingston, 

Oakland, Wayne, and Macomb. 

These were one-time 45–60-minute interviews. The duration time was shared 

with a caveat that, the interview time may be extended at the participants’ discretion and 

desire. There will be a member checking process for data capture accuracy. The member 

checking process includes emailing participant(s) for a cross check of the data collected 

and synthesized to confirm validity. Participants will be informed at the end of their 

interview, that they will receive a follow up email for this purpose and a time frame of 72 

hours will be requested for participant feedback to correct any errors or make changes. If 

this cannot be done in an email exchange, then and only then, might a follow-up using 

Zoom, and an audio recording, be offered for member checking purposes, lastly no more 

than 30 minutes. A form, approved by the IRB was given to participants, asking for 

informed consent, explaining the interview time frame, noting the way the interview will 
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be conducted, and date and time availabilities of the participant. Once necessary details 

were provided and consent given, we decided on the best date and time  for the interview. 

The form suggested that there may be a need to reschedule interviews or have a follow up 

session due to unforeseen circumstance or if there was additional information needed 

based upon data collected that would support the research study.  

The data were collected through audio recording and transcription using a Zoom 

platform. Interviews were transcribed and placed into a Word document  for synthesis 

and coding. For data analysis a Word document with a table was created to structure data 

analysis using codes, categories and identifying common themes. All transcripts and 

recordings were kept in a secure, password protected file once collected.  

The participants were asked a single leading question: What are your experiences 

being a part-time employed African American mother, who is not covered by the 

protections found in the Family and Medical Leave Act specifically? Following this, they 

were prompted with “tell me your story…” as an open path to share their lived 

experiences. Other questions flowed organically from the conversation. The purpose was 

to “acquire an understanding of the meaning and experience of the lived world from the 

perspective of the participant, communicated in their own words…” (Roberts, 2020, pp. 

3187-3188). 

Once the interview concluded, participants were  reminded of the areas of 

confidentiality, how this information will be shared, when or how it may be made 



72 

 

available to them and were invited to follow up should any questions arise or if more 

information was needed from offered by them.  

Data Analysis Plan 

Interviews were recorded using Zoom and transcribed using the audio recording 

of interviews with study participants. Data transcriptions were compiled into a Word 

document table created to manage analysis of each interview.  By using narrative inquiry 

to drive the interview process, the data collected offered the opportunity to sift through 

and pull-out codes, categories, and common themes and to thoroughly analyze the 

differences and even similarities between participant experiences. 

From the data collected from the participants, codes, categories, and themes, were 

formulated. In depth analysis is a standard for the study so, knowing when data points 

can no longer be stretched to produce common or differing themes is a part of the 

saturation process which differs based on study types (Sim et. al., 2018). Given the use of 

a qualitative approach and narrative inquiry methodology, the sample size is adequate as 

one individual’s story will be unique to them, and each will capture essential data. 

Saturation here could indicate a completeness for data collection, which places limits on 

narrative approaches (Sim et. al., 2018). Narrative approaches offer freedom in exploring 

and contributions to literature and academia (Heilmann, 2018). 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research include criteria for transferability, 

dependability, credibility, and confirmability (Karagiozis, 2018).  
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Credibility 

Credibility centers on what is real or true to study participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). A clear example of this being present in the study is the use of narrative inquiry 

wherein the participants will tell “their” stories which are both real and true to them. In 

addition, confirmability calls for the data to be authentic and remain that way to 

guarantee it is shared in a raw form (Stahl & King, 2020).  

Confirmability 

Issues of trustworthiness calls for the credibility and confirmability of the 

research study to be guaranteed through accuracy and assurance of the data collected. The 

participants serve as the expert and only valid source of  information for this study. 

Karagiozis (2018) finds that keeping a distant, passive approach to data collection, 

especially through interviews, helps to ensure that the “researcher-interviewer” remains 

trustworthy, and the data remains credible. Distant, passivity entails protecting the 

integrity of the researcher by keeping ideologies and experiences separate. As mentioned 

previously, reflexivity journaling will ensure that. Ensuring trustworthiness will include 

member checks i.e., sharing the interview transcripts with the participants to make sure 

their experiences were accurately captured throughout the narrative interviewing process 

and me as the researcher consistently checking for potential biases.  

Transferability 

Transferability for this research focuses of similarities of experiences that make 

the need to focus on the study appropriate to share or investigate (Lincoln & Guba, 
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1985). Each participant has a unique experience, only relevant to themselves. Through 

them sharing detailed accounts of their part-time experiences, working without job 

protections and what that meant to them, or what came from said experience keeps data 

authentic. The one major similarity for all participants (and for those who may relate 

from reading up on this study) are the circumstances for which they offer information, 

thus, the research question/study focus. 

Dependability 

Dependability entails the notation of data collected in its rawest form (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). What this means is that as the researcher I was 

conscious of capturing the stories told just as they are. By doing this, inferences were 

drawn from common threads or themes from the participants or major differences, the 

data collected “as is” made these similarities or differences clearly evident. The “how” 

includes my reflexive notes, audio recordings, real-time notes taken during the 

encounters with participants and a deep understanding and analysis of the data during the 

afterwards processing of information. 

Ethical Procedure 

This study involved a selection of participants by way of a social media positing, 

asking for willing participants who identify with research topic and/or research question 

to participate in narrative inquiry interviews. The posting was selective in the sense that it 

will only be offered on specific social media platforms which include Facebook, Twitter, 

Linked In, and Instagram. I posted on community pages specifically in alignment with 
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the study on these platforms. This included a consideration of geographic location, race, 

and even groups or places where working moms meet virtually. Given the current 

pandemic climate at that time, virtual invitations were preferred and primary. 

The Institutional Review Board has specific criteria that must be followed. Any 

agreements needing approval to gain access to participants will be completed and 

submitted for approval. No movement was made to engage possible study participants 

until this process is complete. This process began with completing the research ethics 

checklists and identifying which forms required completion.  

All participants whose identities remained undisclosed reside or would have 

worked in the Southeast Michigan.  Furthermore, African American/Black mothers who 

have worked part-time were the targeted audience and the selection criteria described 

above were points of reference for participants to align with, and to contribute their lived 

experiences to the study. As previously mentioned, but worth reiteration, all transcripts 

and recordings were kept in a secure, password protected file once collected. 

Summary 

A qualitative study was conducted to answer the research question for the study, 

which explored the lived experiences of African American/Black mothers working part-

time without FMLA job protections. This study used narrative inquiry as the foundation 

for capturing participants’ lived experiences. Narrative inquiry is a qualitative approach 

that explores stories and experiences and is justifiably used to capture raw participant 

data, centering only their stories and voices. Interviews were conducted virtually, using 
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zoom and followed all standard guidelines for data collection. Through reflexivity and 

clear acknowledgment of my researcher role, I strengthened the study’s credibility, 

setting aside my assumptions to minimize bias during data collection. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of the research study was to capture the lived experiences of African 

American mothers who have worked part-time without mandated job protections. A 

series of interviews were conducted with African-American mothers who have worked 

part-time without the protections provided specifically under the Family and Medical 

Leave Act (FMLA). The research question for this study was: What are the lived 

experiences of African American mothers who work part-time without mandated job 

protections, specifically, as it pertains to the Family and Medical Leave Act? During the 

interview process, the participants were informed of the study’s research question and 

asked to tell their story.  

Their narratives provided a comprehensive view of their lived experiences from 

challenges, inadequate leave policies and awareness, economic insecurity, workplace 

inflexibility, and the long-term effects of shortcomings, which were revealed during their 

interviews. This analysis captures their lived experiences, synthesizes codes and themes, 

and identifies patterns that surfaced the pressing need for policy reform. To maintain 

confidentiality, participants are referred to collectively or individually as "participant(s)."  

Setting 

The study design included one-on-one interviews conducted using an online 

platform. As this study progressed, the COVID-19 pandemic and other events further 

reinforced the need to maintain the same structure. Redacting all personal identifiers and 
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maintaining confidentiality were essential. Interviewing the nine participants via Zoom 

met the need. 

Demographics 

For this study, data were collected from the interviews conducted with the 

participants. I collected all datasets as the sole researcher. To start the process, a written 

electronic interest statement was created, inviting those who met the criteria for the study 

to give their time and share their stories. A deadline was set for those who expressed 

interest. The criteria were based on the following: 

• African American women, 18 years or older. 

• Mothers (no specification will be required as to the age of the participant’s 

children, if they are birth parents, adopted, or any other parameter) 

• Part-time work experiences had in their lifetime  

• Novice or competent knowledge and/or experience with the Family Medical 

Leave Act 

• Resident in a Southeastern region of the state (at one point of their lives, while 

working part-time). The Southeastern region of the state includes the following 

counties: Monroe, Lenawee, Washtenaw, Hillsdale, Jackson, Ingham, Livingston, 

Oakland, Wayne, and Macomb. 

These were one-time 45–60-minute interviews. The duration time was shared with a 

caveat that the interview time may be extended, if the need arose, at the participants’ 

discretion and willingness. 
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Data Collection 

A total of nine women participated in the interviews, all of whom met the 

qualifications outlined above. The goal was to capture experiential data from six to eight 

participants. Extending this to an additional participant supported the need to confirm that 

saturation had been reached. All interviews were separate, conducted using the Zoom 

platform, and occurrence varied depending on participant availability and scheduling 

preferences. The datasets were audio recordings, which were transcribed through the 

Zoom platform, and handwritten/typed notes were taken to ensure detailed accuracy. 

Data Analysis 

To move through the analysis phase, I coded datasets drawn from both audio 

transcriptions and handwritten/typed notes. This process began with the placement of 

verbatim quotations into a Word document, followed by the development of a final 

Google Sheets spreadsheet. The spreadsheet served as a centralized analytic tool where 

quotations were grouped by codes and themes, enabling both systematic organization and 

iterative reflection. The codes generated through this process included: FMLA 

limitations/unawareness, health impact/well-being, family/employer support, financial 

strain, and emotional stress. From these initial codes, four themes emerged that formed 

the foundation of the results section in this chapter: 

• Financial strain 

• Well-being: physical, mental, and social-emotional 

• Policy limitations and clarity 
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• Work–life balance and support 

The progression from raw data to codes and themes reflects an inductive analytic 

process consistent with the principles of narrative inquiry. By grounding analysis in 

participants’ lived accounts, the movement from codes to themes remained centered on 

the data itself. These themes emerged through careful synthesis of codes and categories, 

reflecting both the individuality of each narrative and the shared realities that connected 

them. The thematic structure of the findings aligned with the purpose of narrative inquiry, 

which works to deepen understanding of how individuals experience, interpret, and 

navigate their worlds. The resulting themes reflect the realities of African 

American/Black mothers working part-time without mandated job protections, revealing 

patterns that extend beyond individual experience, exposing broader systemic inequities. 

Inductive Process and Analytic Approach 

The data analysis process followed an inductive and interpretive approach 

grounded in narrative inquiry methodology. Narrative inquiry seeks to understand human 

experience through the stories people tell about their lives and the meanings they give to 

them (Ajjawi et al., 2024; Ghanbar, 2024; Lim, 2025). It is both a methodology and a 

way of knowing, rooted in the belief that stories are not simply accounts of events but are 

socially constructed interpretations of experience shaped by historical, cultural, and 

systemic contexts (Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023). This approach aligned perfectly with this 

study. Narrative inquiry allowed participants’ stories to guide the research, ensuring that 

their voices remained central to the meaning-making process. My own role as researcher 
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was intentionally minimized to preserve methodological integrity and experiential 

authenticity. 

Data analysis began with the transcription of each interview, which was audio-

recorded via Zoom. All transcripts were carefully reviewed multiple times to ensure 

accuracy and deepen familiarity with the narratives. This is a critical first step in narrative 

research, positioning the researcher to understand stories in their entirety before 

deconstructing them into analytic components (Lim, 2025). Transcripts were then 

organized into Word document tables to support systematic coding and categorization. 

This inductive approach further aligns with the principles of narrative inquiry, by 

way of ensuring an openness to participants’ meanings and allow stories to shape the 

analytic trajectory (Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023). Codes captured significant words, phrases, 

and ideas that reflected participants’ lived realities. These were then grouped into broader 

categories, and through this process, four themes emerged. This movement from codes to 

categories to themes represents the core of qualitative analysis. As Sim et al. (2018) 

noted, qualitative saturation is achieved not by quantity but by depth, when additional 

data no longer yield new insights relevant to the research question. Because narrative 

inquiry prioritizes depth, even a small number of interviews can provide extensive and 

meaningful data. In this study, each participant’s story contributed unique yet 

interconnected perspectives, enabling the identification of recurring patterns without 

overextending interpretation beyond what was actually shared. 
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Narrative Inquiry as a Methodological Foundation 

Narrative inquiry is distinct from other qualitative approaches because it 

prioritizes temporality, context, and social interaction in understanding human experience 

(Ghanbar, 2024; Hill, 2024). Clandinin and Connelly’s foundational work on the “three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space,” i.e., interaction (personal and social), continuity 

(past, present, future), and situation (place), highlights the importance of situating stories 

within the contexts that shape them. Recent studies emphasize this complexity, noting 

that narrative inquiry engages researchers with how stories are embedded in time, place, 

and relational experience (Ajjawi et al., 2024; Pilcher & Cortazzi, 2023). 

In keeping with these principles, analysis in this study considered not only what 

participants said but also how their narratives reflected the broader systemic conditions 

surrounding part-time work, caregiving, and policy exclusion. The iterative process of 

coding and thematic synthesis involved continual reflection on the social, political, and 

cultural forces shaping participants’ experiences. This reflexive stance was essential to 

maintaining what Heilmann (2018) describes as the interpretive integrity of narrative 

analysis: ensuring that emergent themes remained anchored in participants’ stories while 

also revealing broader meanings. The narrative inquiry approach also guided my analysis 

and positioning. I intentionally minimized my interpretive voice during coding and theme 

development to preserve participants’ experiential and perceptual liberty, which is a 

central expectation of narrative methodology (Lim, 2025). My role was that of a listener 

and meaning-maker, co-constructing understanding with participants while resisting the 
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urge to overlay assumptions. Reflexive journaling throughout the analytic process helped 

ensure this balance by documenting analytic decisions, emergent patterns, and potential 

biases (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). 

Saturation in Narrative Inquiry 

In narrative inquiry, saturation is conceptualized differently than in other 

qualitative approaches. Rather than signaling the exhaustion of new data, saturation 

reflects a sense of completeness and coherence in the stories collected (Sim et al., 2018). 

Because each narrative is inherently valuable and unique, even a small sample can 

produce multifaceted data that contribute significantly to the understanding of a 

phenomenon. In this study, saturation was achieved as codes, themes, and patterns 

became consistently evident across participants’ stories without the emergence of 

substantially new categories. Rigor was further supported by reflexive practices and 

careful adherence to methodological frameworks. As Olmos-Vega et al. (2022) 

emphasize, reflexivity is essential to qualitative research credibility, requiring continuous 

attention to how the researcher’s position and perspectives may shape analysis. Reflexive 

journaling was used to trace decision-making and maintain transparency. These practices 

ensured that findings remained grounded in participants’ voices and experiences while 

also enabling critical self-examination of my role as interpreter. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research includes criteria for transferability, 

dependability, credibility, and confirmability (Karagiozis, 2018). All of these parts were 
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handled with carefulness and consideration to keep the data analysis strongly centered 

around the information gathered through the interview process.  

Credibility 

Credibility centers on what is real or true to study participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). For this study the participants’ account of their lived experiences during 

interviews served as the expert voice relative to their respective stories. No one else could 

provide the data and insights that were provided by the nine participants in this study. 

What makes their stories credible solely lives within each of them. 

Transferability 

Transferability for this research focuses of similarities of experiences that make 

the need to focus on the study appropriate to share or investigate (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Beyond the participants being similar in interest and meeting the qualifications 

outlined to participate in the interview i.e., racial, geographical and general participation 

expectations, similarities in their lived experiences and stories led to grouped themes to 

support the data analysis. The coding process confirmed that while each story was unique 

to that individual, the bonding component were the experiences which revealed a variety 

of unifying codes and themes which support the study focus. 

Dependability 

As outlined in chapter three, dependability entails the notation of data collected in 

its rawest form (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). Using Zoom to audio 

record and transcribe the interviews ensured a collection of data in the truest form, as told 
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by the interviewer. In addition to these mechanisms, I also collected typed notes in real 

time to cross-reference the Zoom transcription for validity and accuracy. Coupled with 

this included a revisiting of my reflexive journal to check biases and keep the study 

untouched by skew or skepticism.  

Confirmability 

Evidence of trustworthiness within the study included a level of transparency and 

safety provided to participants. Participants were provided time to ask questions, given 

opportunities to see the themes pulled from their interviews and transcripts and were able 

to respond with questions or corrections through the member checking process. 

To guarantee the confirmability of this research study, the accuracy and reliability 

of the collected data remained intact. The participants remained the experts, and the sole 

valid resource and source of information collected for this study. Karagiozis (2018) 

emphasizes that maintaining a distant and passive approach to data collection – 

particularly during interviews – ensures “researcher-interviewer” trustworthiness and data 

credibility. My continued process of journaling and reflection to keep my personal beliefs 

and experiences separated remained consistent throughout the process. 

The data analysis process in this study was deeply informed by the principles of 

narrative inquiry, emphasizing inductive reasoning, participant-centered interpretation, 

and contextualized meaning-making. Through systematic coding, categorization, and 

synthesis, four major themes emerged that prioritize the lived experiences of African 

American mothers working part-time without mandated job protections. This approach 
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honored the methodological commitments of narrative inquiry: prioritizing participants’ 

stories, minimizing researcher voice, and situating findings within broader systemic 

contexts. The remainder of this chapter presents each theme in detail, drawing directly on 

participants’ narratives to demonstrate how their lived experiences reveal both the weight 

of systemic inequities, and the resilience and strategies employed to navigate them.  

Results 

The sole question provided for this research study asked: What are the lived 

experiences of African American mothers working part-time without mandated job 

protections? During the interviews, participants were also given a sole question which 

was: “Tell me your story.” From the stories shared and moments recounted, the nine 

participants co-created – through their lived experiences – themes that will be explored in 

this results section. 

The lived experiences of these mothers reflect an intersection  between systemic 

gaps and everyday survival. Though each participant came with a unique background and 

set of circumstances, their stories focalized around key themes that shaped not only their 

employment journeys, but their personal identities, relationships, and well-being. 

These women were not simply narrating hardship; they were revealing patterns 

and pivotal moments that shaped what reality meant for them at those times. From 

pushing through health crises without pay, to navigating postpartum depression alone, to 

returning to work long before recovery had even begun, their stories illustrate what 

happens when caregiving responsibilities intersect with a lack of policy protections. Their 
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accounts reflect not just the failure of individual employers or isolated policies, but a 

broader system that continues to overlook the realities of working mothers in part-time 

roles. 

Through these stories, we hear what is too often left out of legislative language 

and organizational handbooks: the emotional costs, the invisible labor, the daily decisions 

between healing and survival. We learn that “unpaid leave” is often no option at all when 

mouths must be fed and people must be cared for. We learn that the body can be 

medically cleared and still not be whole. And we learn that “support,” when it does 

surface, may come not from systems, but at times, from strangers. The following themes 

emerged from these stories, these reflections of nine mothers courageous enough to tell 

share them: 

• Financial Strain 

• Well-Being: Physical, Mental, Social Emotional 

• Policy Limitations and Clarity 

• Work-life Balance and Support 

Through the themes, the lived experiences of these mothers are elevated with real 

time, verbatim quotes, shared to shape and paint the picture of pivotal moments that call 

onlookers “in.”  

Theme 1: Financial Strain  

Strength is used as a survival strategy and serves as a cultural resource to combat 

stressors (Davis & Jones, 2021). 
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The lived experiences of nine African American mothers navigating part-time 

work without mandated job protections reveal a shared and deeply rooted narrative of 

financial strain. Through their words and stories, a clear picture emerged of pressures 

placed on their physical, emotional, and financial well-being through an attempt to 

balance health, caregiving, and economic survival without the safety nets afforded to full-

time, protected employees. 

Several mothers detailed the direct consequences of navigating serious health 

issues while being denied access to benefits. One mother, managing a chronic condition, 

shared: “I’ve been a Type 1 diabetic for almost nine years… Every time I’ve been 

hospitalized, I’ve had to use paid or unpaid time.” Another echoed the absence of 

essential support, stating: “I had to have surgery, but I had no medical insurance, and no 

one in my family could cover it.” These stories highlight how the lack of mandated job 

protections intensified the burden of managing health challenges, leaving them with 

impossible and uncompromising choices. 

Other mothers spoke about the uselessness of unpaid leave when there is no 

income to sustain daily life. One mother said it plainly: “Unpaid leave does not put food 

on the table. It just holds your job title until you return.” The security of retaining a job 

position or title felt pointless in the face of basic needs that remained unmet. Another 

mother shared: “It’s just extremely overwhelming… unpaid leave and I have to pay back 

all that medical. It’s more of a hindrance than help.” These reflections demonstrate how 
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the system seemingly penalized those already struggling, pushing them further into debt 

or health crises. 

The inability to access healthcare while juggling multiple part-time roles was 

another recurring concern. In one interview a mom stated: “I was working two part-time 

jobs, but did not have health care in either one of those positions.” The burden of working 

various jobs while lacking basic benefits  further exposed their financial vulnerabilities 

and strenuous circumstances.  

The pressure to continue working, even at the expense of their own well-being or 

that of their child(ren), was a consistently echoed. “I literally worked up until the day I 

was having my child,” one mother shared in recollection, revealing the physical and 

emotional toll of not being able to take time off. Others expressed the stark ultimatums 

they faced: “It was always either you come to work or lose your job,” and “If I didn’t go 

to work, I didn’t get paid, but the bills didn’t stop.” These statements highlight how job 

insecurities drove some mothers to push through exhaustion, illness, and other major life 

events without pause. The mental toll of constant financial stressors was personal and 

persistent at times, “If I didn’t work, I couldn’t pay the bills. The stress was 

overwhelming.”  

The experiences outlined during interviews point to a structural issue where the 

theme of financial instability was and still might be very present. 
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Theme 2: Well-Being: Physical, Mental, Social Emotional 

We [black women] are not regarded as damsels in distress who need help; instead, we are 

considered tough enough to withstand the battle and its many consequences. (Davis & 

Jones, 2021, p. 305). 

Coupled with the theme of financial instability is the toll these circumstances had 

taken on the mothers' overall well-being. The absence of mandated job protections meant 

recovery, rest, and mental health often fell to the bottom of the priority list. For some, the 

return to work came far too soon. “I went back to work before my body felt like I needed 

to be there,” one mother reflected, while another shared: “I really was not ready to go 

back to work after my fourth child, but I had to.” 

Mental health, especially postpartum care, surfaced as an area often ignored in 

their work environments and cultures. One mother recalled: “I had postpartum depression 

and went straight back to work,” and another emphasized: “I didn’t know I had any 

protections. I always feared I would lose my job.” These narratives highlight the 

emotional weight of feeling unprotected and uninformed as well. With fear of negative 

employment implications and necessity replacing what should have been a time for 

recovery and support. 

Even those battling chronic conditions or serious medical issues shared how work 

climate in relation to protections or the lack, exacerbated their mental, physical and 

emotional loads. “I’ve been a Type 1 diabetic for almost nine years… Every time I’ve 

been hospitalized, I’ve had to use paid or unpaid time.” Another added: “I had ovarian 
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cysts but no medical insurance. It was overwhelming.” One mother even spoke of 

repeated trauma tied to pregnancy and employment, saying: “Every time I had a child; I 

encountered preeclampsia and job loss.” 

In the most critical moments, when accommodations, rest, and recovery were 

vital, they were instead met with uncertainty, fear, or silence. “My baby was born at 24 

weeks. I needed accommodations, but I didn’t have FMLA.” Even basic knowledge of 

rights was lacking, leaving many in the dark: “I’ve had to take time away from work to 

heal, but I don’t know much about the Family Medical Leave Act.” The experiential 

recounts affirm that well-being cannot be separated from workplace support, and for 

them, that support was missing. Navigating physical healing, closely tied with mental and 

emotional burdens in work environments came at a cost for these mothers. 

Theme 3: Policy Limitations and Clarity  

“Today, workers in the United States have no federally guaranteed paid family leave” 

(Boyens & Smalligan, 2022).  

During interviews, many mothers shared stories that elevate the reality that 

policies meant to offer support either don’t apply to them or are wholly inadequate in 

practice and application. “I had no FMLA coverage... The company did as much as they 

could to accommodate but I still didn’t have the coverage needed to secure my 

position.” Others were technically working close to full-time but still classified as part-

time, making them ineligible for Family and Medical Leave policy and/or other 
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benefits. “I was working for [a company], given 32+ hours, but still part-time with no 

benefits, so if I didn’t go to work, I didn’t get paid.” 

Several described their attempts to structure their leave or craft protective 

measures themselves by exhausting every resource they had. “I had to combine PTO and 

short-term disability just to get six weeks off.” But even when they were cleared 

medically, the return was too soon: “The doctor cleared me, but I didn’t feel ready to 

work.” Another voice captured the disconnect perfectly: “Being an independent 

contractor with no benefits was a disservice.” 

The limitations of the Family Medical Leave Act became a frequent point of 

frustration. “I applied for FMLA and received 10 hours. It wasn’t beneficial for 

me.” How moms were classified put them at a further disadvantage. One voice captured 

the disconnect perfectly: “Being an independent contractor with no benefits was a 

disservice.” For the single mothers identified during interviews, the policy felt irrelevant, 

with a lack to meet the need. “I don’t see how FMLA benefits single mothers who are 

struggling.” Others expressed: “As far as job protection, I really don't feel that it's a lot 

available for moms outside of what's automatically supposed to be given, which is the six 

weeks recovery time.” One mother put it plainly: “I don’t see how [FMLA]... benefits 

you in the nature for what is intended.” These reflections show how policies on paper 

often fail to translate into real support for those navigating the most vulnerable moments 

of motherhood, especially when employment classifications or company policies create 

barriers to access. 
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Adding to the access barrier of job policies and protections, like the Family and 

Medical Leave Act, is how many of the mothers described being unaware of what 

policies existed, or how to access them. “I didn’t know anything about FMLA... I went 

right back to work after my daughter was born and it contributed to my postpartum 

depression.” The lack of information and transparency left some moms unsure of their 

rights. “I don’t know much about FMLA, but I definitely needed time off.” 

There was a common thread of confusion and disbelief around who these policies 

are actually designed to support. “I don’t know whom or what that act is intended for, but 

a single mother, it is not [intended for me].” Others viewed the system itself as limited 

and even unresponsive to their needs. “It shouldn’t be a one-size-fits-all; each case is 

different.” The frustrations ran deeper when bias and judgment surfaced into workplace 

interactions. One mother shared, “They indirectly said, had they known I was pregnant, 

they wouldn’t have hired me.” Another recalled being penalized for needing to take leave 

early: “I had to take maternity leave early, and it counted against me.” Some participants 

made connections to familial multigenerational struggles with similar systems: “My 

mother relied on FMLA for my brother’s asthma, and it was a fight.” 

In other recollections, humor sometimes surfaced as a coping mechanism…“I 

used to joke with a coworker about getting dual citizenship to benefit from the Canadian 

healthcare system.” Behind the humor was a clear indicator of the inequities felt and 

lived daily. From being denied clarity, to being misclassified, to being told they earned 

“too much” to qualify for support, to being completely in the dark about job protection 
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policies existing, the policies meant to help often served only to complicate the loads 

carried through experiences lived for these mothers.  

What these narratives revealed was that the systemic failures were not new, they 

are inherited and repetitive. 

Theme 4: Work-Life Balance and Support 

The connectedness’ between caregiving and employment responsibilities was 

another theme that emerged for the mothers interviewed. Without mandated job 

protections or adequate leave policies, mothers shared that they found themselves caught 

in a cycle of impossible choices, with competing priorities . One mother shared, "I had no 

work-life balance. I was and still am trying to find that balance." This pursuit of balance, 

between being present for their children and maintaining a job or career, was often 

undermined by demanding work cultures and lack of support. For some, choosing work 

meant sacrificing important family moments. “It makes me feel like, okay, well, I have to 

choose between a sick child or going to work,” and “It feels like you’re choosing money 

over your child.” These sentiments speak to the emotional cost of navigating employment 

without flexibility or protection. For others, family support became a lifeline, but not 

always a reliable one. “I relied heavily on my family for help,” while another noted, “It 

was the strangers who supported me… more than my family.” 

Even in long-term relationships, the challenge of maintaining a career while 

parenting was tasking and taxing. “I was in a 13-year relationship with an older man... 

struggling again with me trying to have a career, work, take care of my son.” The mental 
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and emotional toll encountered at times was summed by one mom this way: "Your job 

will fill your position before your obituary is printed." As these mothers shared their 

stories, human appreciation and connectedness were needed much more that the 

balancing act of personal over professional pulls. 

Closely linked to the struggle for balance was the absence of workplace 

flexibility, another theme captured through these interviews.  Many mothers returned to 

work or school far earlier than they felt ready, physically or emotionally. “I went back 

into school in September after my daughter was born in August. That definitely 

contributed to the postpartum depression I endured.” The structure of working part-time 

offered little support, even when the workload resembled full-time hours. “I was working 

full-time hours but still labeled as part-time, so no benefits.” In connection to another 

mother’s’ story above-mentioned, when family failed to provide support, it was often 

strangers or community members who stepped in: “I had help from strangers who saw me 

struggling and wanted to support, while family members were not there for me.” In the 

absence of familial support, these mothers mostly carried the load largely alone. 

Summary 

The participants were asked one driving question: “Tell me your story.” Current 

policy structures like, the Family and Medical Leave Act, do not equitably serve African 

American women working part-time with the support and protection they deserve. The 

lived experiences of these mothers display the weight of navigating overlapping burdens: 

managing their health, caregiving responsibilities, financial instability, lack of policy 
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clarity, and the ongoing challenges of systemic disparities. In lifting up their stories, we 

center their lived truths. They continued to work, nurture, provide, and endure, despite 

gaps in job protections, broken systems, and policy barriers. 

The narratives of these nine African American mothers navigating part-time 

employment without mandated job protections reveal a layered crisis that is rooted in 

structural inequity. Their stories show how systems of race, gender, class, and labor 

policies intersect in ways that strain their health, destabilize families, and often overlook 

their real and present needs. Through the lens of Systems Theory and the Afrocentric 

Paradigm, it becomes clear that this isn’t just about a policy shortfall but patterns that 

continue to harm and neglect those who are already made most vulnerable. Still, these 

mothers held on. They carried strength, not because they wanted to, but because they had 

to. Even while exhausted by structural failure, they kept showing up, for their children, 

for their communities and commitments, and for themselves. They worked multiple jobs, 

stitched together any resources they could find, advocated for themselves when no one 

else did, and held it all together in the absence of institutional, organizational, and 

structural support. Their stories are both deeply personal and powerfully political. 

By honoring their voices and naming the systems that burden them, this research not only 

shares their experiences, but it also calls us to action. These narratives are not one-offs. 

They are evidence. Evidence that demands we do better. That we listen closer and with 

empathy. That we build policies and workplaces that affirm, not exhaust or deny. Their 
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truths are calls to shift from systems that marginalize to systems that support, with real 

protections that honor real lives. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine and better understand the lived 

experiences of African American mothers working part-time without mandated job 

protections, particularly through the lens of the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). 

These lived experiences highlight an urgent need for reimagined policy, specifically 

within the scope of the FMLA. There is a need for policy that represents the collective, 

considers the full humanity of all, and is accessible to all regardless of employment 

status. Recognizing and responding to these experiences as valuable data is not solely a 

matter of policy change and reform; it is a matter of restoration. Opportunities have been 

lost due to inadequate policy protections and the access gaps they create. The stories of 

these mothers also highlight how factors of race, gender, and employment status lead to 

exclusion from foundational labor protections, benefits, and, at times, basic human rights. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

The findings from this study both confirm and extend existing knowledge in the 

discipline, highlighting areas of misalignment between public policy, job protections, and 

the importance of the lived experiences of African American/Black mothers working 

part-time. Rooted in General Systems Theory and guided by the Afrocentric Paradigm, 

the lived experiences shared through this study both compliment what has been 

previously studied in scholarly literature and research and goes beyond it. These stories 

spotlight the disproportionate burden of economic insecurity, health inequities, and policy 
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exclusion faced by African American/Black women and other systemic gaps which 

remain underexplored. 

Theme 1: Financial Strain (Financial Instability and Systemic Structures) 

Financial strain emerged as a theme throughout participant interviews, elevating 

circumstances like economic vulnerability of part-time workers, especially among 

African American mothers (Florian, 2018; Weller, 2019). These findings deepen the 

discourse by demonstrating how financial strain is not merely an outcome of part-time 

employment but also an effect of systemic policy gaps.  Thinking about the “system-

ness” of the experiences of participants, interviews revealed moments shared related to 

employment woes from wage disparity to lack of eligibility, which were daily realities of 

these mothers. These women were doing their best in a system that talks about protection 

but doesn’t extend it to them, resulting in more stress, more instability, and a diminished 

sense of their well-being. 

Theme 2: Well-Being: Physical, Mental, Social Emotional (Well-Being and 

Unacknowledged Health Needs) 

Adding on to a diminished sense of well-being, participants shared recounts of the 

lack of workplace wellness and caregiving stress by explicitly naming the mental, 

emotional, and physical burdens experienced through lack of job and federal policy 

protections. This aligns with existing research on maternal bias and gendered workplace 

expectations (Ogden, 2019) coupled with a racialized system problem that normalizes the 

overworking and emotional neglect of Black women (Davis & Jones, 2021). Within the 
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Afrocentric Paradigm, these things mothers shared also revealed how dominant 

workplace norms and/or structures fundamentally fail to consider the positionality of 

African American mothers. It is as if their need to be seen and have moments of rest and 

reset do not matter. Their gender and racial identity added additional mountains and 

barriers to success and safety. 

Theme 3: Policy Limitations and Clarity (Policy Exclusion, Systemic Racism, 

Structural Inequity) 

This study confirms what Clark and Gallagher (2017) and Cai (2020) have 

outlined: that the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) disproportionately benefits 

full-time, higher-income, and predominantly white workers. However, the 

stories/findings from this study go further. What was unveiled was how many African 

American/Black part-time mothers are not only excluded from protections but also 

unaware of their rightful access, eligibility, or pathways to protection. Several mothers 

shared stories of being misinformed, miseducated, and fully unaware, contributing to a 

cycle of disadvantages. The findings revealed multigenerational ties to the struggles with 

the same systemic barriers, the same cycle of inequitable systemic failures that must 

exists for women beyond those who participated in this study. 

The recurring theme of confusion or lack of understanding about FMLA and other 

protections highlights a structural deficiency in how policies are understood by, 

communicated to, and implemented overall, especially to marginalized and minoritized 

populations. Participants’ reflections like, "I don't see how it [FMLA] benefits single 
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mothers," reveal that the design and these policy protections are exclusive and not 

considered worthy for everyone. Grant and Osanloo (2014) describe how theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks provide a roadmap for revelations like these. In this study, 

Systems Theory maps the structural dysfunctions, while the Afrocentric Paradigm 

amplifies the cultural, historical, and identity-driven implications of that dysfunction.  

Theme 4: Work-Life Balance and  Support ( Flexibility) 

The desire for work-life balance was echoed across all interviews, but the ability 

to find balance was not easy or for some achievable. Existing literature points to the 

tension between caregiving responsibilities and employment stability, particularly for 

mothers of color (Toft, 2022; McConnon et al., 2021). Yet, the Afrocentric Paradigm 

invites us to reconsider balance not merely as a box to check on a schedule but as a 

matter of dignity, agency, and community. Participants’ stories of relying on strangers or 

being let down by family offer glimpses into how systemic neglect creates brokenness in 

self-care and wellness well-being for those directly and indirectly impacted. This 

understanding affirms Fairfax’s (2017) belief that social constructs and marginalization 

are lived realities, not abstract theories. 

A Deeper Dive 

At the center of these findings is a clear and persistent disconnect between the 

intent of federal leave policies and the lived realities of part-time workers. Participants 

consistently described how eligibility criteria embedded in the FMLA,  systematically 

exclude part-time employees, especially women of color (Davison & Blackburn, 2023; 
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Goodman & Schneider, 2023). The result is a system that privileges certain types of 

workers while rendering others invisible. For the mothers in this study, exclusion from 

protections was not isolated to a single job or role but part of a shared and collective 

policy structural issue. In many of their stories, work, caregiving, and identity were 

wrapped up together, shaping where opportunity showed up and where it did not. General 

Systems Theory names this kind of interdependence i.e., policies, organizations, and 

individuals are all part of one larger network. When one part is off it throws off the 

effectiveness of the whole system (Lalande, 2021) and for these mothers it was 

exclusionary policy practices.  

Issues regarding race, gender, and employment status inequities were spotlighted 

through participant interviews. African American/Black mothers are situated in part-time 

roles due to caregiving demands, the lack of workplace flexibility, and barriers which 

prevent full-time employment (Banks, 2022; Childers, 2023). Their realities reflect the 

deep roots of systemic racism and labor hierarchies that have historically undervalued 

Black women’s work (Kyere & Fukui, 2023). The absence of mandated protections also 

devalues African American/Black women’s labor contributions. Creating spaces where 

these experiences are shared to impact systems change, instead of silencing or 

disregarding them, is necessary for African-descended people and is the right step toward 

justice (Masoga & Shokane, 2023). We need their voices raised to shift  policy and 

protections.  
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Participants’ stories repetitively exposed the consequences of policy exclusion 

which extend beyond the workplace into family life, financial stability, and well-being. 

Without job-protected leave, mothers described making difficult choices between 

caregiving responsibilities and financial survival. These decisions frequently resulted in 

income drops, missed opportunities for career advancement, and high levels of stress. 

These outcomes reflect trends identified in recent research, which shows that the lack of 

leave protections impacts low-wage, part-time working, women of color, leading to 

financial strain with lingering effects (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2024; 

Goodman & Schneider, 2023).  

Despite barriers they face, these mothers demonstrated resilience in navigating 

their circumstances. From reliance on informal support networks, seeking flexible work 

arrangements, and advocating for themselves in the spaces that did not support them.  

The findings reveal how policy structures and workplace cultures perpetuate inequities 

through what Arena et al. (2023) call “image maintenance,” i.e., the ways in which 

women, including mothers of color, feel compelled to manage perceptions of competence 

and commitment in biased environments. Mothers described how the absence of 

protections often increased their need to overperform and silenced personal needs for 

self-and/or family fear of retaliation. These findings tie to existing research on maternal 

bias and racialized workplace stereotypes, which continue to be normalized and a shared 

outcome for many these women (National Women’s Law Center, 2021; Ogden, 2019). 
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These stories reclaim agency that the Afrocentric Paradigm calls for. by 

positioning African American/Black mothers as authoritative voices on their own 

experiences rather than as passive subjects of policy analysis. Afrocentricity asserts that 

those most affected by unjust systems must be centered in the work of transforming them 

(Masoga & Shokane, 2023). This study holds in high regard this sentiment through voice 

and perspective for systems to do and be better for everyone. The participants’ stories are 

essential knowledge data points for policy and social change. Their narratives are 

pathways forward to policy that honors the human. Current policy is insufficient in 

meeting this need, in the way necessary for this study focus.   

Extending the Literature and Centering New Knowledge 

As previously stated, this study extends existing literature by centering the voices 

and lived experiences of African American/Black mothers who work part-time and are 

navigating employment without mandated job protections. Their stories provide a 

counter-narrative to dominant policy discussions and decisions that often generalize 

experiences of motherhood, caregiving, and employment without acknowledging the role 

of race, gender, and status. It is time for new knowledge to replace the counter-narrative 

to gaps in labor law and the urgent need for culturally responsiveness, with equitable 

outcomes. 

The theoretical and conceptual frameworks of this study offer a close look into 

the complexities of how policies, cultural and societal expectations, and misaligned 

systems continue to marginalize African American/Black  mothers in the work force. The 



105 

 

narratives challenge us to consider what protections exist on paper, and who they are 

truly designed to serve. 

Limitations of the Study 

The use of reflexive journaling to ensure that my lived experiences or biases not 

skew the study, data collection, synthesis and analysis, was a huge benefit. Journaling 

became my accountability and support partner.  I, too, had navigated part-time work, 

limited protections, and systemic challenges as a mother in the past. The most reputable 

accountability moments were the participant narratives with verbatim quotes pulled for 

data analysis. As evident in the results, the voices present were only that of the nine 

mothers interviewed and their stories remain centered and protected, keeping biases out 

and integrity of the study intact. 

Recommendations 

The following are recommendations, calls to action, and social change 

implications, detailing where to go next, given what is now known through narrative 

inquiry and thorough analysis: 

Fix the system, the people are not the issue: Protect black women! 

The Family and Medical leave Act (FMLA) policy, for many, offers symbolic 

protection rather than practical support. The strong black woman framework emerged in 

recent years shining more light on the needs and nuances present in the lives of black 

women. It is seen as a badge to be worn with pride but is multilayered in the impact and 

effects it takes on black women and the system constructs that enforces it in a way that 
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shows up harmful (Davis & Jones, 2021). At the core is oppression that is justified by 

placing unrealistic expectations at the door of black women through placement, role, 

perceived ability to be “strong” and to always “withstand,” and a lack of space for 

protection. It is a framework that pushes a narrative of “independence, self-sacrifice, and 

emotional silencing” as normative (Davis & Jones, 2021). 

When black women are told they are “strong and can withstand the effects” of 

hard moments, they believe it mentally and internalize it, also leaving themselves 

vulnerable or without the “basic tools that can sustain [them] such as coping skills, self-

care strategies, and social support.” “Black women must also reckon with the 

psychological burden of the armor that was intended to protect us” (Davis & Jones, 2021, 

p. 308). 

As the mothers recounted their lived experiences during interviews, the urgent 

need to address structural and systemic inequities rang loudly. Understanding the plight 

of African American/Black mothers working part time without mandated job protections 

were highlighted through well-being deficiency, lack of support, being misinformed and 

silence showing up as suppression. “Low-income workers, disproportionately women and 

people of color, face the greatest barriers to accessing paid parental leave” (National 

Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 2). Furthermore, Black women experience 

maternal mental health conditions and various forms of systemic oppression (Matthews 

et. al., 2021). 
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To support, protect, and foster meaningful, equitable change for black women, 

especially African American/Black mothers we need to: 

• Increase access to and create opportunities for mental health and holistic well-

being in workplace environments, educational spaces, and community. 

• Make sure these women are at the table or at least their experiences raised at the 

table to drive policy change and reform  

• Encourage affinity spaces that forge community movements which bring social 

awareness, support, structural changes. 

• Federal and local funding are necessary to drive changes for these 

women/mothers.  

• Celebrate and elevate their lived experiences as data informed focal points. 

All call to be more informed 

More research is needed to inform the continuing debates at the state and federal 

level over expansions in access to paid family and medical leave benefits” (Boyens et. al.,  

2022 p. 16). 

Research reveals that offering employee benefits “aids employers by attracting the 

best job candidates and preventing health-related absences disruptive to 

workflow…however, employee benefits can be an expensive undertaking for employers. 

For this reason, some employers classify their workers as “independent contractors” 

instead of “employees” to avoid paying employee benefits” (Gelinne, 2021). 
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Having this knowledge and knowing the consequence that follow in unfair 

treatment of employment practices, being informed promotes accountability and revs up 

support for policy reform. FMLA still offers twelve weeks of job protected leave, within 

a twelve-month span based on family or personal reasons. Yet, coverage is still not 

universal and still does not protect or cover part-time employment/non-fulltime 

classifications. Recent data reveals that, 

About thirty-four million people, do not qualify for FMLA leave. Among those 

who do not qualify, low-wage workers, women, and workers of color are 

disproportionately represented compared to the boarder population…even 

employees that do qualify often fail to take it…they cannot afford leave without 

pay (Gelinne, 2021). 

Author Gelinne (2021), brings it full circle with this “must know” background 

reminder snapshot: 

• Before 1970, family protections were not prioritized, did not exist. 

• A 1973 case stirred things up by ruling that not providing disability benefits to a 

pregnant employee was not sex discrimination (General Electric Co. v Gilbert) 

• 1978 the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (PDA) was passed   

• 1985 a report outlining and studying the gaps in child and family welfare policy. 

This same year the Parental and Disability Leave Act (PDLA), the first to propose  

a national mandate for parent leave, with unpaid leave and job protections for 

childbearing short-term disability (Gelinne, 2021) 
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• The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) made its debut and 

positively influenced more movement for FMLA. This sparked debate, 

amendments, and positionality on what should the FMLA include, who it would 

benefit and why. 

• 1990 the FMLA makes its way to President George H. W. Bush’s desk which was 

vetoed, ruling against a “national standard for employee benefits.”  

• After another veto and an election, incoming President Bill Clinton signed the 

FMLA into law 

• Still offers twelve weeks of job protected leave, within a twelve-month span 

based on family or personal reasons…coverage is still not universal  

Create and overhaul and enact policies that meet and address the need for 

mandated, equitable protections! 

Since the inception of FMLA policy makers “grapple with whether to make leave 

paid or unpaid” … or reforming policy and owning “the task of building a new 

entitlement program from the ground up” (Gelinne, 2021, p. 2529). Update federal policy 

to include qualitative experiential data as a part of justification and implementation. 

There has been movement toward more equitable and supportive FMLA policies in many 

states, like California and New Jersey, (Boyens et. al.,  2022) but not as a collective for 

the entire nation. “Only 13 states and the District of Columbia have enacted paid family 

leave legislation, and even among those, eligibility requirements vary widely” (National 

Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 1). In the pursuit to accommodate the needs of all, 
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be sure to accommodate the needs mothers working part time.  In a way that “sees” them, 

give attention to their needs and meet those needs with accommodations that support 

their personal and professional livelihood. This should be a mandate federally and 

reflective and reinforced in workplace cultures and environments across all employment 

sectors. This should also include a closer look at other classifications such as independent 

contractors and protecting those individuals as well.  

In 2021 the Biden administration presented proposals to create/revise a paid 

family leave policy under the American Families Plan (AFP), which was among other 

proposals and tax credits to enact paid leave and move the needle in the right direction. 

Ultimately the needle didn’t move enough to address the modifications to the 

qualifications to receive paid leave or show promise for further progression. Other 

policies introduced that same year were the Family and Medical Insurance Leave Act 

(FMLA), Building an Economy for Families Act and Build Back Better Act (BBB) 

(Boyens et. al., 2022). Explicit naming of part-time coverage was not addressed across all 

proposals, and some would just cater to a full-time work classification for eligibility.  

While the BBB was passed, it provided lessor qualifying reasons for taking and receiving 

leave, covering similar needs such as childbirth, adoption, personal and family member 

illnesses but had loopholes and missed coverage opportunities for military families or 

other varying reasons for leave for instance. Additionally, some of these proposals were 

in addition to the FMLA and not a replacement. Job protection was ultimately left 

untouched due to budgetary concerns and constraints (Boyens et. al., 2022). There was 
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also inconsistency in the proposal plans  and the those that sought to collaborate with 

employers to allow external protections separate from internal paid family and medical 

leave offerings (Boyens et. al., 2022). “As a result of structural gaps, the FMLA fails to 

provide financial coverage for millions of Americans taking leave for family and medical 

reasons”  (Gelinne, 2021, p. 2537) 

Black women must rest, especially black mothers.  

“It is a way to refuel, reflect, and renew, and redirect energy for better outcomes” 

(Davis & Jones, 2021, p. 310). The strong black woman framework (SBW) is an 

informant and call to action publication that address the need to systemically change the 

way society views black women, in a way that foster inclusion and attends to restoration 

than further box or cause harm. The social implication of humanizing black women, will 

support the lived experiences and truths of black mothers who work part time and 

positively influence the change needed, Why? Because we would be looking through a 

relational, humanistic lens and not a bias one… I am thinking of policy makers 

especially. To do this, we need societal change on a grand scale. 

Allyship is essential and critical to evolution  

Allyship is “an active, arduous, and consistent practice” (Davis & Jones, 2021, p. 

315). Black mothers working part-time need allyship in this fight to shift policy to 

promote them being a part of the current protections and a catalyst for the advancement 

of protections that support universal paid family and medical leave for all who need it, 

with no barrier placed on classification, race, gender, or abilities. Allyship begins with 
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listening and learning from historical mishaps, “to look back and learn from history” 

(Gelinne, 2021, p. 2515). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the need to stay home, take 

care of home, including children, and work from home for financial stability elevated the 

need to collectively consider the benefits of Paid Family Medical Leave (PFML). The 

need and lack was heightened in the same breath. “Before COVID-19, the United States 

was the only highly-developed country in the world without a national PFML policy” 

(Gelinne, 2021, p. 2517) and relied still on FMLA 1993 standards). There was a PFML 

passed temporarily for one year in 2020 that showed any promise but sparked debate and 

movements that are present today and the implementation of a federal policy will require 

expansive allyship of those who need the benefits from those who may only offer support 

and advocacy because it meets the needs of fellow American individuals and families.  

New groups and advocates have emerged since the initial inception of the FMLA 

policy. Nine states have prioritized paid family and medical leave but still with set 

parameters that do not support the women represented in chapter four. Today’s climate 

still has much division and dissention however, diversity in rights and needs are worth 

fighting for. With bipartisan support, advocates and agents for change can “deploy the 

same strategy” used during the FMLA inception era of centering family as a catalyst 

(Gelinne, 2021). Garner support, build a coalition and push for policy reform in a way 

that centers humanity and production outcomes, needs over numbers, survivability over 

systems. 
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Implications 

Becoming a data informed society, that measures and properly analyzes 

experiential data regularly equates to making spaces at tables and in the case of this 

study, within policy creation and reform. This means policies will support all individuals 

in the labor movement, particularly African American mothers who at times might 

choose part time work to balance personal or profession needs or due to circumstances 

beyond their control. Whatever the reasoning might be, protecting them at state and 

federal level through policy, will trickle into employment protections by setting a rule to 

follow and a standard to model after. It will promote lived experiences as equal partners 

in the “why” for FMLA policy reform and advancement of universal paid leave programs 

which will address inequities and systemic barriers currently in place. Moving the needle 

in the right direction to ensure proper care, consideration for their needs and giving them 

their rightful societal protections. 

Conclusion 

Balancing all the things, caregiving, economic constraints, wellness challenges, 

misinformation or missed information on protections, and major life transitions without 

structural support, their stories revealed the individual weights they carried but also the 

connected and unfortunate commonality of their struggles. The challenges extend beyond 

the personal and what emerged is how the current system of job protections and leave 

policies leaves mothers, particularly part-time and single mothers, out of the equation 

entirely. The current policy infrastructure is not designed with their realities in mind and 
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until it is, mothers like them will continue to carry the weight of systemic failures and 

missing links. 

However, the conclusion cannot simply rest on identifying those failures, it must 

push us toward transformation. This study is not only about what was revealed through 

narrative inquiry, but about what we now must do with that truth. The women in this 

study made clear that their lives are evidence. Their stories are data. Their experiences 

demand that we look beyond surface-level reform and instead commit to structural 

reimagination. When policy is designed without their realities at the center, inequity 

becomes predictable rather than accidental. When protections are withheld because of 

employment classification, income, or status, we reinforce a system where Black women 

are expected to be strong enough to survive harm rather than worthy enough to be 

protected from it. 

The implications are clear: the Family and Medical Leave Act, while historic in 

its passage, is incomplete in its promise. Symbolic protections are not enough. Black 

mothers working part-time cannot spend symbols at the grocery store, nor can they pay 

rent with symbolic recognition of their caregiving. They require and deserve policies that 

see them, support them, and ensure that their well-being is not sacrificed at the altar of 

labor systems designed for someone else’s convenience. This is not a question of 

feasibility, it is a question of political will and moral courage. The path forward is 

twofold: first, to recognize the urgent gaps in the FMLA and related policy, and second, 

to take seriously the voices and advocacy of Black women as architects of the solutions. 
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Their truths must move beyond the margins of academic research and into the center of 

federal and state-level debates. To ignore them is to knowingly reproduce inequity. To 

listen, elevate, and enact change based on their realities is to honor the call to justice 

embedded in their lives. 

Ultimately, this dissertation is not just about policy, it is about people. It is about 

mothers who have balanced the impossible, who have carried systemic weight that was 

never theirs to bear, and who remind us that resilience should not be a prerequisite for 

protection. Real change will come only when society shifts from valorizing Black 

women’s ability to endure toward creating conditions that make enduring unnecessary. 

This work closes with both caution and hope. Caution, because without bold 

reform, we will be here again in ten, twenty, thirty years still describing the same 

inequities. Hope, because the data, advocacy, and voices presented here can serve as a 

foundation for building what has never been done before: an equitable, universal, and 

human-centered system of family and medical leave that does not exclude by design but 

includes by mandate. If we choose to act, this moment can mark not the continuation of 

systemic neglect but the beginning of systemic care. 
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Appendix A: Interview Question Guide 

 

Main Research Question:  

1. What are the lived experiences of part-time employed African American mothers 

who are not covered by the protections found in the Family and Medical Leave 

Act specifically? 

Prompting question from main study question:  

1. Tell me your story… 

Follow-up Questions: 

1. Are you familiar with the Family and Medical Leave Act policy? Tell me about 

your experience? 

2. How do you think workplace policy protections helped or hindered you as a part-

time worker? 

3. (Debriefing) What else would you like to share about your experiences and/or 

your participation in this study? 

Probing Questions: 

1. Walk me through what that looked like… 

2. How did that make your feel? 

3. Help me to understand what that means… 

4. What happened next? 

5. Tell me more if there is more 
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Appendix B: AI Engagement Reference Log  

 

AI outputs were treated as draft support; final decisions, revisions, and interpretation 

remained the responsibility of me as the researcher. 

Date(s): May 2025 – January 2026 

Me:  

Need expressed for ongoing proofreading and some revision support (tone, concision, 

transitions, and alignment across sections). 

AI: 

• Offered edits to remove run-on sentences and strengthen readability 

• Identified wording that felt repetitive and provided streamlined replacements 

• Recommended transition phrases to better connect sections and ideas 

• Highlighted areas where the tone could be adjusted to sound more direct, 

confident, and scholarly 

• Offered quick grammar-level edits (punctuation, tense consistency, phrasing 

precision) 

• Suggested language that strengthened alignment with study purpose, findings, and 

implications in later chapters, mainly chapter 5. 

• Gave options for rewrites as suggestions/considerations 

Date(s): January 10, 2026 

Me:  
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I requested support revising my dissertation abstract to address CAO feedback (clearer 

problem statement, findings summary, and implications for positive social change) while 

keeping my voice. I gave a “what am I missing based on these check points” prompt? 

AI provided the following support: 

Assisted in tightening abstract language for clarity and flow without removing essential 

meaning and researcher voice. 

• Helped strengthen the opening problem statement to highlight the 

policy/workplace gap and why it matters. 

• Separated run-on sentences into clean, readable statements. 

• Elevated the summary of findings using concise, results-forward wording 

suggestive. 

• Clarified the implications for positive social change that surfaced in the 

dissertation body (policy and workplace practice improvements). 

• Aligned the abstract sequence: problem → purpose → method → findings → 

implications. 

Date(s): January 10, 2026 

Me: 

I needed to refine my abstract language to align with CAO feedback, including clearer 

problem statement, findings summary, and implications for positive social change. 

AI: 
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Helped revising and restructuring of sentences for clarity and flow, still maintaining my 

voice as the researcher and preserving what was already written. 

AI recommendations included the following: 

• Strengthen the opening problem statement to immediately establish the policy gap 

and why it matters. 

• Separate long sentences into clean, readable statements while maintaining 

specificity. 

• Elevate findings with concise, results-focused phrasing (what was found and what 

it means). 

• State implications for positive social change explicitly (policy + workplace 

practice improvements). 

• Ensure alignment across abstract components: from problem → purpose → 

method → findings → implications. 

Date(s): January 10, 2026 (continuation of engagement) 

Me:  

Can you help me make this flow? I'm just trying to wrap up the insights for the abstract, 

but I have these two sentences. I don't want to run on a sentence. I want them to be two 

separate sentences, and I want to keep the details/voice/works that are in them. We can 

get rid of some of the “extra” words, but must keep the written details: These insights 

support positive social change by informing policy and workplace practice improvements 

that expand protections for part-time workers. Also to strengthen clear access to leave 
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information and supports, and elevate lived experience as data, and better protect the 

health and economic security of African American/Black mothers and their families. 

AI: 

(Rewrite suggestion) These insights support positive social change by informing policy 

and workplace practice improvements that expand protections for part-time workers. 

They strengthen clear access to leave information and supports, elevate lived experience 

as data, and better protect the health and economic security of African American/Black 

mothers and their families. 

Date(s): May 28, 2025 

Me:  

I asked for help drafting and revising Chapter 5 sections (Interpretation of Findings and 

Chapter Summary) using Systems Theory and the Afrocentric Paradigm as my guiding 

frameworks. 

AI provided the following support: 

• Supported synthesis of key findings into clear statements. 

• Connected findings back to Systems Theory and the Afrocentric Paradigm for 

alignment and consistency. 

• Reorganized content for better readability: from themes → meaning → 

implications 

• Reduced repetition by recommending combining overlapping interpretations. 
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Date(s): May 28, 2025 

Me: 

Drafted and revised Chapter 5 sections (Interpretation of Findings and Chapter Summary) 

using Systems Theory and the Afrocentric Paradigm. 

AI: 

Supported synthesis and refinement of interpretation language and chapter summary 

structure while maintaining academic alignment and dissertation tone. 

AI recommendation included the following: 

• Use clear subheadings to organize interpretation (themes → meaning → system 

implications). 

• Tie each key finding to the theoretical framework to demonstrate analytical 

consistency. 

• Avoid repetition by combining closely related insights into single interpretive 

statements. 

• Maintain a balance between participant voice and scholarly interpretation. 

• Close the chapter with actionable implications and a forward-looking statement. 

Date(s): May 28, 2025 (continuation of engagement) 

Me: 

My dissertation chair said that my conclusion in chapter 5 of my dissertation is too short. 

keep what I have but help me with suggestions to expound on it, using my advocacy 

voice a bit more. I will provide the conclusion and recommendations above it, below, for 
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some context of what I closed out with. I want to keep my writing style, what I have here 

and what you know about my dissertation, but I need to expand the conclusion and make 

it dope! The following are my recommendations as they read now in my dissertation, 

calls to action, and social change implications, detailing where to go next, given what is 

now known through narrative inquiry and analysis, the FMLA policy, for many, offers 

symbolic protection rather than practical support.  

Fix the system, the people are not the issue: Protect black women! 

The strong black woman framework emerged in recent years shining more direct 

light on the needs and nuances present in the lives of black women. It is seen as a badge 

to be worn with pride but is multilayered in the impact and effects it takes on black 

women and the system constructs that enforces it in a way that shows up harmful (Davis 

and Jones, 2021). At the core is oppression that is justified by placing unrealistic 

expectations at the door of black women through placement, role, perceived ability to be 

“strong” and to always “withstand,” and a lack of space for protection. It is a framework 

that pushes a narrative of “independence, self-sacrifice, and emotional silencing” as 

normative (Davis and Jones, 2021). 

When black women are told they are “strong and can withstand the effects” of 

hard moments, they believe it mentally and internalize it, also leaving themselves 

vulnerable or without the “basic tools that can sustain [them] such as coping skills, self-

care strategies, and social support.” “Black women must also reckon with the 
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psychological burden of the armor that was intended to protect us” (Davis and Jones, p. 

308). 

As the mothers recounted their lived experiences during interviews, the urgent 

need to address structural and systemic inequities rang loudly. Understanding the plight 

of African American mothers working part time without mandated job protections were 

highlighted through well-being deficiency, lack of support, being misinformed and 

silence showing up as suppression. “Low-income workers—disproportionately women 

and people of color—face the greatest barriers to accessing paid parental leave” (National 

Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 2). Furthermore, Black women experience 

maternal mental health conditions and various forms of systemic oppression (Matthews, 

Morgan, Davis, Estriplet, Perez, and Crear-Perry, 2021). 

To support, protect, and foster meaningful, equitable change for black women, 

especially African American/Black mothers we need to: 

• Increase access to and create opportunities for mental health and holistic well-

being in workplace environments, educational spaces, and community. 

• Make sure these women are at the table or at least their experiences raised at the 

table to drive policy change and reform  

• Encourage affinity spaces that forge community movements which bring social 

awareness, support, structural changes. 

• Federal and local funding are necessary to drive changes for these 

women/mothers.  
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• Celebrate and elevate their lived experiences as data informed focal points. 

All call to be more informed! 

More research is needed to inform the continuing debates at the state and federal 

level over expansions in access to paid family and medical leave benefits” (Boyens and 

Smalligan, p. 16). 

Research reveals that offering employee benefits “aids employers by attracting the 

best hob candidates and preventing health-related absences disruptive to 

workflow…however, [employee benefits] is an expensive undertaking for employers. For 

this reason, some employers classify their workers as “independent contractors” instead 

of “employees” to avoid paying employee benefits” (Gelinne, 2021). 

With this knowledge base and the consequence that follow in unfair treatment and 

employment practices being informed promotes accountability and revs up support for 

policy reform. FMLA still offers twelve weeks of job protected leave, within a twelve-

month span based on family or personal reasons…coverage is still not universal and still 

does not protect or cover part-time employment or non-fulltime classifications. Recent 

data reveals that, 

About thirty-four million people, do not qualify for FMLA leave. Among those 

who do not qualify, low-wage workers, women, and workers of color are 

disproportionately represented compared to the boarder population…even employees that 

do qualify often fail to take it…they cannot afford leave without pay (Gelinne, 2021). 
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Author Gelinne, 2021, brings it full circle with this “must know” background 

reminder snapshot: 

• Before 1970, family protections were not prioritized, did not exist. 

• A 1973 case stirred things up by ruling that not providing disability benefits to a 

pregnant employee was not sex discrimination (General Electric Co. v Gilbert) 

• 1978 the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (PDA) was passed   

• 1985 a report outlining and studying the gaps in child and family welfare policy. 

This same year the Parental and Disability Leave Act (PDLA), the first to propose  

a national mandate for parent leave, with unpaid leave and job protections for 

childbearing short-term disability (Gelinne, 2021) 

• The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) made its debut and 

positively influenced more movement for FMLA. This sparked debate, 

amendments, and positionality on what should the FMLA include, who it would 

benefit and why. 

• 1990 the FMLA makes its way to President George H. W. Bush’s desk which was 

vetoed, ruling against a “national standard for employee benefits.”  

• After another veto and an election, incoming President Bill Clinton signed the 

FMLA into law 

• Still offers twelve weeks of job protected leave, within a twelve-month span 

based on family or personal reasons…coverage is still not universal  
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Create and overhaul and enact policies that meet and address the need for 

mandated, equitable protections! 

Since the inception of FMLA policy makers “grapple with whether to make leave 

paid or unpaid” … or reforming policy and owning “the task of building a new 

entitlement program from the ground up” (Gelinne, p.2529). 

Update federal policy to included qualitative experiential data as a part of 

justification and enactment  There has been movement toward more equitable and 

supportive FMLA policies in many states, like California and New Jersey, (Boyens and 

Smalligan, 2022) but not as a collective for the entire nation. “Only 13 states and the 

District of Columbia have enacted paid family leave legislation, and even among those, 

eligibility requirements vary widely” (National Council on Family Relations, 2024, p. 1). 

In the pursuit to accommodate the needs of all, particularly accommodating the needs to 

mothers working part time in a way that “sees” them, their needs and meet those needs 

with accommodations that support their personal and professional livelihood should be a 

mandate for federal and reflective in workplace cultures and environments across all 

employment sectors. This should also include a close look at other classifications such as 

independent contractors and protecting those individuals as well.  

In 2021 the Biden administration presented proposals to create/revise a paid 

family leave policy under the American Families Plan (AFP), which was among other 

proposals and tax credits to enact paid leave and move the needle in the right direction. 

Ultimately the needle didn’t move enough to address the modifications to the 
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qualifications to receive paid leave or show promise for further progression. Other 

policies introduced  that same year were the Family and Medical Insurance Leave Act 

(FAMILY), Building an Economy for Families Act and Build Back better Act (BBB) 

(Boyens and Smalligan, 2022). Explicit naming of part-time coverage was not addressed 

across all proposals, and some would seemingly cater to a full-time work classification 

for eligibility.  While the BBB was passed, it provided lessor qualifying reasons for 

taking and receiving leave, covering similar needs such as childbirth, adoption, personal 

and family member illnesses but had loopholes and missed coverage opportunities for 

military families or other varying reasons for leave for instance. Additionally, some of 

these proposals were in addition to the FMLA and not a replacement. Job protection was 

ultimately left untouched due to budgetary concerns and constraints (Boyens and 

Smalligan, 2022). There was also inconsistency in the proposal plans  and the those that 

sought to collaborate with employers to allow external protections separate from internal 

paid family and medical leave offerings (Boyens and Smalligan, 2022). 

“As a result of structural gaps, the FMLA fails to provide financial coverage for 

millions of Americans taking leave for family and medical reasons”  (Gelinne, p. 2537) 

Black women must rest, especially black mothers.  

“It is a way to refuel, reflect, and renew, and redirect energy for better outcomes” 

(Davis and Jones, p. 310). 

The strong black woman framework (SBW) is an informant and call to action 

publication that address the need to systemically change the way society views black 
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women, in a way that foster inclusion and attends to restore than further box or cause 

harm. The social implication of humanizing black women, will support the lived 

experiences and truths of black mothers who work part time and positively influence the 

change needed, Why? Because we would be looking through a relational, humanistic lens 

and not a bias one… I am thinking of policy makers especially. To do this, we need 

societal change on a grand scale. 

Allyship is essential and critical to evolution  

It is “an active, arduous, and consistent practice” (Davis and Jones, p. 315). 

Black mothers working part-time need allyship in this fight to shift policy to 

promote them being a part of the current protections and a catalyst for the advancement 

of protections that support universal paid family and medical leave for all who need it, 

with no barrier o placed on classification, race, gender, or abilities. Allyship begins with 

listening  and learning from historical mishaps, “to look back and learn from history” 

(Gelinne, p. 2515). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the need to stay home, take care of 

home, including children, and work from home for financial stability elevated the need to 

collectively consider the benefits of Paid Family Medical Leave (PFML). The need and 

lack was heightened in the same breath. “Before COVID-19, the United States was the 

only highly-developed country in the world without a national PFML policy” (Gelinne, p. 

2517) and relied still on FMLA 1993 standards). There was a PFML passed temporarily 

for one year in 2020 that showed any promise but sparked debate and movements that are 

present today and the implementation of a federal policy will require expansive allyship 
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of those who need the benefits from those who may only offer support and advocacy 

because it meets the needs of fellow American individuals and families.  

New groups and advocates have emerged since the initial inception of the FMLA 

policy. Nine states have prioritized paid family and medical leave but still with set 

parameters that do not support the women represented in chapter four. Today’s climate 

still has much division and dissention however, diversity in rights and needs are worth 

fighting for. With bipartisan support, advocates and agents for change can “deploy the 

same strategy” used during the FMLA inception era of centering family as a catalyst 

(Gelinne, 2021). Garner support, build a coalition and push for policy reform in a way 

that centers humanity and production outcomes, needs over numbers, survivability over 

systems. 

Implications 

Becoming a data informed society, that measures and properly analyzes 

experiential data regularly equates to making spaces at tables and in the case of this study 

within policy. This means policies will support all individuals in the labor movement, 

particularly African American mothers who at times might choose part time work due to 

balance personal, or profession means or by circumstances beyond their control. 

Whatever the reasoning might be, protecting them from a federal level through policy, 

will trickle into employment protections by setting a standard and model. It will promote 

lived experiences as equal partners in the “why” for FMLA policy reform and 

advancement of universal paid leave programs which will address systemic barriers 
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currently in place, moving the needle in the right direction to ensure proper care, 

consideration for their needs and rightful place in societal protections. 

Conclusion 

Balancing all the things: caregiving, economic constraints, wellness challenges, 

misinformation or missed information on protections, and major life transitions without 

structural support, their stories revealed the individual weights they carried but also the 

connected and unfortunate commonality of their struggles. The challenges extend beyond 

the personal and what emerged is how the current system of job protections and leave 

policies leaves mothers, particularly part-time and single mothers, out of the equation 

entirely. The current policy infrastructure is not designed with their realities in mind and 

until it is, mothers like them, will continue to carry the weight of systemic failures and 

missing links. 

AI (suggestions to strengthen and expand chapter/conclusion): 

• Revisit the opening line 

o Keep your “balancing all the things” phrasing (it’s powerful and humanizing), 

but expand it by briefly naming what that balancing reveals about systemic 

design. 

o Use this to transition from individual narratives to structural implications. 

• Add a reflective bridge paragraph 



150 

 

o Insert 2–3 sentences reflecting on what the findings mean beyond the data—

how they challenge assumptions, expose policy gaps, or shift understanding of 

what “job protection” truly is. 

• Elevate the advocacy tone 

o Explicitly name what must change and who must act: policymakers, 

employers, and communities. 

o Include verbs of action—“must reimagine,” “must center,” “must commit”—to 

make the conclusion forward-moving. 

• Humanize the policy implications 

o Bring the women’s voices back in here—refer to their stories as living 

evidence of policy failure and potential. 

• Connect to your frameworks 

o Tie back to Systems Theory and the Afrocentric Paradigm: 

▪ How do they help us see interconnectedness between work, family, and 

social systems? 

▪ How does an Afrocentric lens reposition Black mothers as knowledge 

holders and leaders in reform, not just subjects of study? 

• Deepen the call to collective accountability 

o Emphasize that reform is not just a government issue but a societal one—

employers, legislators, and advocates all share responsibility. 
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o Suggest “allyship” as a bridge concept here: restate it as a practical next step, 

not just a value. 

• Add a “why it matters now” statement 

o Tie the urgency to current national discourse on paid leave, gender equity, or 

racial justice. 

o Remind the reader that timing matters—the data and narratives you present are 

catalysts for change. 

• Offer a hope-based closing 

o End on a tone of possibility and responsibility. 

o Move from critique to imagination—paint a picture of what could be if reforms 

were enacted. Example tone: “If we build policy rooted in humanity rather than 

hierarchy, we move closer to the promise of equity …” 

• Optional: Add a reflective personal or communal line 

o A short, memorable final sentence that ties your scholarly work to your 

advocacy identity. 

 


	The Stories of African American Mothers Working Part-time Without Mandated Job Protections
	Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 1
	Chapter 2: Literature Review 23
	Chapter 3: Research Method 63
	Chapter 4: Results 77
	Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 98
	References 116
	Appendix A: Interview Question Guide 135
	Appendix B: AI Engagement Reference Log 136
	Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
	Introduction
	Background
	Problem Statement
	Purpose of the Study
	Research Question
	Theoretical Framework
	Conceptual Framework
	Nature of the Study
	Definitions
	Assumptions
	Scope and Delimitations
	Limitations
	Significance
	Summary

	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	Introduction
	Literature Search Strategy
	Theoretical Foundation
	General System Theory
	A Systems Theory Approach to Systemic Racism

	Conceptual Framework
	Narrative Inquiry and the Afrocentric Paradigm

	Literature Review Related to Key Concepts
	The History of Part-time Work in the US and Women
	Family and Medical Leave Act
	Working, Labor Laws, and Racial Disparity
	African American/Black Women in the Workplace and Systemic Racism
	Systemic racism, Employment, and African American/Black women
	African American mothers and Part-time Work

	Summary and Conclusions

	Chapter 3: Research Method
	Introduction
	Research Design and Rationale
	Role of the Researcher
	Methodology
	Participant Selection
	Instrumentation
	Procedures For Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection
	Data Analysis Plan

	Issues of Trustworthiness
	Credibility
	Confirmability
	Transferability
	Dependability

	Ethical Procedure
	Summary

	Chapter 4: Results
	Introduction
	Setting
	Demographics
	Data Collection
	Data Analysis
	Evidence of Trustworthiness
	Credibility
	Transferability
	Dependability
	Confirmability

	Results
	Theme 1: Financial Strain
	Theme 2: Well-Being: Physical, Mental, Social Emotional
	Theme 3: Policy Limitations and Clarity
	Theme 4: Work-Life Balance and Support

	Summary

	Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
	Introduction
	Interpretation of the Findings
	Theme 1: Financial Strain (Financial Instability and Systemic Structures)
	Theme 2: Well-Being: Physical, Mental, Social Emotional (Well-Being and Unacknowledged Health Needs)
	Theme 3: Policy Limitations and Clarity (Policy Exclusion, Systemic Racism, Structural Inequity)
	Theme 4: Work-Life Balance and  Support ( Flexibility)
	A Deeper Dive
	Extending the Literature and Centering New Knowledge

	Limitations of the Study
	Recommendations
	Fix the system, the people are not the issue: Protect black women!
	All call to be more informed
	Create and overhaul and enact policies that meet and address the need for mandated, equitable protections!
	Black women must rest, especially black mothers.
	Allyship is essential and critical to evolution

	Implications
	Conclusion

	References
	Appendix A: Interview Question Guide
	Appendix B: AI Engagement Reference Log

