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Two-thirds of women report being more stressed or extremely stressed.
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It’s been a stressful year, to say the least, and women are suffering most. 

As the coronavirus pandemic wears on, about one in four workers say stress
is costing them an hour of work each day, and 21% said they lose up to two
hours per day.
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That’s according to Headspace, which polled about 2,500 workers in the U.S.
and U.K. as part of its “Headspace for Work: 2020 Mental Health Trends
Report.”

See Also

Between the Covid-19 pandemic, the associated economic fallout, and
ongoing protests and conversations regarding systemic racism and racial
injustice, it’s been a challenging year for our mental health. 

Americans are more likely than residents of other countries to experience
stress, anxiety and great sadness due to the pandemic, The Commonwealth
Fund has found. Former First Lady Michelle Obama recently mentioned she is
suffering from low-grade depression. 

Two-thirds of women polled by Headspace report being more stressed or
extremely stressed right now. 

The pandemic has been devastating for working women, whether they’ve
lost jobs, hours or wages, added remote learning or childcare duties to their
plates, or their frontline jobs put them at greater risk of contracting Covid-19.
A frustrating pandemic experience has some women ready to look for a new
job.

About 42% of workers have been diagnosed with depression or anxiety, and
the same percentage feel burned out, Headspace revealed. Three in 10
workers suspect they suffer from anxiety or depression. The Kaiser Family
Foundation has found pandemic-related stress has negatively affected mental
health for about half of American adults.
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School and day care closures due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic have increased caregiving responsibilities for working

parents. As a result, many have changed their work hours to

meet these growing demands. In this study, we use panel

data from the US Current Population Survey to examine

changes in mothers’ and fathers’ work hours from February

through April 2020, the period of time prior to the wide-

spread COVID-19 outbreak in the United States and

through its first peak. Using person-level fixed effects

models, we find that mothers with young children have

reduced their work hours four to five times more than

fathers. Consequently, the gender gap in work hours has

grown by 20–50 per cent. These findings indicate yet

another negative consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic,

highlighting the challenges it poses to women’s work hours

and employment.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally altered everyday ways of life across the globe. The direct health

implications of the pandemic are profound: hundreds of thousands have died and millions have tested positive

for COVID-19 (World Health Organization, 2020). Nearly every country has been hit. Beyond the disastrous

health consequences, the pandemic has also ravaged national economies with soaring unemployment and

work, school and day care closures. The rapid growth in unemployment in the United States happened at

unprecedented rates, with peak unemployment reaching 14.7 per cent in April. This is the highest rate since

1933 during the Great Depression (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). For workers fortunate enough to remain
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employed, time and financial pressures are particularly acute on top of caregiving responsibilities — especially for

those with children living at home. Working parents are simultaneously juggling paid work with caregiving

demands, but we know very little about how families are managing these incompatible tasks at this

unprecedented time.

In this article, we assess how dual-earner, heterosexual married couples with children have adjusted their work

time during the pandemic. This question is important as these couples must negotiate how to allocate childcare,

homeschooling and the increase in housework along with the demands of their employers. We test arguments that

the pandemic will help equalize certain aspects of gender equality as men increase their contributions to childcare

and household labour (Schulte, 2020). The care work involved in childrearing has historically fallen to mothers

(Thistle, 2006). Yet, stay-at-home orders incentivized many employers to allow workers to telecommute when able

to perform work at home. For men working from home, the invisible labour of childcare and housework may be

newly noticeable. Fathers cannot as easily ignore the demands of childcare when day care and schools are cancelled

and one’s temporary office also serves as children’s play space and virtual classroom. Among those who remain

employed during the pandemic, this may lead to greater equality in work hours. The increased visibility and the

heightened childcare demands brought by school and day care closures may lead men to make greater contributions

to family labour, particularly among those who are able to telecommute. Anecdotally, couples describe tackling

childcare workloads in shifts to allow each parent uninterrupted paid work time (Miller, 2020; Schulte, 2020). In this

article, we examine the role of telecommuting provisions in shaping parents’ working hours. It is possible that the

increased prevalence of telecommuting may facilitate greater equality in task-sharing and the gendered division of

labour at home. Thus, we pay careful attention to those couples who were the most likely to telecommute as the

pandemic spread. If the pandemic has equalized men’s and women’s caregiving and work contributions, we should

see no differences in work time for dual-earner telecommuting couples.

However, if fathers do not increase their household contributions, the pandemic may further exacerbate gender

gaps in childcare and housework at the cost of women’s work commitments. Previous research has shown that

women and men equally perceive domestic tasks needing to be done, but men are more likely to ignore these

responsibilities, leaving them to be done by women partners (Thébaud, Kornrich, & Ruppanner, 2019). From this per-

spective, the increased visibility of care work and housework may do little to motivate men’s contributions to family

labour. Instead, the loss of childcare support through day care and school may increase women’s unpaid domestic

labour, causing further disruptions to their jobs and work life. Thus, our main focus is on what happens to the gender

gap in work hours — whether it is static, narrows or widens — to empirically test arguments that the pandemic will

equalize gender relations in time use.

In this article, we analyse the most recent data from the US Current Population Survey (CPS) to examine

whether the pandemic is reshaping household gender relations or if long-standing patterns of gender inequality

are only becoming worse. We leverage the panel design of the CPS to examine whether and to what

extent mothers and fathers have cut back their work hours between February and April 2020 — the period of

time prior to the widespread COVID-19 outbreak and through its first peak in April, at which point most US

states were under stay-at-home orders. Focusing on differences between mothers and fathers to understand

whether work hours were reduced, we provide an initial test of whether parents are equally scaling back work

commitments to meet increased family care needs, or if mothers are reducing their hours of employment much

more than fathers.

Examining the full population of dual-earner and married heterosexual parents from February to April 2020, we

find that mothers of children aged less than 13 had a larger reduction in work hours than fathers during the COVID-

19 peak. Using person-level fixed effects models that control for stable characteristics of mothers and fathers, we

discover that mothers’ work hours fell over five times as much as fathers’ between March and April 2020. Mothers

scaled back their work hours by about 5 per cent (two hours a week), while fathers’ work hours remained largely

stable. To put this in context, this is nearly double the reduction in work hours experienced by women in the United
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States during the 2007–2009 Great Recession, where women’s weekly work hours fell by just over 30 minutes per

week (Landivar, 2012).

In addition to examining the general population of dual-earner married heterosexual parents, we also investigate

changes in work hours among a sample of parents where both mothers and fathers are employed in telecommuting-

capable occupations (those where at least 50 per cent of workers stated they were able to telecommute, as reported

by Alon, Doepke, Olmstead-Rumsey, & Tertilt, 2020).1 We examine this sub-population because these parents have

comparable working conditions that allow them to simultaneously perform paid work and childcare in their homes.2

Although we are unable to determine exactly which respondents in our data telecommuted, these individuals are the

most likely to have done so during the pandemic. Therefore, by focusing on this sub-group, we explore whether

working from home at a time of increased caregiving demands in the context of day care and school closures had an

equivalent impact on mothers’ and fathers’ work time.

Among telecommuting-capable parents with children aged 1 through 5, we find that the reduction in hours

worked per week between February and April is nearly 4.5 times larger for mothers than fathers. This indicates that

even when both parents are able to work from home and may be more directly exposed to childcare and housework

demands, mothers are scaling back to meet these responsibilities to a greater extent than fathers. Ultimately, our

analyses reveal that gender inequality in parents’ work hours has worsened during the pandemic amongst mothers

and fathers with young children, even among those who were able to telecommute.

This study provides early evidence that the pandemic has increased gender inequality in the labour force with

troubling consequences for mothers. Despite the increased necessity and visibility of domestic labour brought about

by school and work closures in the face of COVID-19, fathers appear to not have reduced their employment contri-

butions as much as mothers. Instead, mothers have scaled back their hours to meet new caregiving demands. Not

only does this mean that the gender gap in domestic labour is increasing, but it also highlights another mechanism

that may undermine women’s career advancement. Scaling back work hours is part of a ‘downward spiral’ that often

leads to labour force exits (Glass & Riley, 1998, p. 1426), as inflexible employers disallow changes to work hours or

penalize employees unable to meet work expectations in the face of growing care demands (Blair-Loy, 2003;

Stone, 2007). As states reopen and onsite work resumes, mothers may also be at higher risk for job loss as schools

and day cares may not reopen or resume normal schedules and employers will be facing a historic recession and may

look for ways to cost save. If women scale back their work hours but men do not in the pandemic’s aftermath, future

merit-based opportunities and pay rises may disproportionately benefit men whose work commitments remained

high during the pandemic. The future is unknown, but our results indicate mothers are bearing the brunt of the pan-

demic and may face long-term employment penalties as a consequence. For this reason, it is critical for employers,

managers and other leaders to recognize the gendered implications of the pandemic on workers to avoid this conse-

quential mistake: the loss of women workers.

2 | DATA

We used individual-level data from the CPS, accessed through the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Flood,

King, Rodgers, Ruggles, & Warren, 2020). The CPS is the most comprehensive source of data for monthly labour sta-

tistics in the United States. Each month, approximately 60,000 households are surveyed from all 50 states and the

District of Columbia. Sampled households are included for four consecutive months, omitted for eight months, then

surveyed again for four consecutive months. Respondents are restricted to the civilian population aged 16 years or

older who do not reside in institutionalized settings. We use data spanning February through April 2020 in order to

examine the period of time prior to the COVID-19 outbreak in the United States through its first peak in April, at

which point most states were under social distancing guidelines that included work stoppages, telecommuting orders

(when possible) and stay-at-home mandates.
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We use two analytical samples to examine gender differences in hours worked from February through April

2020. First, we examine the full population of those who remained employed in jobs with regular hours during the

past year. This sample includes only heterosexual married parents where both were employed because we are inter-

ested in gender dynamics occurring within families. To control for stable respondent characteristics (discussed

below), we leveraged the panel component of the CPS and restricted our sample to respondents who were consecu-

tively surveyed in February, March and April. We also excluded respondents who did not work at all in the past week

and top-coded work hours at 60.3 This sample provides a representative and inclusive set of households in the

United States where gender dynamics may be observed to test whether the conditions of the pandemic have

increased or decreased gender inequality between mothers and fathers.

We also make use of a second analytical sample that restricts respondents to mothers and fathers with compara-

ble work settings. In addition to the characteristics noted above, we limit this second sample to only respondents

where both married mothers and married fathers were employed in telecommuting-capable occupations. This allows

us to test how household gender dynamics play out in settings where spouses are under similar working conditions

and where the work of childcare and housework is equally visible to both parents. We identify telecommuting occu-

pations as those where at least 50 per cent of workers stated they were able to telecommute, as reported by Alon

et al.’s (2020) analysis of American Time Use Survey data from 2017 to 2018. These occupations are reported in

Table 1.

We split each sample into three groups according to the age of the youngest child: 1 through 5, 6 through

12 and 13 through 17. This allows us to account for the ways that the demands of schooling and childcare differ by

children’s age. We omit parents of children under one year old as these individuals may be on parental leave. The

CPS is a household survey, and all parents in the same home are included in the data. Therefore, our sample of het-

erosexual married couples has an equal number of mothers and fathers. In total, our sample includes: 7296 person-

months (2432 respondents), 2388 (796 respondents) with children aged 1 through 5, 2928 (976 respondents) with

children aged 6 through 12 and 1980 (660 respondents) with children aged 13 through 17. Among those employed

in telecommuting-capable occupations, our sample includes 2808 person-months (936 respondents), 1140

(380 respondents) with children aged 1 through 5, 990 (330 respondents) with children aged 6 through 12 and

678 (226 respondents) with children aged 13 through 17.

For each subsample, we examine changes in work hours from month to month to infer whether the pandemic

and associated day care and school closures were associated with a greater work disruption to mothers or fathers.

We expect reductions in work hours to be smaller for parents whose youngest child is older than 12, as these chil-

dren are usually more independent. In contrast, work-hour reductions are likely the most pronounced among parents

with children younger than six years old who require close supervision. We also anticipate that parents of children

aged 6 through 12 will have a larger reduction in work hours compared with parents of older children due to

homeschooling demands that require parental involvement, as opposed to the more self-guided homeschooling

approaches for older children.

TABLE 1 List of telecommuting occupations, as identified by Alon et al. (2020)

Life, physical and social science occupations

Arts, design, entertainment, sports and media

Management, business, science and arts

Legal

Business operations specialists

Architecture and engineering

Financial specialists

Computer and mathematical
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3 | ANALYTIC STRATEGY

To test whether changes in work hours are similar for mothers and fathers with the onset of the pandemic, we run a

series of fixed effects regression models predicting the number of hours respondents worked in the past week.

Leveraging the panel design of the CPS that consecutively surveyed a set of respondents in each month, we include

person-level fixed effects controlling for unobserved person-level characteristics that may be associated with work

hours. This approach effectively models within-person changes in hours worked during the period of study.

We use hours worked in the past week as our dependent variable because we are interested in disturbances to

paid work related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Hours worked last week should show more immediate pandemic-

related changes than the alternative work-hour measure, usual hours worked. Our focal independent variable is month,

capturing changes in work hours from February to March and April. Coefficients for this predictor shed light on how

work hours changed from the month prior to the widespread COVID-19 outbreak in the United States, to its expan-

sion in March, and its first peak in April. Our models include three additional covariates to control for additional chang-

ing person-level characteristics. First, we control for reported usual hours worked per week over the past year to

account for job commitments prior to the pandemic. Including this control variable allows us to focus on the degree to

which recent work hours deviated from usual work hours as a result of the pandemic. Two additional control variables

measure whether respondents changed occupations or industries between months included in our sample period.

We report six independent fixed effects regression models for each subsample, predicting work hours in the past

week independently for mothers and fathers, and for parents of children aged 1–5, 6–12 and 13–17. This allows us

to simultaneously model the changes in work hours for mothers and fathers while also accounting for variation in

the effects of control variables between these sub-populations. We then conduct Hausman tests to determine

whether the changes in work hours associated with each month significantly differ between mothers and fathers.

In the results section, we first report trends for the full sample of employed heterosexual married couples to

illustrate patterns across a wider population. Then, we explore the subsample of parents where both are employed in

telecommuting-capable occupations as a test of how work hours have changed under the pandemic among parents

with similar employment obligations that allow for household and caregiving tasks to be equally visible and accessible

to mothers and fathers.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Employed married parents

Table 2 reports the results of the fixed effects models for the sample of CPS parents in heterosexual marriages with

both parents employed during the period of study. In addition, Figure 1 illustrates predicted work hours and the gen-

der gap in hours worked calculated from these fixed effects models. In general, we observe differences between

mothers and fathers in hours worked across all groups of parents and in all months of data. Even prior to the pan-

demic, mothers worked between four and five hours less per week than fathers. Mothers and fathers of older chil-

dren aged 13 through 17 tended to put in slightly more hours than parents with younger children, consistent with

the fact that older children are more independent and parents may be at a more advanced career stage, requiring

more work hours.

Examining differences between months, we find little significant change in work hours from February to March,

suggesting that the effects of the pandemic were not felt as acutely by that time.4 By April, however, the pandemic

and associated day care/school closures were in full swing, and our results indicate significant reductions in work

hours, particularly for mothers. Mothers of younger children aged 1–5, those aged 6–12 and older children aged

13–17 each experienced a reduction of between 1.5 and 2 hours worked per week between February and April. The

smallest reduction in work hours was among mothers with older children, while the largest is observed among
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mothers with children aged 6 through 12, whose work hours declined by nearly two hours. These findings suggest

that the homeschooling demands of these younger, primary school-aged children have contributed to mothers’

reduced work hours. Mothers of children aged 1–5 also scaled back their work hours by 1.8 hours, suggesting that

the caregiving demands of young children also subtract from mothers’ work time.

In contrast to mothers’ work-hour reductions, we observed very little change in fathers’ weekly work hours.

Only among those with older children aged 13 through 17 did fathers’ work hours show a significant reduction,

declining by about 1.2 hours. Although work-hour demands tend to increase among older parents, so does flexibility

and authority, and fathers of older children may be higher in the occupational hierarchy and thus have the power to

reduce work time (Landivar, 2017). Interestingly, we did not observe a significant change in work hours among

fathers of younger children, despite the fact that the caregiving and homeschooling demands for these children are

much greater. Across all models, fathers’ predicted work hours did not fall below 40 hours per week, indicating that

while the pandemic had a major toll on all aspects of society, most fathers in heterosexual, dual-earner households

continued to put in a full work week. Financial stress and the need to protect primary earners, most often fathers,

may have instead exacerbated gender inequality in the division of paid and unpaid labour.

Comparing mothers’ and fathers’ work hours, Hausman tests confirm that the reduction in work hours between

February and April was significantly larger for mothers than fathers among parents with children aged 1–5 and chil-

dren aged 6–12. Consequently, the gender gap in hours worked grew during the COVID-19 pandemic. In February,

mothers of children aged 6–12 were predicted to work about 4.7 hours less than fathers of children this age. By

F IGURE 1 Gender gap in hours worked
among married, employed parents. Source.
Current Population Survey, February, March
and April 2020 [Colour figure can be viewed
at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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April, this gap grew by one third to 6.3 hours. Similarly, among parents with young children aged 1–5, the gender gap

in hours worked grew from 4.9 hours in February to 6.2 hours in April. This constitutes an increase of over 25 per

cent in the gender gap in hours worked. To put this in context, the gender gap in work hours declined by nearly

45 minutes during the 2007–2009 recession (Landivar, 2012), whereas between the short period of February to

April 2020, this gap increased by one hour and 18 minutes for parents with children aged 1–5 and one hour and

36 minutes for parents with children aged 6–12.

These trends indicate that the pandemic is exacerbating gender inequality. Mothers appear to be taking on a

larger burden of childcare and homeschooling at the expense of paid work time, as evidenced by their larger reduc-

tion in work hours compared with fathers. It is possible, however, that the trends observed in Figure 1 and Table 2

may partly reflect gender differences in work-hour reductions set by employers in onsite jobs that have experienced

cutbacks (e.g., work-hour reductions in retail and food services). Thus, our next set of models apply fixed effects to

predict changes in work hours among telecommuting-capable parents where both are able to work from home and

may be less vulnerable to involuntary cuts to work hours.

4.2 | Telecommuting-capable married parents

Table 3 reports the results of fixed effects models examining within-person change in hours worked among parents

employed in telecommuting-capable occupations.5 Corresponding to these results, Figure 2 illustrates the predicted

F IGURE 2 Gender gap in hours worked
among heterosexual parents, both
employed in telecommuting-capable
occupations. Source. Current Population
Survey, February, March and April 2020
[Colour figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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weekly hours worked from these models for mothers and fathers as well as the calculated gender gap in hours

worked by youngest child’s age. Our findings are consistent with those observed in the more inclusive sample. How-

ever, the predicted changes to work hours are not nearly as large among mothers and fathers with older children

aged 13–17. Among parents of younger children, we find that the reduction in hours worked between February and

April is between 4 and 4.5 times larger for mothers than fathers. In households where the youngest child is aged

6–12, Table 3 reports a reduction of 1.5 work hours per week for mothers and 0.4 hours per week for fathers

between February and April. Although the coefficients for these monthly differences are non-significant, the effect

size for mothers is similar to what was observed in the more inclusive sample of working parents (Table 2). Among

parents with young children aged 1–5, we find that mothers in telecommuting-capable occupations had a statistically

significant reduction of 2.6 work hours between February and April, a change of about 7 per cent in weekly hours

worked. In contrast, changes in fathers’ work hours during this period were non-significant and predicted to be about

30 minutes, a difference of about 1 per cent. Viewed together, these findings indicate that mothers with young chil-

dren reduced their hours over four times as much as fathers. Hausman tests confirm that the reduction in work hours

was significantly larger for mothers than fathers.

Our examination of parents where both were capable of telecommuting during the pandemic suggests that the

increased visibility of care work did not result in fathers’ increased participation in caregiving. Instead, the greater

childcare and family demands brought on by day care and school closures throughout the pandemic appear to have

caused a major reduction in work hours for mothers, while fathers’ work commitments were relatively unchanged.

5 | CONCLUSION

In this article, we identify how the pandemic impacted dual-earner parents’ employment. The results indicate that,

overall, mothers have reduced work time significantly more than fathers. This is especially true for those with pri-

mary school-age or younger children in the home for whom caregiving and homeschooling demands are most

intense. Drawing upon the reports of dual-earner, married heterosexual couples, our results indicate that mothers’

work hours are more vulnerable to reductions than fathers’ when both are employed. Telecommuting may have buff-

ered mothers from more extensive job loss as schools and day cares closed. Yet, amongst telecommuters, mothers

with young children in the home (ages 1–5) report work time reductions. This is perhaps not surprising since the

physical caregiving demands of preschool children are unrelenting. However, it is important to note that our sample

includes couples where both parents are telecommuting and thus have similar working conditions. We know that

young children are more likely to disrupt mothers’ sleep and leisure than fathers’ (Maume, Sebastian, & Bardo, 2010).

Even in US households where parents aim for equal parenting, it’s typical that for children, ‘If something needs to get

fixed, mom is the name they know’ (Collins, 2020, p. 21). Under COVID-19 conditions, paid work may provide

another arena through which young children fragment mothers’ more than fathers’ employment time. Given the

long-term economic rewards associated with paid work, this article identifies one mechanism through which the pan-

demic is exacerbating gender inequalities.

Our results indicate that mothers’ employment is disproportionately affected relative to fathers’. It is beyond the

scope of this article to identify whether mothers’ work-hour reductions are a consequence of their assuming a

larger share of the domestic work (see Miller, 2020), employers’ greater time demands on fathers than mothers, or

whether in times of crisis families tend to revert to more traditional gender roles in the household division of labour.

What is clear from robust government-collected data is that the pandemic is driving mothers to scale back

employment.

The long-term consequences of this health and economic shock are not yet known. We may see that mothers

are able to increase their work time when children return to day care and schools reopen. We are cautious about this

optimism as employers will be looking for ways to save money and it may be at the expense of mothers who have

already weakened their labour market attachment. Furthermore, schools may not reopen on full schedules and many

10 COLLINS ET AL.



day care facilities may have ceased operations or operate on reduced capacity (Malik, Hamm, Lee, Davis, &

Sojourner, 2020). Childcare demands and increased homeschooling expectations are likely to linger in many states

into the next school year. To avoid long-term losses in women’s labour force participation, employers should offer

flexibility to keep mothers attached to employment, including allowing employees to work shorter hours. Further,

fathers should be encouraged to provide more hours of care for their children, which may mean sacrificing paid work

hours to do so.
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ENDNOTES
1 Alon et al.’s (2020) identification of telecommuting-capable occupations used data from the 2017–2018 American Time

Use Survey. The CPS data we analyse in this study does not include questions on whether respondents telecommuted.

Therefore, our use of previously identified telecommuting-capable occupations provides the closest approximation for

analysing households with parents who have telecommuted during the pandemic.
2 Telecommuting occupations are defined broadly, therefore, it is possible that women and men are in different jobs within

the same occupational category with varying access to telecommuting. Nonetheless, focusing on occupations that have

been defined as telecommuting-capable is particularly relevant in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic when

telecommuting was necessary for many workers. In addition, these occupational definitions for telecommuting are the

closest measure of telecommuting we can use in our data.
3 Work hours were top-coded to 60 due to the outsized influence of a few outlier observations in this small sample. Top-

coding to 60 hours a week retained 98 per cent of the sample.
4 The reference week in CPS is the week that includes the 12th of the month. Many stay-at-home orders and school clo-

sures did not go into effect until mid- to late-March.
5 As noted above, we define telecommuting-capable occupations according to Alon et al.’s analysis of 2017–2018 American

Time Use Survey data. Due to stay-at-home orders, telecommuting became much more common during the COVID-19

pandemic and likely included a wider range of occupations. We are unable to specifically identify respondents who

telecommuted in our data. Therefore, we use occupations previously identified as telecommuting-capable because these

are the most likely to have transitioned to full-time telecommuting during the pandemic.
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Pandemic Could Scar a Generation of Working Mothers
Working from home has highlighted and compounded the heavier domestic burden borne by women. Now
office reopenings may force new career sacrifices.

By Patricia Cohen and Tiffany Hsu

Published June 3, 2020 Updated June 30, 2020

Working during the pandemic has meant very different things for Virginia Dressler and for her husband,
Brandon.

As Mr. Dressler, a delivery driver, continued his routes near their home in Newbury, Ohio, Ms. Dressler spent
her days caring for their 3-year-old twins. Only after her husband came home at 6 p.m. could she turn to her
job as a digital projects librarian at Kent State University, finishing her eight-hour shift from home about 2
a.m.

Later, Mr. Dressler was furloughed and took over some of the child-care responsibilities. But now, with the
economy reopening, the prospect of being summoned back to campus fills Ms. Dressler with more anxiety:
Day care centers are just starting to reopen, with restrictions, so who will take care of their children? “All of
these things are spinning around in my head,” she said. “We’re trying to come up with Plan A, Plan B and
Plan C.”

As the pandemic upends work and home life, women have carried an outsized share of the burden, more
likely to lose a job and more likely to shoulder the load of closed schools and day care. For many working
mothers, the gradual reopening won’t solve their problems, but compound them — forcing them out of the
labor force or into part-time jobs while increasing their responsibilities at home.

The impact could last a lifetime, reducing their earning potential and work opportunities.

“We could have an entire generation of women who are hurt,” Betsey Stevenson, a professor of economics
and public policy at the University of Michigan, said of pregnant women and working mothers whose
children are too young to manage on their own. “They may spend a significant amount of time out of the
work force, or their careers could just peter out in terms of promotions.”

Women who drop out of the work force to take care of children often have trouble getting back in, and the
longer they stay out, the harder it is.

The economic crisis magnifies the downsides. Wage losses are much more severe and enduring when they
occur in recessions, and workers who lose jobs now are likely to have less secure employment in the future.

“Even the limited gains made in the past decades are at risk of being rolled back,” a recent report from the
United Nations on the impact of the coronavirus on women warned.

https://nyti.ms/2U7MHAr
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The setback comes at a striking moment. In February, right before the outbreak began to spread in the
United States, working women passed a rare milestone — making up more than half of the nation’s civilian
nonfarm labor force. Still, they do a disproportionate share of the work at home. Among married couples who
work full time, women provide close to 70 percent of child care during standard working hours, according to
recent economic research. That burden has been supersized as schools and other activities shut down and
help from cleaning services and babysitters has been curtailed.

“This pandemic has exposed some weaknesses in American society that were always there,” said Ms.
Stevenson, a former chief economist at the U.S. Labor Department, “and one of them is the incomplete
transition of women into truly equal roles in the labor market.”

Parents in the United States have nearly doubled the time they were spending on education and household
tasks before the coronavirus outbreak, to 59 hours per week from 30, with mothers spending 15 hours more
on average than fathers, according to a report from Boston Consulting Group. Even before the pandemic,
women with children were more likely than men to be worried about their performance reviews at work and
their mental well-being and to be sleeping fewer hours.

The inequities that existed before are now “on steroids,” said Claudia Goldin, an economics professor at
Harvard University. And since workplaces tend to reward hours logged, she said, women are at a further
disadvantage. “As work opens up, husbands have an edge,” Ms. Goldin said, and if the husband works more,
the wife is going to have to work less.

Ellen Kuwana, 51, was working 32 hours a week at her dream job, doing scientific communications for biotech
companies through a strategic communications firm, as well as putting in up to 15 hours a week as a
freelance science editor.

How can we help you lead a better, more fulfilling life at home during the pandemic?

Ask us a question or tell us what’s on your mind.

The pandemic, though, meant her husband, a pediatric pulmonologist and professor in Seattle, was working
more than his usual 80-hour work weeks. Her 17-year-old daughter had to take her Advanced Placement
exams and college tours online, and her 19-year-old daughter came home from the University of California,
Los Angeles. Ms. Kuwana has been buying groceries for her parents, who have been in lockdown in their
independent living facility. She also began running a volunteer effort that has delivered more than 12,000
meals to front-line workers.

Submit a question

http://faculty.wcas.northwestern.edu/~mdo738/research/Alon_Doepke_Olmstead-Rumsey_Tertilt_COVID_2020.pdf
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/helping-working-parents-ease-the-burden-of-covid-19.aspx
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In April, Ms. Kuwana quit her job, the best-paying work she’s ever had. She was spending more than eight
hours a day hunched over her laptop at her kitchen table for work, and then another six hours for the
volunteer effort, which she did not want to abandon. The effort aggravated the tendinitis in her right elbow.

“It’s a crazy time to quit a job, but it was a lot: the same workload, but the work conditions had changed, the
level of anxiety had changed and so had the amount of distraction,” she said. “I had to get to the point where I
admitted to myself that I couldn’t do it all.”

“But so much of my identity is tied up with my professional work that it was hard for me to let that go,” she
added.

Family responsibilities as well as lower wages have always pushed women in and out of the work force.
Women often leave or lose jobs to care for a sick child or aging relative. Meager wages make the work-home
trade-off harder to justify, even if the loss of a second paycheck may lower a family’s standard of living. In
countries that offer more comprehensive support for families — like Germany, France, Canada and Sweden
— a significantly larger proportion of women are in the labor force.

And with day care centers and summer camps closed, and health concerns lingering about grandparents and
others who often make up the informal network of backstop child care, some working women will have no
choice but to give up a job. Nor is it clear whether schools will open on a regular routine rather than
staggered or part-time schedules when the fall term begins.

For single mothers, the pressure is intense.

Karin Ann Smith’s paycheck barely covered her expenses when she was working as a contractor for the U.S.
Department of Education. She had medical bills for her 13-year-old son, who has a condition that leaves him
constantly fatigued and pained, as well as student loans for her two graduate degrees and $1,650 a month in
rent for an apartment in Jupiter, Fla.

After Ms. Smith, 52, was laid off in mid-March, she was often so overwhelmed that she hid in her bathroom
with the shower running to catch her breath. She did not receive unemployment insurance until two months
after applying, and then only after sending messages to every state employment worker she could find on
LinkedIn. Her landlord threatened to evict her until she wangled rent assistance from the county. Her $500 in
savings quickly evaporated, and she applied for food stamps and sold some old toys on Facebook, even
taking small donations from sympathetic strangers on Twitter.

Ms. Smith does not expect to find another job before the fall — long after she exhausts her unemployment
benefits. “It’s just too intense — I’ve thought about nothing else,” she said. “There’s no help. There’s no break.
When you’re worried about keeping a roof over your heads, when it’s something that fundamental, you can’t
worry about anything else, like whether your career is on track or your résumé is good.”

Despite the miserable choices facing many working mothers, several economists retain hopes that the
increased pressure on families could — over the long term — force structural and cultural changes that could
benefit women: a better child care system; more flexible work arrangements; even a deeper appreciation of
the sometimes overwhelming demands of managing a household with children by partners stranded at home
for the first time.

“We find that men who can work from home do about 50 percent more child care than men who cannot,” said
Matthias Doepke, an economist at Northwestern University and a co-author of a recent study on the
disproportionately negative effect of the coronavirus outbreak on women. “This may ultimately promote
gender equality in the labor market.”
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Companies like Salesforce, PepsiCo, Uber and Pinterest recently signed a pledge to offer more flexibility and
resources for working parents, and many businesses have softened their stances on telecommuting.
Staggered shifts and less business travel are also likely to become more common.

“The effects of this shock” — both good and bad — “are likely to outlast the actual epidemic,” Mr. Doepke
said.

In the near term, though, there is little relief in sight for working mothers.

Mallory McMaster and her husband had intensely demanding jobs — she ran a communications firm in
Cleveland, he worked for a start-up. Their 2-year-old son, Arlo, has been going to day care since he was 5
weeks old.

But for the past two months, Ms. McMaster, 33, has worked from 3 to 8 a.m., then juggled her son and her job
until noon, when her husband takes over parenting. As her clients begin returning to their offices, she is
struggling to keep up.

“Everyone’s scheduling all of these calls and meetings and planning sessions because they want to hit the
ground running,” she said. “This would be a great time for businesses like mine to scale up, but I don’t have
the time to find new clients, to update my website, because I don’t have child care. It’s hindering me in a lot of
ways that are going to last much longer than the shutdown.”

https://www.investinparents.com/
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Parents Got More Time Off. Then the Backlash Started.
Pandemic policies at tech companies have created a rift between parents offered more benefits and resentful workers who donʼt have
children.

By Daisuke Wakabayashi and Sheera Frenkel

Sept. 5, 2020

OAKLAND, Calif. — When the coronavirus closed schools and child care centers and turned American parenthood into a multitasking
nightmare, many tech companies rushed to help their employees. They used their comfortable profit margins to extend workers new
benefits, including extra time off for parents to help them care for their children.

It wasn’t long before employees without children started to ask: What about us?

At a recent companywide meeting, Facebook employees repeatedly argued that work policies created in response to Covid-19 “have
primarily benefited parents.” At Twitter, a fight erupted on an internal message board after a worker who didn’t have children at home
accused another employee, who was taking a leave to care for a child, of not pulling his weight.

When Salesforce announced that it was offering parents six weeks of paid time off, most employees applauded. But one Salesforce
manager, who is not permitted to talk publicly about internal matters and therefore asked not to be identified, said two childless
employees, reflecting a sentiment voiced at several companies, complained that the policy seemed to put parents’ needs ahead of theirs.

As companies wrestle with how best to support staff during the pandemic, some employees without children say that they feel
underappreciated, and that they are being asked to shoulder a heavier workload. And parents are frustrated that their childless co-
workers don’t understand how hard it is to balance work and child care, especially when day care centers are closed and they are trying to
help their children learn at home.

The divide is more pronounced at some technology companies, where workers tend to be younger and have come to expect generous
perks and benefits in exchange for letting their jobs take over their lives. Tech companies were among the first to ask employees to work
from home at the start of the pandemic, and to offer generous leave and additional time off once it became apparent that children would
remain home from school as well.

The tension between parents and nonparents has been most vividly displayed at Facebook.

In March, Facebook offered up to 10 weeks of paid time off for employees if they had to care for a child whose school or day care facility
had closed or for an older relative whose nursing home was not open. Google and Microsoft extended similar paid leave to employees
dealing with children at home or a sick relative.

Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s chief executive and a father of two, also said the company would not be scoring employees on job
performance for the first half of 2020 because there was “so much change in our lives and our work.”

Every Facebook employee would receive bonus amounts usually reserved for very good performance scores, irking some childless
employees who felt that those who worked more should be paid more.

When Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s chief operating officer, hosted a companywide videoconference on Aug. 20, more than 2,000 employees
voted to ask her what more Facebook could do to support nonparents, since its other policies had benefited parents.

The question struck a nerve. An employee wrote in comments accompanying the video feed that it was “unfair” that nonparents could not
take advantage of the same leave policy afforded parents. Another wrote that while the procedure for taking leave was usually difficult, it
was “easy breezy” for parents.

A parent responded in a note on her corporate Facebook page, visible only inside the company, that the question was “harmful” because it
made parents feel negatively judged and that a child care leave was hardly a mental or physical health break.

“Please don’t make me and other parents at Facebook the outlet for your understandable frustration, exhaustion and anger in response to
the hardships you’re experiencing due to Covid-19,” the parent wrote. Video of the meeting and screenshots of employee responses on
internal message boards were shared with The New York Times.

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/by/daisuke-wakabayashi
https://www.nytimes.com/by/sheera-frenkel
https://www.nytimes.com/by/daisuke-wakabayashi
https://www.nytimes.com/by/sheera-frenkel
https://www.salesforce.com/company/news-press/stories/2020/8/salesforce-wellbeing-updates/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/02/business/covid-economy-parents-kids-career-homeschooling.html
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Ms. Sandberg said she “disagreed with the premise of the question” that the leave policy and freeze on performance ratings were
primarily benefiting parents. She added that larger-than-normal bonuses had been given to all employees and that everyone had received
a $1,000 stipend to buy equipment for working from home.

How can we help you lead a better, more fulfilling life at home during the pandemic?

Ask us a question or tell us what’s on your mind.

Log in to ask your question

New to The Times? Create a free account

The employees persisted. In a written comment, one said more than a thousand people agreed with the premise of the question and asked
that Ms. Sandberg answer it again. She did, adding that Facebook has tried to design its leave policies to be “inclusive.”

“I do believe parents have certain challenges,” she said. “But everyone has challenges, and those challenges are very, very real.”

Over the last few months, Facebook managers had to shut down discussions on internal forums singling out certain parents for not
contributing, according to three members of the Facebook staff, who asked to remain anonymous because they were not permitted to
discuss workplace issues with reporters.

With its offices scheduled to remain closed until at least October and schools restarting online in California, Facebook said in August that
the leave policy would remain in place through June 2021 and that employees who had already taken some leave this year would be
afforded another 10 weeks next year.

That angered some nonparents. A few wrote openly about how isolated they felt, living alone and not seeing anyone for weeks at a time.
The company, they said, seemed less concerned about their needs.

Facebook said all employees could take up to three days to cope with physical or mental health issues without a doctor’s note. It separately
offers 30 days of emergency leave for all employees if they need to care for a sick family member. In addition, all Facebook employees
receive an unlimited number of sick days and receive at least 21 vacation days a year.

“We’ve added more support for all of our employees and encourage everyone to have open discussions about the challenges they’re
facing,” said Liz Bourgeois, a company spokeswoman. “In too many workplaces, trying to hide the added difficulties of caregiving or well-
being is yet another burden people have to carry, and we don’t want that to be the case at Facebook.”

Resentment from employees without children about extra parental benefits existed at companies before the pandemic, of course. But the
health crisis has amplified that tension. Parents who had normally been able to balance work and home are struggling to help their
children learn remotely while still doing their jobs.

In a July survey of 1,700 people conducted by ZipRecruiter, a job-listing and recruiting site, parents said that if schools did not reopen at all
this fall, the number of hours they could work would be reduced. Mothers said their working hours would be reduced 9 percent, while
fathers said their time would go down 5 percent.

It is a difficult situation for everyone, but “for people to get upset enough to say that ʻI feel this is unfair’ demonstrates a lack of patience, a
lack of empathy and a sense of entitlement,” said Laszlo Bock, Google’s former head of people operations, or human resources. He is now
the chief executive of the start-up Humu, which aims to help companies manage employees more effectively.

At Twitter, where employees have unlimited days off, several workers went to the defense of the parent who was called out for taking a
leave. Round-the-clock child care, they said, was not something they would do voluntarily.

The bickering went on. Another employee retorted that more parents took advantage of Twitter’s unlimited leave policies than
nonparents. He did not provide data or any details to back up that claim.

A spokesman for Twitter declined to comment. A Salesforce spokeswoman also declined to comment.

Tension between parents and their childless co-workers may result from companies not doing a good job explaining that what benefits
parents can benefit the entire work force, said Erin Kelly, a professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Sloan School of
Business, who studies workplace policies and management practices.

https://www.ziprecruiter.com/blog/how-school-closures-affect-working-parents/
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“A question that we might ask the employees who are feeling some frustration about their co-workers being on leave is what do you think
is going to happen if that person quits?” she said. “You’re going to actually be stretched further.”
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Working women are painfully aware of the challenges presented by the
coronavirus pandemic, whether they’ve lost hours or wages, added
homeschooling and childcare duties to their plates, or work jobs on the
frontlines that carry greater Covid-19 exposure risks.

A recent poll indicates their experiences during this time might lead some
women to say goodbye to their current employers.

See Also

Working women are twice as likely as their male peers to express interest in
leaving their employer within a year due to a negative work experience
during the pandemic, WerkLabs, the insights arm of The Mom Project, found
after surveying about 2,000 U.S. workers. 

Women are two times more likely than men to report willingness to leave
their current employer in the next five years. 

Close to 40% of respondents said their work and well-being have been
affected by the pandemic, per a news release from The Mom Project. When
asked about workplace satisfaction during the pandemic, women scored an
average of 15 points lower than men.

Women’s scores on their experiences with organizational leadership during
the pandemic were 33% lower than men’s, and women’s scores on socio-
emotional well-being measures like social connectedness were about 20%
lower than men’s, per WerkLabs.

Women also rated their expected productivity over the next year 29% lower
than men rated their own anticipated productivity. A recent British study
found mothers’ working hours are interrupted by children more often than
fathers’, and the burden is straining working mothers’ well-being.
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