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MOTIVATION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted every aspect of Americans’ daily lives. Stay-at-

home orders in nearly every state and the closure of schools, childcare centers, and non-essential 

businesses has placed immense strain on families, evaporating important care supports and 

demolishing barriers between work and family roles. Concerns abound in the media and public 

as to what the pandemic means for families, and for mothers especially. On the one hand, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has the potential to exacerbate gender inequalities in both work and family 

by thrusting even more domestic responsibility on women. On the other hand, this pandemic 

might reduce gender inequalities at home. Most US men and women espouse a desire for gender 

egalitarianism (Scarborough, Sin, and Risman 2019), yet research shows that many do not craft 

egalitarian divisions of household labor due to unsupportive workplace-family policies (Pedulla 

and Thébaud 2015). The COVID-19 pandemic has eliminated some of the structural barriers to 

sharing domestic work – particularly for men – as many adults are now working from home. 
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Recent evidence shows that men who work from home share more equally in domestic labor 

(Carlson, Petts, and Pepin 2020). 

METHOD 

In late April, we surveyed 1,060 U.S. parents residing with a partner of a different sex in 

order to examine how divisions of housework and childcare may have changed since the 

beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (the WHO classifies the start of pandemic as March 

11th). We analyzed changes in routine housework, care of children less than age 6, and care of 

children ages 6 to 17. Routine housework includes cooking meals, doing dishes, house cleaning, 

laundry, and grocery shopping. Childcare tasks related to the care of young children includes 

physical care; talking to children; looking after children; reading to children; putting children to 

bed; playing with children; organizing children’s lives/activities; enforcing rules. Childcare tasks 

related to older children include: talking with children; monitoring children’s whereabouts; 

attending children’s events; reading with children; playing with children; organizing children’s 

lives/activities; enforcing rules; picking up/dropping off children up; and helping children with 

homework. Respondents were asked whether their partner and themselves were doing more, less 

or have not changed their time in each task. When we combined measures, we categorized 

couples are sharing the labor about equally if 40-60% of the tasks were reportedly shared 

equally. They also reported whether they did more, less, or about equal amounts of the task 

relative to their partner. Respondents reported their assessments before March 15th and at the 

time of the survey, around the middle of April.  

Below we highlight some of the central findings. Results have been weighted using 

estimates from the 2019 Current Population Survey to be representative of American parents 

who reside with a child under the age of 18 based on parent’s gender, age, and race/ethnicity. 
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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

Many parents report doing more domestic work during the COVID-19 pandemic – but 

some disagreement about fathers’ increased work. Although mothers and fathers most commonly 

reported no change in their performance of tasks related to housework and the care for younger 

(less than age 6) and older (age 6-17) children, a substantial proportion are doing more 

housework and childcare during the COVID-19 pandemic. Forty-two percent of fathers reported 

an overall increase in housework time, 45% reported more time in the care of young children 

overall, and 43% reported more total care of older children. Many mothers also reported that 

their partners increased their total time in housework (25%), care of young children (34%), and 

care of older children (20%). Nonetheless, mothers are less likely than fathers to report that 

fathers have increased their time in housework or care of older children. There was no such 

disagreement regarding mother’s time. More than one-quarter of both fathers and mothers 

reported an increase in mothers’ time in housework and childcare. Parents also agree that 

between 11-16% of mothers and 6-8% of fathers have decreased their time in domestic work.  
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Among housework tasks, many mothers report greater time spent in cooking/meal 

preparation (43% doing more) and house cleaning (34%). Many fathers report greater amounts of 

time grocery shopping (45%), dishwashing (36%), and house cleaning (35%). Few parents 

increased time doing laundry (approx. 25%). Of childcare tasks, mothers were most likely to 

increase their time playing with children (43%), talking with children (40%), and helping with 

homework (39%). Many fathers increased their time playing with children (56%), talking with 

children (47%), and physical care of younger children (42%). Reports of increased time dropping 

off/picking up children (approx. 13%) and attending children’s events were uncommon (approx. 
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15%). Indeed, around half of respondents reported spending no time in these tasks since the 

pandemic.  

 

Although mothers were largely responsible for housework and childcare prior to the 

pandemic, we found substantial increases in the sharing of routine housework and care of young 

children between mothers and fathers since the pandemic began. Prior to the start of the 

pandemic, 26% of parents reported sharing routine housework relatively equally with their 

partner, 41% reported sharing care for young children relatively equally – although physical 
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childcare and the mental load of organizing children’s lives were by and large mother’s 

responsibilities – and 45% reported sharing care of older children. A little more than a month 

after the start of the pandemic, 41% of parents reported sharing housework with their partners – a 

58% increase, while over 50% of partnered parents reported sharing care of young and older 

children equally. The proportion sharing in the care of young children grew approximately 27%. 

The increase in egalitarian arrangements is largely the product of men doing more. We found 

that between two-thirds and three-quarters of the fathers who increased their time in tasks are 

sharing domestic work equally with their partner during the pandemic. 
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We found significant growth in equal sharing for 3 out of 5 housework tasks, 4 of 8 care 

tasks for young children, and 3 of 9 care tasks for older children. The divisions of cooking, 

laundry, and cleaning have all become more equal as have the divisions of physical childcare 

(e.g., feeding; bathing; grooming), looking after/monitoring children, organizing children’s 

schedules/activities, reading with children, and putting children to bed. Although we did not find 

an egalitarian division of labor for all domestic tasks, no tasks have become more conventionally 

divided (i.e., more likely to be the responsibility of mothers). In other words, in no case did we 

observe an increase in the proportion of families where moms did the majority of a task.  
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Although conventionally gendered divisions of housework and childcare are less likely 

since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, many mothers who continue to find themselves 

in these arrangements are doing more labor. Of the mothers who continue to be primarily 

responsible for domestic work since the COVID-19 pandemic, roughly two-in-five have 

increased their time spent in housework and care of young children during the pandemic. 

Therefore, among families that have not become more egalitarian, domestic work for mothers 

has become even more time intensive. 

Due to school closures, homeschooling has emerged as a new domestic task for many 

families. Of those surveyed with school-aged children, 89% reported that their children 

continued school during the pandemic, for a median of 3 hours per day. Over half of respondents 

reported creating or finding educational content for their children. When asked who was 

responsible for finding or creating this content, 50% said it is the sole responsibility of the 

mother, compared with 12% who said it is the sole responsibility of the father, 28% who said 

both parents are responsible, and 10% who said they rely on other sources for content. Mothers 

who continue to shoulder the majority of childcare and housework during the pandemic are also 

likely to shoulder homeschooling responsibilities. In 73% of cases, mothers who do the majority 

of childcare are also solely responsible for educational content. Although couples who share 

childcare responsibilities during the pandemic are more likely to share responsibilities for 

homeschooling (33%), 47% of respondents in these more egalitarian relationships still reported 

homeschooling as the mother’s responsibility. 

CONCLUSION 

Our findings demonstrate that the COVID-19 pandemic has both exacerbated and 

reduced gender inequalities in the division of domestic labor. Prior to the beginning of the 
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pandemic, mothers were primarily responsible for housework and care of young children in most 

families. This is still the case for many mothers during the pandemic. For moms shouldering the 

domestic work, many report their time in domestic tasks have increased with homeschooling 

responsibilities added on top. At the same time, the proportion of families where moms are 

primarily responsible for domestic labor have decreased substantially while the proportion 

reporting equal sharing of housework and childcare has increased. In a sizeable number of 

families, fathers have increased their time in domestic labor, reducing burdens on their female 

partners. However, greater exposure to domestic work may also lead fathers to perceive that they 

are spending more time in these tasks then they actually are – although one-quarter of mothers 

report that their male partners are doing more as well. Thus, there is the potential for the 

COVID-19 pandemic to alter gendered divisions of labor if fathers remain more engaged in the 

home once shelter-in-place orders are lifted and children go back to school. Whether increased 

sharing of housework and childcare will persist remains to be seen. 
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