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Following a significant decline in employment in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic and a
lagging recovery in 2021 compared with fathers, maternal employment reached pre-pandemic levels in
late 2022. This report follows mothers’ and fathers’ employment trajectories from the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic and measures employment recovery three years later, comparing employment
levels between February 2020 and February 2023. In the analyses presented, the primary focus is on
employment among parents ages 25 to 54 living with children under the age of 13, as they experienced
the largest disruptions in employment and biggest increases in caregiving hours during the pandemic
among parents.?!

Maternal employment fell steeply in the early months of the pandemic and did not recover until late
2022
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Note: Employment rates for mothers and fathers ages 25 to 54 with children under 13 living in the household.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey IPUMS (not seasonally adjusted)
Graphic: Women's Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor

Maternal employment declined by 15.7% in April 2020, a larger decline than the 9.6% reduction fathers
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experienced at that time. Fathers reached pre-pandemic employment levels in September 2021,
whereas mothers recovered to pre-pandemic levels more than a year later, in October 2022.

Throughout most of the pandemic, mothers’ employment has recovered more slowly than fathers’, but
in February 2023, mothers’ employment was 1.9% above pre-pandemic levels compared with 0.8%
among fathers. As was the case before the pandemic, a smaller percentage of mothers (71.7%) is
employed than fathers (92.1%).

Hispanic mothers experienced the largest decline in employment rates but Black mothers have
experienced the slowest employment recovery

Hispanic mothers had the largest initial decline in employment rates, falling 21.2% by April 2020. Black
mothers’ employment rate fell 15.2% in the early months of the pandemic and remains 2.7% below
February 2020 levels.

Change in Mothers' Employment Rates by Race: February 2023 Relative to February 2020, Index
(100 = Feb 2020)
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Note: Employment rates for mothers ages 25 to 54 with children under 13 living in the household.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey IPUMS (not seasonally adjusted)
Graphic: Women's Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor

Longstanding discriminatory labor market policies and practices reflected in occupational segregation,
unequal pay, and lower access to employment benefits and protections and telework are among some
of the factors that contributed to larger employment losses and slower recovery for Black and Hispanic
mothers.2 Black and Hispanic mothers were also more likely to reside in areas that had disrupted
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childcare services and reduced availability of in-person school instruction during the first year of the
pandemic when Black and Hispanic mothers’ employment recovery was lower than White mothers’
employment recovery.3 Black mothers continue to have the highest employment rate compared with
mothers of other racial and ethnic groups but remain below their February 2020 employment level. In
contrast, Asian, Hispanic, and White mothers have higher employment levels in February 2023 than in
February 2020. In February 2023, 70.5% of Asian mothers, 73.7% of Black mothers, 62.7% of Hispanic
mothers, and 71.9% of White mothers with children under 13 were employed.

Mothers of younger children experienced more disruptions to employment and a slower recovery

Mothers of young school age children (6-12) experienced the steepest declines in employment rates in
April 2020 as schools throughout the country closed to in-person instruction. Declining by 16.7% in April
2020, mothers of young school-agers did not recover to pre-pandemic employment levels until
December 2022. Mothers of the youngest children (under 6) first recovered to pre-pandemic levels a
year earlier, in December 2021, and mothers of older children (13 to 17) first reached pre-pandemic
employment levels in February 2022.

Change in Mothers' Employment Rate by Age of Youngest Child: February 2023 Relative to February
2020, Index (100 = Feb 2020)
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Note: Employment rates for mothers ages 25 to 54 with children under 18 living in the household.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey IPUMS (not seasonally adjusted)
Graphic: Women's Bureau, U.S. Department of Labor
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Mothers with lower levels of educational attainment had greater employment losses and slower
recovery

At the onset of the pandemic, employment losses were steep, especially so for lower-educated workers.
In April 2020, mothers without a bachelor’s degree had an employment rate that was 22.1% below their
February 2020 rate. Among mothers with a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education, the
employment rate declined by 9.6%. Fathers without a bachelor’s degree also had substantial
employment rate declines in the first few months of the pandemic, falling by 12.9% in April 2020 relative
to February 2020. Fathers with a bachelor’s degree experienced the smallest losses with employment
rates declining by 5.2%.

College-educated parents and fathers without a bachelor’s degree recovered employment more quickly
than mothers with lower educational attainment. The gap in recovery between mothers with lower
educational attainment and everyone else was particularly large throughout 2020 and 2021 and the first
half of 2022. Although educational attainment was an important determinant of employment in the
early months of the pandemic, even in the first few months of the pandemic, mothers without a
bachelor’s degree had reductions in employment rates that were substantially larger than the
reductions fathers without a bachelor’s degree experienced. Then, as the pandemic progressed, it was
specifically mothers and not fathers with lower educational attainment that were left behind in the
recovery. Fathers with lower educational attainment exceeded pre-pandemic employment levels by
September 2021 while mothers with lower educational attainment remained below pre-pandemic levels
in February 2023.

Change in Employment Rates by Educational Attainment: February 2023 Relative to February
2020, Index (100 = Feb 2020)
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The expansion of telework may have been an asset to mothers with a bachelor’s degree, enabling many
to remain employed during the pandemic and supporting their stronger employment recovery, now at
4.5% above pre-pandemic levels.* Although fathers with a bachelor’s degree have slightly lower than
pre-pandemic employment levels (-0.3%), they do maintain high employment levels (95.3%) compared
with fathers with less than a bachelor’s degree (89.7%). These employment levels are also substantially
higher than mothers’ at the same level of education: 63.5% (less than a bachelor’s degree) and 81.9%
(bachelor’s degree or higher). The ability to telework was crucial early in the pandemic to maintain
employment.> Workers with lower levels of educational attainment were less likely to have access. In
May 2020, when the Bureau of Labor Statistics first started tracking pandemic-related telework, 63.1%
of mothers and 63.1% of fathers with a bachelor’s degree reported teleworking due to the pandemic
compared with 25.0% of mothers and 13.1% of fathers without a bachelor’s degree.®

Employment among part-time workers continues to trail gains among full-time workers

Since the start of the pandemic, employment losses have disproportionately impacted women in service
occupations and part-time workers. These jobs are more likely to be poorly compensated, lack paid
leave and have limited telework options which support employment continuity.” Employment in
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service occupations, which includes food preparation and serving, childcare workers, and building and
grounds cleaning, lags behind other major occupational groups in its employment recovery. Many
service occupations also disproportionately employ part-time workers. Compared with February 2020,
mothers’ employment rate in part time work is down by 8.7%. Although fathers’ employment in part-
time jobs did increase, it makes up a relatively small share of their employment: 3.3% in February 2020
and 3.7% in February 2023. Mothers have made some gains in full-time work, up 4.0% relative to
February 2020, and many have picked up more variable work hours, up 14.7%.

Continued care disruptions have resulted in more missed work and work-hour reductions among the
employed

Care infrastructure is a critical employment support. When parents do not have reliable and accessible
child care, mothers in particular are more likely to leave the labor force.® Even among those employed,
breakdowns in child care result in increased absences and reduced work hours. Among employed prime
age workers who have children under the age of 13, 3.3% of mothers and 1.5% of fathers in 2022
(annual average) cited childcare problems as the reason they did not work in the past week compared
with 2.2% of mothers and 0.6% of fathers in 2019 (annual average). Among those who usually work full
time but worked part time (less than 35 hours) the week prior to the survey, 4.1% of mothers and 3.2%
of fathers in 2022 and 3.3% of mothers and 1.9% of fathers in 2019 cited childcare problems as the
reason for these hours. This shows that childcare-related employment disruptions have increased since
the start of the pandemic and it also shows that mothers are more likely to suffer employment
disruptions compared with fathers.

Among Employed Parents Who Did Not Work Or Worked Part-Time Last Week, Percent
Selecting Childcare Problems as the Reason: 2019 and 2022 Annual Averages
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Even as childcare disruptions were more widespread early in the pandemic, parents continue to lack
access to affordable child care throughout the country and with availability that has become even more
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constrained as many childcare providers closed permanently or lost workers during the pandemic.’®
Expanded access to paid family and medical leave, fair scheduling, improved compensation, and greater
investment in care infrastructure can help achieve a more equitable recovery. It would also improve
stability in employment hours among those employed and reduce gender disparities in labor supply.
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