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Executive Summary 
Many women spend significant time providing essential care to children and adults with care needs. 

These caregiving activities often impose substantial economic costs on caregivers. Many caregivers 

must curtail their employment or stop work altogether to accommodate their care responsibilities. 

Declines in work hours reduce their earnings while they provide care and thus limit the subsequent 

retirement income they receive from Social Security and employment-based retirement plans, which 

depends on past earnings. Reduced employment can also slow caregivers’ wage growth, especially for 

those who take lower-paying jobs or miss out on promotions because of their caregiving obligations. 

Thus, the economic cost of family care can persist long after caregiving activities end. 

In this report, we use dynamic microsimulation techniques to project the lifetime employment-

related costs of providing unpaid family care by women born between 1981 and 1985 who ever have 

biological children or stepchildren. We consider the care that a woman provides to her own children or 

stepchildren under age 18 who live with her and the care that she provides at ages 51 and older to her 

parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) with care needs. We estimate the 

lifetime employment-related cost of providing care as the earnings lost each year because of caregiving 

activities, summed over a lifetime, plus the related lifetime loss of retirement income from Social 

Security and employment-based retirement plans. Earnings losses generally reduce future retirement 

income.  

Key Findings 

Our simulations indicate that many mothers experience significant employment-related caregiving 

costs over their lifetimes. We report our estimates in inflation-adjusted 2021 dollars.  

 The employment-related costs for mothers of providing unpaid care to minor children and 

parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) with care needs average 

$295,000 over a lifetime. 

 Lifetime earnings lost because of caregiving average $237,000, 15 percent of what we project 

mothers would earn, on average, if they did not provide any family care. Lost earnings account 

for 80 percent of our total estimate of lifetime employment-related caregiving costs. The 

remaining 20 percent of lifetime costs results from lost retirement income from Social Security 

and employment-based retirement plans, which average $58,000 over a lifetime. 
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 Lifetime caregiving costs are distributed unevenly across the population. When our simulations 

measure costs as lost dollars, we find that costs are especially high for mothers with multiple 

children, who generally provide more unpaid care than mothers with only one child, and for 

well-educated mothers, who generally earn higher wages than less-educated mothers. Lifetime 

costs average $420,000 for college-educated mothers, $202,000 for mothers who completed 

high school but not did not attend college, and $122,000 for mothers who did not complete 

high school.  

 When we measure lost earnings as a share of lifetime earnings, we find that lifetime caregiving-

related earning losses are especially high for less-educated mothers and Hispanic mothers. 

Lifetime caregiving-related earning losses represent 26 percent of potential earnings for 

mothers who did not complete high school and 19 percent of potential earnings for Hispanic 

mothers. Both groups tend to have more children than other women, and they also face other 

challenges that make balancing caregiving and employment difficult. Many Hispanic and less-

educated workers are employed in jobs that offer little flexibility, for example, and many do not 

earn enough to afford paid childcare. These results underscore the importance of affordable 

childcare for mothers who work for pay. 

 Although Black mothers incur lower employment-related care costs on average than other 

groups, the losses they experience can often lead to economic hardship because many Black 

workers earn relatively low wages. Care-related employment losses may contribute to the high 

old-age poverty rates experienced by Black and Hispanic adults and adults with limited 

education.  

 We find that mothers incur lower employment-related caregiving costs over a lifetime when 

providing care to parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) than 

when providing care to minor children because relatively few women reduce their employment 

to provide adult care. Lifetime costs for providing care to these adults average $43,000, only 15 

percent of our estimate of average total lifetime care costs. 

 Forgone earnings and subsequent retirement income are only some of the costs experienced by 

family caregivers. Out-of-pocket expenses incurred by caregivers, including spending on paid 

childcare, summer camps, and other supervised activities for children when school is not in 

session, supplemental paid care for older adults with care needs, and home modifications to 

accommodate people with disabilities, are often substantial. Caregiving activities are often 

stressful, taking a physical and emotional toll and forcing many caregivers to sacrifice much of 

their leisure time. True equity requires looking beyond purely monetary considerations to 
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include caregivers’ available leisure and self-care time and the distribution of chore burdens 

within a household. 

Methods 

We compute the lifetime employment-related cost of family care by comparing outcomes under a 

baseline simulation and an alternative counterfactual simulation, both of which are generated by the 

Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), Urban Institute’s dynamic microsimulation 

model. Our baseline simulation projects women’s lifetime employment and earnings under the 

assumption that when they provide family care, they reduce their work hours at a rate consistent with 

recent empirical evidence. In our counterfactual simulation, we project how much mothers would work 

and earn over a lifetime and how much subsequent retirement income they would receive when we 

eliminate the negative relationship between caregiving activities and annual earnings in our projections.  

The estimated employment-related cost of providing care equals lifetime earnings, Social Security 

retirement payments, and payments from employment-based retirement plans received under the 

counterfactual simulation, minus lifetime earnings, Social Security payments, and retirement plan 

payments received under the baseline scenario. When computing care costs, we subtract projected 

employee contributions to employer-sponsored retirement plans and the employee portion of Social 

Security and Medicare payroll taxes because these payments reduce the amount workers can spend or 

save each year.  

We restrict our analysis to women born between 1981 and 1985 who will ever have children. We 

exclude women who never have children because on average the lifetime economic cost of caring for 

children far exceeds the cost of caring for adults with care needs. We also exclude men because fathers 

are much less likely than mothers to reduce their labor supply to care for children. Our analysis focuses 

on members of the 1981 to 1985 birth cohort, who are now in their late thirties and early forties, 

because most women in this generation have already completed their childbearing and they have 

significant employment experience, making our projections for this group less speculative than they 

would be for younger cohorts.  

Data limitations prevent us from including adult care recipients other than parents, parents-in-law, 

and spouses (including unmarried partners), or adult care provided before age 51. Because most people 

who provide adult care are older than 50, our age restriction on adult caregivers is unlikely to lead us to 

understate substantially the cost of such care.  





 

 

Introduction 
Most women in the United States bear primary responsibility for unpaid care work in their family, 

providing essential care to their children, grandchildren, and family members with disabilities. At 

relatively young ages, caregiving usually focuses on child care, while at older ages grandchild, parental, 

sibling, and spousal care generally predominate. Some caregivers, often referred to as members of the 

“sandwich generation,” simultaneously care for young children and elderly parents. Caregiving spans a 

wide range of activities, including tending to the basic personal needs of adults with serious disabilities, 

children, and infants; providing a safe and stimulating environment to help children flourish physically 

and intellectually; helping older adults with household chores and errands; and providing 

companionship and proper supervision to care recipients to ensure their safety and well-being.  

Although the unpaid care women provide undoubtedly benefits their family members, caregiving 

activities can interfere with paid employment and reduce earnings. Some women switch to a part-time 

work schedule or stop working completely to accommodate caregiving responsibilities. Caregiving is 

more likely to disrupt employment for women than for men because women generally provide more 

care (Drago 2009; Livingston 2014; Zamarro and Prados 2021). In 2021, 66 percent of women with 

children younger than age 6 participated in the labor force, compared with 94 percent of men with 

children younger than 6 (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2022). Caregiving demands can also force some 

workers to move to lower-paying jobs or forgo promotions.  

The COVID-19 pandemic, which emerged in the United States in March 2020, exacerbated many of 

the struggles facing employed caregivers, especially those with young children, as schools closed to in-

person instruction and many child care centers stopped operating (Albanesi and Kim 2021; Alon et al. 

2020; Collins et al. 2021; Fabrizio, Gomes, and Tavares 2021; Landivar et al. 2020; Lee and Parolin 

2021; Lofton, Nadeau, and Seitelman 2021; Stevenson 2021). Less-educated workers and workers of 

color were often hit hardest by the pandemic because they are less likely than other workers to have 

flexible jobs and the ability to work remotely from home (Landivar and deWolf 2022; Pirtle and Wright 

2021; Wolfe, Harknett, and Schneider 2021).  

The earnings losses associated with caregiving sometimes end when care activities cease and 

caregivers return to their former work schedules at their original jobs. Caregiving can have longer-

lasting economic consequences, however, if caregivers take lower-paying jobs or miss out on 

promotions to accommodate their caregiving obligations. Those transitions or lost opportunities could 

reduce wage growth and permanently lower future earnings. The economic consequences of caregiving 
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can also reverberate into retirement, as future payments from Social Security and employment-based 

retirement plans generally increase with earnings. Consequently, caregiving-related earnings 

reductions can jeopardize financial security in old age.  

Information on caregiving’s cumulative employment consequences is limited. Reliable estimates 

require many years of data, either historical or projected, to observe people as they move in and out of 

work and provide care to their children and other family members. Because such data are not generally 

available, estimates of the long-term employment effects of caregiving are typically based on 

hypothetical individuals and circumstances.  

In this report, we use dynamic microsimulation techniques to estimate the lifetime employment-

related cost of providing care to family members for a nationally representative sample of women born 

between 1981 and 1985 who ever have children or stepchildren. Using a nationally representative 

sample allows us to show the full distribution of lifetime caregiving costs. We measure these 

employment-related costs as the value of labor market earnings and associated payments from Social 

Security and employment-based retirement plans that mothers lose over their lifetimes when they 

reduce their work hours or leave the labor force to care for children under age 18 or certain adult family 

members with care needs. Our model projects lifetime earnings and later retirement income for 

mothers under the assumption that they reduce their labor supply consistent with recent empirical 

patterns, which vary by demographic and economic characteristics. We then compare these projections 

with women’s lifetime earnings and retirement income simulated under the assumption that they do not 

reduce their labor supply to provide care.  

Our simulations compute the cost of caring for children or stepchildren under the age of 18 and 

parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) with care needs. We restrict the 

analysis to mothers because the lifetime employment-related costs of caring for children far exceeds 

the cost of caring for adults with care needs, and we exclude men because fathers are much less likely 

than mothers to reduce their labor supply to care for children. Data limitations prevent us from 

including care to other adults with disabilities, such as adult children, siblings, and friends, or any adult 

care provided before age 51. We also exclude people who immigrated to the United States after age 26. 

Additionally, the analysis ignores caregiving costs unrelated to employment, such as out-of-pocket 

spending on paid child care and other goods and services, lost leisure time, and the physical and 

emotional toll that caregiving activities often take. 

Our simulations indicate that for women who ever have children the average lifetime employment-

related cost of providing unpaid care to children and certain adults with care needs is $295,000 (in 
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2021 inflation-adjusted dollars). About 80 percent of those costs stem directly from the earnings lost 

when caregivers reduce their labor supply, with the remaining 20 percent coming from the loss of 

subsequent retirement income. The employment-related cost of providing unpaid care varies widely by 

education, race and ethnicity, and number of children. Total costs are especially high among mothers 

with multiple children, who generally provide more care than mothers with only one child, and well-

educated mothers, who generally receive high wages. However, costs as a share of lifetime earnings are 

especially high among Hispanic mothers and mothers who did not complete high school, who generally 

have more children than other women and often work at jobs that offer little flexibility. Child care 

accounts for the vast majority of the employment-related cost of caregiving because relatively few 

mothers interrupt paid employment to provide care to their parents, parents-in-law, spouses, or 

unmarried partners. Nonetheless, many women who provide care to older adults while employed are 

stretched thin, often under enormous stress and forced to forgo much of their leisure time.   
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Background 
To provide context for our analysis, we describe the prevalence of caregiving and discuss its short-term 

and long-term economic costs. We review the relevant literature and provide new estimates of the 

relationship between employment and care to children and adults and show how that relationship 

varies with education and race and ethnicity. The estimates are based on household survey data from 

the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), 

both of which ask respondents about their caregiving activities.1  

Prevalence of Caregiving 

An extensive literature documents the prevalence of caregiving (see, for example, AARP and the 

National Alliance of Caregivers 2020; Wolff et al. 2016). Survey characteristics, such as how caregiving 

questions are worded and whether caregivers or care recipients are surveyed, affect estimated 

prevalence rates (Mudrazija and Johnson 2020).  

Table 1 presents estimates of the prevalence of caregiving responsibilities among women and men 

ages 18 and older. The first column reports child care responsibilities, and the second column reports 

caregiving responsibilities for children or for other family members or friends with long-term illness or 

disability. These estimates are based on SIPP data and describe care provided in 2011, the last year the 

SIPP asked about unpaid care. The tabulations assume that all adults who live with one or more of their 

own children younger than age 18 shoulder some child care responsibilities.  

Care responsibilities are common. Overall, 30 percent of women ages 18 and older live with one or 

more of their own minor children, and more than one in three (36 percent) live with at least one of their 

own minor children or provide care to other people with health problems. Overall, men are less likely 

than women to live with own minor children (25 percent) or to share caregiving responsibilities for their 

own minor children, other family members, or friends (29 percent). This estimate likely understates 

men’s child care responsibilities because it does not count care provided by noncoresident fathers.  

Caregiving responsibilities for women and men peak between ages 25 to 44 and then decline 

steadily as people age. The share living with one or more own minor children is higher at younger ages, 

and the share who provide care to family members and friends with health problems is higher at older 

ages. Among women ages 25 to 44, for example, nearly all care responsibilities are for children, with 63 
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percent having minor children in the household and only slightly more—65 percent—living with a minor 

child or caring for others with health problems. Among women ages 65 and older, in contrast, nearly all 

the care provided is for family members and friends with health problems, with only 0.4 percent living 

with minor children and 9 percent caring for family members or friends. Some caregivers, often referred 

to as members of the “sandwich generation” (De Rigne and Ferrante 2012), find themselves 

simultaneously caring for children and elderly parents. Among women ages 55 to 64, 4 percent live with 

at least one minor child and 16 percent provide care to children or adults. Gender differences in care 

responsibilities are largest at ages 25 to 44, when 65 percent of women and only 47 percent of men 

have care responsibilities, although as noted earlier we are likely underestimating men’s child care 

responsibilities.  

TABLE 1 

Percentage of Adults with Caregiving Responsibilities, by Gender, Age, and Care Recipients, 2011 

 
Women  Men 

 

With own minor 
children at home 

With own minor 
children at home or 

provide care to others  
With own minor 
children at home 

With own minor 
children at home or 

provide care to others 

All 30 36  25 29 

Age      

18–24 16 18  4 6 

25–44 63 65  45 47 

45–54 32 40  36 41 

55–64 4 16  8 15 

65 and older 0.4 9  1 8 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) topical module 9.  

Notes: The sample is restricted to adults ages 18 or older. The tabulation assumes that all adults who live with one or more of 

their own children younger than age 18 shoulder some child care responsibilities Care to others includes unpaid assistance in the 

past month to family members or friends with a long-term illness or disability who live in the household or elsewhere.  

About one in six older adults provide unpaid care to parents, parents-in-law, spouses, or unmarried 

partners, including 17 percent of women and 16 percent of men ages 55 and older (table 2). These 

caregiving activities are more common at ages 55 to 64, when many people are still employed, than at 

ages 65 and older, when many people are retired, suggesting that people who provide care to adults 

must often balance those responsibilities with their work obligations. 
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TABLE 2 

Percentage of Adults Providing Unpaid Family Care to Parents, Parents-in-Law, or Spouses,  

by Gender and Age, 2018 
 

Women  Men 

All 17  16 

Age    

55–64 24  21 

65 and older 11  13 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the 2018 Health and Retirement Study (HRS).  

Notes: The sample is restricted to noninstitutionalized adults ages 55 and older. Care includes unpaid assistance provided over 

the past two years and covers help to unmarried partners. 

Immediate Economic Consequences of Caregiving 

Although women’s labor force participation has grown over time (Goldin 1990, 2006), women still bear 

most responsibility for the care of their children (Drago 2009; Livingston 2014; Yavorsky, Qian, and 

Sargent 2021) and adult family members (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019; Reinhard, Levine, and Samis 

2012). Caregiving responsibilities can make full engagement in the labor market difficult for women, 

and many studies have found a negative relationship between family care and labor force participation 

(Bittman, Hill, and Thomson 2007; Bolin, Lindgren, and Lundborg 2008; Butrica and Karamcheva 2014; 

Crespo and Mira 2014; Ettner 1995; Fahle and McGarry 2018; Ishizuka 2021; Ishizuka and Musick 

2021; Kahn, García-Manglano, and Bianchi 2014; Kuziemko et al. 2021; Lee and Tang 2015; Lilly, 

Laporte, and Coyte 2010; Loughran and Zissimopoulos 2009; Pavalko and Artis 1997; Van Houtven, 

Coe, and Skira 2013).  

Among women ages 18 to 54 in 2011, 67 percent of those with own minor children at home and 67 

percent of those with own minor children at home or who provide care to other family members or 

friends are employed (figure 1). These employment rates are 4 percentage points lower than the 

employment rate for women in the same age group without caregiving responsibilities (71 percent). 

Among women ages 55 to 70, employment rates are identical for those who provide care to parents, 

parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) and those without caregiving 

responsibilities (52 percent). Men’s employment rates are higher for caregivers than noncaregivers at 

younger ages and slightly lower for caregivers than noncaregivers at older ages. 
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FIGURE 1 

Percentage of Adults Employed by Caregiver Responsibilities, Age, and Gender 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ calculations from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) topical module 9 and 2018 

Health and Retirement Study (HRS).  

Notes: Employment rates between ages 18 and 54 in 2011 are from the SIPP. The SIPP analysis classifies people as caregivers if 

they share a household with their own children younger than age 18 or provide unpaid assistance to family members or friends 

with a long-term illness or disability. Employment rates between ages 55 and 70 in 2018 are from the HRS. The HRS analysis 

classifies people as caregivers if they provide unpaid assistance to parents, parents-in-law, or spouses (including unmarried 

partners).  

Table 3 examines how employment rates for women ages 18 to 54 vary by caregiver status, age, 

race and ethnicity, and educational attainment. The largest differences in employment rates between 

noncaregivers and caregivers are for women ages 25 to 44, Hispanic women, and women with at least a 

bachelor’s degree. Among Hispanic women, 64 percent of noncaregivers are employed, compared with 

55 percent of women with own minor children at home and 56 percent of women who have own minor 

children at home or provide care to family members or friends with a long-term illness or disability. For 

Black women, by contrast, employment rates are lower for noncaregivers than for women with minor 

children at home. This pattern reflects both higher employment rates for young Black women and 

higher disability rates for older Black women compared with women of other races. 
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TABLE 3 

Percentage of Women Ages 18 to 54 Who Are Employed, by Caregiver Responsibilities, 2011 

None 
Have own minor 
children at home 

Have own minor children 
at home or care for others  

All 71 67 67 

Age  
18–24 59 53 53 

25–44 79 67 67 

45–54 73 72 72 

Race and ethnicity 

Non-Hispanic white 74 72 72 

Non-Hispanic Black 63 67 67 

Hispanic 64 55 56 

All others 66 61 62 

Educational attainment 
No high school diploma 43 42 42 

High school diploma 63 58 59 

Some college 71 71 71 

Bachelor’s degree or 
more 

86 78 79 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), topical module 9. 

Notes: The analysis classifies people as having caregiving responsibilities if they have some minor children of their own at home or if 

they provide care to family members or friends with a long-term illness or disability. Other race and ethnic groups include Asians, 

Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our sample is not large enough to 

generate reliable estimates for each individual group. 

Numerous factors explain caregivers’ decisions to leave the labor force, including preferences 

(Bearak et al. 2021), socioeconomic status (Lee et al. 2015), employer discrimination (Ishizuka 2021), 

and job demands (Anderson, Binder, and Krause 2003; Cha 2013; Ishizuka and Musick 2021). 

Caregiving demands can also influence caregivers’ decisions about work. Studies find that mothers’ 

labor force participation is influenced by the number of children they have (Avellar and Smock 2003; 

Kahn, García-Manglano, and Bianchi 2014) and whether their children have disabilities (Stabile and 

Allin 2012). Family caregivers who provide intensive care are also less likely to work (Nguyen and 

Connelly 2014) and more likely to take early retirement (Jacobs et al. 2014) than others. 

Women with more minor children of their own are less likely to work than those with fewer 

children (table 4). Among mothers with children under age 18, those with three or more minor children 

are 15 percentage points less likely to be employed than those with only one or two minor children (55 

versus 70 percent). Differences in women’s employment rates by number of children are largest for 

Hispanic mothers and mothers with at least a bachelor’s degree. Compared with women with one or 

two minor children, women with three or more minor children are 19 percentage points less likely to be 

employed among college graduates but only 7 percentage points less likely among those without a high 
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school diploma. In contrast, employment rates for non-Hispanic Black women with minor children do 

not vary with the number of own minor children in the household. Black women with one or two 

children are less likely to work than their white counterparts (67 versus 75 percent), whereas Black 

women with three or more children are more likely to work than their white counterparts (67 versus 59 

percent).  

TABLE 4 

Percentage of Mothers Ages 18 to 54 Who Are Employed, by Number of Own Minor Children at 

Home and Weekly Care Hours Provided to Family and Friends with Long-Term Illness or Disability, 

2011 

 

  
Care to Family Members or Friends with 

Health Problems 

 

One or two own 
minor children  

Three or more own 
minor children 

Weekly care hours 
at or below the 

median 
Weekly care hours 
above the median 

All 70 55 76 60 

Age group     

18–24 53 51 * * 

25–44 71 55 80 60 

45–54 73 58 75 62 

Race and ethnicity     

Non-Hispanic white 75 59 78 61 

Non-Hispanic Black 67 67 75 55 

Hispanic 60 43 66 63 

All others 64 50 * * 

Educational attainment     

No high school diploma 44 37 54 35 

High school diploma 61 50 66 47 

Some college 73 63 76 60 

Bachelor’s degree or 
more 81 62 87 86 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) topical module 9. 

Notes: Employment rates by number of own minor children are estimated for women with own minor children, and employment 

rates by hours of care to family or friends with long-term illness or disability are estimated for women who provide such care. The 

analysis counts only own minor children who live with their mother. The median amount of care provided to family or friends with 

long-term term illness or disability is 9.5 hours per week, calculated across all women providing care. Other race and ethnic 

groups include Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our sample is 

not large enough to generate reliable estimates for each individual group. 

* Not reported because we lack enough observations to generate reliable estimates. 
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Intensive family care by women for family and friends with a long-term illness or disability is also 

associated with a reduced likelihood of paid work. Employment rates for women who provide more 

intensive care (i.e., weekly care hours above the median amount of 9.5 hours, calculated across all 

women providing care) are 16 percentage points lower (60 versus 76 percent) than for women who 

provide less intensive care (i.e., weekly care hours at or below the median). Differences in employment 

rates by care hours are largest for women ages 25 to 44, non-Hispanic Black women, and women with 

only a high school diploma. Although employment rates for Hispanic women and women with a 

bachelor’s degree differ widely by the number of own minor children in the household, their 

employment rates do not vary much by the amount of care they provide to family and friends with long-

term illness or disability.  

Although overall employment rates among older women are similar for family caregivers and 

noncaregivers, employment rates differ more sharply with care intensity (table 5). Overall, 59 percent 

of women providing less intensive care (below the median amount of 250 hours per year calculated 

across all women providing care) are employed, compared with only 44 percent of older women 

providing more intensive care (annual care hours above the median). The largest difference in 

employment by care intensity is for non-Hispanic Black women, whose employment rates are 56 

percent for those providing less intensive care but only 38 percent for those providing more intensive 

care. Employment rates for Hispanic women and women without high school diplomas, unlike those for 

other women, are higher for women providing more intensive care than for those providing less 

intensive care. 

Like other studies, our findings suggest that caregiving is associated with lower labor force 

participation rates for women. Most women, however, continue to work while providing family care. Lu, 

Wang, and Han (2017) find that the majority of women who work before their children are born 

continue working in the first year after childbirth; a small percentage of women transition from full-time 

to part-time work schedules after childbirth, but most women maintain their prechildbirth work levels. 

Of the relatively small share of women who leave the labor force after childbirth, the majority do not 

return. The authors also find that Black, Hispanic, and Asian women who work full time before 

childbirth are more likely than white women to continue working full time after childbirth. 
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TABLE 5 

Percentage of Women Ages 55 to 70 Who Are Employed, by Caregiver Status and Annual Hours of 

Care, 2018 

Noncaregivers Caregivers 

Care Hours at 
or Below the 

Median  

Care Hours 
Above the 

Median 

All 52 52 59 44 

Race and ethnicity 
Non-Hispanic white 53 54 61 44 

Non-Hispanic Black 49 46 56 38 

Hispanic 45 47 40 52 

All others 55 47 * * 

Educational attainment 
No high school diploma 29 30 19 36 

High school diploma only 47 45 52 36 

Some college 51 53 62 45 

Bachelor’s degree or more 63 61 66 54 

Source: Authors’ computations from the 2018 Health and Retirement Study (HRS). 

Notes: The analysis considers only care provided to parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners). The 

median amount of care provided is 250 hours per year, calculated across all women providing care. Other race and ethnic groups 

include Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our sample is not large 

enough to generate reliable estimates for each individual group.  

* Not reported because we lack enough observations to generate reliable estimates.

The short-term economic burdens of caregiving extend beyond labor force participation and labor 

supply. Studies confirm that mothers tend to receive lower wages or earnings than fathers or women 

without children (Budig 2014; Budig and England 2001; Jee, Misra, and Murray-Close 2019; Mincer and 

Polachek 1974; Pal and Waldfogel 2016; Waldfogel 1997; Yu and Kuo 2017), and evidence suggests 

that people providing adult care earn less than workers who do not engage in family caregiving 

(Heitmueller and Inglis 2007; Skira 2015; Van Houtven, Coe, and Skira 2013; Wakabayashi and Donato 

2005). The evidence on wage penalties for family caregivers is less conclusive than the evidence on 

motherhood wage penalties. Butrica and Karamcheva (2014) and Lilly, Laporte, and Coyte (2010), for 

example, find no evidence that adult caregivers earn less than those who do not provide care.  

Long-Term Economic Consequences of Caregiving 

In addition to forgoing earnings when they reduce their labor supply to tend to caregiving 

responsibilities, caregivers often receive lower wages once they return to work after their care 

responsibilities have ended. They may have missed promotions while absent from work, lost job tenure, 



 

 1 2  L I F E T I M E  E M P L O Y M E N T - R E L A T E D  C O S T S  O F  P R O V I D I N G  C A R E  
 

or seen their job skills erode and fail to keep pace with their peers (Spivey 2005). Earnings of workers 

who left the labor force may remain depressed for years after they return to work before rebounding to 

their original levels (Couch, Jolly, and Placzek 2009; Couch and Placzek 2010; Ruhm 1991; Stevens 

1997). Additionally, caregivers do not contribute to employment-based retirement plans or Social 

Security when they are out of work, which can leave them ineligible for benefits or reduce the amount 

they receive if they do qualify (Favreault 2010; Favreault and Steuerle 2008; Meyer and Herd 2007). 

Long employment interruptions magnify these effects. 

Data constraints force many studies to focus solely on the short-term economic costs of caregiving, 

but a few consider longer-term effects. These studies find that caring for children, parents, or spouses is 

associated with lower future levels of labor supply and earnings, as well as changes in retirement timing, 

income, and savings (Bolin, Lindgren, and Lundborg 2008; Butrica and Karamcheva 2014; Crespo and 

Mira 2014; Johnson and Favreault 2004; Rutledge, Zulkarnain, and King 2017; Tamborini and Purcell 

2016; Weller and Tolson 2018, 2020). Favreault (2010) finds that nearly two-thirds of Social Security 

beneficiaries receiving Social Security income below the federal poverty level spent five or more years 

out of the labor force caring for children. Additionally, Wakabayashi and Donato (2006) find that 

women providing elder care are significantly more likely than noncaregivers to end up in poverty or 

receive public assistance eight years after they provide care. 

Mothers are generally less likely to have long careers (35 or more work years) as they have more 

children (table 6).2 Overall, 69 percent of women ages 62 and older who never have children work 35 or 

more years, compared with 59 percent of those with one or two children and 42 percent of those with 

three or more children. Among women with only a high school diploma, long careers are nearly as 

common for those without children as for those with only one or two children (58 percent versus 56 

percent). However, long careers are much less prevalent among those with three or more children (40 

percent). Black and Hispanic mothers with one or two children are somewhat more likely to have long 

careers than their counterparts who never have children. As with other women, however, Black and 

Hispanic mothers with three or more children are much less likely to have long careers than those with 

only one or two children.3 
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TABLE 6 

Percentage of Women Ages 62 and Older with 35 or More Years of Work Experience  

by Number of Children Ever Born, 2018 

None One or Two Three or More 

All 69 59 42 

Race and ethnicity 
Non-Hispanic white 73 61 45 

Non-Hispanic Black 50 55 43 

Hispanic 33 38 27 

All others * 48 34 

Educational attainment 
No high school diploma 40 29 28 

High school diploma only 58 56 40 

Some college 75 61 45 

Bachelor’s degree or more 75 65 57 

Source: Authors’ computations from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS).  

Notes: Other race and ethnic groups include Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these 

groups because our sample is not large enough to generate reliable estimates for each individual group. 

* Not reported because we lack enough observations to generate reliable estimates.
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Data and Methods 
We use a dynamic microsimulation model to estimate the lifetime employment-related cost to women 

of providing care to family members. Our cost estimates depend on the extent to which caregivers 

reduce paid employment, which lowers earnings and subsequent payments from Social Security and 

employment-based retirement plans. We consider care for children under age 18 and certain adults 

with care needs, including parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners). Data 

limitations prevent us from including other adult care recipients, such as siblings or adult children with 

disabilities, or any adult care provided by caregivers younger than age 51. Because most people who 

provide adult care are older than 50, our age restriction is unlikely to lead us to understate substantially 

the cost of such care.  

We compute the lifetime employment-related cost of providing care to family members by 

comparing outcomes under two different simulations. Our baseline simulation projects women’s 

lifetime employment, earnings, and income from Social Security and employment-based retirement 

plans under the assumption that when they provide family care they reduce their work hours consistent 

with recent empirical evidence. The caregiving-related employment reductions generated by our model 

vary with a worker’s demographic characteristics, including education, race and ethnicity, and number 

of children. In our counterfactual simulation, we project how much mothers would work and earn over a 

lifetime and how much income they would receive in the form of retirement benefits when we eliminate 

the negative relationship between caregiving and annual earnings in our projections.  

The estimated employment-related cost of providing care equals the additional lifetime earnings, 

Social Security retirement income, and payments from employment-based retirement plans received 

under the counterfactual simulation relative to the baseline simulation.4 When computing care costs, 

we subtract projected employee contributions to employer-sponsored retirement plans and the 

employee portion of Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes, because these payments reduce the 

amount workers can spend and save each year. We do not subtract federal and state income taxes, 

which are more difficult to allocate to incremental earnings. Future retirement income projected in the 

counterfactual simulation reflects how additional earnings generate more employee and employer 

retirement plan contributions, more investment returns on those contributions, and often more Social 

Security benefits.5    

Our simulations tabulate the lifetime employment-related cost of providing unpaid care by 

summing each year until death the earnings lost because of caregiving activities and the associated loss 
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of retirement income. We report average cost estimates in 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars.6 We 

disaggregate costs by the age of the care recipient, showing costs incurred from caring for children 

younger than 6, children ages 6 to 17, and adults. When women provide care to children and adults in 

the same year, we attribute care costs to child care because women are more likely to reduce their labor 

supply when caring for children than when caring for adults. Our tabulations also show how simulated 

outcomes vary by education, race and ethnicity, and number of children.  

Our analysis does not capture all costs associated with providing care. We do not include any out-

of-pocket costs that caregivers sometimes incur, such as spending on paid child care, supplemental paid 

care for adults with care needs, home modifications, medication, adaptive equipment to help with 

personal care, or other supplies. The computations also exclude the nonfinancial costs of caregiving, 

such as lost leisure time and the stress and physical and emotional burdens that some caregivers 

experience (Legg et al. 2013; Leggett et al. 2021; Park 2021; Pinquart and Sorensen 2003, 2007; Roth 

et al. 2009; Spillman et al. 2014). 

Simulating Family Care and Employment 

Our projections come from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), the Urban 

Institute’s dynamic microsimulation model (Favreault, Smith, and Johnson 2015). DYNASIM4 starts 

with a sample of 128,656 individuals from the 2004 and 2008 SIPP panels. The model ages this starting 

sample in yearly increments to 2095, using parameters estimated from longitudinal data sources and 

macroeconomic and demographic assumptions about the future. This version of the model relies heavily 

on the intermediate assumptions of the 2021 Social Security trustees’ report (Board of Trustees 2021) 

for projecting economic and demographic trends. Those assumptions capture the trustees’ best guess 

about how the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting women’s employment and how long those effects are 

likely to last.7  

For every year of the projection period, DYNASIM4 simulates demographic events, such as births, 

deaths, schooling, marriages, divorces, and the onset of health problems and disability, and economic 

events, such as labor force participation, hours of work, hourly earnings, and retirement. The model 

simulates Social Security coverage and benefits, retirement plan coverage and participation, employer 

pension income, and distributions from retirement accounts. It also simulates home and financial assets 

(including assets held in retirement plans), health status, living arrangements, and income from 

nonspouse family members. DYNASIM4 includes detailed payroll and federal income tax calculators 

and computes Medicaid and Supplemental Security Income eligibility, participation, and benefits. 
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The baseline simulation projects the likelihood that women participate in the labor force each year 

and the annual number of hours worked for those in the labor force. Simulated employment rates show 

the percentage of adults working at any point in a year. Because some people move in and out of 

employment over the course of a year, DYNASIM4’s employment rates exceed the monthly 

employment rates reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and shown in the previous section. 

DYNASIM4 uses different equations to project labor force participation and work hours for each 

gender, race (Black versus non-Black), and broad age group. For each group, equations project 

outcomes as functions of the number and ages of minor children in a household (including own children 

and stepchildren), education, marital status, region of the country, health and disability status, and job 

tenure, based on longitudinal data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics. The equations also 

interact education with number of children by age. Consequently, the projected relationship between 

number of children in a household and hours of work varies with mothers’ race and education. The 

estimated equations indicate that the negative relationship between labor supply and minor children is 

generally strongest when children are relatively young and for mothers with limited education, and it is 

stronger for white women than nonwhite women and for Hispanic women than non-Hispanic women.8 

As a result, DYNASIM4 simulates fewer calendar years with any employment for women with minor 

children, especially children under age 6, than for women without dependent children (table 7). The 

differences are especially large for Hispanic women and women who did not attend college. 

Our model uses separate equations for Black and non-Black adults and for men and women to 

project hourly wage rates. For each group, equations simulate wages as functions of age, education, 

marital status, region of the country, Hispanic origin, foreign birth, job tenure, and past wages. Each 

year, DYNASIM4 multiplies projected annual work hours by the projected hourly wage to simulate 

annual earnings. Because previous years’ outcomes factor into the participation, work hours, and hourly 

wage equations, child care-related earnings reductions can reduce future earnings growth.   
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TABLE 7  
Simulated Employment Rates for Women Ages 25 to 54 

By presence of children younger than 18, race and ethnicity, and education 

  Children Younger than Age 18 in the Household (%) 

 None Any 

 
Younger than 

age 6 
Ages  
6–17 

All 94 81 73 86 

Race and ethnicity     

Non-Hispanic white 96 84 77 89 

Non-Hispanic Black 94 90 88 92 

Hispanic 88 65 53 74 

All others 95 87 82 90 

Educational attainment     

Never attended college 82 62 50 70 

At least some college 98 90 85 94 

Source: Authors’ simulation from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: The analysis pools simulated annual observations on women ages 25 to 54 born between 1981 and 1985, and considers a 

woman’s own children and any stepchildren who live with her. Other race and ethnic groups include Asians, Pacific Islanders, 

American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our sample is not large enough to generate reliable 

estimates for each individual group. The estimates in the table show the percentage of years between ages 25 and 54 that a 

woman spends at least some time working for pay. These employment rates are higher than those reported in table 3 because 

they show the percentage of women employed at any point in a year, not in a single month. 

The counterfactual simulation adjusts DYNASIM4’s baseline equations for women’s labor force 

participation and annual work hours to project how much women with children might have earned if 

their employment were not reduced when they were raising children. The adjusted equations zero out 

the coefficients for children and related interaction terms, thus eliminating any negative effect that 

children might have on employment. As in the baseline simulation, the counterfactual simulation 

generates annual earnings by multiplying projected annual work hours by the projected hourly wage. 

We assume that the additional earnings that caregivers would receive if they did not reduce their work 

hours would not prompt them to alter any other activities, such as later labor supply or savings. 

DYNASIM4 also projects the likelihood that people ages 51 and older provide care to their parents, 

parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners) with care needs, and it projects the intensity 

of weekly care (no more than 2 hours, more than 2 hours but no more than 7, more than 7 hours but no 

more than 20, more than 20 hours but no more than 40, and more than 40 hours).9 Predictors in the 

adult care equation, estimated from HRS data, include age, gender, race and ethnicity, nativity, 

education, marital status, disability and health status, annual hours worked, years of work experience, 

annual unearned income, number of minor children, marital status, household size, and family financial 

assets and home equity. These equations reveal a weak negative relationship between a woman’s 
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earnings and her provision of adult care, and DYNASIM4 projects that women who provide adult care 

work somewhat fewer hours than women who do not provide care (table 8). The differences, however, 

are modest. 

TABLE 8  
Simulated Employment Rates and Provision of Adult Care, Women Ages 51 to 59 

By race and ethnicity and education 

      
Women Who  

Provide Adult Care   
Women Who Do Not  

Provide Adult Care 

 

Percent 
providing 
adult care 

 
Percent 

employed 

Mean annual 
work hours for 

those employed 

  
Percent 

employed 

Mean annual 
work hours for 

those employed 

All 29  90 1,877  87 1,897 

Race and ethnicity        

Non-Hispanic white 31  92 1,874  90 1,900 

Non-Hispanic Black 28  93 2,086  90 2,035 

Hispanic 26  80 1,773  76 1,825 

All others 26  90 1,829  90 1,835 

Educational attainment        

No high school diploma 17  41 1,299  49 1,498 

High school diploma only 26  82 1,776  83 1,834 

Some college 30  89 1,873  90 1,897 

Bachelor’s degree or more 33  98 1,936  97 1,978 

Source: Authors’ simulation from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: The analysis pools simulated annual observations on women ages 50 to 59 born between 1981 and 1985. Adult care 

consists of help to parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners). Other race and ethnic groups include 

Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our sample is not large enough 

to generate reliable estimates for each individual group. These employment rates are higher than those reported in table 5 

because they show the percentage of women employed at any point in a year, not in a single month. 

The additional earnings assigned to caregivers in the counterfactual simulation often lead to 

increased retirement benefits from employers and Social Security. DYNASIM4 simulates coverage by 

an employment-based retirement plan based on personal characteristics, including education, age, 

union coverage, and employment sector. The model also simulates the likelihood that workers in a 

defined-contribution retirement plan contribute to that plan, the amount they contribute, and the 

amount their employer contributes, based on personal characteristics. Account balances earn 

investment returns and grow over time, and DYNASIM4 simulates withdrawals in retirement. Benefit 

calculators in DYNASIM4 also simulate Social Security benefits based on marriage and earnings 

histories. The counterfactual simulation recomputes Social Security payments and retirement plan 

account balances based on the additional earnings that caregivers receive, as some caregivers with 

retirement plans contribute to those plans during their caregiving spells.  
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Because DYNASIM4 projects outcomes for a nationally representative sample of the entire 

population, our simulations capture the full diversity of women’s caregiving experiences. They reflect 

differences among women in earnings and employment; fertility histories; the likelihood, number, 

timing, and duration of caregiving spells; and other characteristics. They also reveal how caregiving 

varies by personal characteristics, including education and race and ethnicity. As a result, they provide a 

more nuanced picture of the economic costs associated with caregiving than previous studies, some of 

which rely on prototypical caregivers or make simple assumptions about how much caregivers would 

have earned if they did not provide family care (Madowitz, Rowell, and Hamm 2016; Metlife Mature 

Market Institute 2011). 

Study Restrictions 

We restrict our analysis to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have any own 

biological children or any stepchildren.10 We exclude women who never have children because the 

lifetime economic cost of caring for children far exceeds the cost of caring for adults with care needs. 

We also exclude men because fathers are much less likely than mothers to reduce their labor supply to 

care for children. Our analysis focuses on members of the 1981 to 1985 birth cohort, who are now in 

their late thirties and early forties, because most women in this generation have already completed 

their childbearing and have significant employment experience, making our projections for this group 

less speculative than they would be for later generations. Also, because DYNASIM4 begins projecting 

earnings in the early 2000s, the 1981 to 1985 cohort is young enough so that we are able to resimulate 

nearly all their projected lifetime earnings in the counterfactual simulation.  

The simulations further exclude immigrants who entered the United States after age 26 because we 

do not have information on their employment or caregiving experiences before they arrived in the 

country. 
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Estimated Cost of Providing Care 
We project that for mothers born between 1981 and 1985, who are now in their late thirties and early 

forties, the average lifetime employment-related cost of providing unpaid care is $295,000 (figure 2). 

Eighty percent of this cost is the direct loss of earnings when caregivers leave the labor force or reduce 

their work hours. Average lost earnings are $237,000, whereas average retirement benefits lost when 

forgone earnings reduce subsequent payments from Social Security and employment-based retirement 

plans total $58,000. Earnings lost by women because of their caregiving activities represent a nontrivial 

share of their lifetime earnings. We project that average earnings lost to caregiving activities total 15 

percent of what they would have earned if they did not provide care. 

Eighty-five percent of employment-related costs associated with caregiving activities in our 

simulation arise from child care (figure 3). The average lifetime cost to mothers associated with 

providing care to children younger than age 6 is $145,000, and the average cost of providing care to 

children ages 6 to 17 is $107,000. Because the older group represents twice as many person-years as 

the younger group, annual care costs are nearly three times as high for children younger than 6 as 

children ages 6 to 17. Mothers with children younger than 6 are much more likely to stop working or 

reduce their work hours than mothers with older minor children. The projected average lifetime 

employment-related cost of providing care to parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including 

unmarried partners) average $43,000. 

Adult care imposes much lower employment-related caregiving costs than child care because 

relatively few women reduce their work hours when they provide adult care. Moreover, many women 

who provide care to spouses are older and not employed. Our simulations assume that caregivers ages 

70 and older would not have worked if they did not provide care, so our simulations do not assign any 

caregiving-related costs to those older caregivers. We may understate the cost of adult care because 

when women provide care to children and adults in the same year we attribute those costs to child care, 

which is generally more time intensive than adult care, and we are unable to account for adult care 

provided by women younger than 51. Because we restrict our analysis to women who ever had children, 

all the women in our sample spend some time over their lifetime providing child care, but relatively few 

provide adult care. Caregiving costs can be substantial for those women who provide adult care, and our 

estimate of the average employment-related cost of adult care would increase significantly if we 

considered only women who provided care to adult family members. Additionally, our cost estimates 

ignore the leisure time that caregivers sacrifice and the stress and physical burdens that many 

caregivers of older adults experience (Cohen et al. 2020; Pinquart and Sorensen 2003). 
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FIGURE 2 

Average Lifetime Employment-Related Cost of Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 

and 1985 

2021 inflation-adjusted dollars 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including 

unmarried partners). The sample excludes women who die before age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 

26. The value of lost earnings subtracts employee contributions to employment-based retirement plans and the employee portion 

of Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes associated with the additional earnings we project women would have received if 

they did not provide unpaid family care. 
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FIGURE 3 

Average Lifetime Employment-Related Cost of Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 

and 1985 

By age of care recipient, 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents, parents-in-law and spouses (including 

unmarried partners). The sample excludes women who die before age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 

26.  

Differences by Education 

Overall caregiving costs increase with education, but they decline as a share of potential lifetime 

earnings as education increases. We project that the average lifetime employment-related cost of 

providing unpaid care amounts to $420,000 for mothers who completed four or more years of college, 

compared with $202,000 for mothers who completed high school (or the equivalent) and did not attend 

college and $122,000 for mothers who did not complete high school (figure 4). College-educated 

mothers generally incur high caregiving costs because they earn higher wages than mothers with less 

education. Retirement income lost to caregiving activities also increases with education, partly because 
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better-educated workers are more likely to be covered by and participate in an employment-based 

retirement plan than less-educated workers.  

FIGURE 4 

Average Lifetime Employment-Related Cost of Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 

and 1985 

By education, 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. We classify 

women with a GED as having completed high school. The sample excludes women who die before age 65 and those who 

immigrated to the United States after age 26. The value of lost earnings subtracts employee contributions to employment-based 

retirement plans and the employee portion of Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes associated with the additional earnings 

we project women would have received if they did not provide unpaid family care. 

When expressed as a share of lifetime earnings, however, earnings lost because of caregiving 

activities fall as education increases (figure 5). Average earnings lost to caregiving activities represent 

26 percent of total lifetime earnings for mothers who did not complete high school, compared with 16 
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percent of lifetime earnings for mothers who completed high school (or obtained a GED) and 12 percent 

for mothers who completed four or more years of college. Costs expressed as a share of lifetime 

earnings are relatively high for mothers with limited education because they are more likely than 

better-educated mothers to drop out of the labor force or reduce their paid work hours when they 

provide family care, and less-educated mothers tend to have more children. Additionally, paid child care 

may be unaffordable for many women with limited education, and relatively few less-educated workers 

hold jobs that provide flexible schedules and ease child care responsibilities. 

FIGURE 5 

Average Forgone Earnings from Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 and 1985 

By education, as a percentage of projected lifetime earnings if women did not provide unpaid care 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. We 

classify women with a GED as having completed high school. The sample excludes women who die before age 65 and those who 

immigrated to the United States after age 26.  
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Differences by Race and Ethnicity 

Projected lifetime employment-related caregiving costs also vary by race and ethnicity. Compared with 

Black and Hispanic mothers, costs are higher for white mothers and mothers in other racial groups, 

including Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives (figure 6). The projected 

average lifetime employment-related cost of providing unpaid care is $343,000 for non-Hispanic white 

mothers and $376,000 for mothers in other racial groups, more than twice as much as for Black 

mothers. This disparity reflects the relatively high earnings received by white workers and workers of 

other race groups. 

Racial and ethnic patterns in lifetime care costs differ when we measure costs as a share of 

potential lifetime earnings. Hispanic mothers lose nearly a fifth of their potential lifetime earnings to 

caregiving activities, more than any other racial and ethnic group (figure 7). The average share of 

lifetime earnings lost to caregiving activities reaches 19 percent for Hispanic mothers, compared with 8 

percent for Black mothers, 15 percent for non-Hispanic white mothers, and 14 percent for mothers in 

other racial groups (including Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives). Care-

related losses make up a large share of Hispanic mothers’ earnings because Hispanic mothers are less 

likely to work when they have young children than other mothers. Earnings losses for Hispanic mothers, 

who earn less on average than non-Hispanic white mothers, are likely to lead to economic hardship. 

Despite their smaller size, Black women’s caregiving-related earnings losses can also undermine 

economic security because many Black women receive limited earnings.  
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FIGURE 6 

Average Lifetime Employment-Related Cost of Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 

and 1985 

By race and ethnicity, 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. Other race and 

ethnic groups include Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because our 

sample is not large enough to generate reliable estimates for each individual group. The sample excludes women who die before 

age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 26. The value of lost earnings subtracts employee contributions 

to employment-based retirement plans and the employee portion of Social Security and Medicare payroll taxes associated with 

the additional earnings we project women would have received if they did not provide unpaid family care. 
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FIGURE 7 

Average Forgone Earnings from Providing Unpaid Care, Women Born between 1981 and 1985 

By race and ethnicity, as a percentage of projected lifetime earnings if women did not provide unpaid care 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. Other 

race and ethnic groups include Asians, Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Alaska Natives. We combine these groups because 

our sample is not large enough to generate reliable estimates for each individual group. The sample excludes women who die 

before age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 26.  

Differences by Number of Children 

The projected lifetime cost of providing unpaid care increases sharply with number of children. The 

average lifetime employment-related cost increases from $151,000 for mothers who had only one child 

to $343,000 for mothers with three children and to $464,000 for mothers with five or more children 

(figure 8). Caregiving costs increase with the number of children because mothers with more children 

tend to reduce their lifetime supply more than mothers with fewer children. Also, less-educated 

mothers generally have more children than better-educated mothers, and less-educated women are 

more likely to reduce their labor supply when they have children because they generally have less 

flexible jobs and are less able to afford paid child care than better-educated mothers. Projected forgone 
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earnings from providing unpaid care increases from 6 percent of potential lifetime earnings for mothers 

with one child to 16 percent of potential lifetime earnings for mothers with three children and to 32 

percent for mothers with five or more children (figure 9).  

FIGURE 8 

Average Lifetime Employment-Related Cost of Providing Unpaid Care, Mothers Born between 1981 

and 1985 

By number of children, 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. The sample 

excludes women who die before age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 26. The value of lost earnings 

subtracts employee contributions to employment-based retirement plans and the employee portion of Social Security and 

Medicare payroll taxes associated with the additional earnings we project women would have received if they did not provide 

unpaid family care. 
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FIGURE 9 

Average Forgone Earnings from Providing Unpaid Care, Women Born between 1981 and 1985 

By number of children, as a percentage of projected lifetime earnings if women did not provide unpaid care 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Source: Authors’ estimates from the Dynamic Simulation of Income Model 4 (DYNASIM4), run id982. 

Notes: Estimates are restricted to women born between 1981 and 1985 who are projected to have children or stepchildren and 

include care provided to own children or stepchildren younger than age 18, parents, parents-in-law, spouses, and partners. The 

sample excludes women who die before age 65 and those who immigrated to the United States after age 26.  
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Conclusions 
Many caregivers experience significant employment-related costs when they provide unpaid care to 

children and adults with disabilities. They must often curtail their employment or stop work altogether, 

reducing their earnings while they provide care and thus limiting their subsequent retirement benefits. 

As mothers’ employment has increased and become more continuous over the past several decades, 

care-related employment losses now more often involve a reduction in work hours than a complete 

withdrawal from the labor force. Reduced employment can lower caregivers’ wage growth, especially 

for caregivers who take lower-paying jobs or miss out on promotions. Thus, the economic cost of family 

caregiving can persist long after caregiving activities end. 

Our simulations quantify the lifetime employment-related cost of providing unpaid family care for 

women born between 1981 and 1985 who had children. The average loss of lifetime earnings from 

providing care totals $237,000 in 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars, or 15 percent of what mothers would 

have earned if they did not experience caregiving-related employment reductions. Adding in lost 

retirement benefits, we conclude that the average total lifetime employment-related cost to mothers 

from providing care is $295,000. To the extent that we fail to capture fully long-term earnings losses 

associated with the slower lifetime wage growth experienced by caregivers who must give up 

promotions or transition to lower paying jobs, this estimate will understate actual costs.  

Caregiving costs are not distributed evenly across the population. Total employment-related 

caregiving costs are higher-than-average for mothers with multiple children, who generally devote 

more time to caregiving than mothers with fewer children, and for well-educated mothers, who 

generally earn high wages. However, costs as a share of potential lifetime earnings are particularly high 

for Hispanic and less-educated mothers, who often earn relatively low wages. Both groups have more 

children than average, but they also face other challenges that make balancing caregiving and 

employment difficult. Many Hispanic and less-educated workers are employed in jobs that offer little 

flexibility, for example, and many do not earn enough to use paid child care. Although Black mothers 

incur lower employment-related care costs on average than other groups, the losses they experience 

can often lead to economic hardship because many Black workers earn relatively low wages. Care-

related employment losses may contribute to the high old-age poverty rates experienced by Black and 

Hispanic adults and adults with limited education (Johnson 2021). Our results underscore the 

importance of affordable child care for mothers who work for pay.  
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Estimates from previous studies of the lifetime costs associated with caregiving-related career 

interruptions vary widely. Using longitudinal administrative earnings, Neumeier, Sørenson, and Webber 

(2017) estimated the lifetime motherhood earnings gap at about $350,000 for women born in the late 

1940s, declining to $280,000 for those born in the late 1960s. Madowitz, Rowell, and Hamm (2016) 

estimate that leaving the labor force for five years to care for children would reduce lifetime earnings 

for a young woman working full time, full year and earning the median wage by $467,000, or 19 percent 

of her potential income. Their analysis, which accounts for losses in earnings, wage growth, Social 

Security benefits, and retirement account assets, assumes only full-time work or complete withdrawal 

from the labor force, uses stylized assumptions about retirement plans that may be optimistic for less-

skilled workers, and focuses on five-year caregiving-related withdrawals from the labor force, which are 

uncommon. Calhoun and Espenshade (1988) estimate married mothers’ opportunity cost of providing 

child care using multistate life table techniques and nationally representative data, but they focus on a 

limited number of representative cases. Their estimates for the 1960 birth cohort suggest that a white 

mother with a high school diploma and two children could expect to forgo about $44,000 in earnings in 

1981 dollars, equivalent to $188,700 in lost earnings in 2021 dollars when adjusted for average wage 

growth over time. An important contribution of our study is that we consider a nationally 

representative sample of mothers, simulate caregiving-related reductions in work hours as well as labor 

force withdrawals, and account for the wide diversity in mothers’ employment and caregiving activities.  

We find that the vast majority of employment-related costs associated with caregiving arise from 

caring for children and that the cost of providing care to spouses and unmarried partners with 

disabilities or elderly parents or parents-in-law is relatively low, although not trivial. Our results stem 

primarily from our use of forgone earnings to measure costs, since relatively few women reduce their 

employment to provide elder care. Estimated caregiving costs are generally higher when measured as 

the cost of replacing unpaid family care with help from paid providers than when measured as the 

earnings lost by unpaid helpers (Arno, Levine, and Memmott 1999; Johnson and Schaner 2005; 

Reinhard et al. 2019). We may understate the cost of caring for adults because we consider only care for 

spouses (including unmarried partners), parents, and parents-in-law, ignoring other important 

recipients of unpaid family care such as adult children with disabilities, and we are unable to measure 

adult care provided by caregivers younger than age 51. We also set caregiving costs to zero for 

caregivers ages 70 and older because we assume that these caregivers would not work for pay, and 

when women provide care to both children and adults in the same year, we attribute those costs to child 

care, which tends to be more time intensive than adult care. Additionally, all the women in our analysis 

spend some time caring for children, because we restrict our analysis to mothers, but relatively few 

provide adult care, reducing our estimate of the average cost of providing adult care. 
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Other studies have concluded that the cost of elder care is substantial for people caring for family 

members with significant care needs. Hurd et al. (2013) estimate the cost of providing one year of care 

to a person with dementia at about $15,000 (in 2010 dollars) when measured as lost wages and about 

$30,000 when measured as the cost of replacing unpaid care with paid care. These estimates 

correspond to about $21,300 and $42,600 in 2021 wage-indexed dollars. However, dementia patients 

generally need much more intensive care and supervision than most care recipients. The employment-

related cost of providing care to older adults is much lower when averaged across all women who had 

children, only a small fraction of whom provide care to dementia patients.  

The Metlife Mature Market Institute (2011) estimate the average lifetime economic impact on 

women who care for aged parents at more than $274,000 among those who exit the labor force to 

provide care and $185,000 among those who reduce their work hours to provide care. This estimate 

reflects lost wages and lost benefits from Social Security and employer-sponsored retirement plans. 

Although these figures are based on actual caregivers in the HRS, they may overstate costs because 

they do not acknowledge that most caregiving spells last less than one to two years (Bittman, Hill, and 

Thomson 2007; Butrica and Karamcheva 2014). Also, many caregivers sacrifice leisure time rather than 

reduce work hours or drop out of the labor force. By focusing on just a few cases that may be 

nonrepresentative, the Metlife estimates fail to capture the diversity of caregivers and care recipients. 

Relatively few women reduce their labor supply to care for aging parents, so costs averaged over all 

women are much lower.  

Forgone earnings and retirement income are only some of the costs experienced by caregivers. 

Out-of-pocket expenses, including spending on paid child care, summer camps and other supervised 

activities for children when school is not in session, supplemental paid care for older adults with care 

needs, and home modifications to accommodate people with disabilities, can be substantial 

(Espenshade 1984; Lino et al. 2017; Rainville, Skufca, and Mehegan 2016). Caregiving activities are 

often stressful, taking a physical and emotional toll and forcing many caregivers to sacrifice much of 

their leisure time. True equity requires looking beyond purely monetary considerations to include 

caregivers’ available leisure and self-care time and the distribution of chore burdens within a household.  

.
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Notes
 
1  The HRS is a nationally representative longitudinal survey of adults ages 51 and older conducted by the 

University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research with primary funding from the National Institute on Aging. 
It collects detailed information on demographic characteristics, labor supply, and earnings, among many other 
topics, and asks respondents whether they provide help to parents, parents-in-law, spouses, or partners. The 
survey asks respondents whether they provided parents or parents-in-law with personal care or household 
assistance of at least 100 hours over the past two years, and how many hours per week and weeks per month 
they provided help. The HRS also asks respondents if they provided at least 50 hours of assistance over the past 
year to surviving spouses or partners or if they provided care in the last three months of life to recently deceased 
spouses or partners. The survey then asks helpers about the number of hours per week and weeks per month 
they provided care.  

 The SIPP is a nationally representative longitudinal household survey conducted by the US Census Bureau that 
collects information on demographics, household composition, employment and earnings, income and wealth, 
and government program participation. Unlike the HRS, it covers all age groups. In 2011, the most recent year 
the survey collected data on the provision of unpaid care, it asked both workers and nonworkers about any 
caregiving responsibilities they had in the past month for a person with a long-term illness or disability. The 
survey collected information on the relationship of the care recipient, whether the care recipient lived in the 
same household, and the type, number of hours, and years of care provided.  

2  Social Security benefits are based on the highest 35 years of wage-adjusted earnings. 

3  This result for Black women differs from results reported in table 4, which show that Black women with three or 
more minor children are no less likely be employed at ages 18 to 54 than women with one or two minor children. 
The tables use data from different surveys and examine outcomes at different ages. 

4  Instead of using this opportunity cost measure, showing what caregivers could have earned if they did not 
provide care, some studies use a replacement cost measure, showing how much families would have to pay to 
replace hours of unpaid child care and family care with help from paid caregivers (Arno, Levine, and Memmott 
1999; Hurd et al. 2013; Murphy 1978, 1982). 

5  These additional simulated earnings can also qualify a caregiver for future Social Security benefits, which require 
10 years of covered earnings. If these additional simulated earnings occur during a caregiver’s low-earning years 
and thus do not increase her average earnings during her top 35 earning years, they will not boost her Social 
Security benefits. Retirees have the option of receiving 50 percent of their spouse’s Social Security payments 
and 100 percent of their deceased spouse’s Social Security payments instead of collecting on their own earnings 
record. Additional earnings by a caregiver would not increase her Social Security benefits if she elects to receive 
spousal benefits. 

6  When summing annual costs to generate a lifetime measure, we adjust only for inflation. An alternative 
approach would be to calculate a present discounted value, which gives more weight to costs incurred early in 
life than those incurred later. 

7  A later version of DYNASIM4, updated after we completed the analysis reported here, incorporates the Social 
Security trustees’ 2022 assumptions. 

8  DYNASIM4 simulates labor force participation rates for all people in the model ages 16 to 80. The model 
includes separate labor market equations for Black people and non-Black people for four age groups (16 to 24, 
25 to 54, 55 to 64, and 65 to 80). The non-Black equations include Hispanic indicators. DYNASIM4’s 
participation equations generate different overall labor force participation rates for Black people than for other 
nonwhite people because the groups generally differ in terms of personal characteristics that enter into the 
participation equations, such as age, school enrollment, education, marital status, health, disability, and Social 
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Security benefit receipt. The participation equations also control for spouse characteristics, state-level 
unemployment rates, and birth year. 

9  Because our model of family care was estimated on HRS data, which samples older Americans and provides 
information on care provided only to parents, parents-in-law, and spouses (including unmarried partners), 
DYNASIM4 does not project unpaid adult care provided by caregivers under age 51 or care provided to friends 
or other family members. 

10  DYNASIM4 does not model adoptions. 
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