COVID-19 and Gender Inequality in the Workforce
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed many of the social issues in the United States. Focusing in on issues of gender
inequity, the coronavirus forced more women out of the workforce than men. An article by USA Today cites 865,000
women leaving work in just September 2020 compared to 216,000 men. 1 But, even before the pandemic, women faced
more challenges than men when it comes to establishing a career.
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Women with their youngest child
$1.00 a man earns, a woman earns $0.83. 2 There is a similar trend
under the age of three years old have
in Massachusetts data, for every $1.00 a man earns, a woman
a 61.8% labor participation rate,
earns ~$0.81. 3 And these disparities are larger for women of
compared to men who have a 94.2%
color. In the United States, Black women lag even further behind
labor participation rate. Although the
in terms of the gender wage gap. On average, for every $1.00 a
largest disparity is seen between men
white, non-Latino man makes, a Black woman will only earn
and women with youngest children
$0.63. In the State of Massachusetts, this gap is even steeper than
under the age of three, women with
national data, with a $0.43 difference between the wages of a
children across all age groups have a
black woman in comparison to the wages of a white, non-Latino
lower labor participation rate than men
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schooling. All of these responsibilities compound, creating
barriers for women to progress in the workforce. The World
Economic Forum stated it will take 135.6 years to reach global
gender parity with the current economic trajectory. 5 Efforts for gender parity need to be coordinated, covering all bases
to ensure women have the same opportunities as men to prosper in their careers. Many policies can address gender
disparities, but access to affordable, reliable, quality childcare should be the focus for policymakers, because it is a
foundational need for women in the workforce.

Workforce Participation
National data suggests that between April and September of 2020, women had higher unemployment rates than men.
In October 2020, this flipped with men having higher rates of unemployment. 6 Although unemployment rates for men
are higher than those of women, women are still less likely to participate in the labor force than men. 7
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Furthermore, national data suggests that mothers are less likely to participate in the labor force than fathers. This data,
organized by the age of the youngest child, exposes a great disparity between fathers and mothers with children under
three years old. Women with their youngest child under the age of three years old have a 61.8% labor participation rate,
compared to men who have a 94.2% labor participation rate. Although the largest disparity is seen between men and
women with youngest children under the age of three, women with children across all age groups have a lower labor
participation rate than men in the same circumstances. This difference exists across all races and ethnicities of mothers,
and is especially disparate in White, Asian, and Latina women. 8
In Census data from 2019, Massachusetts men’s labor force participation was at an estimated 85.6% while women’s
labor force participation was at an estimated 79.3% and at 76.9% for women with children under six years old. 9 This
shows that there are more men than women in the labor force in Massachusetts. Unfortunately, there is no data on
labor participation rates for men with children from this source and is impractical to draw conclusions regarding
parental status and labor force participation rate in the State of Massachusetts.
The pandemic has ultimately had a negative effect on the labor force participation rate of both men and women, and
has had a disproportionate effect on women. The Department of Early Education and Care in Massachusetts reported
that the labor force participation rate [January, 2021] in Massachusetts decreased by twice the national average. With
this, adults are struggling with necessities like food, rent, or keeping up on general household expenses. They also
reported women’s labor force participation rate being at the lowest point in 35 years, and 70% of employers in
Massachusetts are worried about retaining women in the labor force. 10Why has the pandemic had such a
disproportionate effect on women’s labor force participation rates? Disruptions in child care could be the answer. A
survey done by the Kaiser Family Foundation has found that 30% of women who have left the workforce during the
COVID-19 pandemic have left due to school or childcare closures. Almost half of the women in this survey reported
taking unpaid sick leave due to these closures as well. When looking at disparities by race and ethnicity, it was found
that 32% of Black women left work for childcare, along with 35% of Latina women, compared to 30% of white
women, and 13% of Asian women. 11

Household Responsibilities, Stress, and Burnout
Even pre-pandemic, women reported making changes in their careers—quitting their jobs, taking time off, turning
down promotions, and reducing hours at work to care for their families. 12 Women make many sacrifices for their
families, and this can be attributed to the role they take on in their households.

7

Department of Labor. “Labor Force Participation Rates” available at https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/data/latest-annual-data/labor-force-participationrates#Labor-Force-Participation-Rate-by-Age-and-Sex (last accessed May 2021).

8

Department of Labor, “Labor Force Participation Rates” available at www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/data/latest-annual-data/labor-force-participation-rates Labor-Force-Participation-Rate-of-Mothers-and-Fathers-by-Age-of-Youngest-Child (last accessed December 2020)

9

United States Census Bureau “Employment Status”available at
data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=Massachusetts&g=8600000US02116_8710000US2502116&tid=ACSST1Y2019.S2301&hidePreview=false (last accessed
December 2020)

10

Department of Early Education and Care “Meeting of the Board, February 9 2021” www.mass.gov/doc/february-9-2021-board-meeting-materials/download
Powerpoint Presentation

11

Kaiser Family Foundation, “Women, Work, and and Family During COVID-19: Findings from the KFF Women's Health Survey” available at www.kff.org/womenshealth-policy/issue-brief/women-work-and-family-during-covid-19-findings-from-the-kff-womens-health-survey/ (Last Accessed March 2021)

12

Pew Research Center, “On Pay Gap, Millennial Women Near Parity- For Now” available at On Pay Gap, Millennial Women Near Parity – For Now | Pew
Research Center (pewsocialtrends.org) (last accessed November 2020)

www.strategiesforchildren.org

COVID-19 and Gender Inequality in the Workforce

Women tend to spend more time on “non-market labor” or housework and child care than men. Brookings Institute
administered a survey which found mothers of young children to spend two hours more, daily than fathers of young
children on this kind of work. In fact, most mothers, regardless of employment or marital status, perceive themselves as
taking on the majority of responsibility for child care. 13 Women are more likely to take on the brunt of household
responsibilities, which could explain why childcare
arrangements have such an effect on a woman’s career. In fact,
In fact, out of over 4,000 women that
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performance at work and 45%
conducted by Beacon Research, parents of young children
reported that changes in childcare
responded to questions related to the state of childcare. This
arrangements have negatively
survey showed that parents were experiencing stress related to
impacted their financial security.
childcare concerns. Specifically, 77% of women respondents
were concerned about not returning to work due to changes in
childcare plans. This survey also found only 13% of its women
respondents have access to paid family leave, and 44% have access to flexible work hours. 15 Not only are women
expected to take on the responsibility of child care arrangements, but they aren’t being supported in doing so.
With all the expectations on women and the lack of support they receive, it’s no wonder they’re so stressed. A national
survey found 70% of parents have experienced increased stress due to the pandemic. 16 Like with jobs, parents can
experience parenting burnout consisting of exhaustion, loss of personal effectiveness, and emotional distancing from
children. The pressure women feel in parenting is related to higher levels of parental burnout and lower work-life
balance. Low work-life balance is related to low levels of career ambitions. 17 Women experience parental burnout at
higher rates than men. 18 Because they experience this stress at higher rates, it must impact their careers at higher rates
than men’s. This is problematic, as even just the stress of these responsibilities is detrimental to women’s abilities to
prosper in the workforce.
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Social and Economic Implications
From an economic standpoint, the decrease in women’s labor force participation negatively impacts global GDP.
According to 2017’s World Employment Social Outlook which looked at international data and global GDP pointed to
the relationship of GDP and women’s labor participation rates. Specifically, if the gap between men’s and women’s
labor force participation was to decrease by 25% the global GDP would increase by 3.9% or $5.8 trillion US dollars.
This same report also cited affordable childcare as a significant deciding factor to women’s labor force participation in
developed nations, such as the United States. 19 From a public health perspective, it is important to consider the effects
of this pressure on women creating parental burnout. Parental burnout is a risk factor for anxiety, depression, substance
abuse, and even child maltreatment. 20

Implications for Women of Color
Although the pandemic has had a negative impact on all women in the labor force, it has had a disproportionate effect
on women of color. More than one in 12 Black women over the age of 20 in the United States were unemployed in
January 2021. The unemployment rate for black women increased by 170% compared to the pre-pandemic rate for this
population. 21 Why did the pandemic affect women of color so disparately from white women? One possibility is that
women of color are disproportionately represented in the sectors most impacted by COVID-19. Close to a quarter of
Black and Latina women work in the service industry, which is not flexible to allow for parents to work from home. In
fact, only 17% of Latina mothers, 21% of Black mothers, were able to work from home during the pandemic. Asian
mothers were at the highest percentage of work from home accessibility, surpassing white mothers, with 39% able to
work from home. 22
It was found in 2015 that half of all Black women in the workforce were moms, and more than two thirds of these
mothers were single mothers. As for married Black mothers in the workforce, they have been shown to work at least
200 hours more on average than married white or Latina mothers, and 339 more hours than Black single women with
children. It’s also been shown that they will work 132 more hours than Black childless women, even with the added
responsibility of raising a child. This is seen in an opposite trend with white and Latina women without children who
tend to work more than their respective ethnicities women with children. 23 Black mothers work more than all other
mothers in the workforce and are often the sole provider for their families. It’s been found that about 84.4% of Black
women are the breadwinners in their families, and 60% of Latina women are breadwinners in their families. Along with
these data points, it’s been shown that all women of color (Asian America, Latina, Black, and AINA) are more likely
than white women to experience job disruptions due to childcare issues. 24 Because women of color are more likely to
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earn the majority of their household income, it’s important to understand and mitigate barriers they may face when
participating in the work force in order to ensure financial security for these families.
The price of child care adds a barrier for women of colors, and ultimately families of color. Nationally, Black families
spend about 56% of their household income on childcare, Latinx families spend about 42% of their household income
on child care, and American Indian/Alaska Native families spend about 51% of their household income on child care
while white families spend about 26% of their household income on childcare. 25 All of these percentages are higher
than the 7% of household income, which the United States Department of Health and Human Services defines as
affordable, and the variance is disproportionately steep for families of color. 26More than half of Latinx and American
Indian/Alaska Native families live-in childcare deserts, meaning they don’t have access to affordable, high quality
childcare. 27 If women who are the primary earners for their families are unable to afford care for their children, how can
they meet their family’s financial needs? Increasing access to affordable, high quality child care would be an
instrumental step in empowering women of color to stay in the workforce.

Policy to Monitor
The implementation of Federal, State, and workplace policies are essential to prevent these issues, keeping women in
the workforce. Below are policies that could be implemented at a Federal level, State level, and within businesses. These
policies could help support a system which favors women’s advancement in the workforce.
The office of Congresswoman Katie Porter (D-CA) recommended political interventions to mitigate these effects. This
would include continued support for Paid Family and Medical Leave and expansion of such benefits to municipal
employees, as well as free pre-K and employer action. 28 Increased public investments in child care are necessary to
support the child care sector, which will increase the quality of early education and child care. Investments are also
needed to support parents in accessing child care.
Some specific policies to monitor in this legislative session are Congresswoman Katherine Clark’s (D-MA) Child Care
as Infrastructure Act, which aims to improve the quality of early education programs in the nation, treating them as vital
infrastructure. This would include college scholarships for early educators, who nationally are 94% women and 41%
women of color. 29 Along with potentially increasing support for women in the child care workforce, this act would
upgrade the quality of the physical spaces they work in through investments in classrooms and facilities. 30
In Massachusetts, policymakers and advocates are working on state policy solutions. One policy to monitor is the
Common Start Coalition’s bill H.D. 605 or S.D. 362. If passed, this bill would create a framework to address issues of
accessibility and quality of early education. These issues include high parent fees, low subsidy reimbursement rates,
poverty level educators' salaries, and lack of access to the resources and comprehensive services necessary to provide
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high quality care to children and families. Addressing these issues would effectively increase women’s ability to
participate in the labor force by lowering the cost of childcare and help a woman dominated sector by increasing their
salaries. 31
In addition, the Department of Early Education and Care is structuring a new parent fee schedule. The proposal would
ensure parents accessing child care subsidies aren’t paying more than 7% of their income towards the subsidies’ parent
fee, and that parents in poverty wouldn’t have to pay fees at all. 32 This would be helpful for all families in need of child
care, particularly many families of color for whom child care cost is a much higher percentage of household income.
Increasing the quality and accessibility of child care will be instrumental in achieving intersectional gender equity in the
workplace.
Along with the above policies, increased support for Family Child Care providers is crucial to support the workforce.
Family Child Care providers often allow for more stable environments due to low staff turnover, allow for families to
choose care representative of their culture, mitigate issues of transportation, and allow for more flexible hours than
center-based programs. 33

Workplace Solutions
Another potential piece of this solution falls into the hands of business leaders. Business leaders need to commit to
non-discriminatory policies for women, but specifically mothers. This could allow for not only the retention of women
in the workforce, but the advancement of women into leadership roles. It’s been shown in the first five years after birth,
only 8% of mothers are promoted after returning to work versus 15% of fathers being promoted. Men are twice as
likely as women to be promoted following the birth of their child. This trend continues even after the first five years,
13% of mothers will be promoted compared to 26% of fathers. 34
Along with this, it’s been found that although women receive the same amounts of mentorship in the workplace as
men, they don’t typically receive the same kind of workplace mentorship. Where 78% of men receive mentorship from
top executives, only 69% of women receive this kind of mentorship. Further, even when they have the same balance of
women and men mentors available, 36% of women receive a female mentor, where only 9% of men receive a woman
mentor. With this information, it’s important to note that 72% of men who participated in mentorship received a
promotion compared to 65% of the women with the same experience. 35 With this data it is clear that women are not
promoted at the same rates as men. Workplace policies to mitigate the unfair promotion standards could include
objective scales to rate progress within mentorships within organizations, with clear and unambiguous standards.
In a January 2020 survey done by Clutch, it was found that only 6% of employers in their system offered child care
benefits. With this finding, less than half of the women surveyed believed there was a fair chance for people in their
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company to advance, indicating low morale among women in the workforce and 10% of women were dissatisfied with
the child care benefits offered by their employers. Some recommendations from these researchers are offering on-site
child care, offering child care spending accounts, offering child care subsidies, creating predictable and flexible
schedules depending on employee needs, and creating a system for back-up child care assistance. 36 These solutions
would mitigate the child care barriers many women face to advancing in the workplace.

Conclusion
The pandemic has evidently impacted women, disproportionately women of color, in their ability to remain in the
workforce. As new data emerges, advocates, policymakers, and businesses have a responsibility to change the systems
that negatively impact women’s abilities to prosper in our current workforce. Supporting women in the workforce,
means mitigating the barriers they face for workforce participation. A very foundational barrier for women is access to
childcare. To make childcare more accessible would open new pathways for women in the workforce. Structural
changes to these systems could truly make an impact.
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