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The pandemic hit working moms hard. Following a significant decline in employment in the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic and a lagging recovery in 2021 compared with fathers, maternal employment finally returned
to pre-pandemic levels in late 2022. But this employment recovery has not reached all groups of mothers. One of
the groups that experienced the largest employment losses during the pandemic was mothers without a
bachelor’s degree, and they have not yet recovered to their pre-pandemic employment levels. A new report tracks
maternal employment trends during the pandemic, showing which groups have yet to recover.

At the onset of the pandemic, employment losses were steep, especially for lower-educated workers. Yet, even in
the first few months of the pandemic, mothers without a bachelor’s degree had reductions in employment rates
that were substantially larger than the reductions fathers experienced. In April 2020, mothers without a bachelor’s

degree had an employment rate that was 22.1% below their February 2020 rate. The employment rate for similarly
educated fathers fell by 12.9% in the same timeframe.

Change in Employment Rates by Educational Attainment: February 2023
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Note: Employment rates for mothers and fathers ages 25 to 54 with children under 13 living in the
household.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey IPUMS (not seasonally adjusted)

A line graph shows changes in employment rates relative to February 2020, with all dropping 5.2-22.1%
in spring 2020. As of February 2023, mothers with a bachelor’s degree and fathers without a bachelor’s
degree exceeded their pre-pandemic employment levels. Mothers with less than a bachelor's degree had
the largest reduction in employment levels and have not yet made a full employment recovery.
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Then, as the pandemic progressed, it was specifically mothers, and not fathers, with lower educational attainment
that were left behind in the recovery. The gap in recovery between mothers with lower educational attainment and
other parents was particularly large throughout 2020 into the first half of 2022. Fathers with lower educational
attainment exceeded pre-pandemic employment levels by September 2021 and remain 1.6% above pre-pandemic
levels while mothers with lower educational attainment remained 1.1% below pre-pandemic levels in February
2023.

One reason for this lagging recovery is women’s unequal representation in specific industries. Women were more
likely to work in industries that experienced large reductions in employment early in the pandemic compared with
men, contributing to the steep employment losses among mothers with lower educational attainment. In addition,
mothers were more likely to leave their jobs to take on added caregiving and educational responsibilities as
childcare centers and schools closed to the public during the pandemic, leaving many without viable caregiving
arrangements. New research shows that these gaps in care infrastructure were linked to slow employment
recovery among mothers without a bachelor’s degree. Childcare-related employment disruptions remain elevated
relative to pre-pandemic levels, and childcare prices continue to edge up, which is linked to lower maternal
employment, especially among mothers with less education.

Women with less formal education are more likely to be in low-wage jobs with fewer workplace benefits, and
paying for child care requires a larger portion of their paychecks. Combined with other factors, this leads to a
greater likelihood of leaving the labor force or reducing work hours when providing family care. A recent report
commissioned by the Women’s Bureau quantifies how gaps in employment for caregiving contribute to lower
lifetime earnings among mothers, finding that on average mothers with lower educational attainment lose 13-26%
of total lifetime earnings due to family caregiving. Even when employment rates recover among mothers without a
bachelor’s degree, they may face diminished job prospects and reduced lifetime earnings associated with
pandemic-related job interruptions.

Arecently signed Executive Order on Increasing Access to High-Quality Care and Supporting Caregivers includes
more than 50 directives to Federal agencies to expand efforts to improve compensation and job quality for
caregivers and increase access to affordable care for families. Expanded access to paid leave, employee-driven
flexibility, and fair scheduling, along with improved compensation and greater investment in care infrastructure
can help achieve a more equitable recovery. For more information on maternal employment during the pandemic,
check out our new report.

Christin Landivar is a senior researcher in the Women’s Bureau. Follow the bureau on Twitter @WB_DOL.
Tags: data, Women's Bureau, working women, working families, working mothers, caregiving, COVID-19

SHARE THIS:

Data Spotlight: Asian American, Native Hawaiian
and Pacific Islander Workers with Disabilities in Resources to Support Working Families
Skilled Trade Professions

MORE FROM AUTHOR

https://blog.dol.gov/2023/05/11/pandemic-employment-losses-worse-for-working-moms-without-degrees 2/5



11/14/24, 12:36 PM Pandemic Employment Losses Worse for Working Moms Without Degrees | U.S. Department of Labor Blog

il W

Resources to Support Working 5 Takeaways from Listening
Families Sessions with Doulas

CHILDCARE
PRICES IN
LOCAL AREAS

INITIAL FINDINGS FROM THE NATIONAL
DATABASE OF CHILDCARE PRICES

e ¢ &
Hed o
He o

New Childcare Data Shows Prices
Are Untenable for Families

Scroll to top ™

Stay Connected! Sign up to receive Department of Labor updates.

Email Address SUBSCRIBE

Submit Feedback

Agencies Forms Guidance Search FAQ @ AboutDOL News Contact Ue

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

White House

Benefits.gov

Coronavirus Resources

https://blog.dol.gov/2023/05/11/pandemic-employment-losses-worse-for-working-moms-without-degrees 3/5



11/14/24, 12:36 PM Pandemic Employment Losses Worse for Working Moms Without Degrees | U.S. Department of Labor Blog

Disaster Recovery Assistance
DisasterAssistance.gov
USA.gov

Notification of EEO Violations
No Fear Act Data

U.S. Office of Special Counsel

LABOR DEPARTMENT

About DOL

Guidance Search

Espafiol

Office of Inspector General

Subscribe to the DOL Newsletter
Read the DOL Newsletter

Emergency Accountability Status Link

Ato Z Index

ABOUT THE SITE

Freedom of Information Act
Disclaimers
Plug-Ins Used on DOL.gov

Accessibility Statement

https://blog.dol.gov/2023/05/11/pandemic-employment-losses-worse-for-working-moms-without-degrees 4/5



11/14/24, 12:36 PM Pandemic Employment Losses Worse for Working Moms Without Degrees | U.S. Department of Labor Blog
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF LABOR

200 Constitution Ave NW
Washington, DC 20210
1-866-4-USA-DOL
1-866-487-2365
www.dol.gov

Connect With DOL

® © ® ©

Site Map Important Website Notices Privacy & Security Statement

https://blog.dol.gov/2023/05/11/pandemic-employment-losses-worse-for-working-moms-without-degrees 5/5



