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Introduction
More than a year and a half after the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic brought the US economy to a screeching halt, the 
employment landscape remains in flux. Employers report 
shortages of workers, and quits and stated intentions to quit 
have hit record highs, but employment remains well below 
pre-pandemic levels.

Throughout, the pandemic’s impact on women’s employ-
ment has been a focal concern. Women have borne the 
brunt of job loss from the very first days of the pandemic 
(Stevenson 2020). That is because women, particularly mi-
nority women, are more likely to be in positions that require 
in-person work (Gould and Shierholz 2020). At the start of 
the pandemic, women held the majority of nonfarm payroll 
jobs, a milestone that they had reached in December 2019. 
Women’s labor force participation had risen both absolutely 
and relative to that of men in the years before the pandemic. 
Part of this growth was driven by mothers, whose employ-
ment reached a peak in 2019. Mothers in 2020 were older, 
with more work experience, and more education, potentially 
shaping their response to the pandemic-induced recession 
compared to previous recessions.

Women disproportionately work in low-wage service occu-
pations which has been a double-edged sword: as the pan-
demic intensified, many were laid off and many others were 
asked to work in increasingly dangerous conditions. More 
generally, women’s employment declined more than that 
of men since those working in so-called pink jobs (e.g., in 
education and health services) were more likely to experi-
ence layoffs.

Beyond the involuntary job loss, women also shouldered 
more of the caregiving burden during the pandemic. As the 
sociologist Jessica Calarco pointedly put it, “Other countries 
have social safety nets. The U.S. has women (Peterson 2020).” 
Mothers took leave, and were more likely than fathers to 
drop out of the labor force (Heggeness 2020). They increased 
their time spent on child care and were more likely than fa-
thers to help children with education (Azcona, Bhatt, and 
Love 2020; Greene 2021). It was not only mothers who faced 
an increase in caregiving: two out of every three caregivers 
in the United States are women, providing support not only 
to children, but also to adults with chronic illnesses or dis-
abilities (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] 
2021). Eldercare responsibilities increased, particularly for 
women (Cohen, Nash, and Greaney 2021), as people began 
to see institutional settings as unsafe places for their older 
loved ones to live.

The erasure of decades of women’s progress in the labor 
market highlighted a real fear that the pandemic would set 
back women’s roles in the labor market. Would men go back 
to work while women stayed home? Had we entered a new 

era of gender inequality? Or would women return to work 
and to making further strides in achieving gender equality 
at work?

This report reviews what has happened to women’s employ-
ment and labor force participation in the recovery from 
the pandemic. The fear that women would be set back de-
cades has not come to fruition, at least not when it comes 
to employment rates relative to those of men: women have 
returned to work just as rapidly as men have. However, the 
pandemic has profoundly shaped expectations and behav-
ior in the labor market. Many workers are continuing to ex-
perience tenuous attachment to work, with short spells out 
of work still more common in 2021 than they were in 2019. 
This volatility partially reflects high rates of churn in the 
labor market, since both women and men are seeking new 
jobs and changing industries at higher rates than before the 
pandemic. 

Both women and men are reevaluating their working lives, 
with 55 percent of those in the labor force saying that they 
want to seek a new employment over the coming year (Fos-
ter 2021). Parents made many different types of employment 
and career adjustments over the past 18 months that may 
shape their labor market outcomes for years to come. And 
many parents—both fathers and mothers—do not plan on 
returning to pre-pandemic employment patterns. So, while 
women are returning to the labor market, they may be re-
turning on very different terms.

A Recession and Recovery 
Unlike Any Other

In a typical recession, men often bear the brunt of initial 
layoffs. The pattern of job loss and recovery in the 2020 
pandemic-induced recession was different. Figure 1 shows 
that women’s employment fell 16 percent in the 2020 reces-
sion compared to 13 percent for men. While this difference 
may appear small, it is in striking contrast to previous reces-
sions, in which women’s employment declines were barely 
perceptible. In the depths of the Great Recession women’s 
employment fell by a noticeable amount, but the decline was 
less than half that of men. In every past recession, women’s 
employment level has returned to pre-recession levels many 
months before that of men.

The explanation for this difference lies in the recession itself: 
the pandemic caused a service sector–led recession. Non-
farm payrolls declined by 15 percent, a loss of 22.4 million 
jobs. Nearly all of these lost jobs were in the service sector 
both because it is the dominant sector of the US economy 
and because employment in the service sector declined more 
sharply than employment in the goods-producing sector. In 
the 2007—9 recession, the service sector declined by 3 per-
cent, and had fully recovered to its pre-recession high by the 

https://www.hamiltonproject.org/assets/files/Stevenson_LO_FINAL.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/flex2.t01.htm
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-and-hispanic-workers-are-much-less-likely-to-be-able-to-work-from-home/
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-and-hispanic-workers-are-much-less-likely-to-be-able-to-work-from-home/
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/research/institute-working-papers/why-is-mommy-so-stressed-estimating-the-immediate-impact-of-the-covid-19-shock-on-parental-attachment-to-the-labor-market-and-the-double-bind-of-mothers
https://data.unwomen.org/features/covid-19-pandemic-has-increased-care-burden-how-much-0
https://www.fastcompany.com/90667597/what-the-american-time-use-survey-can-teach-leaders-about-the-female-workforce
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/atus.nr0.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/women/caregivers-covid-19/index.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7919204/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/08901171211030142c
https://www.bankrate.com/personal-finance/job-seekers-survey-august-2021/
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end of 2012 while the decline in the goods-producing sector 
was five times the decline in the service sector. Employment 
in the goods-producing sector declined by 16 percent dur-
ing the most-recent recession and had not fully returned to 
pre-recession levels as of the February 2020 business cycle 
peak. The more-rapid growth of the service sector coming 
out of previous recessions partially explains why women’s 
employment rates historically recover faster than men’s em-
ployment rates.

In most previous economic recoveries, women’s labor force 
participation rates grew faster than men’s participation. 
During the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s, women’s la-
bor force participation rates were rising rapidly as women’s 
experience and attachment to the labor force were grow-
ing during these decades. In the 2001 and 2007 recessions, 
women experienced greater declines in employment and 
slower recoveries than in previous recessions, but these de-
clines were still dwarfed by the decline in employment for 
men. A Kansas City Fed study of the labor market recovery 
following the 2007–9 recession found that, among men and 
women with and without a college degree, only the labor 
force participation rate of college-educated women had ex-
ceeded its pre-recession level by 2019 (Tüzemen and Tran 
2019). Overall, the study found that the growth in wom-
en’s prime-age labor force participation drove most of the 
growth in labor force participation in the latter half of the 
boom that followed the recession.

Job Loss and Recovery 
The growth in women’s labor force participation in the 
2015–19 period culminated in a December 2019 milestone: 
women held the majority of nonfarm payroll jobs. In the 
early months of the pandemic there was a retreat from 
that high water mark, as women lost more jobs than men 
(as shown in figure 2, panel A). Like most recessions, men 
lost more jobs than women in the goods-producing sector; 
however, unlike previous recessions, the vast majority of the 
jobs lost were in the private service-providing sector where 
women lost more than three million more jobs than men. 

Figure 2 also shows the jobs that have been added back, 
with 17 million in total gained as of August 2021. Women 
gained more jobs than men, though total job gains have 
been roughly in proportion to the job loss, with both men 
and women having recouped just over three-quarters of the 
jobs lost. The employment expansion is occurring in every 
industry sector for both men and women, but not all at the 
same pace. Moreover, the variation in job loss has also con-
tributed to employment in some industries remaining sub-
stantially below pre-pandemic employment levels. 

Panel B of figure 2 shows that the job loss in the service 
sector was particularly steep in leisure and hospitality and 
in education and health services—two industries in which 
women hold the majority of jobs. In education and health 

Figure 1.

Percent Change in Employment Relative to Business Cycle Peak, by Gender
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https://www.kansascityfed.org/research/economic-bulletin/women-driving-recent-recovery-labor-force-participation-2019/
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services, women held 77 percent of the jobs before the pan-
demic, which partially explains why women lost five times 
as many jobs as men lost in the sector. Overall, the higher 
job loss for women was not just driven by the fact that job 
loss was concentrated in industries in which women hold 
the majority of jobs, however. Women’s share of job loss in 
every service sector industry exceeded their share of jobs 
held.  In the two other sectors that experienced high job 
loss—trade, transportation, and utilities (which includes 
retail and wholesale trade) and professional and business 

services—women lost 52 percent of the jobs despite having 
held only 42 percent of them prior to the pandemic.

There are some industries, however, where women are re-
turning to jobs more slowly than men. Retail trade is no-
table as a sector that has been hit hard by the pandemic, 
both because it sustained job losses and because those who 
continued to work in the sector faced new, more hazardous 
working conditions as a result of both their own increased 
health risk at work and the need to adopt and implement 
new workplace policies designed to limit the spread of 

Figure 2.

Jobs Lost and Gained Over the Covid-19 Pandemic
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gained since the beginning of the business cycle expansion. Utilities and mining and logging industries not shown; men 
lost 3,400 utilities jobs between February and April 2020 and continued to lose another 8,000 utilities jobs between 
April 2020 and August 2021. Women lost 500 utilities jobs and gained 1,800 utilities jobs over the same periods, 
respectively. Men lost 67,000 mining and logging jobs and gained 27,000 while women lost 1,000 mining and logging 
jobs and continued to lose another 5,000.
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COVID-19. Notably, all of the retail jobs held by men have 
been added back, while retail jobs held by women are still 
down by nearly half a million jobs. Job openings in retail 
trade exploded over the summer, but retail trade employ-
ment remains volatile, with total separations continuing to 
exceed pre-pandemic levels.

To a lesser extent, women also lag men in making gains in 
employment in education and health services. Men have 
added back 74 percent of their jobs lost, while women have 
added back 67  percent of their jobs lost. This partially re-
flects which subsectors have recovered and which have not. 
Subsectors that are extremely skewed toward women, such 
as child care and residential nursing care remain more 
than 10  percent below pre-pandemic levels. Because  edu-
cation and health services employs 30 percent of all women 
working in the private sector and it has been a driver of job 
growth for women over the past several decades, the slow 
return of women to the sector has an outsized impact on 
women’s overall employment. 

Men have also added back jobs faster in the broad category 
that combines trade, transportation, and utilities, which in-
cludes growing male-dominated sectors such as warehous-
ing.  In contrast, women have narrowed gaps with men in 
other male-dominated sectors, adding back jobs faster than 
men have in professional and business services and subsec-
tors of the goods-producing sector such as manufacturing 
and construction.

A Crisis of Care
During the pandemic, child-care availability cratered for 
many families. The number of child-care workers fell by 
34 percent as child-care centers closed and parents removed 
children from child-care providers due to concerns about 
COVID-19. Parents of school-aged children were also af-
fected, as schools around the country turned to remote 
learning, and many remained remote or partially remote 
for more than a year (Bauer, et al, 2021). For most parents, 
school is a primary provider of child care, offering roughly 
30 hours a week of not only education, but also supervision 
of children. The pandemic made it clear that education and 
child care are two sides of the same coin. Parents need their 
children to have a safe and enriching place to learn and de-
velop while parents are at work. The United States has long 
struggled with unaffordable or unavailable high-quality ear-
ly childhood education and care. The pandemic exacerbated 
and extended the problem.

Many parents have struggled to continue to work as they did 
before the pandemic. Data show that women bore the brunt 
of this burden: Early in the pandemic mothers left the labor 
force at greater rates than fathers. More recently, a survey by 
RIWI in early summer 2021 shows fewer differences in the 
effects on working mothers and fathers. Only 39 percent of 

working mothers and a somewhat smaller share of working 
fathers said that they have “worked as usual” (figure 3). This 
finding is consistent with a report by the American Staffing 
Association (2021) that found that 62 percent of adults with 
children reported that child-care responsibilities during the 
pandemic had negative consequences for their career. 

Working mothers were more likely than fathers to report 
having dropped out of work completely or having switched 
to part-time work. Nearly a quarter of women dropped out 
or reduced work, compared to a fifth of men (Figure 3). 
Working mothers were less likely to report that they contin-
ued working but had changed aspects of their employment 
other than hours. Parents turned down promotions, changed 
to a more flexible schedule, and paused their own education or 
training due to child-care constraints. Similarly, a Pew study 
in October of 2020 found that 30 percent of working parents 
with children at home had reduced their work hours, 13 per-
cent had turned down an important assignment at work, and 
6 percent had turned down a promotion (Igielnik 2021).

Although parents were making clear employment sacrifices, 
most of these sacrifices do not show up in the data as unem-
ployment, but these choices are likely to affect their employ-
ment outcomes for years to come.

Struggles with affordable and consistent child care are ongo-
ing. Many parents depend on school to provide child care 
for their children ages five and up, and most schools have 
returned to in-person learning. At the same time, though, 
recent high rates of COVID-19 among children across the 
country have created uncertainty around what kind of care 
parents themselves will need to provide during the fall and 
winter of 2021–22.

Employment of child-care workers remains 12  percent be-
low pre-pandemic levels as of August 2021. The wages of 
child-care workers have typically been some of the lowest 
in the economy; with many industries raising the wages of 
their lowest-wage workers, child-care workers have new op-
portunities to earn substantially more in other fields. The 
wages of child-care workers will need to increase in order 
to continue to attract workers to the field. However, without 
further government support, this increase will also make 
child care unaffordable for some families. Rising costs of 
child care may prevent some women from returning to the 
labor market.

Larger Gender Gaps Persist 
Among Gen Z and Millennials

Gender gaps in employment grew during the pandemic for 
every age group. Table 1 shows that, between February and 
April 2020, women’s employment-to-population ratio fell 
by more than that of men in age groups between 16 and 54. 

https://americanstaffing.net/posts/2021/08/05/covid-19-child-care-duties-have-hurt-careers/
https://americanstaffing.net/posts/2021/08/05/covid-19-child-care-duties-have-hurt-careers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/26/a-rising-share-of-working-parents-in-the-u-s-say-its-been-difficult-to-handle-child-care-during-the-pandemic/
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Figure 3.

Working Parents’ Experiences During the Pandemic
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 Source:  Survey conducted between May 27 and July 7, 2021 using RIWI’s Random Domain Intercept Technology, a 
patented, machine-learning technology that delivers anonymous opt-in surveys to Web users who are surfing online.

Note: 2,550 working parents completed the survey, out of a random sample of 14,410 adults who were initially sur-
veyed. When users stumble upon one of the hundreds of thousands of domains that RIWI owns or controls, these 
random, non-incented users are filtered through a series of proprietary algorithms to ensure there are no non-human 
respondents, and invited to participate in a survey. RIWI geo-targets respondents automatically by county, region, 
state, and city Survey participants are accessed on all Web-enabled devices, and the technology cannot be blocked 
by state surveillance or Internet control, nor is it susceptible to ad-block technologies. Although RIWI collects and 
reports the age, gender and geo-location of all respondents, no personally identifiable information is ever collected or 
reported. No enticements are used, and participants can easily exit the survey at any time. Weights are applied to age 
and gender as per the most recent national census data available, drawn from the U.S. Census Bureau. Respondent 
weight values are generated post-stratification using a raking algorithm. Weighted data estimates what the nationally-
representative population perceives.

Table 1.

Decline in Employment to Population Ratio, by Gender and Age,  
Since February 2020 (in percentage points)

Decline in ratio through April 2020 Decline in ratio through August 2021

Ages Women Men Women Men

16–24 –17.9 –14.6 –2.5 –2.1

25–34 –13.0 –12.3 –3.0 –2.7

35–44 –9.5 –9.1 –2.6 –2.7

45–54 –10.8 –9.8 –1.9 –1.8

55+ –5.8 –6.1 –1.8 –2.8

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Author’s calculations. 
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Those relatively large declines are evidence that the reces-
sion exacted a heavy toll on women quite broadly, and not 
just on mothers. Since April 2020 the employment-to-popu-
lation ratios have partially rebounded for all groups. In ad-
dition, these employment rates have risen more for women. 
The increases for women over age 35 have been large enough 
that, as of August 2021, the net declines in employment for 
workers between ages 35 and 54 were roughly the same for 
men as for women (with a notably smaller decline for wom-
en ages 55 and over).

The employment increases for women under age 35 have not 
been large enough to fully undo the initial widening of the 
gender gaps. As a result, the decline in the employment-to-
population ratio between February 2020 and August 2021 
was still larger for women under age 35 than it was for men 
in that age group. The relatively large decrease in employ-
ment for younger women may affect their career trajectories. 
Indeed, prior to the pandemic, in comparison to older co-
horts, younger women appeared to be on track to have more 
equitable labor market outcomes to men as they aged. That 
could have meant that this cohort saw less of a widening in 
labor force participation gaps and gender wage gaps than 
previous cohorts had seen emerge at older ages. The pan-
demic might be derailing some of that progress.

Seeking Change: Rising Quits 
and Record Job Postings

One current puzzle in the labor market is that job openings 
are at a record high. In fact, if every job opening reported at 
the end of July was filled, total employment in the United 
States would be not only greater than before the pandemic, 
but it would exceed pre-pandemic forecasts for employment 
growth. As many in the press have noted, there are more 
openings than unemployed workers in nearly every indus-
try. This is particularly true in historically fast-growing sec-
tors like education, health services, and professional and 
business services. The eagerness of businesses to hire reflects 
the positive economic outlook, fueled by the rapid recovery 
in consumer spending, and more generally reflects the in-
crease in gross domestic product, which has already fully 
recovered to pre-pandemic levels.

Openings, however, have yet to result in rapid hiring. Hir-
ing has increased, but so have quits. The combination of re-
cord-high levels of quits with record-high levels of employer 
demand for workers has created a surge in worker bargain-
ing power that is pushing up wages and reallocating work-
ers. Moreover, this is simultaneously happening while some 
workers continue to experience more-fragile connections to 
work. While the recovery has been much faster than is typi-
cal in a recession, the ongoing pandemic has left some work-
ers tenuously connected to work. 

An examination of individuals using the longitudinal as-
pect of the Current Population Survey (CPS) to construct 
four-month panels shows that, in nearly every industry, 
continuous employment has become less likely. Comparing 
the 2020–21 period to the 2018–19 period, figure 4 shows 
that, in most industries, continuous employment for a four-
month period is less likely since 2020 than it was in a similar 
period prior to the pandemic. In some industries that have 
historically had quite stable employment, such as education 
services, the differences are very large. In other industries 
where continuous employment was less likely in a typi-
cal year, such as leisure and hospitality, the differences are 
smaller but still significant. 

A Gallup poll conducted in early August 2021 found that 
worries about possible job setbacks like being laid off, losing 
hours, or wage reductions, remain elevated compared to 2019 
(Jones 2021). Roughly a third of workers are also concerned 
about how their work life might change post-pandemic, ac-
cording to a study by McKinsey (Alexander et al. 2021).

Workers are also changing industries and jobs more fre-
quently than they did prior to the pandemic. Figure 5 shows 
the greater frequency with which parents shifted industries 
in 2020–21 compared to 2018–19. Across every industry 
shown in the figure, mothers were more likely than fathers 
to have changed industries at some point over the past 12 
months.

Beyond anxiety for the future, workers are seeking more 
control of their working lives. One strong preference that 
workers seem to have is to continue to have the opportu-
nity to work from home. A McKinsey and Company study 
(Alexander et al. 2021) found that 28 percent of US workers 
in corporate or government settings are likely or very likely 
to quit if they are required to go back to full-time work in 
person. A survey by PwC (2021) found that 55  percent of 
workers prefer to be remote at least three days a week, and 
that only 21  percent of executives think employees should 
be in the office five days a week. The summer 2021 survey 
conducted with RIWI found that nearly half of working par-
ents wanted to be able to work from home, and many were 
considering changing their employment to be able to do so. 

Pew found that prior to the pandemic fathers were much less 
satisfied than mothers with the amount of time they had with 
children (Livingston, 2018). During the pandemic, fathers 
have gained more in terms of satisfaction with the amount of 
time they had with their children (Barroso, 2021). The expe-
rience of more-intense parenting for fathers during the pan-
demic may be part of the impetus for why fathers are more 
likely than mothers to plan to make an employment change.

In fact, only 26 percent of fathers plan to continue working 
as they did prior to the pandemic, as shown in figure 6. A 
quarter of fathers want to reduce their work hours, while 
an additional 17  percent want to pursue a less-demanding 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/354632/workers-job-worries-easing-above-2019-levels.aspx
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/what-employees-are-saying-about-the-future-of-remote-work
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-survey.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/08/most-dads-say-they-spend-too-little-time-with-their-children-about-a-quarter-live-apart-from-them/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/25/for-american-couples-gender-gaps-in-sharing-household-responsibilities-persist-amid-pandemic/
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career. In contrast, 20 percent of fathers want to work more 
hours and another 12 percent want to pursue a better career. 

Mothers are also seeking a change, with only 35 percent of 
mothers planning to continue working as before (figure 6). 
Indeed, 22  percent of mothers plan to reduce their work 
hours and 13  percent want to find a less-demanding job. 
Fewer mothers—only 15 percent—want to work more hours, 
while 14 percent want to pursue a better career.

Much attention has been given to the fact that workers and 
employers expect greater flexibility to work from home as 
the pandemic recedes and workers return to the office. But 
what about those whose work must be done in person? Flex-
ible workplace arrangements are not only about where work 

is performed, but are also about when the work is done, how 
much control workers have over their own schedules, how 
many hours workers spend on the job, and whether they 
have access to paid and unpaid time off for illness and fam-
ily needs. Many workers are reluctant to go back to jobs in 
which they have little control over their working hours and/
or where they have no ability to take paid time off.

Pre-pandemic research has shown that allowing workers 
to save time spent on commuting to work by either allow-
ing some work from home or allowing flexibility in work 
hours increases the time workers devote to work (Council 
of Economic Advisers, 2014; Sorenson, 2013; Bloom, 2014). 
Moreover, such flexibility increases job satisfaction, an im-
portant factor in retaining workers (Ray and Pana-Cyan, 

Figure 4.

Percentage Point Change in the Distribution of Months Nonemployed, by 
Industry, from 2018–19 to 2020–21
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nonemployed. Mining and logging increased 6.9 percentage points for the only employed, increased 1.4 percentage 
points for people who experienced one month of nonemployment, -2 percentage points for two months of nonemploy-
ment, -2.8 percentage points for those experiencing three months of nonemployment, and -3.5 percentage points for 
the only nonemployed.

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/documents/updated_workplace_flex_report_final_0.pdf
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236924/don-pamper-employees-engage.aspx
https://hbr.org/2014/01/to-raise-productivity-let-more-employees-work-from-home
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8004082/
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2021). As the labor market tightened in 2019, many em-
ployers were turning to greater flexibility to lure workers 
to take positions. These trends will likely accelerate in 2021 
and 2022 as workers feel emboldened to demand better 
working conditions.

Conclusion
During the pandemic people slowed down. They slowed 
spending—leading to the accumulation of more than 
$2  trillion in excess savings. They kept going to jobs they 

wanted to leave—quits fell by half during the pandemic. 
They changed how they spent their time, with more time 
for sleep, games, and television, and household production. 
They spent less time getting to and from work and less time 
out of their homes more generally. All the slowing down 
seems to have given many people more time to reflect on 
their career and life.

Typically, job quits are driven by idiosyncratic shocks in 
people’s lives: a life event might change what they want, 
or a new opportunity might arise (Holtom and Allen, 
2019). The pandemic appears to have had the effect of these 

Figure 5.

Industry Shifting of Parents
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Note: The CPS samples individuals in consecutive four-month panels. The author pools changes in employment status 
and industry within rolling four-month panels from September 2020 (2018) to August 2021 (2019). Parents with children 
are defined as having a child under the age of 18 at home. Utilities and mining and logging industries not show; 8 per-
cent of parents employed in utilities shifted industries in both time periods, 14 percent of parents employed in mining 
and logging changed industries in 2018–19, while 22 percent changed industries in 2020–21. Looking at parents by 
gender in 2020–21, 9 percent of fathers and 5 percent of mothers initially employed in utilities changed industries. In 
the mining and logging industry, 19 percent of fathers and 39 percent of mothers changed industries.

https://hbr.org/2019/08/better-ways-to-predict-whos-going-to-quit
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idiosyncratic type of shocks on quits, but this correlated 
shock is reverberating around the work force. So while both 
men and women have returned to the labor force, an enor-
mous reallocation is under way. Not only are they seeking 
change, but the record level of job openings means that they 
are facing an unprecedented set of opportunities. Despite 
the slowdown in job growth in August, the large number of 
job openings is likely to persist, giving workers time to find 
work in an industry and with an employer that is a better 
match for their lives, given everything that was been learned 
during the pandemic. 

Early on in the pandemic there was a hope that the economy 
could simply pause, with people staying home from some 
jobs at first and then returning to those jobs as the pandem-
ic subsided. As the pandemic drags on, it has become clear 
that many firms could not simply hold on to the same way 
of doing business—and neither could workers. Many firms 
reorganized themselves or shuttered permanently, cement-
ing job losses. The pandemic has given US workers a chance 

to reinvent themselves, and many are seizing this opportu-
nity to do just that. They are seeking new jobs in different 
industries, with many trying their hand at starting their 
own business. 

Women have returned to work, but not on the same terms. 
Some are seeking a permanent increase in flexibility, while 
others want to reduce their work to better achieve work-life 
balance. And yet others are looking for better opportunities 
to build the career that they truly want, to be paid a wage 
that they believe better reflects their contributions. And they 
are not alone: men, too, are making career changes and want 
to find a better balance between their family life and their 
work life. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Gallup recently found that 
the percent of Americans who report themselves to be thriv-
ing reached a record high in the summer of 2021 (Witters 
and Agrawal 2021). Not only has life satisfaction recovered 
on average, but anticipated life satisfaction now exceeds 

Figure 6.

Working Parents’ Expectations for the Future
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weight values are generated post-stratification using a raking algorithm. Weighted data estimates what the nationally-
representative population perceives.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/351932/americans-life-ratings-reach-record-high.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/351932/americans-life-ratings-reach-record-high.aspx
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pre-pandemic levels. The pandemic continues to wreak hav-
oc on people’s lives and there are many people who will nev-
er be able to fully recover from the harm it caused them and 
their families. However, there is the possibility to emerge out 
of the pandemic on a path to greater life and work satisfac-
tion. And, if the large numbers of Americans seeking a bet-
ter work life ultimately succeed, instead of setting women 
back, the pandemic might just have helped propel parent’s 
work-life balance forward.
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More than a year and a half after the arrival of the coronavirus in the United States brought the 
economy to a crashing halt, the employment landscape remains in flux. The labor market recovery 
for different groups has varied by gender and other demographics such as race, ethnicity, educa-
tion level, and parental status. The resulting reallocation of workers and businesses has changed 
both who is working and in which industries and occupations. In this essay, Betsey Stevenson of 
the University of Michigan revisits her previous work for The Hamilton Project, and examines the 
effects of an uneven recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic.
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