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Gender Differentiation in Paid and Unpaid Work during the 
Transition to Parenthood
Medora W. Barnes*
Department of Sociology, John Carroll University

Abstract
The transition to parenthood may be especially difficult because relationships need to be largely
reorganized to meet demanding new challenges. For scholars interested in gender inequality, the
transition to parenthood is a critical time in which gender differentiation is generated by both economic
and cultural forces. Although newly married childless couples tend to share both paid and unpaid labor
rather equally, when men and women become parents, their patterns become increasingly differentiated
by gender. Cultural beliefs that emphasize mothers as the primary parent and fathers as secondary
reinforce unequal patterns in housework and childcare. Time availability models, bargaining perspectives,
and gender theories all have been used to explain these patterns. Some changes that could help ease the
transition to parenthood include expanding US parental leave policies, improving available childcare,
adding f lexible work policies, and offeringmore couples-focused intervention programs. Althoughmuch
is known about the topic, more research is needed for the literature to ref lect the new generation of
global and diverse parents.

It’s not just that couples are startled by how the division of labor falls along gender lines, but they
describe the change as if it were a mysterious virus they picked up when they were in the hospital
having their baby; they don’t seem to view their arrangements as choices they have made. (Cowan
and Cowan 1992, 98)

Introduction

Scholars have argued that transitions are times of vulnerability, and the transition to parenthood 
may be especially difficult because relationships need to be largely reorganized to meet 
demanding new challenges (Baxter et al. 2008; Cowan and Cowan 1992; Cox et al. 1999; 
Fox 2009; LaRossa and LaRossa 1981). Due to its transformative effects, this time period –
frequently defined as pregnancy through the first year of parenthood – has become one of 
the most studied life transitions. Scholars emphasize how a child’s birth is a demanding life 
situation that alters the division of labor and inf luences how men and women feel about 
themselves, their lives, and their intimate relationships.
Couples are inf luenced in different ways by the transition to parenthood depending on their 

social characteristics, psychological traits, and relationship quality; therefore, the goal of much 
contemporary literature is to determine which couples will be the most vulnerable to negative 
inf luences (Cowan and Cowan 1992; Fox 2009; Goldberg et al. 2012; Kluwer 2010). Overall, 
research generally focuses on four aspects: (1) changes in relationship satisfaction and/or 
conf lict, (2) changes in individual identities, (3) social and workplace policies, and/or (4) 
changes in the gendered division of labor.
These four topics are not unrelated. For example, an increasingly traditional division of 

household labor can increase perceptions of unfairness, increase conf lict, and lead to 
lower



relationship satisfaction for both partners (Dew and Bradford Wilcox 2011; Keizer and Schenk
2012; Kluwer et al. 1996; Steil 1997). Generally, more of the research focusing solely on marital
conf lict and relationship satisfaction comes from psychology and family studies, while studies
examining the division of labor and/or policy are frequently drawn from sociology, economics,
and gender studies.

As literature in all areas is immense, this review largely emphasizes the fourth aspect and
discusses the others only as they are interrelated. It focuses on the often inadvertent ways that
gender differentiation and inequality tend to be reproduced during the transition to parenthood
through changes in paid and unpaid work. It focuses mostly on heterosexual couples, as the
gendered division of labor within families is of interest. For many years, researchers tended to
study mostly heterosexual, married, middle-class couples having their first child with an
unstated assumption that similar processes were occurring in families of other types (Meteyer
and Perry-Jenkins 2010). Contemporary scholars have been more attentive to issues of diversity
in families; however, the majority of research still focuses on non-poor, heterosexual couples.
This review begins by addressing why gender differentiation is significant and offers brief
summaries of common theoretical explanations. It next describes key patterns found in
empirical research about paid and unpaid labor during this time period. Then a few changes
are highlighted that could help ameliorate problems during the transition to parenthood. Lastly,
suggestions are also made for future research.

Why does gender differentiation matter?

The transition to parenthood is seen as a critical time in which gender inequality is reinforced by
both economic and cultural forces, which “are generated in part by the social construction of
mothers as essential and fathers as relatively peripheral to babies” (Walzer 1998, 14). Although
newly married childless couples share paid and unpaid labor fairly equally (Baxter et al. 2008),
when people become parents their work and family behaviors become increasingly differenti-
ated by gender (Belsky and Kelly 1994; Bianchi et al. 2000; Cowan and Cowan 1992; Walzer
1998). According to some researchers, the majority of young men and women now prefer to
share bothwork and family roles within their household (Galinsky et al. 2009; Parker andWang
2013); however, cultural messages concerning how much housework and childcare men and
women should be doing are often powerful and conf licting (Sanchez and Thomson 1997;
Walzer 1998). Furthermore, workplaces are often not set up to accommodate caregiving (Fried
1998; Stone 2007; Williams 1999).

Gender differentiation in labor is a concern for the broader society when it leads to women
and men carrying unequal workloads. Twenty-five years ago, Arlie Hochschild (1989) brought
attention to the “second shift” of unpaid work that employed women did at home. She
estimated that including unpaid domestic labor, dual-earner mothers in the 1960s and 1970s
worked on average 15hours longer each week than their husbands. This left them less leisure
time, less time for sleeping, and overall more pressed for time (Hochschild 1989). She argued
that society was experiencing a “stalled revolution” where women had begun to work more
hours in paid employment, yet men had not increased their hours in domestic labor to the same
extent. Whether our society is still experiencing this “stalled revolution” is a matter of much
debate (Latshaw 2011; Milkie et al. 2009; Schor 1991; Wharton 2012).

Recently, researchers found no statistical difference in the number of hours the average
mother and father (regardless of employment status) work each week, when paid and unpaid
hours are added together (Milkie et al. 2009; Parker and Wang 2013). Nevertheless,
as work–family scholars remind us, averages such as these that collapse employment
categories, paid and unpaid work, and ages of children, can often disguise important differences
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( Jacobs and Gerson 2004). Mothers of young children who work full time and have fully 
employed spouses appear to have the longest average work weeks of 73 total hours (37 paid 
work, 15 childcare, and 21 other domestic labor) (Milkie et al. 2009). They work five more 
hours a week (20 h/month) than similarly situated fathers, who work 68 h on average (46 paid 
work, 9 childcare, and 15 other domestic labor) (Milkie et al. 2009). Differences in paid and 
unpaid hours are evident also, as these “fully employed” mothers worked 7 h less for pay on 
average than fathers, while doing 15 more hours of unpaid labor (36 compared to 21). 
Non-employed parents have the shortest overall work weeks. When only the father works, 
their non-employed partner works 11 h less on average; when only the mother is employed, 
their partner works 25 h less (Parker and Wang 2013), suggesting that non-employed fathers 
do less domestic labor, even though their spouses are working full time.
In addition to concerns about inequality in overall workloads, there are concerns about the 

long-term economic consequences for women who do more unpaid labor and less paid labor 
(Hook 2010). The wage gap between mothers and women without children has been 
widening, and some scholars see motherhood as a key factor in the lingering gender wage 
gap (England 2005; Waldfogel 1998). This gap emerges for many reasons, varying by income, 
race, and family situation (Budig and Hodges 2010; Gough and Noonan 2013; Parrott 2014; 
Waldfogel 1998). Some women are forced to temporarily leave their jobs over inadequate 
maternity leave and, consequently, may lose job seniority. Other women scale back to part-time 
work to manage unequally divided domestic responsibilities and end up losing salary and 
benefits. Some full-time workers are unwillingly thrust on the “mommy track,” if no longer 
perceived as committed or competent (Correll et al. 2007). When facing these difficulties, some 
women “opt out” of the labor force entirely and then find it difficult to re-enter a career when 
their children are older (Stone 2007). Employer discrimination and selective hiring away from 
mothers are also believed to play a role (Correll et al. 2007; Gough and Noonan 2013). Overall, 
this “motherhood wage gap” and the way gender differentiation reinforces it often result in 
higher rates of poverty for women and stagnation in achieving gender equality.
When mothers perform high amounts of unpaid childcare and housework, problems are not 

simply limited to economic consequences from a wage penalty. Spending one’s days engaged in  
unpaid household labor can be socially isolating, can be stressful, and is associated with a higher 
likelihood of a woman experiencing depression, especially if she perceives the division of labor 
as unfair (Glass and Fujimoto 1994; Taylor 1996). Furthermore, it is associated with low 
bargaining power within their relationship. When women quit their jobs, they are especially 
vulnerable and dependent on their spouse and less able to get them to help with household 
work (Milkie 2011).
The patterns of gender differentiation that develop during the transition to parenthood have 

long-term consequences, as research shows that they can lay the foundation for parents’ long-
term patterns of childcare and household labor (Gornick and Meyers 2009; Hook 2010; 
Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011; Pleck 1993). Once everyday family patterns are organized around 
gender, it appears hard to entirely “un-do” these configurations, as long as there remain 
significant amounts of childcare and housework that still need to be done. By the time children 
are grown, mothers and fathers often find themselves in unequal positions in regard to the paid 
labor market, and the reproduction of gender inequality continues.

Explaining gender differentiation in labor patterns

There are many explanations as to why the majority of heterosexual couples continue to have a 
gendered division of labor. Theories include those based on biology, personality, socialization, 
economics, and the desire for efficiency/specialization (Becker 1981; Chodorow 1978;



Hochschild 1983; Parsons and Bales 1955). While there is no space to review them all, a few
deserve particular attention as they dominate contemporary research and have important
implications for the transition to parenthood.

Time availability (or time allocation) perspectives examine how much time individuals
commit to tasks besides unpaid labor. They theorize that the division of housework ref lects
competing demands and the rational calculation of who has the time available to do it
(Coverman 1985). Scholars frequently examine parents’ employment status, hours of paid
work, work schedules, and the number of children in the household. Studies find that, for both
men and women, longer hours spent in paid employment are linked to less time spent on
domestic work during the transition to parenthood (Baxter et al. 2008; Bianchi et al. 2000).
Those men and women who are not employed spend more time doing housework than those
employed either full or part time (Bianchi et al. 2000). In couples, employed men whose wives
also work full time are likely to do more housework and childcare than those with wives who
work less in the paid labor market (Sanchez and Thomson 1997), especially when they work
different schedules than their wives (Brayfield 1995; Glass 1998; Meteyer and Perry-Jenkins
2010). Qualitative studies of lesbian couples have also offered some confirmation for time
availability theories, as greater hours in paid work are often associated with lower levels of
involvement in family work (Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins 2007; Reimann 1997).

Exchange (or “bargaining”) perspectives highlight how access to different “relative
resources” can be important in determining power differentials within households. When
husbands and wives contribute different levels of economic resources to the household, they
will have more or less bargaining power over how domestic labor is allocated (Brines 1993;
Milkie 2011). Theoretically, spouses with small differences between their earnings should share
domestic labor more equally (Coltrane 2000; Sayer 2005). Among new mothers, how much
income they make, the proportion of income contributed to the household, and the prestige
of their job all inf luence their bargaining power in getting their spouse or partner to help with
domestic work (Baxter et al. 2008; Milkie 2011). The proportion of income that a father
contributes to the household is thought to inf luence how much housework they do (Baxter
et al. 2008), although not all studies have found that it predicts involvement as well as might
be expected (Brines 1993; Deutsch et al. 1993).

Exchanges of resources between men and women may play a larger role in explaining the
distribution of housework among White couples than among those of other racial–ethnic
groups. For example, the number of hours of housework done by Black men is associated with
how much he earns relative to his wife; however, Black women appear to do less housework
than other groups of women regardless of whether they are in a weak or strong economic
position to bargain out of it (Wight et al 2013). Among Asian couples, there does not appear
to be any association between the relative earnings of the couple and the amount of housework
the husband does; however, as Asian women earn more, their time spent doing housework
tends to go down (Wight et al 2013).

An additional factor to consider is that high-income individuals or couples may avoid
spending time doing housework by outsourcing housework to third parties (de Ruijter et al.
2005; Fox 2009). Because this perspective assumes that domestic labor is an unpleasant activity
that partners “bargain” to avoid, it may help explain the division of housework better than the
division of childcare, which parents are more likely to enjoy and less likely to want to avoid
(Bianchi et al. 2012; Raley et al. 2012).

Scholars have used several related perspectives when examining the inf luence of gender on
the transition to parenthood. A considerable number of studies have looked at how an
individual’s gender ideologies affect their division of household labor. Scholars have
generally found that women with egalitarian gender ideologies do fewer hours of housework
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(Baxter et al. 2008; Beitel and Parke 1998; Sanchez and Thomson 1997). In contrast, findings 
about men are less consistent, with some scholars finding that men with egalitarian gender 
attitudes do more hours of housework (Baxter et al. 2008; Gaunt 2006) and others finding 
no increase (Bianchi et al. 2000). Meteyer and Perry-Jenkins (2010) found that gender 
ideologies affected couples’ initial division of labor after birth; however, mothers’ employment 
status (full versus part time) had a larger impact over time.
Scholars also use what is called a “doing gender” or “gender display” framework. This 

perspective suggests that housework is not necessarily allocated rationally, but instead 
cultural norms and individual beliefs about gender affect the amount and type of housework 
an individual does. Extending Goffman’s (1977) concept of gender display, West and 
Zimmerman (1987) emphasize how men and women continuously “do” gender in interaction 
through trying to live up to the society’s gender expectations. Their behaviors are always held 
accountable to their perceived sex category and may be censured if they attempt to act in ways 
that go against dominant norms for masculinity and femininity. Household labor is symbolically 
constructed as “women’s work” (not men’s) and emerges as a way for women to simultaneously 
perform gender and display love for their family (Coltrane 1989; DeVault 1991).
Gender theories of interaction may be especially useful in explaining the increased gender 

differentiation during the transition to parenthood, due to the strong connections between 
gender and mothering/fathering. Scholars have suggested that people “do” parenthood in the 
same ways that people “do” gender, in that they are defined through social interaction 
(Garey 1999; Walzer 1998). When new mothers attempt to enact the role of “mother,” they 
may do a larger share of the carework because they view this as part of a mother’s responsibility 
in fulfilling “intensive motherhood” ideals. The cultural ideals of intensive mothering expect 
women to be uniquely responsible, intensely devoted, and constantly attuned to their child’s 
emotional, physical, and educational needs (Doucet 2006; Hays 1996). Because women are held 
more accountable for having a clean house and presentable children than men, this helps explain 
some women’s reluctance to give up primary control of these tasks and can lead to maternal 
gatekeeping (Allen and Hawkins 1999; Ehrensaft 1990; Gaunt 2008).
How a woman attempts to enact the role of mother may be inf luenced by her race and social 

class. The social and economic resources available to a woman greatly affect her ability to live up 
to intensive mothering ideals (Fox 2009; Hays 1996; Lareau 2003; Nelson 2010). One 
explanation for why White women on average do more hours of household labor than Black 
women are these incredibly high (and sometimes unattainable) standards of motherhood and 
associated household cleanliness that are part of the social construction of intensive mothering, 
as well as White middle-class motherhood (Parrott 2014; Wight et al. 2013). Historically, such 
high domestic expectations would have been especially unrealistic for Black mothers who 
traditionally had to balance motherhood with paid employment (Parrott 2014).
Scholars utilizing gender theories have also emphasized how structural constraints and 

opportunities shape the context in which men and women make decisions. Parenting takes 
place within broad systems of power and social institutions (employers, federal/state policies, 
and schools) that encourage behaviors aligned with traditional gender roles (Ferree 1990). 
The policies of the United States continue to ref lect the belief that childcare is the private 
responsibility of the child’s parents (unless they put their child at risk), instead of a public 
responsibility. Although in recent years, the government has enacted the Federal Telework 
Act, increased the availability of subsidized preschool in some areas, and begun to focus more 
attention on the importance of paid leave; these few federal initiatives are insufficient. Parents 
remain under pressure to develop efficient childcare arrangements without the f lexible 
policies that would make this more easily achievable (Clawson and Gerstel 2007; Gornick 
and Meyers 2009; Stone 2007).



Mothers continue to be seen within society as essential to the well-being of children and
ultimately held responsible for the children and home, while fathers are often viewed as
secondary and optional (Fox 2009; Walzer 1998). Therefore, this privatization ends up
gendered, as men have a “choice” about whether to do childcare and how much to do, while
most women end up with very little choice (Fox 2009). Stone (2007) argues that educated
women in high-achieving jobs can be caught in a “double bind” between ideal motherhood
norms and ideal worker norms, where their “options are indeed much more limited than they
appear at first or than the women themselves appreciate” (p. 112). While these high-achieving
women may end up feeling pushed out of the labor market, opting out of paid employment is
not a financial option for most low- and middle-income women who have to negotiate
childcare in other ways (Stone 2007).

Empirical research on changes in paid and unpaid labor

Method considerations

Before reviewing specific patterns in paid and unpaid work during the transition to parenthood,
it is important to understand how researchers collect these data. The two most common
methods are using (1) survey or interview questions that ask respondents to estimate the time
they spend on tasks in a “usual day” or in the past day and (2) time diaries/time use surveys,
where people are asked about their primary and secondary activities sequentially (including
starting and ending times) over a specific time period (usually 24h). Of these two methods,
the validity and reliability of time diary estimates are thought to be higher than those obtained
through standard surveys (Robinson and Godbey 1999). Another less common technique is the
experience sampling method, where respondents wear beepers and when it goes off, they
record both their activities and feelings. This has the advantage of systematically collecting
real-time data on people’s activities and emotions; however, due to issues of feasibility, it may
be more difficult to use with large representative samples (Milkie et al. 2009).

Variation in several other methodological issues can be found within the literature as well.
Quantitative research tends to be cross-sectional, although there are a handful of high-quality
longitudinal studies. Recently, more (although not all) qualitative studies have tended to be
longitudinal (Fox 2009; Keizer and Schenk 2012; Kluwer 2010; Sanchez and Thomson
1997). This is partly because patterns are often initially established quantitatively and then
exploredmore deeply qualitatively. Longitudinal research has the advantage of allowing scholars
to incorporate the variety of changes that new parents experience throughout the time period.
There is also variation in the unit of analysis within the studies, as some studies focus on
individuals, while others insist that a dyadic perspective is necessary in which the couple is the
unit of analysis (Keizer and Schenk 2012). Recently, a few scholars have begun to incorporate
childless couples into their studies to use as a control (Dew and Bradford Wilcox 2011; Keizer
and Schenk 2012). Comparing new parents’ behaviors with those of couples without children is
thought to be one of the best ways to understand the changes that having a child creates in a
person’s life (Milkie 2011).

Changes in paid work patterns

The entrance of the majority of mothers into the paid labor force was one of the largest
transformations of the family in the United States in the last century (Bianchi et al. 2000;
Jacob and Gerson 2004). According to Census Bureau data, in the early 1960s, only 14% of
mothers were working 6months post-partum, and 17% were working a year after having their
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first child. By the mid-2000s, 57% of mothers were working 6 months post-partum, and 63%
were working 12months post-partum (Laughlin 2011). Although the increase is striking, 
approximately 40% of mothers of young children are currently not employed, and only 
one-third of mothers of preschoolers work full time (Milkie et al. 2009). Currently, only 16%
of adults say that mothers working full time is the “ideal situation” for young children, and 
42% say mothers working part time is ideal (Parker and Wang 2013), which illustrates that there 
is continuing societal ambivalence about women’s work.
The majority of research on paid work patterns of heterosexual couples during the transition 

to parenthood has found that after the birth of a baby, men tend to do more paid work while 
women do less (Bianchi et al. 2000; Cowan and Cowan 1992; Sanchez and Thomson 1997). 
In addition, with each subsequent birth, the average number of hours a women works appears 
to goes down (Sanchez and Thomson 1997; Upton 2000), and she is less likely to be in the paid 
labor force at all (Cohany and Sok 2007). When comparing married mothers of infants in 2005, 
those women with just one child had a labor force participation rate of 60 percent, those with 
two children had a rate of 55 percent, and those with three children had a rate of 46 percent 
(Cohany and Sok 2007). Limiting women’s hours of paid employment is arguably the most 
inf luential decision couples make concerning how the division of household labor will 
ultimately change during the transition to parenthood (Meteyer and Perry-Jenkins 2010; 
Sanchez and Thomson 1997).
Concerning father’s work hours, some scholars found that men with children work more 

hours than men without children ( Jacobs and Gerson 2004); others found that men’s work is  
largely unaffected by having a child (Sanchez and Thomson 1997) or by the child’s age  
(Milkie et al. 2009). Sanchez and Thomson (1997) argue that men’s work patterns stay stable 
with the birth of one child, but when men have two or more children, their time in paid labor 
goes up by 3 h/week. Men who increase their working hours may be responding to the added 
economic expenses associated with raising children. There is also some suggestion that among 
recent cohorts of younger men, fatherhood reduced work involvement for men who hold 
egalitarian gender views but increased it for those who adhere to traditional ideologies 
(Kaufman and Uhlenberg 2000). Although heterosexual fathers’ paid work patterns may change 
during the transition to parenthood, they generally do not change as much as mothers’ work 
hours (Sanchez and Thomson 1997; Walzer 1998).
Understanding changes in paid work patterns involves understanding the interplay of a 

variety of characteristics. There appear to be racial variations in these patterns, as there are 
indications that average hours of paid work may go up for African-American mothers 
(Dew and Bradford Wilcox 2011). This may be because Black women’s participation in the 
labor force is the most similar to men’s relative to other racial–ethnic groups (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2011). Married Black women have a long history of higher paid labor force 
participation, which is unique when compared with the lower rates of White, Asian, or 
Hispanic women (Cohany and Sok 2007; Wight et al. 2013). These patterns also may be 
different among lesbian couples, where a study based on longitudinal interviews found that both 
biological and non-biological co-mothers tended to decrease their hours in paid work 
during the transition to parenthood, with biological mothers showing a slightly larger decrease 
(Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins 2007).

Changes in unpaid labor: housework and childcare

Though married women generally do more unpaid labor than unmarried cohabiting women, the 
patterns become even more differentiated with the arrival of the first child (Baxter et al. 2008;



Bianchi et al. 2000; Davis et al. 2007). “Unpaid labor” is conceptualized as “unpaid work done
to maintain family members and/or a home” (Shelton and John 1996, 30). Until recently,
studies of unpaid labor tended to focus mainly on housework (cooking, cleaning, laundry,
and shopping). Lately, there has been more attention paid to concurrently studying childcare
and the emotional or mental labor that may be the most challenging part of domestic labor
(Bianchi et al. 2012; Bonnar 1991; Coltrane 2000; Hochschild 1989; Walzer 1998), although
it may be important to treat them separately, theoretically and analytically (Sullivan 2013).
Some research also examines the specific types of housework that men and women do, as
some are more time inf lexible and discretionary than others (Coltrane 2000; Hook 2010).
Studying housework in isolation does not allow scholars to truly understand a couple’s time
allocation or division of labor.

The majority of scholars have found significant increases in the number of hours the average
woman spends in housework over the transition to parenthood (Baxter et al. 2008; Cowan and
Cowan 1992; Parrott 2014; Sanchez and Thomson 1997; Wight et al. 2013), with only
Gjerdingen and Center (2004) finding no difference. This general pattern contrasts with
men, where the majority of studies found that most fathers do not significantly increase
housework hours with the addition of a child (Gjerdingen and Center 2004; Sanchez and
Thomson 1997; Wight et al. 2013). Some studies found that men decrease their time spent
in housework with the birth of either their first child (Kluwer et al. 2002) or a subsequent child
(Baxter et al. 2008). This is a significant finding because when a child is born, the hours of
necessary housework increase (e.g., laundry, cleaning, and shopping). On average, mothers of
young children do twice as much housework as men (Milkie et al. 2009), although many
factors affect this division including the parents’ educational levels, ages when the first child is
born, age gap between the parents, quality of couples’ relationship, and the child’s gender
(Bianchi et al. 2000; Coltrane 1996; Deutsch et al. 1993; Helms-Erikson 2001; Sanchez and
Thomson 1997). There are also racial differences withWhite men’s housework time being high
and Asian and Hispanic men being low relative to other groups of men (Parrott 2014;
Wight et al. 2013). Black men do an average amount of housework relative to other men,
but because Black women do considerably less housework on average than other groups of
women, the gender gap in total housework time is smallest among Blacks (Sayer and Fine
2011; Wight et al. 2013).

Although housework is an essential component of domestic labor and significant when
examining gender equity, it has been argued that childcare is even more important to study
(Bianchi et al. 2012; Oliker 2011). Some types of housework (albeit not all) can at least
temporarily be left undone or can be fit in around parents’ work schedules. Therefore, gender
differences in time spent in childcare and cultural ideas about who is responsible for children
may be one of the key forces holding back gender equality (Bianchi et al. 2012; Hays 1996;
Walzer 1998). Although total hours spent performing housework has declined over the last
several decades, time spent doing childcare has increased for both women and men. Even those
mothers today who work full time for pay spend more time doing direct childcare than the
average mother in the 1950s, when less than 20% of married mothers were in the paid labor
force (Bianchi et al. 2000, 2012; Cohany and Sok 2007). The gender gap in childcare has
consistently declined as fathers have devoted more hours to childcare, yet mothers still do about
50% more childcare than fathers (Milkie et al. 2009). In many households, a “manager–helper”
dynamic still appears to exist with fathers taking a secondary role (Allen and Hawkins 1999;
Coltrane 1996; Gerson 1993; Hochschild 1989; LaRossa and LaRossa 1989). There is also some
indication that men may be more likely to participate in those aspects of childcare they view as
“fun” (Coltrane 1996) or in public fathering activities (Shows and Gerstel 2009). In contrast,
women still tend to be in charge of the “invisible”mental and emotional labor such as worrying,
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processing information, and managing the division of labor, which are indicative of their having 
primary responsibility for the children (DeVault 1991; Fox 2009; Walzer 1998).
Research done among lesbian and gay couples generally indicates that same-sex couples have 

a more equal division of household labor than heterosexual couples (Dunne 2000; Goldberg 
et al. 2012). Where inequality does exist, it tends to center around one partner spending more 
hours in paid work and doing less unpaid family work (Carrington 1999; Goldberg and 
Perry-Jenkins 2007; Goldberg et al. 2012). Currently, more research has been done on the 
division of labor among lesbian couples during the transition to parenthood than among gay 
men. Among lesbian couples, research has included both those that became mothers through 
donor insemination and by adoption, as whether one is biologically related to the baby has been 
examined as a key variable in the division of domestic labor (Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins 2007; 
Goldberg et al. 2012). One qualitative study of lesbian couples using unknown donors found 
that couples divided housework quite equally; however, biological mothers tended to 
contribute more to childcare (Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins 2007). Other studies of the 
importance of biological ties have been mixed. Reimann (1997) used retrospective qualitative 
data and described small differences based on biology in lesbians’ division of labor in the first 
few months following birth; however, she argued that these biological effects were usually 
short-lived and rarely resulted in long-term specialization into homemaker and breadwinner 
roles. In Dunne’s (2000) study of British lesbian couples using known donors, she argues that 
the high value that lesbian co-mothers attach to nurturing together and being fair to one 
another overrides other considerations and leads to a more equal division of labor.

What could be done to ease the transition?

It is impossible to discuss here all the societal changes that could help facilitate gender equality 
among new parents; however, the lack of paid parental leave in the United States deserves 
special scrutiny. Since the passage of the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) in 1993, both 
men and women can take up to 12 weeks of job-protected parental leave if they meet certain 
employment criteria1 (see Armenia et al. 2014 for analysis of compliance rates). The leave is 
unpaid except for in a handful of states that have recently passed programs providing partial 
reimbursement.2 Individual workplace policies may also offer paid leaves or allow workers to 
apply paid vacation days, sick days, or personal days toward a parental leave. When only unpaid 
leave is available, usually only one parent (if any) takes a leave, and it is most often the mother. In 
addition to the mother’s biological recovery, this is due to what Risman (1998) calls the “logic 
of gendered choices” (p. 29). Even in couples without a preference for a traditional division of 
labor, the economic opportunity costs for a woman’s time at home are still often lower than for 
her partner due to the gender wage gap. Subsequently, when a mother stays at home with a 
newborn for several weeks and a father takes only a few days off, it is easy for unequal parenting 
patterns to form and feel “natural” (Walzer 1998).
The short length (compared to the several months or more available in many 

Western nations) and relatively rigid structure of US parental leave can lead mothers to quit their 
jobs rather than put an infant in paid childcare. If children are born with health difficulties 
(temporary difficulties related to pre-term births are especially common), mothers can easily 
use up the 12 weeks allowed under the FMLA and be forced out of paid work regardless of their 
childcare intentions. Although very long periods of supported leave can lead to negative work 
outcomes for women and increase gender inequality (Gornick 2000; Hartmann and Lovell 
2009; Waldfogel 2001), such a short unpaid leave forces families to make difficult decisions 
concerning paid work, which can lead to greater gender differentiation. Additionally, US 
women don’t usually have the option of combining part-time employment with part-time



leave over several months, which may be especially helpful for mothers experiencing the birth
of a second or subsequent child (Barnes 2013). These types of policies have already been
introduced in some European countries (e.g., France, Germany, Portugal, and Sweden; Moss
and Deven 2006).

A 5- to 6-month parental leave that covered more US workers and provided for income
reimbursement would help reduce gender differentiation in paid work through encouraging
new mothers’ continued attachment to the labor force (Gornick and Meyers 2009; Hartmann
and Lovell 2009; Hofferth 1996; Joesch 1997; O’Brien 2013). Not surprisingly, when
researchers study country-level data, those countries with more supportive policies for mothers,
including paid leave (such as Finland, Denmark, or Sweden), have the smallest difference in
employment rates between mothers of young children and those of older children (Gornick
et al. 1998). Research suggests that family-supportive policies such as paid maternity leave,
direct childcare subsidies, and the availability of universal pre-kindergarten education may help
reduce the gender wage gap in the United States (Waldfogel 1998). Black and Hispanic women
may need additional policies, such as affirmative action and immigration reform, to assure that
they have equal opportunities and fair compensation in employment (Parrott 2014).

Paid parental leave would also help reduce gender differentiation in unpaid work by
encouraging men to take longer leaves and form active fathering patterns.Unpaid parental leave
has been described as “irrelevant” to men, as going without earnings for several weeks is not
viewed as a legitimate option for most men (Singley andHynes 2005, 393). Getting men to take
paternity leave is important, as it provides time for men to develop greater confidence and skill
in their own parenting (Coltrane 1996; Lamb 2004) and “challenges the perceived naturalness
of women’s superior parenting capabilities, and provid[es] men with time to develop a similar
sense of parenting through hands-on experience” (Rehel 2014). Even though paternity leave
may be for a relatively short period, it is argued to ultimately have a strong impact on the
division of household labor by setting patterns at a critical time when household work is being
renegotiated (Hook 2010; Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011; Pleck 1993). It also is believed to be
beneficial for father–child relationships and child outcomes (Lamb 2004; O’Brien 2009;
Pleck 1997). Due to these advantages, Quebec province in Canada and some European
countries (notably the Nordic countries, Germany, Portugal, Slovenia, and Spain) have
introduced non-transferable “daddy quotas,” reserving a portion of a family’s leave allotment
for fathers only (Moss and Deven 2006; O’Brien 2013; Tremblay 2009). When combined with
wage replacement, they seem especially powerful in encouraging men to use paternity leave,
increasing gender parity in caring for young children, and lowering levels of conf lict over the
household division of labor (Hook 2010; Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011).

In addition to governmental and workplace policies, cultures of masculinity and adherence to
ideal worker norms may also play an important role in affecting men’s attitudes toward domestic
work and physical caregiving (Coltrane 2000; Fried 1998; Gerson 2010; McGill 2014;Williams
1999). Cultural expectations shape how people expect new parents to behave, with bosses,
co-workers, and friends sometimes discouraging men’s active involvement in childrearing
due to gendered assumptions about family and work (Coltrane 1996; Cowan and Cowan
2003; Pleck 1993). When the culture in the workplace discourages men from taking paternity
leaves or utilizing f lexible policies, even seemingly gender-neutral work–family policies shape
men’s and women’s behaviors in different ways and reinforce gender differentiation during
the transition to parenthood (Fried 1998; Rehel 2014). Challenging ideal worker norms,
increasing cultural support for men’s involved parenting, and improving the availability of
compensated leaves for mothers and fathers would help decrease gender differentiation.

Couples-focused intervention programs that focus on improving both parenting
(especially fathering) competence and partner awareness may also be helpful in navigating the
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difficulties related to the transition to parenthood, (Cowan et al. 2009; Doherty et al. 2006; 
Hawkins et al. 2008). While currently low-income or low-education couples are especially 
likely to be targeted for these programs due to higher levels of governmental intervention in 
poorer families, they could be useful more broadly. That many fathers don’t feel confident in 
their abilities to care for a newborn is not surprising, as many men have limited exposure to 
infants prior to fatherhood (Lamb 2004). Unfortunately, this often acts as a barrier to father 
involvement (Cowan et al. 2009; Doherty et al. 2006; Hawkins et al. 2008).
Programs led by professionals that include multiple sessions across both the pre-partum and 

post-partum periods have been found to be most effective (Pinquart and Teubert 2010). 
Although it is reasonable to question whether programs like these are feasible to fund on a large 
scale, given the seriousness of the problems that many couples encounter during the transition to 
parenthood, there is a strong argument to be made for the continuing development of these 
programs and making them more widely available.
Finally, one important factor in how much time new mothers take off from work following 

the birth of their child is their ability to find suitable childcare and their feelings about using it 
(Barnes 2013; Stone 2007). The ongoing lack in the United States of high-quality affordable 
childcare and f lexible policies to facilitate its usage means that many new parents find it difficult 
to effectively utilize paid providers for their young children (Gordon and Chase-Lansdale 2001; 
Pungello and Kurtz-Costes 1999; Stone 2007). Compared to other peer nations (for example, 
the developed nations that make up the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development), the United States has a much lower level of subsidizing childcare costs. 
Publically funded childcare programs are restricted to poor children (and often not available), 
while the majority of families receive assistance only indirectly though the child tax credit 
(Clawson and Gerstel 2007; Waldfogel 2001). The lack of public funding creates difficulties 
for parents because in most communities, a year of quality childcare costs more than a year of 
tuition at a public university (Clawson and Gerstel 2007).
The substantial financial cost and perceived lack of available childcare affect women in different 

ways depending on their social location. For low-income families and single mothers, a lack of 
stable childcare arrangements and other childcare challenges can serve as a significant barrier to 
maintaining stable paid employment (Bainbridge, Meyers, and Waldfogel 2003; Forry and 
Hofferth 2011). Policies that could reduce formal childcare costs and increase their availability 
would have a large positive effect  on their employment (Han and Waldfogel 2001). Minority 
women are often faced with similar problems, as they are more likely than White women to 
attempt to resolve childcare demands through receiving practical childcare assistance from 
extended family members (Sarkisian and Gerstel 2004; Uttal 1999). Middle- and upper-class 
women in the paid labor force, who are positioned in high-intensity professional salaried 
positions, feel significant pressure (structurally and culturally) to resolve childcare dilemmas by 
temporarily “opting out” of the labor force (Stone 2007). Yet once they have left the paid labor 
market, they often have unanticipated difficulties returning when their children are older 
(Stone 2007). Clearly, this decision affects their individual advancement opportunities – and 
the advancement of women as a group. Greatly increasing the number of subsidized childcare 
centers available, loosening the guidelines for which children are eligible, and increasing the 
average quality of childcare centers would help resolve the work–family conf licts that many 
new parents face and decrease the gender inequity that arises during the transition to parenthood.

Directions for future research

In the last few decades, as work–family literature has become more global, awareness of 
cross-national research on the transition to parenthood has also increased. The majority of



cross-national research on household labor has found that women still do more childcare and
housework, although men have shown modest increases in unpaid work since the 1990s with
significant variations existing by country (Cooke and Baxter 2010; Davis and Greenstein
2004; Hook 2006, 2010; Sayer 2010; Sayer and Gornick 2011; Treas and Drobnic 2010).
Continued attention within the transition to parenthood literature on how experiences vary
by country has great potential for future research, as it provides opportunities for examining
the effects of disparate governmental policies, workplace organizations, and cultural ideas about
parenting.

Gradually, researchers examining the transition to parenthood have paid better attention to
the nuances of race, class, sexuality, and family structure. Nevertheless, as US families have
increasingly become diverse, additional in-depth research is needed that takes an intersectional
approach and considers additional groups. The number of White, middle-class married couples
is shrinking, yet this is the group that we continue to know most about. Some families for
whom we have considerably less knowledge regarding their transition to parenthood include
live-apart parents, blended families, adoptive parents, gay fathers, and parents of varying
immigrant statuses. Scholars have lately done a better job of including racially diverse samples,
although they are not always adequate to analyze racial differences. A few recent studies have
examined the division of paid and unpaid labor by racial–ethnic group (Parrott 2014;
Sayer and Fine 2011; Wight et al. 2013), but additional in-depth investigations of other
elements of the transition to parenthood are needed.

In addition to researching previously under-examined populations and continuing to
develop new theories, it is important that scholars continue to revisit earlier questions with
new cohorts of parents. Important studies of parents from two decades ago found that the
division of baby care often ends up being more traditional than either partner expected
(Cowan and Cowan 1992; Walzer 1998). We know that couples having children today are
different than previous cohorts in their gender ideologies, work–family attitudes, parenting
pressures, and relationship structure (Galinsky et al. 2009; Kluwer 2010; Parker and Wang
2013). The world has changed both economically and culturally. How do all of
these changes affect how “millennial” couples make choices and how they feel about them?
Most scholars appreciate the importance of cohort change, but its significance cannot go
unstated. There is hope that recent developments in research methods, such as using
longitudinal dyadic approaches or including similar groups of non-parents as a control, may help
researchers understand the multiple and complex ways the transition to parenthood affects the
life of new parents.

Scholars interested in the transition to parenthood have produced large amounts of research
documenting how and why gender differentiation occurs among new parents. As societal
changes continue to alter the landscape in which new parents negotiate one of life’s most
difficult transitions, scholars will no doubt build on the studies discussed here and continue
examining the structures, cultures, and interaction patterns that affect them.
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Notes

* Correspondence address: Medora W. Barnes, Department of Sociology, John Carroll University, 1 John Carroll Blvd. 
University Heights, OH 44118, USA. E-mail: mbarnes@jcu.edu

1 The FMLA only covers employers with 50 or more workers. To be eligible, workers have to be full time and have worked 
for the company for 6 months. Due to these conditions, research has estimated that only a little more than half the workforce 
is covered (Armenia et al. 2014; Commission on Leave 1996).
2 Most state programs are types of Temporary Disability Insurance programs that provide short-term partially paid leaves for 
a variety of reasons, including pregnancy and childbirth. For an overview of the state laws, see Expecting Better: A State-by-State 
Analysis of Laws that Helps New Parents, 3rd edition, June 2014, National Partnership for Women and Families. Download at: 
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/expecting-better-2014.pdf
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