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Women have experienced a disproportionate disruption in earnings and career
paths during the pandemic. This brief focuses on the outsized burden that a lack
of affordable, accessible, and reliable child care places on mothers’ and female
caregivers’ participation in Colorado’s labor force.
CHILD CARE BURDENS FALL LARGELY ON WOMEN
Early Milestones surveyed families in Summer 2020 and again in May 2021.1
In our first survey, nearly two-thirds (64%) of responding families shared that
their child care arrangements changed due to the pandemic. School and child
care shutdowns, as well as inconsistent availability of care for children forced
many parents to take on the responsibility of daily care and remote learning for
their children.
These burdens fell largely on mothers and female caregivers. In our second
survey, four out of five (82%) mothers reported being primarily responsible
for supervising their children’s remote learning. Nearly half (48%) of mothers
reported spending at least four hours per day supporting virtual learning,
compared to 37% of fathers reporting the same increased commitment. This
caused many mothers to report increased stress and feelings of inadequacy
during the pandemic.
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While many children returned to in-person school and child care settings in fall
2021, the impact of the pandemic on working mothers’ finances, work lives,
and mental well-being continues to be a concern.2

“It’s been stressful, disappointing,
and I had to take on a mother/
teacher role during remote learning,
which didn’t give me enough time to
take care of myself or other duties.”
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“I had to switch to third shift just to
make sure someone is available to
watch my son... The pandemic closed
his [child care provider, which] will
not be reopening.”
Mother in Pueblo County,
Identified as Hispanic/Latinx

HIGHER RATES OF EMPLOYMENT CHANGE AND WORK DISRUPTION
By April of 2020, nearly 3.5 million mothers nationwide took leave or left the workforce altogether,3 and recovery has
been slow. Findings from the Common Sense Institute and Executives Partnering to Invest in Children indicate
that 6% fewer mothers in the United States were participating in the workforce in December of 2020 than before
the pandemic. As of January 2021, 1.6 million mothers with school-age children remained out of the workforce
compared to pre-pandemic numbers.4,5
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Data for this brief was collected through a survey of 5,867 Colorado-based families with children 12 years old or younger, completed in May of 2021.
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When they didn’t leave their jobs altogether, women with children were more likely to reduce working hours or
consider stepping back from their careers than fathers or women without children.6
Among our survey respondents in Colorado, 80% experienced disruptions to their work during the first 9 months of the
pandemic, shifting to remote work, reducing hours, or leaving the workforce. In the first year, 15% of female caregivers
quit their jobs, 19% were furloughed or laid off, and 30% worked fewer hours. Many of these changes were made
so parents could provide direct care to their children. While male and female caregivers reported working remotely
to care for children equally, 40% of female respondents were working fewer hours to provide direct care for their
children, compared to 29% of male caregivers. Nearly one in five (18%) female caregivers were forced to leave the
workforce altogether, compared to 12% of male caregivers.
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“Luckily my job is flexible and for
part of this I was on maternity leave
but it’s still been hard working full
time and caring for 1-2 kids. I work a
lot of nights just to catch up.”
Mother in Douglas County,
Identified as white
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“I lost my job because the remote
learning pods still needed me to
provide dedicated teaching for my
child. I tried to find new remote
work but when the schools and child
care providers closed in November
I wasn’t able to keep working. Now
I don’t even look for work until full
day child care is available again”
Mother in Denver County,
Identified as white
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DISPROPORTIONATE CHALLENGES FOR PARENTS IN UNIQUE CIRCUMSTANCES
In Colorado and nationally, low-income mothers and
mothers of color are more likely to be their family’s
primary source of income.7 They are also more likely
to work in-person and essential service jobs, leaving
them especially vulnerable to COVID-19 infection,
pandemic related job changes, and overall economic
hardship.

Moderate or Extreme Difficulty Paying
Bills by Race/Ethnicity
Black, African,
African-American

44%

Indigenous, Native
American

41%

Multiracial

In our survey, Black, Latinx, and Indigenous mothers
were nearly twice as likely as white mothers
to report moderate or extreme difficulty paying
bills. Two-thirds (67%) of Black mothers, 61% of
Indigenous mothers, and 59% of Latinx mothers
reported a decrease in income.
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Single mothers (62%) were more likely than married mothers (40%) to report a decrease in household income
during the pandemic. They also were more likely to experience difficulty paying bills, with more than four times as
many single mothers reporting extreme difficulty (22%) compared to married mothers (5%). Among all unmarried
mothers, Indigenous mothers were the most likely to report difficulty paying bills (93%), followed by Black (84%)
and Latinx mothers (76%).
Reduced income and continued child care shortages leave many mothers’ financial situation unsustainable,
especially for those living at the intersection of longstanding race- and class-based inequities.
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“I had to quit my job to take my
[son] to school and pick him up…
I filed for unemployment but have
not received any money yet. I don’t
have any income. [We] are going to
be homeless soon if I don’t get back
to work.”
Mother in El Paso County,
Identified as Hispanic/Latinx
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“I am a single mother with no
assistance from my child’s father.
During this pandemic, I’ve had
to pick up a part-time position to
support my child care needs, which
also takes away from spending time
with my child.”
Mother in Denver County,
Identified as Black/African-American

While many of our survey findings are driven by
longstanding dynamics of race, class and gender inequity,
opportunities to better understand these issues, invest in
families, and reduce systemic barriers remain.
•

Foundations can fund research about the links
between the child care crisis and workforce
participation by Colorado mothers.

•

Employers can create greater workplace
flexibility to attract, retain, and support women
with children. This may include the remote
opportunities, flexible schedules, and resources to
support work-life balance and career development.

•

Policymakers can prioritize equitable access
to affordable child care and financial support for
families, especially low-income households and
families of color. They can also support policies
such as paid family leave, universal child care, and
universal pre-kindergarten.

“Working while caring for a toddler
is a miserable experience for both
of us. Even with expanded flexibility
from my job, I felt like I was failing
him and failing at my job.”
Mother in Denver County,
Identified as White

“I am barely keeping up with bills
and food for the house! I am afraid I
will be losing my job soon because I
don’t have child care for my son.”
Mother in Arapahoe County,
Identified as Black/African-American
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