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Foreword by Congresswoman Katie Porter
No matter how one looks at the economic data—by race, by sector, by income—the story is the
same: the burden of the coronavirus pandemic is falling hardest on women. Without action,
the pandemic will likely erase decades of progress for working women, who are now being
forced to shoulder the burden of childcare and remote learning. As a single mom of three
young children, I know these challenges all too well.
Working women have always had to make difficult choices to balance their careers and their
families, but the pandemic has made these decisions nearly impossible. Women, especially
women of color, are overrepresented in the industries that have been hit hardest by COVID-19,
such as food service, retail, and health care.1 In corporate America, as many as two million
women are considering leaving the workforce, due to childcare responsibilities. 2 A
longstanding lack of globally competitive family policy compounds some employers’
reluctance to make necessary adjustments for working parents now.
In my time in Congress, I have been a staunch advocate for working parents because strong
family policy is also strong economic policy. I firmly believe this crisis warrants immediate
and aggressive action. Congress and the Administration must act now to support the safe
reopening of childcare centers and schools, replace lost wages, support families, and make
care more affordable and accessible. Employers must adjust their business models to
accommodate the additional pressures women, and especially mothers, are experiencing in the
workplace.
Without a response and recovery effort that focuses on women and families, the glaring
disparities between men and women in the workplace are likely to deepen and last for
generations. To restore our economy and maximize our economic potential, we need a
recovery plan that supports working women and families.

Very Truly Yours,

Congresswoman Katie Porter
December 8, 2020
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Women at Work: In the Office and at Home
Before the coronavirus pandemic, there were more women in the workforce than ever before,
but progress was uneven across socioeconomic groups and industries. At the end of 2019
women held the majority of all jobs in America (excluding farm workers and the selfemployed) for the first time in almost a decade.3 However, this employment growth primarily
occurred in the service industry, specifically health care and retail jobs with long hours and
poor benefits.4 These numbers also belie the fact that the “labor force participation rate for
many groups of women is still lower than that of men,” and women are relatively more likely
than men to be limited to part-time employment.5
Women typically bear the brunt of the physical and
emotional labor involved in running a home and
managing childcare in addition to their professional
responsibilities.6 While men are increasingly involved
in the home in two-parent households, even in
families where the father is unemployed or has
chosen to be a stay-at-home dad men still do less
housework and childcare than women who work
outside of the home.7 2019 data from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics shows that working women average
more than 3 hours per day of household work and
childcare compared to just 2.5 hours for unemployed
men.8 According to the Pew Research Center, men
view themselves as sharing home responsibilities
equally, whereas women perceive that the balance of
the work is heavily skewed towards them.9 Another
study found that men feel they are contributing
equally to household labor when they complete 35 percent of all tasks, while women feel like
they are contributing equitably when they are doing 65 percent of the work. 10 Single mothers
are forced to shoulder this entire burden.

“2019 data from the
Bureau of Labor
Statistics shows that
working women
average more than 3
hours per day of
household work and
childcare compared
to just 2.5 hours for
unemployed men.”

Nonetheless, single mothers were moving into the workforce at an increasing rate prior to the
coronavirus pandemic. Some attributed this to a weak federal safety net that forced women to
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work regardless of other responsibilities. 11 Others credited more progressive paid leave and
minimum wage policies in some localities, such as California. 12 It appears a key factor was a
labor market that would readily accept young, single mothers with less education, regardless
of race or geography.13 Roughly 85 percent of single mothers aged 25-34 without a college
degree were working as of 2018, up five points from 2014, and only slightly below the
proportion of college-educated, working single mothers. However, employment numbers
alone do not tell the full story; much of the new employment among single mothers was in the
nursing, health care, retail, and food jobs with low pay and minimal benefits.

The Waning Women Workforce
While our economy was moving in a more
equitable direction, the coronavirus pandemic
and ensuing economic crisis are now erasing
decades of progress and intensifying the
disparities between men and women across all
sectors and demographics, particularly when it
comes to childcare and family responsibilities.
Since the start of the pandemic, 22 percent of all
women have left the workforce.14 Job losses
remain concentrated in industries with the
greatest proportion of women in the workforce,
especially women of color.15 Nine of the ten
industries that saw the most jobs lost are in the
service sector, including women-dominated
professions such as performing arts,
sightseeing, hotels, and retail.16 As a result,
mothers experienced greater initial increases in
unemployment as compared to fathers.
Economists and labor experts are concerned
that many of these jobs will not return, as
restaurants and entertainment venues close
their doors permanently and retailers reconsider
brick and mortar locations. 17 The healthcare

“While our economy was
moving in a more
equitable direction, the
coronavirus pandemic and
ensuing economic crisis
are now erasing decades
of progress and
intensifying the disparities
between men and women
across all sectors and
demographics,
particularly when it comes
to childcare and family
responsibilities.”
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industry also lost 1.4 million jobs due to the reduction in elective and routine procedures;
however, unlike in other sectors, these jobs are slowly returning. 18
This is reflected in the data, which shows women
returning to the workforce more slowly than men,
and many women being forced from the workforce
altogether.19 Of the nearly 22.2 million jobs the U.S.
initially lost in March and April, just over half have
been recovered.20 Women only account for 43.3
percent jobs recovered, even though they make up
49.7 percent of the workforce. These trends are
especially pronounced among Black and Latina
women, whose unemployment rates remain several
percentage points higher than women overall.
According to a Washington Post analysis of August
employment data, white women have recovered 61
percent of the jobs they lost in the early months of
the pandemic, whereas Black women have
recovered only 34 percent.21

“Women only account
for 43.3 percent jobs
recovered, even though
they make up 49.7
percent of the
workforce. These trends
are especially
pronounced among
Black and Latina
women, whose
unemployment rates
remain several
percentage points
higher than women
overall.”

Women with disabilities have also been especially
hard hit. Many, especially those who worked in
frontline professions and may qualify as high risk
for severe coronavirus infections, are unable to
return to the workplace. Researchers recently found
that nearly 16 percent of workers who took leave in
the past 12 months “may have done so for a
disability, taking medical leave for an ongoing health condition.” Women and Black workers
were a disproportionately high number of these employees. 22

Single mothers also need a dramatic recovery to return to pre-pandemic employment levels.
Employment levels for single mothers were 22 percent lower in April 2020 than in April 2019,
compared to 9 percent lower for moms in two-parent homes.23
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Fig 1. Women’s Unemployment Rates (September 2020). 24

As the crisis wears on, more women are being forced to make these impossible choices. Of the
more than 1.1 million workers who were forced out of their jobs in September, 865,000
(80.0%) were women, including 324,000 Latinas and 58,000 Black women.25 Mothers were
more likely than fathers to reduce their work hours, take a leave of absence from work,
transition to part time employment, or take other measures to reduce their work time and
commitment.26 According to one study, 42 percent of women with children under the age of
two have been forced from the workforce during the pandemic. 27

Fig. 2 McKinsey & Co. and LeanIn.org found mothers are more likely than fathers to consider scaling back or leaving because of COVID-19.28

24

NWLC, Op. cit.
Ibid.
26
McKinsey, Op. cit.
27
Bipartisan Policy Center, Op. Cit.
28
Ibid.
25

6

Lack of support from both government and employers for balancing work, home, and childcare
responsibilities is pushing women out of the labor force. The support system that previously
made full-time work and childcare possible for women has been upended. As of April, 60
percent of licensed childcare providers were closed, with reduced hours at those that are still
operating.29 And, with an estimated 52 percent of U.S. elementary and high school students
going to school online full-time, childcare responsibilities now also include helping kids with
online classes.30 According to one study, mothers in states where schools shut down this
spring were 68.8 percent more likely to take time off from work than mothers in states where
schools were still open. School closures had no effect on whether fathers or women without
children were working.31 In total, from February to April, women with young children reduced
their work hours four to five times more than fathers, leading to 20–50 percent growth in the
overall gender gap in work hours.32

The Crisis in Corporate America
Women in corporate America are also being forced to play
the role of both parent and employee during work hours,
and according to a recent study, 1-in-3 mothers in
corporate jobs are considering leaving the workforce. The
study also found that mothers are more than three times
as likely as fathers to be responsible for most of the
housework and caregiving during the pandemic. Indeed,
mothers are 1.5 times more likely than fathers to be
spending an additional three or more hours a day on
housework and childcare—equivalent to 20 hours a week,
or a part-time job.33

“Mothers are 1.5
times more likely
than fathers to be
spending an
additional three or
more hours a day on
housework and
childcare—
equivalent to 20
hours a week, or a
part-time job.”

The pandemic compounded long standing biases about
mothers and their performance and commitment to their
jobs. The study found that mothers are more likely than
fathers to worry that their performance is being
negatively judged due to their simultaneous caregiving
responsibilities.34 Mothers are also less like to rely on their
colleagues for support or confide in them about the challenges they’re facing. Despite these
issues, the study found that less than a third of companies have adjusted performance reviews
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to account for the challenges created by the pandemic.35 A generation of mothers may be
forced out of corporate America due to this lack of support.

Fig 3. McKinsey & Co. and LeanIn.Org found mothers are more likely than fathers to feel judged for caregiving during COVID-1936

Time for Change: Policy Solutions
Paid Leave and Unemployment Paid leave allows parents to take the time needed to care
for a sick child or themselves, and it keeps our communities safer by reducing COVID-19
spread.37 A paid leave program, as well as support for working parents facing closed childcare
centers and schools, will help keep moms in the workforce both during and after the
pandemic.
•

Support for Working Families Act - I introduced this legislation with my colleague, Rep.
Linda T. Sánchez, to support working parents. Under legislation signed into law in
March 2020, workers can get assistance if they have to leave their jobs to serve as
caregivers for children or other dependents whose schools or childcare facilities are
closed due to COVID-19. This legislation clarifies that this covers families burdened by
partial closings of care centers, substantial increases in the cost of dependent care, or
health risks for the family. This legislation passed the House of Representatives as part
of the Heroes Act.38

35
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37
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38
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“Paid leave allows parents
to take the time needed to
care for a sick child or
themselves, and it keeps
our communities safer by
reducing COVID-19 spread.
A paid leave program, as
well as support for working
parents facing closed
childcare centers and
schools, will help keep
moms in the workforce
both during and after the
pandemic.”

• Providing Americans Insured Days of Leave
Act (PAID Leave Act) - Introduced by Reps.
Rosa DeLauro and Ayanna Pressley, this
legislation creates a plan for comprehensive
emergency paid sick, family, and medical
leave, fully funded by the federal government
during this and future public health
emergencies. This will provide additional
financial support to our nation’s most
vulnerable workers and businesses during
public health emergencies.39
• Heroes Act - The updated Heroes Act, passed
by the U.S. House of Representatives in
October, expands emergency paid family,
medical, and sick leave benefits to millions of
workers, including health care workers and
those employed by large companies, by
eliminating exemptions that prevented
workers from accessing emergency paid leave
during a pandemic.40

Childcare and Education In order to support women who can return to work, we need

policies to help our schools and childcare facilities reopen safely. We also need to work to make
childcare more affordable for working families, including providing free or subsidized prekindergarten programs.41
•

Free Pre-Kindergarten Programs - President-Elect Joe Biden has put forward a plan that
includes free pre-kindergarten programs for children ages 3 and 4 years old. 42
Preschool attendance has been shown to improve children’s academic and socioemotional skills—providing this opportunity benefits both our nation’s kids and
working parents.43
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“In order to support
women who can
return to work, we
need policies to help
our schools and
childcare facilities
reopen safely. We also
need to work to make
childcare more
affordable for working
families, including
providing free or
subsidized prekindergarten
programs.”

• Funding for Childcare - On July 29, the House of
Representatives passed the Child Care for Economic
Recovery Act and the Child Care Is Essential Act to
provide relief to childcare providers struggling to stay
open, or to reopen, during the pandemic. These two
bills would make an enormous and necessary
investment in the childcare sector. The Senate has yet
to act on this legislation.44
• Child Care for Working Families Act - I am proud to
be a cosponsor of this legislation, introduced by Rep.
Bobby Scott, which would mandate that no family
under 150 percent of state median income pays more
than 7 percent of their income on childcare. Families
would pay for care on a sliding scale. The bill also
supports compensation and training for the childcare
workforce to ensure that our nation’s caregivers have
the support they need to help children learn and
grow.45

• Family Savings for Kids and Seniors - I introduced
this bipartisan legislation to increase the amount that
families can put into Dependent Care Flexible Savings
Accounts (FSAs). Under current law, families can put
up to $5,000 of pre-tax income into Dependent Care FSAs. This limit has not been
changed since 1986. The Family Savings for Kids and Seniors Act would adjust the limit to
account for inflation. If this legislation had been enacted for 2019, families could have
set aside $11,300 of pre-tax income to pay for dependent care. An analysis conducted
by the California Child Care Resource and Referral Network found that the average
cost to send a preschooler to a childcare center in Orange County, California is $10,750
per year. The annual cost for an infant averages over $15,000. 46 Increasing this amount
is critical to making childcare more affordable.

•

Guidance for schools and funding for schools to safely reopen - In July, my colleague,
Senator Kamala Harris, and I wrote to the Centers for Disease Control and Preparedness
Director Robert Redfield and the Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos requesting that
they immediately issue scientific, evidence-based guidelines for schools to reopen.47
Unfortunately, this guidance has still not been provided. Regardless, our schools need
funding to reopen their doors, maintain their staff, and keep everyone safe. The House
passed the updated Heroes Act in October, which includes $436 billion in emergency

44
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46
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47
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funding for state and local governments that are facing budget shortfalls that could
lead to mass teacher layoffs and deep cuts to public education. It also provides nearly
$175 billion for K-12 schools to safely deliver instruction.48
•

Funding for Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) Program - In July, I
fought for increased funding for CCAMPIS, which helps low-income parents attend
college by providing campus-based childcare services.

Employer Actions
•

Adjust Performance Reviews - Employers should adjust performance reviews and
compensation to accurately reflect the extraordinary burdens placed on women during
this time.

•

Safe Workplaces - Employers should provide and maintain safe workplaces as they
rehire, reopen or increase operations, following the specific recommendations of the
CDC and OSHA (noted above) and other recommendations from local and state health
departments.

•

Paid Leave - Employers should continue providing emergency paid sick days and paid
family and medical leave measures, as well as increased flexibility measures, to rehired workers throughout the duration of the pandemic.

•

Accommodations - Employers should provide employees with disabilities
accommodations to allow them to continue working throughout the pandemic.

Conclusion
Our failure to protect access to good jobs for women and working mothers is causing long term
damage to our economy. According to a 2017 study, if women entered and remained in the
workforce at a pace in line with that of Norway, the U.S. economy would be $1.6 trillion larger
than it is today.49 A 19-year study of 215 companies found a strong correlation between
companies hiring women executives and increasing their profitability. 50 These companies
benefit from the fact that women bring different perspectives to problems than do their male
counterparts and often have a more collaborative approach to developing relationships and
solving problems.51 Yet of all U.S. Fortune 500 CEOs, just 7.4 percent are women, and only onein-five C-suite executives.52,53
48
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It is imperative, not just for women’s advancement in society but also for our economy, that
women enter the workforce to offset retiring baby boomers—especially now that the
coronavirus is driving many older Americans into an early retirement. 54
Commonsense, bipartisan policies can help women continue to work, but we need to act now.
As the only single mother of young children in Congress, I am happy to join my colleagues,
especially many of my freshmen peers, in fighting for these policies. It’s time for employers
to do the same.

###
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