
G E N D E R  E Q U I T Y  P O L I CY  I N ST I T U T E

WHEN TIME ISN’T ON 
YOUR SIDE

REPORT | OCTOBER 2025

Unpaid Work and the Free-Time Gender Gap in California

https://thegepi.org/


GENDER EQUITY POLICY INSTITUTE 1

Executive Summary
Time is a valuable but finite resource—and a rare one that is equally distributed. Young or old, 
employed or retired, we all have the same 24 hours in each day. How we spend those hours is 
powerfully shaped by culture, economics, and even public policy—by necessity, not solely by 
choice. 

When Time Isn’t on Your Side: Gender Disparities in Unpaid Work and Free Time examines 
how California adults divide their time between work, unpaid childcare and household work, 
free time, and all other activities. Analyzing American Time Use Survey (ATUS) data from 2021 
through 2024, we find that women spend significantly more time than men taking care of chil-
dren and doing housework like cooking, cleaning, and grocery shopping. Moreover, women 
in California spend more time on work than men, once unpaid childcare and household 
work in the home is added to the time spent in paid employment.1

This imbalance in the division of unpaid labor in the home shapes how the remaining time can be 
spent, contributing to the free-time gender gap, a topic Gender Equity Policy Institute explored 
in our October 2024 report on U.S. adults overall. 

These gender disparities are not simply the result of personal choice or individual family 
dynamics. How women and men spend time is influenced by deeply entrenched cultural norms 
and stereotypes about women’s role in society. The notion that women’s place is in the home 
persists despite profound changes in public opinion on gender and decades of progress toward 
gender parity in education, public life, the workplace, and other spheres. 

Let us be clear. Household labor is necessary for health, well-being, and survival. Children must 
be cared for. Parenting is meaningful and often full of joy. Domestic labor, whether unpaid or 
paid, is enormously valuable. Without it, society would quite literally grind to a halt. 

The problem is not the act of doing housework or childcare. The problem is that longstanding 
cultural norms systematically devalue domestic labor, whether done for free by family members 
or by people who are paid for their work. And it is devalued precisely because it is historically 
women’s work.

Public policy, unfortunately, plays an important role in sustaining these gendered patterns of 
inequality in domestic labor. The United States has a unique culture of overwork; American 
workers put in far more hours than those in other wealthy countries.2 Compared to other OECD 
countries, the U.S. invests less in childcare and is the only nation without any form of paid leave. 
The U.S. has the lowest women’s labor force participation rate of any of its peers, which research 
has directly linked to the absence of policies to support working families.3 

Gender equality in American society will remain elusive until women and men are truly equal in 
the home. Public policy can help accelerate progress, and California has been a national leader in 
this regard, as we discuss in the conclusion of this report. 

Change will ultimately require cultural shifts in how we value the work of caring for children and 
homes and the people who do it. Policies designed to support families can nudge along cultural 
change toward a more balanced, fair, and equitable division of work in the home. 

https://thegepi.org/
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Key Findings
	� Women spend twice as much time as men taking care of children

	� Mothers put in the equivalent of a full-time job—37 hours—every week on unpaid care and 
household work

	� Mothers have 41% less free time than fathers

	� Working mothers do twice as much housework as men on days they work

	� Latina women do more unpaid care and household work than any other group. They do 
more than twice as much of this domestic labor as Latino men

Unpaid but essential work in the home still treated as 
women’s work
Taking care of children and household work are highly valuable, even when the work is unpaid. 
Someone must do the grocery shopping and cooking. If no one in the home has time to do this 
work, then it must be outsourced—usually at a cost. Young children need supervision and care; 
parents must pay for childcare if they cannot do it themselves. Unpaid labor in the home is not 
only essential to survival, it often creates the conditions that free up the time of another family 
member to work.4 

People who are married or live with a partner report greater satisfaction when both contribute 
equally to household chores.5 Most people say that men and women are equally good at 
parenting.6 Despite these egalitarian ideals, women do significantly more of this work than men 
across all groups, by race and ethnicity, family structure, and employment status. Even in families 
with the highest levels of income, who could most easily afford to outsource these services, 
women do more than men. In fact, once women’s likelihood of working outside the home is 
accounted for, there is no meaningful variation in the number of hours women with different 
family incomes devote to caring for home and family. At all income levels, women do more than 
their male counterparts. 

Women spend 64% more time than men on childcare and household work combined. Over the 
course of the average week, this adds up to women spending nearly 10 more hours than men 
cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. The work of maintaining a home includes everything 
from making daily meals to less frequent chores like mowing the lawn. Not only do women spend 
more time than men on these combined tasks, but women also do them more frequently than 
men. 

The largest gender difference in household work is between Latinos, with women spending 
more than twice as many hours as men. When childcare and household work are combined, 
Latinas spend more time than any other group, and they devote more than double the time to 
it as Latino men. The differences between men and women in other race/ethnicity groups are 
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smaller, but still statistically significant. White women spend 35% more time than White men on 
household work, and Asian and Pacific Islander (API) women spend 31% more time than API men. 
Unfortunately, small sample sizes make it difficult to explore time spent on unpaid childcare and 
household work for Black women and men and prevent analysis for many other racial and ethnic 
groups, including Native Americans and multiracial people.

Women, regardless of parental status, spend significantly more time than men caring for 
children.7 Every day in California, one in four women and one in six men provide care to 
children, and women spend nearly twice as much time as men doing it.

Mothers spend more time than fathers caring for home 
and family 
All families are different, but there are strong gendered patterns to who does the housework and 
takes care of children. 

In total, mothers spend nearly twice as much time as fathers on childcare and household work—
more than 17 extra hours per week. 

The large majority of parents in California work. Working parents naturally have less time to 
devote to childcare and household work, but working mothers still put in 63% more time than 
working fathers on unpaid childcare and household work each week. 

Among parents, there is a very large gender imbalance when it comes to cleaning, cooking, and 
all other work in the home. Overall, mothers spend twice as much time per week on household 
work as fathers. Nine in ten mothers do it every day, compared to less than three in four fathers. 
Working mothers still devote 64% more hours towards household work than working fathers, 
despite all the other demands on their time.

Figure 1: Weekly hours spent on household work by gender, parental status, and employment, 

California, 2021 - 2024
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Note: Population includes Californians aged 18 and older. Parents are defined as having at least one child under 18 in the 
household. Workers are defined as employed and having worked in the preceding week. Average weekly hours include any time 
spent on household work as a main activity on the time diary day, multiplied by 7. All reported gender gaps are statistically 
significant. See methodology for comprehensive description of the tasks included. 
Source: Gender Equity Policy Institute analysis of IPUMS ATUS, 2021-2024.
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There are even stronger gender imbalances when it comes to taking care of children. Across all 
families with children under 18, mothers spend 75% more time than fathers on childcare. Mothers 
are also more likely to do childcare in the first place. Roughly three-quarters of mothers spend 
focused time caring for children each day, compared to just over half of fathers. 

There are legitimate reasons why working parents have less time for childcare. Parents with long 
commutes, long work hours, or whose work does not align with school schedules can be left with 
very little time to spend with their children at all. But even after controlling for work hours, there 
are significant gender disparities in time spent on childcare. Working mothers devote 62% more 
time each week to caring for children than working fathers.

Figure 2: Weekly hours spent on childcare by gender among all parents and working parents, 

California, 2021-2024
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Note: Population includes Californians aged 18 and older. Parents are defined as having at least one child under 18 in the 
household. Workers are defined as employed and having worked in the preceding week. Average weekly hours include any 
time spent on childcare as a main activity on the time diary day, multiplied by 7. Time spent on childcare while participating 
in another activity is not included. All reported gender gaps are statistically significant. See methodology for comprehensive 
description of the tasks included. 
Source: Gender Equity Policy Institute analysis of IPUMS ATUS, 2021-2024.

One way that family needs can be met in the face of competing demands on time is to combine 
childcare with other obligations. While people may multitask throughout their day, typically only 
their main actions are recorded in the American Time Use Survey. Childcare is an exception, and 
people can record the amount of time they spend caring for children while also focused on doing 
something else. For example, reading a bedtime story is considered childcare as the primary 
activity. In contrast, waiting in line at the DMV with a cranky toddler is considered childcare as a 
secondary activity. (For more information about how time use is categorized, see Methodology.) 
Both men and women spend significant amounts of time on childcare as a secondary activity. 
Still, when comparing time across all forms of childcare, women spend more time than men 
caring for children.

Working women come home to an unpaid second shift
Most women work outside the home, but the work traditionally done by stay-at-home wives and 
mothers did not disappear when women entered the labor force in great numbers. 

Working women are more likely to come home at the end of the day to the “second shift”—several 
more hours of unpaid labor cooking, cleaning, and taking care of children.8 All told, the second 
shift for women on work days is 72% longer than it is for men.9 

https://thegepi.org/
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On work days women put in a significantly longer ‘second shift’ of unpaid 
household labor and childcare, extending their total working hours 
compared to men

Figure 3: Hours spent on childcare and household work on work days by gender, California, 

2021-2024
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Note: Population includes Californians aged 18 and older. Work days are defined as days when time was spent doing the 
specific tasks required of one’s main or other job, regardless of location, and includes self-employed workers. Only time spent 
on childcare as a main activity is included; time spent on childcare while participating in another activity is excluded. See 
methodology for comprehensive description of the tasks included. 
Source: Gender Equity Policy Institute analysis of IPUMS ATUS, 2021-2024.

Although people in paid employment naturally have less time to do other things, significant 
gender differences in unpaid work in the home persist—particularly among parents. On days 
fathers work, they are among the least likely to do household chores of any group measured in 
this report. In contrast, on work days mothers are significantly more likely than women overall to 
spend time on housework. 

Among employed parents, mothers spend 81% more time than fathers on household chores and 
responsibilities on work days. Childcare adds even more time to working mothers’ second shift; 
these mothers devote 62% more time to taking care of children than working fathers.

In other words, while men on average spend more time at their jobs than women, men do not 
work more than women. When time spent on paid work is combined with the time devoted to 
the unpaid second shift, women do more work than men.

The free-time gender gap
Taking care of all the things that one must do frequently means that there is not as much time left 
for the things that one wants to do. Free time—to see friends, exercise, or just unwind—is often the 
first thing to be scaled back when time is short. 

Once all of the myriad time demands are met, women are left with significantly fewer hours of 
free time than men. Across every group analyzed, women have less time than men to spend as 
they choose and pursue their personal interests. Overall, women have 18% less free time than 
men. That’s the equivalent of women having an hour less free time, every single day. 

https://thegepi.org/
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Figure 4: Division of day by total time spent on different activities, by gender, California 2021-

2024
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Note: Population includes Californians aged 18 and older. Caregiving includes childcare and care for adults. Caring for children 
during free time and other activities refers to time spent with at least one child in the individual’s care. 
Source: Gender Equity Policy Institute analysis of IPUMS ATUS, 2021-2024.

Take a few examples of how the free-time gender gap stacks up for different groups of women. 
Compared to men of their own race or ethnicity, API women have 27% less free time, Latinas 
have 17% less free time, and White women have 12% less free time. Even among retirees—the 
group with the most available free time—women still have less than men.10 

Counterintuitively, the busier people are, the wider the gender gap. Working women have 20% 
less free time than working men. Parents naturally have less free time than their peers who aren’t 
raising children. Yet the gender gap is widest among parents.

How does this happen? True, there are small differences across parents’ time spent on various 
daily activities, but many largely cancel each other out or aren’t statistically significant. For 
example, mothers get about 8 more minutes of sleep than fathers, while fathers spend about 10 
more minutes eating and drinking than mothers.

The key difference is that mothers’ unpaid labor takes up a significant share of time—and a 
significantly greater share of time than that of fathers. The extra hours mothers spend caring for 
children and doing housework show up in fathers’ days as free time. Overall, mothers are left 
with 27% less free time than fathers.

But that’s not all. The real disparity is far larger. During the time parents report as free time, 
mothers are also more likely than fathers to be taking care of children simultaneously.11 

Certainly, parents enjoy spending time with their children and derive meaning and purpose from 
parenting. But the research is clear on how much stress parents in America feel.12 Even if one 
enjoys their time taking care of kids, it is not the same as having time truly free to socialize, relax, 
or recharge. It is not the same as when one has time to do what one wishes without worrying 
about someone else. Once all time spent on childcare is factored in, mothers are left with 41% less 
free time than fathers. 

https://thegepi.org/
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Public policy can support culture shifts
The sense of being overloaded and stretched too thin is a common feeling. Almost two-thirds of 
all adults say that work is a significant source of stress; more than half say family responsibilities 
are.13 Americans are more likely than those in peer countries to say that work conflicts with 
their family responsibilities. The stress this causes is linked to negative health effects including 
depression, anxiety, and cardiometabolic risk. It is a contributor to rising healthcare costs. It is 
even a predictor of mortality.14 

Most women work, as do men. But women spend more of their time doing the childcare and 
household work that sustains families and homes. There are only 24 hours in each day. Given the 
time-consuming nature of women’s responsibilities in the home, it is inevitable that many women 
will feel stressed and burdened by having too much to do and not enough time to do it. 

The U.S. is an outlier on nearly every policy that could help support working parents. The 
average share of GDP spent on early childhood education and care is much lower than the 
OECD average.15 Since the U.S. does not make meaningful investments to help offset the cost 
of providing care, families in the United States pay more out of pocket than those in other 
countries—even when the underlying childcare fees are similarly high.16 

Childcare prices in California are the fourth highest in the nation; they are higher only in 
Massachusetts, Hawaii, and New York.17 In 2023 the median price of center-based care for an 
infant in California was $20,000, and prices were even higher in more than a third of counties.18 
For the average single mother heading a household, that is equivalent to 44% of her total family 
income for the year.19

The extremely high price of childcare makes it difficult for mothers to work and is a significant 
factor in women’s lower labor force participation rates and higher rates of part-time work relative 
to men.20 Women’s greater involvement in family caregiving can feed into a vicious cycle. If 
someone has to leave their job to care for children, it is typically the family member whose wages 
are the lowest—and that person is more likely to be a woman. And women’s wages are lower, in 
part, because of differences in employment that are influenced by caregiving. Sometimes this is 
the result of current and very real demands on women’s time, like when mothers cut back their 
work hours and miss out on potential promotions because of childcare needs. But it can also take 
more subtle forms that can present as a ‘choice.’ There is research showing that some women 
leave higher-paying degree programs or jobs, due to the perception that these career paths could 
conflict with family responsibilities.21 

When women reduce their work hours or stop working to provide unpaid care at home, it may 
be a rational economic decision in the short-term. That decision may not feel like a choice at all, 
especially to lower income families. Nevertheless, there are long-term economic consequences 
to women taking on most of the unpaid care work within families. Research from the U.S. 
Department of Labor Women’s Bureau and the Urban Institute found that the lifetime earnings 
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of mothers are reduced by 15% because of unpaid family caregiving, a cost amounting to over 
$350,000 when inflation adjusted to 2025 dollars.22

Women are not naturally better at caring for children than men, but the gendered norms 
around care result in a greater likelihood that they will develop more childcare skills over their 
lifetimes. As children, girls are more likely than boys to be given dolls to play with, to care for 
their younger siblings, and to babysit as teenagers. For many men, the first time they take care of 
a baby is when they become fathers. Ensuring that men have opportunities to learn and become 
comfortable caring for children is an important aspect of gender equity. 

California was the first state to enact a paid family leave system, which has subsequently served 
as a nationwide model. Importantly, it applied to all parents—men and women, birthing and 
adopting—not just mothers who gave birth themselves. In the first eight years of the program, 
gender-neutral paid leave increased the rate at which fathers took parental leave by close to 
50%. These rates have continued to increase over time.23 In a local California case, when a San 
Francisco ordinance increased wage replacement for workers on parental leave, there was a 
much stronger increase in leave-taking among fathers than mothers.24 The state recently enacted 
increases to wage replacement for low-wage leave-takers.25 While it is too soon to measure the 
impact, such a policy change may have a similar effect on fathers across the state.

Men’s ability to take meaningful parental leave is associated with more frequent and engaged 
caretaking of their babies, and these effects persist as their children grow up.26 Parents also need 
other policies to help shift workplace norms so that work is more compatible with childcare 
responsibilities. For example, a state bill introduced in 2022 by Assemblymember Buffy Wicks 
would have prohibited employment discrimination based on family responsibilities, similar to 
employment protections in place in six states and D.C.27

Babies are not the only family members who need care, and policies to support caregivers across 
the age spectrum have significant gendered implications. Most unpaid eldercare providers are 
women, and one in five are also parents caring for their own children.28 In California about 15% of 
paid family leave claims are to care for family members experiencing a serious illness.29 

Unlike many other states, the program currently only covers caretaking for a limited list of family 
members.30 A recently passed bill authored by Senator María Elena Durazo expands coverage 
to include chosen or extended family, an important source of support for LGBTQ people and 
people living in multigenerational households.31 This will be especially beneficial to women, who 
are more likely than men to care for an older friend, neighbor, or loved one who is not a legal 
relative.32 

The problem isn’t only that women do more of the housework and spend more time taking care 
of children, or that they have less free time to enjoy. It’s that these patterns play out because 
household labor and childcare are deemed “women’s work” and undervalued. This work is vital 
to the functioning of society: care is critical economic infrastructure. 

https://thegepi.org/
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Although views and practices on gender roles have evolved substantially in recent decades, a 
subtle economic and cultural push-pull remains at play. Women are pushed to the sidelines 
in workplaces and the halls of power by policies that are rooted in outdated notions of who 
belongs—someone who looks a lot like a man with a stay-at-home wife. And at the same time, 
women are being pulled back into the home by the demands of family and household needs, 
which are nearly impossible to meet under current conditions. 

The outdated but persistent gender norms that lead to women’s greater family and household 
responsibilities must be addressed. The result won’t just be that women gain the same amount 
of time to unwind and enjoy their favorite pastimes like men, although that is a laudable goal 
in itself. An equitable division of labor within households and families is also an important and 
necessary component of building a more equitable future for all people, women included.

https://thegepi.org/
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Methodology
Gender Equity Policy Institute analyzed California adults’ time use on household work, childcare, 
and leisure using individual-level microdata from the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) accessed 
via IPUMS ATUS. See Appendix tables for more detailed time use findings.

ATUS respondents are drawn from the Current Population Survey sample, with households 
selected to ensure representation over a range of demographic characteristics. One household 
member age 15 or older is randomly selected to complete a time diary detailing how they spent 
the 24 hours leading up to their survey interview. The data used for this analysis was restricted 
to residents of California aged 18 and older. To increase the reliability of estimates for California, 
GEPI aggregated four years of ATUS data (2021–2024). This aggregation ensured a larger sample 
size, which enabled the reporting of more meaningful findings across various demographic 
groups.

ATUS data only contains information about respondents’ individual time use and does not 
include information about the time use of other people living in the household. As a result, GEPI 
could not analyze how responsibilities were shared within households, or the distribution of time 
use between couples or cohabitating adults.

Demographics estimates

GEPI analyzed gender disparities across racial and ethnic groups and by parental status and 
employment status. Individuals categorized as Latino can be of any race, and all other groups 
are non-Latino. Parents were defined as individuals living with their own biological, adopted, 
or stepchild under age 18. Analysis focused solely on respondents’ reported behaviors and 
characteristics. All estimates were weighted and account for the ATUS’ complex sampling design. 
Confidence intervals (95%) were calculated using replicate weights to assess the precision of 
the estimates. To compare time use across groups GEPI conducted t-tests to confirm statistical 
significance, and all reported comparisons were statistically significant at the 0.05 level, unless 
otherwise noted. 

GEPI calculated:

1.	 Average hours per day spent on select activities across all adults, including those who did not 
report engaging in the activity.

2.	 Average hours per day restricted to adults who engaged in the activity.

3.	 Participation rates, defined as the percentage of adults who engaged in the activity per day.

https://thegepi.org/
https://thegepi.org/GEPI-free-time-gender-gap-appendix.pdf#page=4
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GEPI time-use variables

The table below details the variables GEPI analyzed, the aggregated ATUS activities, and their 
corresponding codes.

GEPI time-use 
variable

ATUS activities ATUS codes

Household work Household activities (housework; food and drink 
preparation, presentation, and clean-up; interior 
and exterior home maintenance, repair, and dec-
oration; lawn, garden, and houseplants; animals 
and pets; vehicles; appliances, tools, and toys; 
household management (excluding household 
and personal mail and messages (except e-mail) 
and household and personal e-mail and messag-
es); household activities, n.e.c.); Grocery shop-
ping; Household services household services 
not done by self; home maintenance, repair, 
decoration, and construction not done by self; 
pet services not done by self and not veterinary 
care; lawn and garden services not done by self; 
vehicle maintenance and repair not done by self; 
household services n.e.c.); Travel related to all 
included activities

020100–029902, 
020905-029900, 
090000, 070101, 
180200, 180701, 
180900

Childcare

(primary childcare)

Caring for and helping household children; 
Activities related to household children’s educa-
tion; Activities related to household children’s 
health; Caring for and helping non-household 
children; Activities related to non-household 
children’s education; Activities related to 
non-household children’s health; Childcare ser-
vices; Travel related to all included activities

030100–030300, 
040100–040300, 
080100, 180302–
180304, 180402–
180404, 180801

Secondary childcare Time spent during activities on secondary child 
care of all children

N/A

Free time Socializing, relaxing, and leisure; sports, exer-
cise, and recreation; travel related to leisure and 
sports

120000, 130000, 
181200, 181300

Work Work and work-related activities; travel related 
to work

050000, 180500

Sleep Sleeping, including sleeplessness 010100

https://thegepi.org/
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GEPI time-use 
variable

ATUS activities ATUS codes

Caregiving 
(includes childcare)

Caring for and helping household members; 
travel related
Caring for and helping non-household members; 
travel related

030000, 040000, 
180300, 180400

All other activities Personal care (excluding sleeping); Education; 
Consumer purchases (excluding grocery shop-
ping); Professional and personal care services 
(excluding childcare services); Government 
services and civic obligations; Eating and drink-
ing; Religious and spiritual activities; Volunteer 
activities; Telephone calls; Travel related to all 
included activities; Security procedures related 
to traveling, Traveling n.e.c.

010200–019900, 
060000, 
070102-079900, 
080200-089900, 
100000, 110000, 
140000, 150000, 
160000, 
180100–180199, 
180600, 180703–
180799, 180802–
180899, 181000, 
181100, 181400, 
181500, 181600, 
181800, 189900

Notes on childcare variables

This report distinguishes between primary childcare and secondary childcare.

	� Primary childcare refers to time directly caring for and helping children (both household 
and non-household), including activities related to children’s education, health, accessing 
childcare services, and all related travel.  

	� Secondary childcare refers to time spent caring for children under age 13 (both household 
and non-household) while engaged in another activity. Secondary childcare cannot occur 
concurrently with primary childcare and is only recorded for household children when at 
least one child is awake.

Both primary and secondary childcare averages were estimated, but throughout the report, 
“childcare” refers specifically to primary childcare unless otherwise noted.
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GENDER EQUITY POLICY INSTITUTE 13
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