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ABSTRACT: 

We use time diary data to simulate the effects of parental leave and reduced hours arrangements 

on childcare time and labor supply among parents of infants. We control for various effects, 

including compensation effects that can inflate childcare estimates under the policy regimes. 

Estimates show mothers applying over 80 percent of working time reductions under leave to 

childcare and coupled mothers using reduced hours almost exclusively for childcare. Lesser 

though substantial childcare gains accrue to fathers using the policies and to single mothers on 

reduced hours. Levels of gender equity might deteriorate if only mothers utilized the policies. 
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Around the world, various policy initiatives help to ensure that parents have time to care 

for infants. In a recent study of 173 nations, only the U.S., Liberia, Papua New Guinea and 

Swaziland had not introduced a paid maternity leave system (Heymann, Earle and Hayes 2007). 

That same study found 66 nations with paid paternity leave policies, provisions that are also not 

found in the U.S. Most recently, the U.K. and Australia have introduced “right to request” 

policies permitting employees to ask for flexible work arrangements or reduced hours 

employment to expand time for the care of young children (Levin-Epstein 2005; Bourke 2004). 

Right to request policies do not mandate either flexible work or reduced hours, but rather require 

employers to consider requests and accept them unless the change would impose an undue 

burden on the business. 

 Any consideration of these policies in the U.S. should be informed by answers to a series 

of questions. How would the policies likely alter parental time with children? How would 

working time be affected? And, would these policies improve levels of gender equity? The time 

with children question is important in part because the core purpose of leave and reduced hours 

policies is to expand the time available for parenting, yet Bianchi’s (2000) work suggests that 

mothers often compensate for employment by trading off time spent in other activities in order to 

maintain childcare at levels found among nonemployed mothers. The working time question is 

important for the economy, as labor supply might decline. The gender equity question warrants 

consideration given that European experience with paid leave laws finds father leave periods 

stuck at persistently low levels, even in the presence of strong financial incentives for fathers to 

take leave (Gornick and Meyers 2003). These results suggest that paid parental leave might 

weight the gender division of labor in the home more heavily on women and reduce women’s 

rates of labor force participation. Relatedly, the Australian experience with pay equity and pro-
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rated benefits for part-time employment has yielded high rates of reduced hours employment, but 

these are concentrated heavily among women and particularly mothers (Drago 2007). In each of 

these cases, policies promoting increased parental time with children may in fact reduce levels of 

gender equity in both the household and the labor market. 

 We answer these three questions using data from the American Time Use Survey 

(ATUS). Given that relevant policies do not exist at present in the U.S., and that the ATUS 

provides only a single day of time diary data for each respondent, much of the analysis is 

methodological. We attempt to correct for selection and income effects, and estimate potential 

reductions in childcare time among coupled fathers that might flow from mother utilization of 

the policies. Additionally, we test for compensation effects, or the possibility that employed 

parents shift childcare time from workdays to non-workdays, thereby generating an upward bias 

to estimates of childcare gains flowing from parental leave or reduced hours options. In addition, 

we analyze the behavior of a small group of coupled mothers during maternity leave, and of a 

subsample of parents with infants less than six months old. 

 We do not and cannot provide estimates of likely take-up rates for either parental leave or 

reduced hours options. Such estimates would require strong assumptions regarding both behavior 

and institutional details – such as levels of income replacement during leave – for policies that do 

not yet exist. Further, there are reasons beyond childcare for considering these policies, as 

discussed below. Nonetheless, if we conclude that only a small fraction of the time freed up by 

the policies would be applied to childcare, a major rationale for their introduction would be 

severely compromised. 

  

Background 
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  There are at least three reasons why a society might support paid parental leave or 

reduced hours options for parents, and in each case the rational is strongest when infants are 

involved. First, the policies would expand parental time investments in children. Second, the 

policies would raise rates of labor force attachment among mothers. Third, the policies could 

make our society more equitable. We take each argument in turn. 

Regarding parental time investments, both policies presume there is a trade-off such that 

reductions in working time would largely translate into expanded childcare time. From the 2003 

to 2006 ATUS data analyzed below, we estimate that 52 percent of coupled mothers of infants 

are employed, with comparable figures of 56 percent for single mothers and 94 percent for 

partnered fathers.  Parental leave would presumably reduce these figures and expand parental 

time for children, while reduced hours options might even increase employment rates but with 

scaled-back working time among the employed. 

There is a substantial literature suggesting that parental investments in childcare time are 

particularly valuable to infants. Waldfogel (2006) concludes from a review of the literature that 

full-time mother employment during the first year of a child’s life may have negative 

developmental effects relative to settings where the mother is either not employed or employed 

part-time, while full-time employment thereafter has no discernable effects (see also Zaslow et al 

2005). The flip side of maternal employment is often utilization of formal childcare, and studies 

testing for the effects of formal childcare on child development suggest that infants in low 

quality or long hours of formal childcare are indeed more likely to suffer adverse effects directly, 

and a weakened relationship with their mothers over time (Zaslow et al. 2005). 

Relatedly, there is now widespread agreement in both the medical and policy 

communities that breastfeeding by mothers is a worthwhile investment, with returns in terms of 
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later child health, cognitive development, and emotional bonds with the mother. That agreement 

has led the rate of breastfeeding to rise to 77 percent immediately following birth as of 2005-

2006, although the government target of at least a 50 percent rate of breastfeeding for six month 

olds has yet to be achieved (McDowell, Wang and Stephenson 2008). It seems likely that either 

parental leave or reduced hours options would expand rates of breastfeeding for six month olds, 

partly because of the current tight connection between the resumption of mother employment 

and the cessation of breastfeeding (McKinley and Hyde 2004). 

Viewing childcare in investment terms, we are fundamentally asking whether productive 

time in employment would be exchanged for productive time on childcare under either a parental 

leave or a reduced hours regime. This childcare time can alternatively be defined as a type of 

unpaid work, or activities that could be delegated to a paid employee (Reid 1934). Undoubtedly, 

many childcare activities include a leisure component, such as walking an infant. Nonetheless, 

even activities such as walking an infant in a stroller can be, and often are, performed for wages. 

When these activities are performed by a parent, it therefore seems reasonable to classify them as 

time investments in the child. 

Although we necessarily focus on reductions in working time here, a key rationale for 

paid parental leave is that it improves rates of labor force attachment among mothers who would 

otherwise quit employment (see Baker and Milligan 2005). Relatedly, Stone (2007) concludes 

from interview data that many new mothers who opt out of employment actually prefer reduced 

hours, suggesting that right to request policies might also improve employment continuity. 

Finally, market provision of paid parental leave and of reduced hours options generates 

inequities. For example, Gerstel and McGonagle (1999) found that unpaid leave under the U.S. 

Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) is distributed inequitably in terms of both access to and 
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single mothers 7.0 hours. The ATUS also asks about usual weekly hours of work, a variable used 

later to analyze compensation effects. Among the employed, coupled fathers report an average of 

44.7 hours, coupled mothers 32.5 hours, and single mothers 31.9 hours per week. Note also that 

mean CPS figures for previous year family income are $61,026 for coupled fathers of infants, 

$59,090 for coupled mothers, and $23,067 for single mothers. Clearly, the financial resources 

available to single mothers are well below those associated with couple parents. 

 Given that parental leave under the FMLA is limited to 12 weeks, the most likely time 

frame for paid leave legislation is also 12 weeks. It would therefore be useful to have 

information on the parents of younger infants. Two relevant groups can be identified: parents on 

maternity or paternity leave, and parents who had no infant in the household during CPS 

administration.  

 Employed ATUS respondents who reported being absent from work during the previous 

week were able to classify that absence as due to “maternity/paternity leave.” Four of the 

coupled fathers of infants (0.4 percent), 65 of the coupled mothers (6.3 percent), and nine of the 

single mothers (3.9 percent) claimed to be on maternity or paternity leave the previous week and 

reported no work for pay on the reference day. The fact that single mothers report leave around 

half as often as partnered mothers likely reflects their lack of access to leave, or a shortfall of 

financial resources, while the low father figure is hardly surprising. Given the subsample sizes, 

only the 65 coupled mothers are analyzed below. 

 The linked CPS data includes a household roster with the age of all household members. 

Since the CPS is administered two to five months prior to the ATUS, we can identify many 

children born between the surveys, and hence below six months of age. A total of 225 coupled 

fathers (27 percent), 262 coupled mothers (26 percent), and 70 single mothers (31 percent) with 
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infants at the time of ATUS administration did not report an infant in the CPS. Note also that out 

of the 65 coupled mothers on maternity leave, 55 also did not report an infant in the CPS.4 

Although these sample sizes are too small for the main analysis, comparisons to other parents of 

infants may shed light on any biases in our findings with respect to shorter leave periods. 

 

Analyses 

We begin with parental leave simulations, then analyze reduced hours, and conclude the analyses 

with coverage of compensation effects, along with a glimpse of behavior among the coupled 

mothers on maternity leave and the parents of young infants. 

 

Parental leave simulations. To estimate the effects of parental leave, we initially compare 

childcare and working time for parents of infants across workdays and nonworkdays, beginning 

with the naïve assumption that nonworkday behavior mimics behavior during parental leave. 

Relevant results are presented in Table 1. The first numeric row provides the average amount of 

childcare and working time for each of the three groups. As expected, the mothers of infants 

report around twice as much childcare, and less than half as much working time compared to the 

coupled fathers. 

 The next row provides estimated changes in daily childcare and working time for the 

three groups under parental leave. Note that all observations are included, so nonworkday figures 

are averaged across respondents who are employed and not employed. The results suggest that at 

least three-quarters of reductions in working time would translate into childcare.  

The remainder of the table provides relevant estimates for members of traditional, 

neotraditional, and full-time dual-earner couple families with infants. Traditional couples are 
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defined as those in which the father is employed full-time (over 35 hours per week) and the 

mother is not employed.  Neotraditional couples are defined as those in which the father is 

employed full-time and the mother part-time (35 usual hours per week or less), leaving the full-

time dual-earner couples to account for most of the remainder.5 

For the coupled fathers, the average amount of childcare and working time is very similar 

across traditional and neotraditional families. Projected childcare increases, and work reductions 

for parental leave are also quite similar for these groups. However, fathers in full-time dual-

earner couples report over three-quarters of an hour per day in additional childcare and 

commensurate reductions in working time. Their projected childcare increases under parental 

leave are the smallest of the three groups, as are their prospective work hours reductions, 

presumably because the full-time employment of their partners already leads them to trade-off 

working time in favor of childcare time on working days. However, the same result could 

eventuate if fathers select into traditional families because they are relatively averse to childcare, 

have a relative preference for work, or hold a traditional ideology that dictates a rigid division of 

work and family tasks along gender lines. We return to these issues shortly in the regression 

analyses. 

For the coupled mothers in the three types of families, the results are reasonable. As we 

move from traditional to neotraditional to full-time dual-earner couple families, mother work 

hours increase (by definition), while their time on childcare decreases by a similar amount. As 

with the initial estimates, these figures suggest that mothers translate the vast majority of any 

reductions in working time into childcare. 

After accounting for the average number of working days among employed respondents 

in each gender/family group, we can estimate annual changes in work and childcare, as shown at 
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the top of Table 2. Coupled fathers are projected to expand childcare time by 1551 hours while 

reducing working time by 2082 hours. For coupled mothers and single mothers, over 80 percent 

of reductions in working time would be reallocated to childcare. Note also that the employed 

single mothers currently average over 200 additional hours of employment relative to employed 

coupled mothers. That difference either is consistent with a greater need for income among 

single mothers or could follow from work requirements confronting welfare recipients (most of 

whom are single mothers). Regardless of the reason, the results imply that increases in childcare 

investments during parental leave would likely be larger for single than for coupled mothers. 

To check for potential effects of maternity leave on employed father behavior, we 

compare fathers in full-time dual-earner couples with those in traditional families, as shown at 

the bottom of Table 2. On average, the fathers in traditional families work over 200 additional 

hours per year, and perform over 250 fewer hours of childcare per year. Given there are almost 

certainly differences in work and childcare preferences, as well as gender ideology, across the 

different types of families, it seems likely that the figure overestimates potential reductions in 

father childcare during maternity leave. Further, given the relative size of the projected increase 

in coupled mother provision of childcare while on maternity leave, there would still be a large 

increase in net parental time investments in this case. Note also that virtually all of the projected 

reduction in father childcare time would translate into expanded working time, thereby 

mitigating the adverse labor supply effects of maternity leave. Nonetheless, the results suggest 

that parental leave might have deleterious effects on gender equity in both the home and the 

labor market if the policy is mainly utilized by mothers. 

Linear regression analyses with childcare time as the dependent variable and a workday 

dummy as an independent variable are shown in the first numeric row of Table 3.6  The 
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coefficients virtually mirror the childcare differences for nonworkdays and workdays reported at 

the top of Table 1.  

An advantage of the regression approach is that controls may be added to see whether the 

simpler approach under- or over-estimated prospective childcare increases for parental leave. 

The second row of results is for regressions which include three dummy variables for education 

(less than a high school diploma is omitted), and six occupation dummies (no occupation is the 

omitted group). These controls should be associated with divergence in gender ideology, social 

class, and income. After adding the controls, the coupled fathers are projected to add almost an 

additional half-hour of childcare per day while on leave, while the single mothers would add a 

slightly greater amount, implying that our initial results for these groups are relatively 

conservative. However, that is not the case for coupled mothers, where the coefficient declines 

by over two-thirds of an hour. 

The third numeric row of Table 3 provides results from regressions including the 

workday dummy and family income from the previous year.7 Only one income coefficient is 

significant – for coupled fathers – and that coefficient is positive, consistent with income effects 

or, more formally, with childcare being a normal good. Considering income as a control, the 

father workday coefficient rises by almost one-fifth of an hour, while the coupled and single 

mother coefficients remain virtually unchanged, suggesting the figures in Table 2 are robust with 

respect to variation in family income. 

 For completeness, a final set of regression results include the education and occupation 

controls along with family income. The significant effect of income for coupled fathers 

disappears, whether due to collinearity or because the result is not robust. For single mothers, an 

unexpected negative and significant income effect is found. It seems unlikely that single mothers 
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would in fact devote less time to their children as rates of wage replacement during leave 

expanded; instead, the result might be due to a relatively tight connection between work, income 

and the use of market childcare among single mothers. 

Note also that the lowest workday coefficient for coupled mothers (-5.27) yields an 

annual estimate of 1054 hours of additional childcare under maternity leave, instead of the 1200 

hour figure reported in Table 2. This estimate is still large in the sense that over 80 percent of 

working time reductions would be used for childcare. 

 

Reduced hours simulations. Analyses of the likely effects of reduced hours initially 

involve linear regression estimates with childcare time as the dependent variable and working 

time on a workday as an independent variable. These estimates capture trade-offs that parents of 

infants make between work and childcare time, and permit us to project how, say, a 20-hour per 

week reduction in working time would affect childcare time. Nonworkdays are excluded from 

these analyses since no working time information from the time diaries is available for such 

days.  

Results for the simple regressions are presented at the top of Table 4, and suggest that 

between two-thirds (for single mothers) and the entirety (for coupled mothers) of reductions in 

working time would be applied to childcare. 

As with the parental leave analysis, control variables are added for education and 

occupation, and these reduce the working time coefficients slightly. To the extent that wage 

penalties exist at present for part-time employment, controls for income may be important to 

capture any effects of  reduced hours policies that provide job continuity at pre-existing wage 

levels. As shown in Table 4, the income coefficients themselves are insignificant, the working 
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time coefficients for coupled parents remain relatively unchanged, but the coefficient for single 

mothers rises. The higher figure implies that around four-fifths of reductions in single mother 

working time would be used for childcare purposes. The results, after including the education, 

occupation, and income variables simultaneously, as shown in the table, are very similar to those 

with just the workday dummy and family income variables. 

One way to control for both selection effects in terms of women currently choosing 

reduced hours, and differences in job quality across part-time and full-time jobs, lies in 

regressions using subsamples of women who report part-time and, separately, full-time 

employment. We necessarily focus on coupled mothers because only 65 single mothers are 

employed. For coupled mothers, the working time coefficients are very similar for those 

employed  part-time (coefficient -1.00, s.e. .093) and full-time (-1.08, .108). This similarity 

suggests our reduced hours projections for coupled mothers are reasonably robust.  

To understand how mother utilization of reduced hours might affect coupled father 

behavior, the coupled father regression is replicated after adding dummy variables for partner 

part-time and (separately) full-time employment, as well as interactions between those dummies 

and the working time variable. None of the additional coefficients are significant. That lack of 

significance implies that fathers would not scale back childcare when their partners utilized 

reduced hours options, although we are suspicious of this result given the differences in father 

childcare time across neotraditional and full-time dual-earner couples (see Table 1).  

In sum, the reduced hours analysis suggests that a 20 hour per week reduction in working 

time would yield increased parental time investments in the range of over 13 hours for coupled 

fathers, 16 hours for single mothers, and around 20 hours for coupled mothers.  
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The actual coefficients for coupled mothers suggest the increase might even be greater 

than 20 hours. This result may be due to women who work long days also investing more time 

on grooming to enhance their appearance at work.8 A reduced hours policy might have minimal 

effects on these work-related activities, suggesting the coefficients are overstated. 

 

Compensation effects. To test for compensation effects, we use the subsamples of 

employed parents, and regress childcare on the diary day against weekly hours, a dummy for 

nonwork days, and an interaction term. If the interaction generates positive coefficients that are 

absolutely larger than the (negative) usual hours coefficients, this provides evidence of 

compensation effects. If instead the interaction term is absolutely smaller, then nonworkday 

childcare falls as work hours rise, contrary to compensation effects. For coupled fathers and 

single mothers, significant compensation effects are found at the five percent level (results not 

shown). 

 Since the regressions are linear, we can simulate the effects of a 20 or a 40 hour 

workweek on working and nonworking day childcare for the two groups, as shown in Table 5. 

The figures suggest that if coupled fathers reduced their working time by 20 hours, their 

childcare time on workdays would increase by over an hour, but nonworkday childcare time 

would decline by around half an hour. If we hold constant a five day workweek, these 

compensation effects imply that weekly childcare would rise by only a little over four hours in 

the wake of a 20 hour per week reduction in working time. However, fathers do so much more 

childcare on nonworkdays that either a paternity leave system or reduced hours involving fewer 

working days might generate substantial increases. For example, switching from a 20 hour, five 
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day workweek to full leave is projected to increase father childcare time from around 49 to 65 

hours per week (see the figure under the “0 hours” column).  

 For single mothers, compensation effects are less pronounced. Comparing those working 

a projected 40 hour week to those with a 20 hour week, workday childcare would improve by 

two hours, with nonworkday childcare declining by just over half an hour. On net, nine hours out 

of a 20 hour work reduction would be applied to childcare. However, because nonworkday 

childcare is much longer, it is again the case that maternity leave or reduced hours with fewer 

workdays would expand childcare. Switching from a 20 hour, five day workweek to full leave is 

projected to increase single mother childcare time from to 63 to 83 hours per week. 

 It is difficult to know what types of biases are involved in these estimates, since “usual 

weekly work hours” does not refer to a single week, and may not even refer to the week 

encompassing the diary reference day if the respondent considered that week unusual. Indeed, 

regressing diary working time against usual weekly work hours yields an adjusted R2 of only 

.074 for all employed parents of infants and just .174 for the subsample reporting work on the 

diary day. We are therefore leery of the reliability of the compensation effects estimates. 

 Regardless of these potential deficiencies, this analysis supports the claim that the 

concept of compensation effects is of more than theoretical interest. Absent explicit 

consideration of compensation effects, we would likely overstate coupled father and single 

mother changes in childcare flowing from relevant policy initiatives. 

 

Maternity leave and parents of young infants. Whether under current conditions or with a 

national paid leave program, we would expect that parents who do or would use leave policies 

are relatively unique. Those who take leave may be more motivated to provide childcare, 
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generating selection effects that imply our estimates of childcare during parental leave are 

understated. Further, it seems likely that actual paid parental leave legislation would cover a 

period far shorter than a year (e.g., the 12 weeks of the FMLA) for the care of young infants. If 

childcare time is longest among parents of young infants, then our estimates of childcare time 

during parental leave are further understated.  

We focus first on the subsample of 65 coupled mothers reporting maternity leave and no 

work on the diary day, and compare their experiences to those of 702 other coupled mothers of 

infants who report no work on the diary day. The mothers on leave seem to provide elevated 

levels of childcare, averaging 14.49 hours, with the others yielding a mean of 13.45 hours per 

day, although the figures are not statistically different at the five percent level using a weighted t-

test for differences of means.  

Considering a variety of demographic, personal, and job characteristics, including age, 

total number of children, race, ethnicity, education, usual weekly work hours, family income, 

and managerial or professional occupation, seven significant differences at the five percent level 

are identified. The subsample utilizing maternity leave is younger by 3.16 years, has .36 fewer 

children on average, is less likely to be Hispanic (5.5 percent compared to 27.6 percent for the 

others), is around twice as likely to hold a college degree (56.8 percent compared to 29.4 

percent), averages over 36 usual weekly work hours compared to 7.2 for the remainder, has an 

average family income of over $90,000 compared to $54,000 for the others, and is over three 

times as likely to work in a managerial or professional occupation (57.2 percent compared to 

13.7 percent).  

 These results largely echo Gerstel and McGonagle’s (1999) findings for FLMA coverage 

and utilization, suggesting that the absence of a national paid leave system results in an unequal 
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distribution of parental leave. The results also suggest, yet again, that compensation effects for 

coupled mothers of infants are minimal, since the childcare time provided by those on maternity 

leave is, if anything, higher than the time provided by other mothers on non-working days. 

 We next compare the subsample of parents with young infants (i.e. not reporting an infant 

in the last round of CPS administration) to the other parents of infants. For the coupled fathers, 

childcare is almost an hour longer (7.1 compared to 6.1 hours) when a young infant is involved, 

and that difference is significant. Considering the same list of characteristics examined with the 

maternity leave subsample, plus work hours on the diary day and maternity or paternity leave, 

there are no significant differences, except the fathers of young infants are less likely to be 

African-American (2.5 percent compared to 6.7 percent). That result is unexpected. 

 For the coupled mothers, childcare is a significant 2.5 hours longer for young infants 

(13.4 compared to 11.1 hours). The mothers also work significantly fewer hours on the diary day 

(1.1 compared to 2.2 hours on average), and are significantly more likely to be on maternity 

leave (20.9 percent compared to 1 percent), with no other significant differences between the 

samples. 

 Finally, among the single mothers, childcare is significantly longer by over 2.5 hours 

(12.2 compared to 9.3 hours) for those with young infants. Their work hours are also 

significantly shorter on the diary day (1.3 compared to 2.7 hours), and their usual weekly work 

hours are significantly abbreviated (11.5 compared to 18.6 hours). The single mothers of young 

infants are also significantly more likely to be African-American (59.6 percent compared to 28.6 

percent among the other single mothers of infants) and more likely to be on maternity leave (13.9 

percent compared to none). The race result is again unexpected and, taken in conjunction with 

the results for coupled men, suggest that many African-American single mothers acquire an 
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African-American male partner during the year of infancy. Only further research could confirm 

this supposition. 

 In sum, both the effects of selection into parental leave and the fact that actual paid leave 

policies would likely cover only the first few months of a child’s life imply that our estimates of 

childcare time during paid parental leave are understated for coupled fathers, coupled mothers, 

and single mothers. 

  

Discussion 

 What insights have we gained into the likely effects of legislation surrounding paid 

parental leave and reduced hours options?  For paid parental leave, the findings suggest that 

coupled fathers would transfer around three-quarters of working time reductions into childcare, 

while both coupled and single mothers would turn over four-fifths of such reductions into 

childcare time. Further, because single mothers currently work longer hours than coupled 

mothers, they would likely generate a larger amount of parental childcare time under a paid leave 

system. Given that these results hold even after controlling for income and other variables 

proxying middle class status and gender ideology, it seems safe to conclude that paid leave 

legislation would result in a substantial enhancement of parental time investments in their 

infants. Further, because parents of young infants are particularly devoted to childcare, and 

because parents who would utilize leave tend to select on a high preference for childcare, the 

estimates provided here likely understate childcare gains following the passage of paid leave 

legislation. 

 Using the 2006 data, we can estimate labor supply effects for the entire economy. In that 

data, parents of infants currently represent 3.61 percent of all employees, so if a full year of leave 
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were used by all who are eligible, measured GDP might fall by a similar amount, although the 

expansion of unpaid housework and childcare would make up for most of this loss. Under a 

system providing wage replacement under FMLA, the potential GDP loss for the 12 weeks of 

leave would be only .90 percent. However, a more realistic assumption is that all mothers but no 

fathers would use leave (or that a similar number of mothers would avoid and fathers utilize 

leave). Given that fathers represent 59.1 percent of employed parents of infants, the expected 

GDP loss would then be .37 percent. Of course, that is a short-term loss, and if labor force 

attachment improves as a result of paid leave, labor supply over the longer term might instead 

expand. 

The equity effects of such legislation would probably be mixed. Negatively, gender 

equity might deteriorate to the extent that such legislation results in a de facto maternity leave 

system. The evidence suggests that if more coupled mothers took leave for a new child, father 

contributions to childcare might decline, reducing the net gain in parental childcare time by 

perhaps as much as one-fifth. Further, levels of father working time might expand by a similar 

amount. Although such an expansion would partly offset the adverse labor supply effects of 

maternity leave, it would also exacerbate gender inequality in the home and the workplace.  

Paid leave legislation could, however, make the distribution of parental leave more 

equitable in other ways. Coupled mothers of infants were almost twice as likely to be on 

maternity leave as their single counterparts, and diverged on a variety of socioeconomic and 

ethnic dimensions. Relevant legislation would likely expand the relative utilization of leave 

among single mothers, Hispanics, and Americans with less education, less prestigious 

occupations, and lower incomes.  
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 Considering reduced hours legislation, the results suggest that coupled mothers of infants 

would translate virtually all relevant reductions in working time into childcare. That result 

appeared in our simple comparison of mothers in traditional, neotraditional, and full-time dual-

earner families, and in regression analyses with and without a variety of controls. Nonetheless, as 

the Australian experience with supports for part-time employees suggests, and our comparison of 

fathers across neotraditional and full-time dual-earner couples seems to confirm, coupled fathers 

may respond to reduced hours employment among mothers by scaling back levels of 

involvement with their infants. 

 Although reduced hours effects on labor supply are more tenuous because we cannot 

know the precise patterns of working time that would eventuate, we know in the 2006 data that 

54.8 percent of parents of infants are currently employed full-time, so hours reductions could 

affect up to 1.98 percent of all employees. Mothers, however, comprise only 31.3 percent of full-

time employed parents of infants, so if only mothers of infants used reduced hours options, then 

a minimal .62 percent of all employees might reduce their working time in response to relevant 

legislation. On the other hand, if a sizeable fraction of mothers of infants currently nonemployed 

(49.1 percent of the group) instead maintained employment following reduced hours legislation, 

as Stone’s (2006) work suggests, then the impact on labor supply could be either minimal or 

positive.  

 Compensation effects, or the positive relationship between nonworkday childcare time 

and usual working time, indeed exist and help to explain the behavior of coupled fathers and 

single mothers of infants. As a result, estimates of the effects of reduced hours employment on 

childcare time, holding constant the number of workdays, suggest that less than half of working 

time reductions would be reallocated to childcare for those two groups. However, if the average 
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number of working days were scaled back as part of a reduced hours arrangement, then well over 

half of the time freed up in the process would be applied to childcare. 

 Although that result might be an artifact of the methods employed here, there are reasons 

to believe it is not. Those reasons lie in the fixed time costs of employment on a workday, costs 

that may include commuting, grooming and dressing specifically for work, meal preparation, and 

additional preparation and commuting time for childcare outside of the household. For 

employees considering reduced hours arrangements, they (and their children) might be well-

served to consider a relatively compressed workweek, with longer but fewer working days. 

 Note also that compensation effects existed for coupled fathers but not coupled mothers. 

That finding fits the possibility that couples strike bargains involving mother taking on more 

childcare during father workdays in exchange for greater father contributions on nonworkdays. 

The finding for single mothers, quite differently, may be due to guilt among those working long 

hours or instead attributable to the fact that some childcare activities need not be performed on a 

daily basis, so can be concentrated on nonworkdays. 

 Finally, as of 2003, when ATUS data collection began, a total of 20 states had imposed 

work requirements on the mainly single mothers of infants receiving financial support under the 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program (Waldfogel 2006). One implication of the 

above analysis is that such work requirements entail severe reductions in parental investments in 

childcare time. More to the point, these work requirements would likely conflict with legislation 

supporting parental leave or reduced hours options, and would need to be altered accordingly.  
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Table 1: Childcare and Working Time for Parents of Infants, Hours  

Note: The sample size for each cell is greater than 100. 
 
 
TABLE 2: Annual Projected Changes in Childcare and Working Time from Parental Leave for 
Currently Employed Parents of Infants, Hours 
 
 Coupled Fathers Coupled Mothers Single Mothers 
Entire Sample 
Work -2082 -1272 -1494 
Childcare 1551 1200 1242 
Employed Coupled Father response to mother switching from Full-time to Non-employed 
Work 226   
Childcare -266   
 

 Coupled Fathers Coupled Mothers Single Mothers 
 Childcare Work Childcare Work Childcare  Work 
Entire Sample 
Average 6.44 5.41 11.78 1.87 10.16 2.31 
Nonwork – 
workday 

6.01 -8.08 6.00 -6.36  5.78 -6.95 

Traditional couples 
Average 6.06 6.00 13.75 0   
Nonwork – 
workday 

 6.67 -8.49     

Neotraditional couples 
Average 5.94 6.07 11.88 2.18   
Nonwork – 
workday 

 7.09 -8.54  4.16 -4.67   

Full-time dual-earner couples 
Average 6.79 5.38 8.89 4.35   
Nonwork – 
workday 

5.80 -7.59  6.56 -7.34   
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Table 3: Childcare Time Regressions for Workdays vs. Nonworkdays, coefficients (standard 
errors) [adjusted R2]   
 Coupled fathers Coupled mothers Single mothers 
Workday dummy 
(only) 

-6.02 (.395)** 
[.323] 

-6.00 (.366)** 
[.317] 

-5.77 (.779)** 
[.309] 

Workday dummy 
(with ed. and occup. 
controls) 

-6.29 (.376)** 
[.366] 

-5.32 (.394)** 
[.342] 

-6.33 (.864)** 
[.340] 

Workday dummy 
Family incomea 
(only) 

-6.20 (.400)** 
.968 (.433)* 

[.345] 

-5.98 (.389)** 
.263 (.344) 

[.310] 

-5.79 (.786)** 
-4.46 (2.53)  

[.361] 
Workday dummy 
Family incomea 
(with ed. and occup. 
controls) 

-6.44 (.384)** 
.008 (.048) 

[.378] 

-5.27 (.419)** 
-.031 (.039) 

[.333] 

-6.74 (.965)** 
-.578 (.249)* 

[.415] 

Note: Coefficient significant * 5% level, ** 1% level.  
aCoefficients and standard errors multiplied by 10,000 due to small size. 
 
Table 4: Childcare Time Regressions for Working Time on Workdays, coefficients (standard 
errors) [adjusted R2]   
 Coupled fathers Coupled mothers Single mothers 
Working time 
(only) 

-.702 (.063)** 
[.385] 

-1.04 (.065)** 
[.491] 

-.666 (.269)** 
[.154] 

Working time (with 
ed. and occup. 
controls) 

-.686 (.057)** 
[.427] 

-1.02 (.068)** 
[.522] 

-.590 (.282)* 
.217] 

Working time 
Family incomea 

(only) 

-.687 (.070)** 
.008 (.039) 

[.372] 

-1.07 (.068)** 
.014 (.052) 

[.503] 

-.795 (.251)** 
-.128 (.502) 

[.271] 
Working time 
Family incomea 
(with ed. and occup. 
controls) 

-.681 (.064)** 
-.003 (.004) 

[.408] 

-1.06 (.073)** 
-.101 (.063) 

[.538] 

-.781 (.276)** 
-.109 (.547) 

[.339] 

Note: Coefficient significant * 5% level, ** 1% level.  
aCoefficients and standard errors multiplied by 10,000 due to small size. 
 
Table 5: Compensation Effects: Simulated Childcare Time and Usual Weekly Work Hours 
 Workdays Nonworkdays 
 20 hours 40 hours 20 hours 40 hours 0 hours 
Coupled fathers  5.83 4.72 9.99 10.58 9.4 
Single mothers  7.57 5.51 12.46 13.09 11.80 
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ENDNOTES 
                                                 
1 Figures calculated from Waldfogel (2001), who found that 45.1 percent of fathers of children 

under 18 months had taken some leave, and 34.1 percent of those taking leave did so for a new 

child. 

2 Much of the information in this section is drawn from BLS/Census (2007). 

3 We also exclude four cases where single mothers reported no contact with the infant on a diary 

day, because it is difficult to interpret these days as involving single mothers when someone else 

is clearly responsible for the child on that day. 

4 Note that we cannot match infants in the CPS data to those in the ATUS.  

5 The three groups do not account for 79 of the coupled fathers and 174 of the coupled mothers. 

In these cases, the father was not employed full-time or else the respondent did not provide 

information on partner working time. 

6 Tobit or negative binomial regressions could be used instead but linear regressions are used for 

ease of interpretation. 

7 We considered interactions between family income and the workday dummy. However, the 

interaction coefficient never achieved significance. 

8 For coupled mothers of infants on working days, the simple correlation between working time 

and personal care time (exclusive of sleep) is .21, consistent with this possibility. 




