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Caring for their Children: Impacts of COVID-19 on Parents
by Karine Leclerc

For families with children, the closure of schools and childcare facilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic has 
significantly disrupted their daily routines. As a result, parents’ caregiving responsibilities in relation to children 
have increased, along with concerns about balancing child care, schooling and work (Statistics Canada 2020).

Prior to the pandemic, women in Canada tended to perform a larger share of parental tasks than men. In 2015, for 
example, mothers spent an average of 2.6 hours per day on child care as a primary activity compared to 2 hours for 
fathers (Moyser 2018). A key question in the context of the pandemic, then, is whether the closure of schools and 
childcare facilities has deepened the pre-existing gender-based division of parental tasks within families.1

Using data from the Canadian Perspectives Survey Series  3: Resuming Economic and Social Activities during 
COVID-19, this article examines how gender influences the division of parental tasks within families during 
the pandemic. For this reason, the analysis is limited to respondents who were living with a spouse or partner2 
(hereafter referred to as “partner”) at the time of the survey, and who reported performing any one of five parental 
tasks during the pandemic: playing with children or taking part in leisure activities with them; putting children to 
bed or seeing that they go to bed; homeschooling or helping children with homework; staying at home with the 
children; and taking children to or from school or day care.

Women are more likely to report that they perform most parental tasks, but 
men are more likely to indicate that the tasks are shared equally 
The majority of women and men reported that playing with children or taking part in leisure activities with them 
were shared equally with their partner (55% and 67% respectively) as was putting them to bed or seeing that they 
go to bed (53% and 62%, respectively) (Charts 1 and 2). For other parental tasks – specifically, staying at home 
with children and taking children to or from school or day care – most women reported that they largely performed 
these by themselves (51% and 55%, respectively), while most men reported that these parental tasks were shared 
equally with their partner (51% and 60%, respectively).

1. For the impacts of the pandemic on the division of the domestic tasks (such as laundry, dishes, cooking, etc.), please consult: Clémence Zossou. Forthcoming. 
“Sharing household tasks: Teaming up during the COVID-19 pandemic” in STATCAN COVID-19: Data to Insights for a Better Canada, Statistics Canada Catalogue 
no. 45280001.

2. While respondents were asked if they were currently living with a partner, no other questions about their partners were asked in the survey. As such, the gender 
of the partner cannot be determined solely by using the Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3. Of note, according to the 2016 Census, same-sex couples who 
live together represent 0.9% of all couples in Canada and, among all same-sex couples living together, only 12% had children living with them in 2016 (Statistics 
Canada 2017). 
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3: Resuming economic and social activities during COVID-19.

Chart 1
Women's self-reported division of parental tasks (June 2020)

percent
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3: Resuming economic and social activities during COVID-19.

Chart 2
Men's self-reported division of parental tasks (June 2020)

percent
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This pattern, where women were more likely to report that they did more parental tasks than men while men were 
more likely to report that these responsibilities were shared equally with their partner, is consistent with previous 
studies (Pew Research Centre 2015). Research shows that men tend to overestimate the time they spend on 
unpaid family work, particularly when this information is collected using stylized questions (i.e. respondents are 
asked to answer questions about their activities retrospectively) instead of time diaries (i.e. respondents are asked 
to record their activities over a period of time in a diary) (Kan 2008; Henchoz & Wernli 2013; UN 2005).

Homeschooling falls mostly to women
For most parents, homeschooling was an additional responsibility directly related to the closure of schools during 
the pandemic, and this extra parental task was predominantly undertaken by women. The majority of women 
(64%) reported that they mostly performed homeschooling or helping children with homework, while 19% of 
men reported being mostly responsible for this task (Charts 1 and 2). When men were asked, almost half (46%) 
reported that homeschooling was mostly their partner’s responsibility.

This gendered division of responsibility related to homeschooling, added to other parental tasks, may put parents – 
and especially mothers  – at higher risk of increased life stress. Indeed, previous results on the impact of the 
measures to counter COVID-19 suggest that balancing child care, schooling and work during the pandemic raises 
high levels of concerns for parents and that there may be mental health consequences for those who feel additional 
stress related to family responsibilities (Statistics Canada 2020). While schools, economic and social activities have 
resumed, there may be future school closures as a result of future waves of COVID-19. In addition, many children in 
a number of provinces are continuing their studies virtually from home. As such, there may be an on-going demand 
on parents, in particular mothers.

Men who are not employed are more likely to report that parenting tasks 
are shared equally, but it is the opposite for women who are not employed
Results from the Canadian Perspectives Survey, showed that employment status3 has differential impacts on the 
division of parental tasks. On the one hand, not being employed increased the likelihood of taking on the role of 
primary caregiver – for both men and women. On the other hand, there is a gendered difference with regards to 
sharing parental tasks equally.

Indeed, parents who were not employed were more likely to report they were mostly responsible for parenting 
tasks than among those who were employed. For example, the proportion of men who reported that they mostly 
performed parental tasks was 30% among those who were not employed compared with 8% among those who 
were employed (Chart 3). For women, the proportion was 59% among those who were not employed compared 
with 38% among those who were employed (Chart 3).

However, when it comes to the proportion of parents who said they shared tasks equally, the patterns were different 
for men and women. Men who were not employed were more likely to report that parental tasks were shared 
equally (56%) than men who were employed (48%) (Chart 3). In contrast, women who were not employed were 
less likely to report that these tasks were shared equally (27%) than women who were employed (46%) (Chart 3).

3. The concepts of employment and non-employment in the Canadian Perspectives Survey (CPSS) are not equivalent to Labour Force Survey (LFS) concepts. In the 
CPSS, the “employed” category includes all persons who worked or were absent for any reason, including layoffs. Those who have been temporarily laid off are 
treated as unemployed in the LFS.
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3: Resuming economic and social activities during COVID-19.

Chart 3
Division of parental tasks by employment status and sex (June 2020)
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The findings on the relationship between parenting duties and employment are consistent with trends observed in 
the 2015 General Social Survey on Time Use which shows that there is an inverse relationship between the number 
of hours of paid work and the time spent helping and caring for children for both fathers and mothers (Houle et al., 
2017). It also found that mothers remained more likely than fathers (in almost all categories of number of hours of 
paid work) to have helped their children or provided child care (Houle et al., 2017).

Men working at home favours more equal parenting, but it is the opposite 
for women who work at home
Men and women who worked from home at the time of the survey were more likely than their counterparts who 
worked outside of the home to take on a greater parental role (Chart 4).4 However, women remained more likely 
than men to report mostly performing these parental tasks regardless of their work location (Chart 4 and 5). In fact, 
the proportion of men working from home who reported that they mostly perform parental tasks remained lower 
for every parental task than the proportion of women working outside of the home who reported that they mostly 
perform these tasks (Chart 4).

4. Due to the sample size, we do not present the data for “staying at home with the children” and “taking children to or from school or day care”.
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3: Resuming economic and social activities during COVID-19.

Chart 4
Proportion of respondents who reported that they mostly perform parental tasks by parental task, work location and sex 
(June 2020)
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Similar to the relationship between parenting duties and employment status, the overall impact of the work location 
was different for men and women. Men who worked at home (53%) were more likely than men who worked 
outside of the home (46%) to report that parental tasks were shared equally (Chart 5). In contrast, women who 
worked at home (47%) were less likely than women who worked outside of the home (51%) to report that parental 
tasks were shared equally and they were more likely to report that they mostly performed these tasks themselves 
(40% vs. 28% respectively) (Chart 5).
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Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Perspectives Survey Series 3: Resuming economic and social activities during COVID-19.

Chart 5
Division of parental tasks by work location and sex (June 2020)
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Using the American Time Use Surveys and the US COVID Impact Survey, a recent American study on the gender 
differences in telecommuting (working from home) shows similar results (Lyttelton et al., 2020). The study finds 
that, during the pandemic, the parents’ response to telecommuting was gendered, in ways that both exacerbated 
and alleviated existing gender inequalities. Specifically, it shows that telecommuting during the pandemic increased 
time spent on childcare for both fathers and mothers – compared to those who worked outside of the home. 
However, it also finds that telecommuting mothers did relatively more parenting tasks than telecommuting fathers.

Conclusion
Parents are facing new challenges in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic as it has disrupted the daily routines 
of families. For many parents, the closure of schools and daycares intensified parental tasks and added new 
responsibilities, such as homeschooling.

Prior to the pandemic, women in Canada performed a larger share of parental tasks and, during the pandemic, 
they continued to report that they mostly perform these tasks. The results of the survey show, however, that 
employment status and work location affect the division of parental tasks within couples and may increase men’s 
level of involvement in parenting responsibilities. When men are not employed and/or when men work at home it 
seems to favour a better share of parental tasks as men in these situations were more likely to say parenting tasks 
were equally shared compared with men who were employed or worked outside the home. However, when it is 
the contrary, i.e. when women are not employed and/or are working from home, they are more likely to report that 
they mostly performed parental tasks (and are less likely to report that these responsibilities are shared equally).

The unequal division of unpaid family work is not without effects; it has long been recognized as a driver of gender 
inequality as it has direct impacts on women’s labour force participation, time spent at work, wages and job quality, 
and physical and mental health stressors (UN Women 2020).
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Methodology
This article uses data from the Canadian Perspectives Survey Series (CPSS) wave 3, for which a panel of Canadians 
selected from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) rotation groups agreed to complete short online surveys. The CPSS is 
a probabilistic panel survey and is therefore representative of the general population. More than 4,200 people (of 
which about 2,750 persons reported living with a spouse or a partner and 970 reported participating in parental 
tasks) from the 10 provinces responded to this survey between June 15 and June 21, 2020.

In the Family and Caregiving Recovery section of CPSS wave 3, respondents were asked if they were currently 
living with a spouse or a partner and who performed a series of parental tasks. The possible answers were: mostly 
you; mostly your spouse or partner; shared equally between spouse or partner; always or usually someone else 
(e.g., relative, child, roommate); and, not applicable (i.e., no one performed these tasks). For this analysis, only 
respondents who were living with a spouse or partner and who reported performing any one of five parental 
tasks during the pandemic (referred to as “parents” in the paper) were studied. Of note, there was no question on 
the duration of these parental activities and the survey did not ask if their respective partners would agree with 
the respondents’ perceptions of who is mostly responsible for these parental tasks. Also, no questions (such as 
employment status, work location, or gender) were asked about the spouse or partner of the respondents. As such, 
by solely using CPSS, information on respondents’ partners was not available and not used in this paper.
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