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Unpaid Care Work Among Utah Women: A 2024 Update

Setting the Stage

Unpaid work, including childcare, eldercare, housework,
and other tasks, is vitally important to the foundations of
strong families, communities, and nations; in fact, such do-
mestic work has been called “the work that makes all other
work possible.”! According to Oxfam, the monetary value
of women’s unpaid work is estimated to be $10.8 trillion
each year,” and women worldwide spend a significantly
larger portion of time than men performing this critical
work.? This happens for many reasons, including personal
values and choices, cultural and social norms, unconscious
biases, and specific economic and employment considera-
tions. Researchers and thought leaders urge individuals and
societies to recognize that unpaid work is indeed work, to
value it as such, and to explore how unpaid work can be
more evenly distributed.

This research snapshot focuses on three areas:

1) Provides an overview of unpaid care work and its di-
vision between women and men both globally and lo-
cally,

2) Explores factors leading to high rates of unpaid work
among Utah women, as well as the resulting implica-
tions, and

3) Shares approaches to redistribute unpaid work to en-
sure Utah women can address other vital areas of their
lives.

Overview of Unpaid Care Work

In 2023, men between the ages of 15 and 64 across the
world spent 2.76 hours on unpaid work per day, while
women spent 4.52.* In general, the amount of time women
spend on unpaid care work varies from two to ten times
more than men, depending on region and other factors.’
The numbers are significant because such systemic differ-
ences can have deep implications for women’s economic,
mental and physical wellbeing,® and if current trends con-
tinue, the next generation of women will spend 2.3 more
hours per day than men on unpaid care and domestic work.”

While the gap between men and women’s unpaid work is
largest in developing nations, it remains significant in the
United States. According to the American Time Use

Survey tables, US women who participate in unpaid work
average 4.92 hours per day compared to 3.79 hours per day
for US men.® The gap in Utah is wider than the national
average: women spend 5.55 hours per day in unpaid work
vs. 3.22 hours for Utah men.’ It should be noted that while
this snapshot focuses primarily on unpaid care work gener-
ally performed in the home, Utah women also spend signif-
icant time volunteering in church and community work.

Unpaid care work comes in many forms—childcare being
one of the most common—which is significant in Utah as
the state has one of the highest fertility rates,'® the largest
family size,!' and the largest share of women who work
part-time in the nation.'? Many women prioritize caring for
household children over other pursuits and may do so for a
variety of reasons. For some women, choosing to raise chil-
dren full time is fulfilling and empowering; for other moth-
ers, a combination of raising children and employment
would be more ideal, but affordable/quality childcare op-
tions are challenging. There are also cultural factors that
contribute to women’s understanding of choice as it relates
to their roles in home and family; these are nuanced and
complicated discussions. It is difficult to isolate cultural in-
fluence from choice, but research shows that maternal and
family wellbeing increases when mothers can attain their
preferred work situations.!®

In the US, 23.7% of women report that an average day in-
cludes caring for household children, compared to 15.0%
of men.'* These women spend an average of 1.97 hours per
day providing primary “active” care, while men report
spending 1.46 hours per day." In Utah, the gap between
women and men’s childcare activities is wider; Utah
women spend an average of 1.9 hours versus 1.29 hours
spent by men caring for household children. '

Another significant type of unpaid care work involves el-
derly relatives. According to the US Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics (BLS), there are 37.1 million eldercare providers in
the US, of which 58.9% are women.!” Over one-fourth of
these women (27.8%) report providing care on an average
day, spending 3.6 hours doing so. Additionally, 14.4% of
female eldercare providers have provided care for 10 years
or more. Utah data are similar, and a recent survey regard-
ing caregivers’ experiences in Utah reports that 61.4% of
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caregivers are female, nearly half of caregivers (including
men) work full time, and 23.0% report spending more than
20 hours per week (an average of at least 2.9 hours per day)
in care work—97.0% of which is unpaid. Interestingly,
male caregivers in Utah are more likely to be age 65 or
older (28.0% compared to 21.0% of women), with annual
household earnings of over $100k (41% of men compared
to 34% of women). '8

An additional source of unpaid work is household manage-
ment. The BLS reports that 85.4% of US women and 70.3%
of US men spend some time in an average day doing house-
hold activities.'” Interestingly, just 22.2% of men report en-
gaging specifically in housework on an aver-
age day, compared to 47.1% of women. Of
those who engaged in housework, women re-
port spending an average of 1.73 hours on an
average day while men report 1.40 hours.?
In Utah, about half of women also do house-
work every day, while only 15.7% of men do
(below the national average). The data sug-
gest that the gap in time spent on housework
between Utah men and women has narrowed
in recent years, with Utah women spending
1.62 hours per day on housework and men spending 1.17
hours, (compared to the 1.88 and .94 hours, respectively,
reported in our 2017 snapshot).

Results from a 2023 study contribute additional context.
Researchers explored Utahns’ perceptions of challenges
women and girls face,?! including issues related to home
and family. Of 3,041 respondents, there was varied agree-
ment regarding the statement, “I feel the load of domestic
labor is shared equitably within my home,” with 26.0%
strongly agreeing, 35.1% agreeing or somewhat agreeing,
and 43.9% feeling neutral or disagreeing on some level. In-
terestingly, men were more likely to agree, as were re-
spondents without children. A second statement, “I feel the
load of caregiving is shared equitably within my home,”
also elicited mixed responses, though more respondents
(56.0%) indicated some level of agreement, 20.1% indi-
cated feeling neutral, and 23.8% disagreed on some level.
Again, men were more likely to agree, while parents of
teenagers were less likely to agree. These data indicate a
disconnect between Utah men and women’s perceptions of
distribution of unpaid care work. More research to explore
factors contributing to the disconnect is needed.

Relationships, households, and families typically require
emotional and mental work, which is yet another form of
unpaid work. Women perform most of the emotional labor
in intimate relationships; mental health professionals high-
light that emotional work is work, and it takes a toll.?? Ex-
perts have also recognized that even when men participate
in the day-to-day work of running a household, women of-
ten do the mental work of the home, such as noticing, plan-
ning, managing, scheduling, organizing, and ensuring that

Both work for pay and
unpaid care work are
critically important to the
wellbeing of Utah families

and society, but unpaid
work is largely absent
from public economic and
policy discussions.

the family’s needs are met. Consequently, women may not
devote energy to their own economic and personal wellbe-
ing because of the responsibility for the managerial, cogni-
tive, and emotional load associated with family life.*

Throughout the world, men spend more time doing paid
work each day than women do, but when unpaid work is
added in, women are working more hours a day than men—
they just are not getting paid for it.2* Moreover, due to so-
cietal expectations for women to undertake a greater load
of unpaid labor, there is a tendency for women to seek flex-
ible or part-time work arrangements. Conversely, engaging
in these types of employment further amplifies the proba-
bility of women assuming additional
unpaid responsibilities, whether by
choice or because of “availability.”
This is also true in Utah, and, ulti-
mately, whether work is paid or un-
paid, there is still work to be done.
While family situations differ, family
and individual wellbeing improves
when there is a more fair and bal-
anced distribution of unpaid labor.?

In recent years, the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant
impact on unpaid work. During the pandemic, 60.0% of
women and 54.0% of men worldwide reported that they in-
creased the amount of time spent on unpaid care work.?
Women, on average, increased their time spent on childcare
by 5.2 hours per week compared to 3.5 hours for men.?’
Furthermore, more women than men left the labor market
to take care of their children during the pandemic.?

Because Utahns have traditionally placed a great emphasis
on family, it is not surprising that many women in the state
prioritize the work of caring for children and other loved
ones. However, uneven distribution of unpaid labor be-
tween men and women can have negative consequences,
including making women financially vulnerable.”’ When
women with caregiving responsibilities engage in paid em-
ployment, they often face greater professional setbacks be-
cause of the care work they do, which may result in their
taking more time off, refusing promotions, and choosing
fewer hours.® In fact, women are five to eight times more
likely than men to have their employment affected by un-
paid care work.?!

In addition to economic risks, women who bear a heavy
share of unpaid work are also vulnerable to decreased phys-
ical, emotional, and mental health.* Depression, stress, and
feelings of isolation are especially common among care-
givers for the elderly.*

Factors Contributing to Disparities in
Unpaid Work

Many factors contribute to the variance in the time men and
women spend doing unpaid care work. Cultural values are
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a primary factor; countries in which traditional gender
norms are deep-rooted have some of the highest disparities
in the amount of unpaid care work performed by women
and men, and it begins early. Compared to boys of the same
age, girls ages 5—14 spend 160 million hours more on un-
paid work throughout the world each day.** In the US, girls
spend an average of two hours more per week on household
duties than boys, and when boys do chores, they are more
likely to be paid.* These early disparities can hinder girls’
education, reinforce gender stereotypes, and establish en-
during patterns that create significant challenges for
women. In addition to gender, race and ethnicity also affect
unpaid care work, with Black and Hispanic women report-
ing the highest rates of unpaid caregiving compared to
other racial and ethnic groups.*®

While the US generally has a smaller gender gap for time
spent in unpaid work than many nations, factors varying
from state to state can significantly influence women’s ex-
periences. For example, rates of female participation in the
state labor force, political leanings of state government, and
societal expectations regarding family responsibilities are
all factors that have been shown to influence how men and
women engage in unpaid work in their respective families
and communities.’” Utah’s unique culture, which both in-
fluences and is influenced by political, religious, and static
gender role ideologies, inevitably plays a role in an imbal-
anced load of unpaid care work.

Major life transitions, such as marriage and childbearing,
are also factors that influence how unpaid work is distrib-
uted in families. Women who marry or bear children at
younger ages carry a larger portion of unpaid work than
women who make life transitions when they are older.* As
Utah has the youngest median marriage age for both men
and women in the nation,** and Utah mothers are younger
at first birth compared to the national average,* these fac-
tors are especially relevant for Utahns.

What Utahns Can Do

Both work for pay and unpaid care work are critically im-
portant to the wellbeing of Utah families and society; how-
ever, unpaid work, often referred to as “invisible,”*! is
largely absent from public economic and policy discus-
sions. Of course, though this work is unpaid, it holds sig-
nificant economic value. Salary.com’s survey of mothers’
“job roles” estimates that in 2021 the approximate median
annual salary for stay-at-home mother in the US would be

! Slaughter, A.-M. (2016, March 23). The work that makes work possi-
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$184,820.4* While this exercise is largely symbolic, out-
sourcing the unpaid work performed by women would cost
tens of thousands per year.

Addressing the gap in unpaid work is critical to improving
the wellbeing of Utah girls, women, families, and society.
Transformative change will require policies that recognize
and redistribute the load of unpaid labor. To advance the
wellbeing of women, girls, and all individuals in Utah, con-
sider the following recommendations:

e Build social support networks and provide coping
skills, problem-solving strategies, communication,
and resilience training for unpaid care workers—in-
cluding both men and women—to help in managing
household responsibilities.

e Collect and report comprehensive data on unpaid
work (including how it relates to employment status)
to inform the design and implementation of resources
and to evaluate the impacts of policies and programs.

e Educate the public on the various forms of unpaid
work, the value of the work being performed, and the
costs of unpaid labor on girls and women in Utah.

e Encourage companies to promote work-family bal-
ance for both women and men, creating innovative
and affordable solutions for families trying to navi-
gate the responsibilities of paid and unpaid work.

e Increase access to affordable, flexible, and universal
childcare. Consider “cash for care” subsidies to com-
pensate parents for school/daycare closures and other
issues that increase the unpaid labor burden on fami-
lies.

e Promote awareness and education about gender roles
and stereotypes, challenge static gender role ideolo-
gies, and promote more balanced divisions of labor
within households.

Conclusion

Overall, Utah individuals, organizations, and communities
place a high value on families. In many cases, however, the
important work of building these families is being dispro-
portionately performed by women, often perpetuating vul-
nerabilities and challenges. Efforts to encourage a more
balanced distribution of unpaid care work between men and
women—including legislation and workplace initiatives,
public discourse, and individual choices by family mem-
bers themselves—will strengthen Utah families.
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