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Research Note: Gender Differences in Employment  
During the COVID-19 Epidemic
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ABSTRACT We inves ti gate the impact of the COVID-19 epi demic on gen der dispari-
ties in three employ ment out comes: labor force par tic i pa tion, full-time employ ment, 
and unem ploy ment. Using data from the monthly Current Population Survey, in this 
research note we test indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els to exam ine the employ ment sta tus 
of women rel a tive to that of men in the nine months fol low ing the onset of the epi demic 
in March of 2020. We also test sep a rate mod els to exam ine dif fer ences between women 
and men based on the pres ence of young chil dren. Because the eco nomic effects of 
the epi demic coin cided with the sum mer months, when women’s employ ment often 
declines, we account for seasonality in women’s employ ment sta tus. After doing so, 
we find that women’s full-time employ ment did not decline sig nifi  cantly rel a tive to 
that of men dur ing the months fol low ing the begin ning of the epi demic. Gender gaps 
in unem ploy ment and labor force par tic i pa tion did increase, how ever, in the early and 
later months of the year, respec tively. Our find ings regard ing women’s labor force par-
tic i pa tion and employ ment have impli ca tions for our under stand ing of the long-term 
effects of the health cri sis on other demo graphic out comes.

KEYWORDS COVID-19 epi demic • Women’s employ ment • Women’s labor force 
par tic i pa tion • Gender inequal ity

Introduction

The COVID-19 epi demic has had dev as tat ing effects on the U.S. econ omy. In the 
months fol low ing the onset of the epi demic in March of 2020, the coun try expe ri-
enced the steepest con trac tion in gross domes tic prod uct (GDP) in recorded his tory 
(Bauer et al. 2020). In con trast to pre vi ous reces sions in which men were more likely 
to expe ri ence a job loss (Alon et al. 2020a; Hout et al. 2011), the epi demic has been 
hypoth e sized to have had a greater effect on women’s employ ment than men’s owing 
to both labor demand and sup ply fac tors (Alon et al. 2020b). On the demand side, the 
onset of the epi demic resulted in a greater loss of jobs in the ser vice sec tor (Alon et al. 
2020b), which gen er ally employs more women (Charles and Grusky 2004). Jobs in 
indus tries such as lei sure and hos pi tal ity require greater indoor face-to-face inter ac-
tion and were there fore more affected by state and local pol i cies intended to reduce 
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the spread of the virus and by greater fear among cus tom ers. In con trast, employ ment 
in manufactur ing, which employs a dis pro por tion ate share of male work ers, expe ri-
enced a smaller decline (Cajner et al. 2020; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2020).

On the sup ply side, many daycare cen ters were closed and schools transitioned 
to online teach ing (Dingel et al. 2020). School clo sures may have a con sid er able 
effect on women’s abil ity to work because a sub stan tial per cent age of chil dren live 
with their moth ers only, and because mar ried women gen er ally devote more time to 
childcare activ i ties than do mar ried men (Alon et al. 2020a; Bianchi 2000; Bianchi 
et al. 2012). Nevertheless, empir i cal find ings are mixed as to whether the epi demic 
has indeed reduced the labor sup ply of moth ers with young chil dren more than that 
of other women (Barkowski et al. 2020; Collins et al. 2021; Landivar et al. 2020).

Because changes in both sup ply and demand fac tors dur ing the COVID-19 epi-
demic poten tially dis ad van tage women more than men, recent research and media 
reports alike have argued that the epi demic would amplify gen der inequal ity or 
reverse the trend of a narrowing gen der gap in employ ment (e.g., Collins et al. 2021; 
Landivar et al. 2020). However, stud ies exam in ing gen der disparities in employ ment 
dur ing the health cri sis often focus solely on dif fer ences in the unem ploy ment rate 
(e.g., Alon et al. 2020a). While impor tant, the unem ploy ment rate by itself is insuf fi-
cient to under stand the full impact of the epi demic, because it excludes both dis cour-
aged work ers who stop searching for jobs (Mur phy and Topel 1997) and work ers who 
leave the labor force because of a lack of childcare. Moreover, the unem ploy ment rate 
does not cap ture indi vid u als who expe ri ence a sub stan tial drop in work ing hours as 
a result of pol i cies implemented to reduce the spread of the virus or those who report 
being employed full-time but are tem po rar ily not at work. Women are likely to be 
over rep re sented in all  these groups dur ing the epi demic because of a lower demand 
for the kinds of jobs in which they are employed and because of their fam ily roles. 
Given that women’s life time earn ings greatly depend on their total length of work 
expe ri ence (Blau and Kahn 2017; England et al. 2016), espe cially the expe ri ence in 
full-time jobs (Connolly and Gregory 2008; McGinnity and McManus 2007), exam-
in ing changes in the gen der gaps in labor force par tic i pa tion and full-time employ-
ment, rather than just unem ploy ment, may bet ter inform us about the long-term 
effects of the epi demic on gen der inequal ity.

A sec ond com pli ca tion in the anal y sis of gen der disparities in the impact of the 
COVID-19 cri sis is that many stud ies do not account for dif fer ences in the seasonality 
in women’s employ ment, that is, the cycli cal way in which women’s par tic i pa tion in 
the labor force varies by month of the year (e.g., Collins et al. 2021; Landivar et al. 
2020). The ini tial phase of the epi demic coin cided with the early sum mer months, 
in which women’s employ ment rel a tive to men’s tra di tion ally declines. This decline 
dur ing the sum mer months may be partly attrib uted to the fact that fam i lies have 
greater childcare respon si bil i ties dur ing the sum mer break. Studies com par ing the 
decline in women’s employ ment rel a tive to that of men that fail to account for sea-
sonal fluc tu a tions there fore risk confounding the effects of the epi demic with the 
cus tom ary decline in women’s employ ment dur ing the sum mer months (e.g., Collins 
et al. 2021; Landivar et al. 2020).

In this research note, we inves ti gate the impact of the COVID-19 epi demic on 
gen der disparities in three employ ment out comes: labor force par tic i pa tion, full-time 
employ ment, and unem ploy ment. We use indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els to exam ine 
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15Gender Differences in Employment During the COVID-19 Epidemic

the employ ment sta tus of women rel a tive to men by month for all  months of 2020. 
This approach allows us to esti mate dif fer ences in gen der disparities fol low ing the 
onset of the epi demic in March. To account for sea sonal or cycli cal pat terns in wom-
en’s employ ment rel a tive to men’s, we com pare gen der dif fer ences in employ ment 
with those observed in the pre ced ing year. Our fixed-effects mod els account for the 
time-invari ant effect of all  indi vid ual char ac ter is tics that are likely sta ble dur ing the 
short obser va tion period, such as work ers’ skills and the occu pa tion and indus try 
in which they are employed. We also test sep a rate mod els to exam ine dif fer ences 
between women and men based on mar i tal sta tus and the pres ence of young chil dren 
in the house hold.

Data and Measures

Data for our anal y sis were drawn from the monthly pan els of the Current Population 
Survey (CPS), avail  able through the Minnesota Population Center’s Integrated Pub-
lic Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Flood et al. 2020). The CPS has a 4-8-4 rotat ing 
panel struc ture in which house holds are interviewed in four con sec u tive months, left 
out of the panel for eight months, and then interviewed again in four con sec u tive 
months (Drew et al. 2014). Individuals’ labor force par tic i pa tion can there fore be 
followed for a total period of 16 months. Panels are stag gered so that approx i ma tely 
one eighth of house holds in the sam ple are in each of the eight inter views.

The ana lytic sam ple used in our fixed-effects mod els fol lows indi vid u als dur ing 
all  months in which they are interviewed. Our ini tial mod els exam ine women’s and 
men’s employ ment from Jan u ary to Decem ber of 2020. This time period allows us 
to observe changes in employ ment sta tus occur ring dur ing the COVID-19 epi demic 
and the asso ci ated eco nomic con trac tion starting in March. Our later mod els com pare 
women’s and men’s employ ment sta tus to employ ment in the same months over the 
pre vi ous year, thus allowing us to account for sea sonal dif fer ences in employ ment. In 
sep a rate mod els presented in Table A1 of the online appen dix, we use the entire pre vi-
ous decade (2010–2019) instead of just the pre vi ous year to account for cycli cal pat-
terns in women’s and men’s employ ment. The results of these mod els are con sis tent 
with those presented here. Our sam ple is restricted to work ing-age indi vid u als aged 
25–55 who are not employed in the mil i tary in any of the waves.1 Sampling weights 
pro vided by the CPS are used through out our anal y sis.

Our fixed-effects mod els exam ine gen der dif fer ences in three sep a rate out comes: 
labor force par tic i pa tion, full-time employ ment, and unem ploy ment. Following the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics’ defi  ni tion, indi vid u als are con sid ered to be in the labor 
force if they report hav ing a job or are looking for a job. Importantly, in this defi -
ni tion indi vid u als are con sid ered to be in the labor force if they report hav ing a job 
regard less of the num ber of hours they work or if they actu ally worked in the pre-
vi ous week. Our sec ond out come classifies indi vid u als as employed full-time only 
if they actu ally worked 35 hours or more the pre vi ous week in all  jobs com bined  

1 We tested mod els with alter na tive age inter vals and found con sis tent results. See Tables B1–B3 of the 
online appen dix.
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(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018). In this mea sure, indi vid u als whose hours 
were sub stan tially reduced and those who report hav ing a job but who did not actu-
ally work as a con se quence of the epi demic are still included in the anal y sis but 
coded as not employed full-time. Our final out come of unem ploy ment mea sures 
whether indi vid u als were not employed the pre vi ous week and were actively looking 
for a job. Individuals who are out of the labor force are excluded from the anal y sis of 
unem ploy ment. Our mod els for labor force par tic i pa tion and full-time employ ment 
there fore include all  women and men in the spec i fied age range, while the mod els for 
unem ploy ment include only indi vid u als who are cur rently in the labor force.

Our first set of indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els exam ines changes in each of 
the three employ ment mea sures dur ing the months of 2020, using the fol low ing 
spec i fi ca tion:

yim = β0 + ββ1′monthm + ββ2′ femalei ×monthm +α i + εim ,

where yim is the cor re spond ing mea sure of employ ment sta tus for indi vid ual i in 
month m; monthm is a vec tor of binary var i ables for each month of the year; femalei is 
an indi ca tor of gen der; αi are indi vid ual fixed effects; and εim is an indi vid ual-month 
spe cific error term. In this spec i fi ca tion, the coef fi cients β2 cap ture the gen der dif fer-
ences in the employ ment out come for each month of 2020. A stand-alone var i able 
for indi vid u als’ gen der is not required in the fixed-effects mod els because gen der 
is assumed to be con stant for indi vid u als across waves.2 Linear prob a bil ity mod els 
(LPM) are used instead of logis tic regres sion mod els to make coef fi cients more com-
pa ra ble across model spec i fi ca tions (Mood 2010). Standard errors are adjusted for 
clus ters among indi vid u als.3

Our sec ond set of regres sion mod els takes into account the seasonality in gen der 
dif fer ences in employ ment sta tus by com par ing dif fer ences between women and men 
in the months of 2020 with dif fer ences in the same months over the pre vi ous year:

yim = β0 + ββ1′monthm + ββ2′ femalei ×monthm + ββ3′ yr2020im ×monthm

+ββ4′ yr2020im × femalei ×monthm + ββ5yr2020im +α i + εim ,

where yr2020im is a binary var i able indi cat ing the months cor re spond ing to 2020. 
In this spec i fi ca tion, the coef fi cients β2 cap ture gen der dif fer ences in employ ment 
sta tus dur ing 2019 rel a tive to Jan u ary of that year, while the coef fi cients β4 cap ture 
any addi tional gen der dif fer ences in 2020 rel a tive to the same month in the pre vi ous 
year. The coef fi cients β4 there fore pro vide esti ma tes of the excess gen der inequal-
ity in employ ment for the months fol low ing the onset of the COVID-19 epi demic. 
In this way, the model accounts for seasonality in women’s employ ment rel a tive to 
men’s using infor ma tion from the pre vi ous year. Our model includes a full three-way 
inter ac tion between femalei, monthm, and yr2020im. The stand-alone var i able for 

2 A small per cent age of indi vid u als whose gen der var ied across waves of the CPS were dropped from the 
sam ple (1.3%) because it is impos si ble to know whether there was an actual change in gen der iden tity or a 
miscoding of the cor re spond ing var i able.
3 In alter na tive mod els, we also included fixed effects for the rota tion group to adjust for “rota tion group 
bias,” which led to con sis tent results (Krueger et al. 2017).
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yr2020 × femalei is omit ted by includ ing every month in the three-way inter ac tion 
term.4

Descriptive Results

Figure 1 pres ents the rates of labor force par tic i pa tion, full-time employ ment, and 
unem ploy ment for women and men in 2020, using Jan u ary as the base line. All three 
pan els show a dra matic decline in the labor mar ket con di tions for both women and 
men fol low ing the onset of the COVID-19 epi demic in March of 2020. Women work-
ers appear to have expe ri enced greater shifts in all  three mea sures. For exam ple, 
women’s rate of full-time employ ment declined by 19.1% by July of 2020 rel a tive 
to Jan u ary of that year, com pared with a decline of only 11.6% for men. The gen der 
disparities in full-time employ ment and unem ploy ment were par tic u larly pro nounced 
in the sum mer months, but they were sub stan tially reduced by Sep tem ber.

It is impor tant to note that Figure 1 com pares the decline in women’s and men’s 
employ ment rel a tive to their respec tive lev els before the epi demic in Jan u ary 2020. 
A smaller decline in employ ment rel a tive to Jan u ary for men can there fore con sti tute 
a larger reduc tion in men’s employ ment rate in abso lute terms, lead ing to no increase 
in the gen der gap in employ ment at the pop u la tion level. The appar ent decline in 
women’s labor force par tic i pa tion and employ ment dur ing the epi demic is fur ther 
con founded with the usual declines expe ri enced by women rel a tive to men dur ing 
the sum mer months, when women often leave the labor force or reduce their work-
ing hours because of sum mer vaca tion and increased childcare respon si bil i ties. This 
sea sonal pat tern can be clearly seen in Figure 2, which plots the dif fer ence between 
women’s and men’s full-time employ ment rate in 2020 and in the prior year (2019). 
The decline in women’s full-time employ ment from May through August of 2020 
was con sis tent with the decline in the pre vi ous year.

Fixed-Effects Models

Table 1 shows the results of our indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els exam in ing gen der 
dif fer ences in the three employ ment mea sures in 2020. Consistent with pre vi ous 
stud ies, we find a sig nifi  cantly greater gen der dis par ity in labor force par tic i pa tion, 
full-time employ ment, and unem ploy ment dur ing the months of the COVID-19 epi-
demic starting in March of 2020: com pared with men, women expe ri enced greater 
declines in employ ment begin ning in that month.

Table 2 shows the results of our com plete model in which seasonality in women’s 
employ ment rel a tive to men’s is accounted for by com par ing the months of 2020 

4 Our national-level mod els do not exam ine dif fer ences in the effect of the COVID-19 epi demic by state. 
Because our fixed-effects mod els include state-level fixed effects, they con trol for any time-invari ant effect 
of state char ac ter is tics. This includes the exact date in which the epi demic and state-level pol i cies intended 
to com bat the spread of the virus began. We tested ancil lary mod els to exam ine the time-vary ing effect of 
the onset of the epi demic and of state-level man da tory restric tions. In all  cases, results were con sis tent with 
those reported in Table 2. See the online Appendix C for fur ther details.
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to the cor re spond ing months of 2019. The inter ac tion terms between year, gen der, 
and month show that dif fer ences in women’s full-time employ ment are com pletely 
explained by sea sonal pat terns in women’s employ ment over the pre vi ous year. In 
fact, the gen der disparities in full-time employ ment were sig nifi  cantly lower in some 
months of 2020 rel a tive to the same months in the pre vi ous year (i.e., the coef fi-
cients for the three-way inter ac tion are pos i tive and sig nifi  cant). The results for labor 
force par tic i pa tion are sim i lar, although women’s rel a tive par tic i pa tion rates were 
sig nifi  cantly lower than men’s from Octo ber to Decem ber, suggesting that the usual 
rebound in women’s labor force par tic i pa tion fol low ing the sum mer months did not 
mate ri al ize in 2020. The coef fi cients for the regres sion model using unem ploy ment 
as a depen dent var i able for indi vid u als cur rently in the labor force con tinue to show 
that women expe ri enced a greater increase in the risk of unem ploy ment than men in 
two months of 2020 (April and May), even when the usual sea sonal pat tern is taken 
into account. As discussed ear lier, unem ploy ment cap tures only part of the effect of 
the COVID-19 epi demic. The full-time employ ment rate may be a bet ter indi ca tor 
of women’s eco nomic posi tion and of the likely long-term effects of the epi demic 
because it also cap tures indi vid u als who left the labor force or were com pelled to 
work fewer hours.

Finally, Table 3 shows the results of mod els for full-time employ ment tested sep-
a rately for women and men by mar i tal sta tus and age of their youn gest child (to 
con serve space, only the coef fi cients for the three-way inter ac tions are shown). The 
gen der dis par ity in full-time employ ment did not increase in the months of 2020 in 
any of the mod els after account ing for seasonality (i.e., none of the regres sion coef fi-
cients are neg a tive and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant). In fact, sur pris ingly, among mar ried 
indi vid u als and those with young chil dren, the gen der dis par ity was reduced in some 
months. That is to say, women’s prob a bil ity of full-time employ ment rel a tive to men 
was sig nifi  cantly higher than in the pre vi ous year, prob a bly because the full-time 
employ ment rate was unusu ally low among mar ried men and fathers of young chil-
dren dur ing these months of the epi demic.
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Table 1 Results of indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els predicting the employ ment sta tus of women and men in 2020

Labor Force Participation Full-Time Employed Unemployed

Month (base line = Jan u ary)
 Feb ru ary 0.000

(0.002)
0.001

(0.004)
−0.002
(0.002)

 March −0.006*
(0.003)

−0.020**
(0.005)

0.002
(0.003)

 April −0.030**
(0.003)

−0.150**
(0.006)

0.084**
(0.004)

 May −0.022**
(0.004)

−0.102**
(0.006)

0.070**
(0.004)

 June −0.017**
(0.004)

−0.067**
(0.007)

0.053**
(0.004)

 July −0.015**
(0.004)

−0.071**
(0.007)

0.044**
(0.005)

 August −0.013**
(0.004)

−0.050**
(0.007)

0.034**
(0.004)

 Sep tem ber −0.014**
(0.004)

−0.138**
(0.007)

0.027**
(0.004)

 Octo ber −0.013**
(0.004)

−0.044**
(0.007)

0.021**
(0.004)

 Novem ber −0.016**
(0.004)

−0.058**
(0.007)

0.021**
(0.004)

 Decem ber −0.022**
(0.004)

−0.041**
(0.007)

0.022**
(0.004)

Female × Month (base line = Jan u ary)
 Female × Feb ru ary 0.001

(0.003)
−0.004
(0.006)

0.002
(0.003)

 Female × March −0.002
(0.004)

−0.005
(0.007)

0.008*
(0.004)

 Female × April −0.009
(0.005)

0.017*
(0.008)

0.028**
(0.006)

 Female × May −0.016**
(0.005)

−0.005
(0.009)

0.028**
(0.006)

 Female × June −0.021**
(0.006)

−0.032**
(0.009)

0.026**
(0.006)

 Female × July −0.017**
(0.006)

−0.040**
(0.010)

0.025**
(0.007)

 Female × August −0.018**
(0.006)

−0.027**
(0.010)

0.018**
(0.006)

 Female × Sep tem ber −0.016**
(0.006)

0.011
(0.010)

0.014*
(0.006)

 Female × Octo ber −0.019**
(0.006)

−0.012
(0.009)

0.012*
(0.006)

 Female × Novem ber −0.018**
(0.006)

−0.002
(0.009)

0.007
(0.006)

 Female × Decem ber −0.016**
(0.006)

0.004
(0.009)

0.006
(0.005)

Constant 0.834**
(0.002)

0.649**
(0.003)

0.033**
(0.002)

Persons 167,079 167,079 141,273
Person-months 482,261 482,261 394,169
R2 .8732 .7575 .7369

*p < .05; **p < .01 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 2 Results of indi vid ual fixed-effects mod els predicting the employ ment sta tus of women and men 
in 2020 rel a tive to 2019

Labor Force Participation Full-Time Employed Unemployed

Year 2020 × Month
 Year 2020 × Feb ru ary −0.002

(0.003)
−0.001
(0.005)

−0.001
(0.002)

 Year 2020 × March −0.008*
(0.003)

−0.032**
(0.006)

0.006
(0.003)

 Year 2020 × April −0.029**
(0.004)

−0.176**
(0.007)

0.092**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × May −0.020**
(0.004)

−0.131**
(0.007)

0.078**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × June −0.012**
(0.004)

−0.080**
(0.007)

0.061**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × July −0.010*
(0.004)

−0.071**
(0.007)

0.051**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × August −0.009*
(0.004)

−0.061**
(0.007)

0.040**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Sep tem ber −0.009*
(0.004)

−0.170**
(0.007)

0.034**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Octo ber −0.006
(0.004)

−0.068**
(0.007)

0.029**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Novem ber −0.009*
(0.004)

−0.082**
(0.007)

0.027**
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Decem ber −0.014**
(0.004)

−0.051**
(0.007)

0.025**
(0.004)

Female × Month
 Female × Feb ru ary 0.000

(0.003)
−0.007
(0.005)

−0.002
(0.002)

 Female × March −0.005
(0.003)

−0.011
(0.006)

0.001
(0.003)

 Female × April −0.007
(0.004)

−0.012
(0.006)

0.004
(0.003)

 Female × May −0.008
(0.004)

−0.014
(0.007)

0.005
(0.004)

 Female × June −0.009*
(0.005)

−0.032**
(0.007)

0.009*
(0.004)

 Female × July −0.014**
(0.005)

−0.042**
(0.008)

0.009*
(0.004)

 Female × August −0.009
(0.005)

−0.022**
(0.008)

0.006
(0.004)

 Female × Sep tem ber −0.008
(0.005)

−0.015*
(0.008)

0.001
(0.004)

 Female × Octo ber −0.003
(0.005)

−0.008
(0.007)

0.002
(0.004)

 Female × Novem ber −0.002
(0.005)

−0.003
(0.007)

−0.002
(0.004)

 Female × Decem ber 0.001
(0.004)

0.011
(0.007)

−0.005
(0.004)

Year 2020 × Female × Month
 Year 2020 × Female × Jan u ary 0.003

(0.004)
0.008

(0.007)
−0.007
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Female × Feb ru ary 0.005
(0.004)

0.015*
(0.007)

−0.005
(0.004)
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Labor Force Participation Full-Time Employed Unemployed

 Year 2020 × Female × March 0.008
(0.004)

0.019**
(0.007)

−0.003
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Female × April 0.002
(0.005)

0.041**
(0.008)

0.015**
(0.006)

 Year 2020 × Female × May −0.003
(0.005)

0.021**
(0.008)

0.015**
(0.006)

 Year 2020 × Female × June −0.007
(0.005)

0.011
(0.008)

0.007
(0.005)

 Year 2020 × Female × July 0.002
(0.005)

0.014
(0.008)

0.006
(0.005)

 Year 2020 × Female × August −0.004
(0.005)

0.008
(0.008)

0.003
(0.005)

 Year 2020 × Female × Sep tem ber −0.006
(0.005)

0.036**
(0.008)

0.006
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Female × Octo ber −0.013**
(0.005)

0.005
(0.007)

0.002
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Female × Novem ber −0.015**
(0.005)

0.010
(0.007)

0.002
(0.004)

 Year 2020 × Female × Decem ber −0.015**
(0.005)

0.002
(0.007)

0.004
(0.004)

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes
Month Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes
Constant 0.834**

(0.002)
0.636**

(0.003)
0.039**

(0.001)
Persons 269,245 269,245 230,192
Person-months 1,027,872 1,027,872 844,529
R2 .8467 .7178 .6618

*p < .05; **p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

Table 2 (continued)

Conclusions

Our anal y sis of the effect of the COVID-19 epi demic on gen der disparities in labor 
mar ket out comes high lights the impor tance of con sid er ing alter na tive mea sures of 
employ ment sta tus. Previous stud ies have often relied exclu sively on the unem ploy-
ment rate to mea sure dif fer ences in the impact of the epi demic on women and men 
(Alon et al. 2020a). However, the unem ploy ment rate does not cap ture the full con se-
quences of the epi demic because it leaves out many sce nar ios in which the epi demic 
alters indi vid u als’ work sta tus. Specifically, the unem ploy ment rate does not cap-
ture indi vid u als who remained employed but whose work hours were sub stan tially 
reduced, those who left the labor force entirely, and those who were tem po rar ily not 
at work. Gender dif fer ences in labor force par tic i pa tion and full-time employ ment 
may also be bet ter indi ca tors of the epi demic’s long-term effects on gen der inequal ity 
than dif fer ences in unem ploy ment because the for mer gauge employ ment changes 
expe ri enced by the entire male and female pop u la tions rather than only among men 
and women already in the labor mar ket. Our anal y sis fur ther high lights the impor-
tance of account ing for seasonality or cyclicality in women’s employ ment rel a tive to 
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men’s. Because the ini tial stage of the COVID-19 epi demic coin cided with the sum-
mer months in which women often leave their jobs, fail ing to account for sea sonal 
pat terns may lead to over es ti ma tes of the effect of the epi demic on gen der disparities.

After account ing for seasonality in women’s employ ment sta tus, we found that 
women’s labor force par tic i pa tion and full-time employ ment did not decline sig nif-
i cantly rel a tive to men’s dur ing the ini tial months of the COVID-19 epi demic. In 
fact, the epi demic actu ally led to a slight reduc tion in gen der disparities in some 
months. Adjusting for seasonality also sig nifi  cantly reduced gen der dif fer ences in 
the unem ploy ment rate. Notably, how ever, the gen der gap in labor force par tic i pa-
tion increased sig nifi  cantly in the fall of 2020 after con trol ling for seasonality. This 
sug gests that the usual rebound in women’s employ ment at the end of the sum mer 
months did not mate ri al ize.

It is impor tant to note that the lack of gen der disparities in the effect of the COVID-
19 epi demic on our mea sures of employ ment in the ini tial months of the epi demic 
does not mean that women did not suf fer a decline in employ ment dur ing this period. 
On the con trary, both women and men expe ri enced a decline in labor force par tic i pa-
tion and full-time employ ment, and an increase in unem ploy ment, after the onset of 
the epi demic in March of 2020.

Finally, our anal y sis cap tures only the short-term effects of the COVID-19 epi-
demic on gen der disparities in employ ment. Greater gen der disparities may emerge 
if labor mar ket con di tions dete ri o rate fur ther. We may also observe an increase in the 
gen der gap if women’s return to full-time employ ment is more delayed than men’s 
in the com ing months. The sig nifi  cantly higher gen der disparities in labor force 
par tic i pa tion in some of the later months of 2020, when the dif fer ence in full-time 
employ ment rate remained the same, sug gest than an increase in gen der inequal ity in 
part-time employ ment may already be emerg ing. Future research is needed to deter-
mine whether the epi demic will have long-term con se quences for eco nomic inequal-
ity between women and men. ■
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