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ABSTRACT Scholars have been increas ingly concerned about the rise in “inten sive 
moth er ing” and its impli ca tions for the well-being of chil dren and women and for 
inequalitymorebroadly.Theseconcerns,however,reflectakeyassumption:thatsocio
eco nomic disparities in moth ers’ par ent ing time observed in ear lier eras have con-
tin ued to grow. Using the Amer i can Time Use Survey (ATUS) from 2003–2005 and 
2015–2017 (n = 13,755), we test this assump tion by exam in ing whether mater nal edu-
ca tion gaps in active time spent with chil dren have persisted across the 2000s. We pay 
par tic u lar atten tion to the con tin ued socio eco nomic bifur ca tion in women’s access to 
fulltimestablework,assessingwhetherchangesintheeducationrelatedtimegapare
duetochangesinwhoworksandhowmuch.Wefindthatthegapinactivechildcare
time between moth ers with a col lege degree and those with out has closed dra mat i-
cally. Although some of this narrowing was driven by declines in time among col lege-
edu cated moth ers, most was driven by increases among moth ers with less edu ca tion. 
These trends, how ever, are observed only among moth ers who were not employed 
full-time. Blinder-Oaxaca decom po si tion ana ly ses fur ther reveal that although most of 
theincreaseinactivecaretimeamongnonworkingmotherswithlesseducationwas
attributabletobehavioralchange,58%ofthedeclineamongnonworking,college
edu cated moth ers was a result of sociodemographic com po si tional changes. These 
findingsilluminatepopulationleveltrendsinmothers’activeparentingtime,provide
insightsintothedrivingfactors,andhelpupdatetheories,qualitativefindings,andpol
icy con sid er ations related to moth ers’ and chil dren’s well-being.

KEYWORDS Motherhood • Parenting • Childcare • Timeuse • Work • Education

Introduction

During the 1980s and 1990s, schol ars questioned whether the increase in moth ers’ labor 
force par tic i pa tion would reduce their time devoted to care giv ing and, in turn, harm 
children’sdevelopment(BelskyandEggebeen1991; Desai et al. 1989). More recently, 
how ever, con cerns have emerged as to whether some moth ers may be spend ing too 
muchtimecaregiving(Milkieetal.2015; Nelson 2010;NomaguchiandMilkie2020). 
Numerousstudieshaveidentifiedpotentiallyharmfuleffectsofamother’soverinvolve-
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ment, includ ing reduced time for employ ment, resul tant socio eco nomic inequalities, 
and ham pered psy cho so cial well-being of both the mother and child (Cui et al. 2019; 
Givertz and Segrin, 2014; LeMoyne and Buchanan 2011;Lockeetal.2012). This shift 
in research focus reflects the realization that despitemodernmothers’ greater time
investmentinpaidwork,theyaredevotingmore time to care giv ing, espe cially to child-
cen tered, time-inten sive activ i ties—such as read ing, teach ing, or feed ing—that pro mote 
chil dren’s healthy devel op ment (Gauthier et al. 2004; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson 
2004; Sayer, Gauthier, and Furstenberg 2004). This trend was espe cially pro nounced 
among moth ers with higher lev els of edu ca tion (Altintas 2016; Ramey and Ramey 
2009). Thus, schol ars are now questioning whether trends in active childcare time are 
connected to issues around the gen der wage gap and a woman’s career advance ment 
(Blair-Loy 2009; Stone 2007), inequalities in chil dren’s test scores (Reardon and Por-
tilla 2016), and the “diverg ing des ti nies” of chil dren (Kalil 2015; McLanahan 2004).

This study aims to address these ques tions by con tinu ing the tra di tion of exam in ing 
time devoted to child-cen tered par ent ing activ i ties by moth ers with vary ing edu ca tion 
lev els. We do so, how ever, with an eye to con sid er ing whether the wid en ing of the edu-
ca tion gap in moth ers’ active childcare time has reversed course. Informed by a con sid-
er ation of sev eral cul tural, eco nomic, and pol icy fac tors that have emerged or expanded 
in recent decades and dif fer en tially altered par ent ing behav iors based on socio eco nomic 
sta tus, we hypoth e size that the upward trend in mid dle-class moth ers’ par ent ing time 
has leveled off and that there has been a con ver gence in the amount of time that moth ers 
of dif fer ent edu ca tion lev els spend in active par ent ing activ i ties. Considering also the 
decreasedaccesstofulltimestableworkexperiencedbywomenwithalowerlevelof
edu ca tion (Kalleberg 2011), we hypoth e size that edu ca tion-related pat terns we uncover 
areobservedforwomenofcertainworkstatuses(e.g.,highereducatedwomeninfull
timework;lowereducatedmotherswhoarenotemployed).

To exam ine these ques tions, we draw on a rep re sen ta tive sam ple of moth ers who 
par tic i pated in the Amer i can Time Use Surveys (ATUS) across the 2003–2017 period 
and a com bi na tion of regres sion and Blinder-Oaxaca decom po si tion tech niques. With 
twoknownexceptions(discussedshortly),priorstudiesoneducationrelatedtrendsin
moth ers’ par ent ing time were based on data from the 1960s to 1990s (Bianchi 2000; 
Guryan et al. 2008; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson 2004). Such stud ies also did not tease 
out the impor tance of com po si tional change vis-à-vis shifting pat terns in moth ers’ active 
parentingtimeorthemoderatingroleofmothers’paidwork.Ourresultsthusprovide
freshknowledgeofsocioeconomicstatustrendsinmothers’activechildcaretimeand
insights into the fac tors that explain these recent trends and inform debates on the role 
of moth ers’ active care time in the diverg ing des ti nies of U.S. chil dren (Kalil 2015) and 
women’scontinuedstrugglestogainparitywithmenintheworkplace(Gerson2011).

Background

Examining Mothers’   Parenting Time

Inherlandmarkbook,SharonHays(1996) traced the emer gence of a new model of 
moth er ing she called “the ideology of inten sive moth er ing.” Informed by sev eral meth-
ods,includingtextualanalysisofchildrearingmanualsandindepthinterviews,Hays
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argued that inten sive moth er ing represented a new stan dard of appro pri ate child-rearing 
that required women to con stantly strive to pro mote their chil dren’s devel op ment. 
Hayscharacterizedthisparentingmodelas“childcentered,expertguided,emotion
allyabsorbing,laborintensive,andfinanciallyexpensive”( p.8).Childcare,underthis
model, was con sid ered best performed by women.

DespitethelackofconsensusabouthowtoquantifyHays’conceptofintensive
moth er ing, stud ies using large-scale sur veys have shed light on the rise of moth ers’ 
par ent ing time more gen er ally. A cen tral strand of this lit er a ture is the use of time 
diary data to explore trends in moth ers’ par ent ing time (Folbre and Bittman 2004). 
Asseveralscholarsdocumented,althoughpaidworkwastakingupagreatershareof
moth ers’ over all time in recent decades, women were spend ing more of their unpaid 
time in the types of childcentered activitiesHays described and less time in lei
sure,housework,andsleep(Bianchi2000;BryantandZick1996). In some instances, 
mothersalsodecreasedtheirworkhourstomeetchildcaredemands(Bianchi2011).

SES Trends in Parenting Time

AlthoughhigherandlowerSESmothershavesimilarlystrongcommitmentstotheide-
ologyofintensivemothering(Hays1996;Ishizuka2019), moth ers with higher lev els 
of edu ca tion were increas ing their time in par ent ing activ i ties at much faster rates. For 
exam ple, Altintas (2016) found that in 1965, the aver age 32-year-old mother with one 
child under age 5 spent 40 min utes per day in devel op men tal childcare (e.g., read ing, 
helpingwithhomework,activities related tochildren’seducation), irrespectiveofher
educationalbackground.Bythe2008–2013period,thisnumberhadrisento65minutes
for moth ers with a high school diploma or less but had dou bled for col lege-edu cated 
moth ers to 80 min utes. Ramey and Ramey (2009)documentedasimilarpattern:between
1965 and 2008, moth ers with less edu ca tion increased their time in childcare (which 
com bined devel op men tal care with gen eral care, such as phys i cal care and super vi sion) 
byfourhoursperweek,andcollegeeducatedmothersincreasedtheirsbyninehours.

These behav ioral dif fer ences may be explained by the grow ing advan tages asso ci-
atedwitheducation,includinggreaterfinancialresourcestospendondevelopmental
materials(e.g.,books)andexperiences(e.g.,tripstomuseums);betteraccesstojobs
thatallowflexiblescheduling,paidleave,andinvolvementinchildren’sactivities;
moreknowledgeofrecommendedparentingpracticesandskillstoaccesssuchinfor
mation;andgreaterefficacytonegotiatehelpfrompartnerstotakeondomestictasks
that com pete with par ent ing, such as cleaning (Augustine 2014;BodovskiandFarkas
2008;CrosnoeandHuston2007; Kingston et al. 2003;MirowskyandRoss2003; 
PrickettandAugustine2016).

Socialization per spec tives and eco nomic the o ries on incen tive struc tures posit that 
experiencesinhighereducationandhigherstatussegmentsofthelabormarketcom
bined with an aware ness of grow ing inequal ity and trends in down ward mobil ity 
rein force a view of par ent ing in which par ents must strive to pre pare their chil dren to 
competeinschoolandtheworkplace.Assuch,highSESparentsareincentivizedto
followthroughonahighlyinvolvedparentingapproach(DoepkeandZilibotto2019; 
Reeves 2017). Blending these ideas, Lareau (2003) pro posed the widely cited con-
cept of “con certed cul ti va tion,” whereby mid dle-class par ents deploy their mate rial 
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resources,cognitiveskills,andfamiliaritywithformalinstitutionstopromotetheir
chil dren’s suc cess in school and healthy social and phys i cal devel op ment.

Worsening Inequality in Maternal Time Investments?

Scholars have raised con cerns about the time gap in active childcare between high- and 
lowSESmothers.Activeparenting time is shown topromote children’swellbeing
(Kalil and Mayer 2016) and is consideredakey familylevel resource (McLanahan
andPercheski2008);consequently,SESrelateddifferencesinactivechildcaretimeare
viewed as a prin ci pal mech a nism of inequal ity among chil dren (Kalil 2015; Waldfogel 
andWashbrook2011). In regard to moth ers, sev eral schol ars have also suggested that 
the higher prevalence in parttimework (comparedwith fathers), leaving the labor
market,oroptingfor (or relegated to) lowerstatuspositions isdue to the incongru
itybetweencontemporaryworkschemasandfamilyschemasthatimplorewomento
invest more time in their chil dren (Blair-Loy 2009; Stone 2007). Moreover, schol ars 
havequestionedwhetherhigherSESmotherssufferagreatermentalhealthburdenasa
resultofthepressurestomotherintensively(Hendersonetal.2016;Milkieetal.2015) 
and the trade-offs it requires in terms of lei sure, sleep, and other sal u tary activ i ties 
(e.g., exer cise) (Bianchi 2000). For exam ple, the pres sure and per for mance of inten sive 
motheringbeliefsareassociatedwithlowerselfefficacyandhigherlevelsofstressand
depres sion (Gunderson and Barrett 2017;Hendersonetal.2016; Rizzo et al. 2013).

Although such con cerns were pre vi ously valid, they raise the ques tion of whether 
thedisproportionateriseinactiveparentingtimeamonghighSESmotherspersists
today.Toourknowledge, only two studies haveuseddata from the2000speriod
to examine this question:Dotti Sani andTreas (2016) used data up to 2012, and 
Altintas (2016) up to 2013. These stud ies, how ever, reached dif fer ent con clu sions 
about whether the edu ca tion gap in moth ers’ active care time has wid ened or nar-
rowed beyond the late 1990s, and they were hin dered by sev eral sub stan tial lim i ta-
tions.First,bothstudiesusedharmonizeddata(linkeddatasetscollectedatdifferent
times among dif fer ent sam ples) to exam ine trends across wide inter vals of time. 
As such, the shape of the trend in active care time within the post-2000 period is 
unclear. Second, and per haps more crit i cally, these stud ies were lim ited to a small set 
ofcovariates.Thus,theycouldnotaccountforkeyconfounds,suchasracial/ethnic
background,ageofchildren,income,andwork—factorsthatmayalsoreflectcom
po si tional changes in the char ac ter is tics of higher- ver sus lower-edu cated women that 
must be teased out when assessing behav ioral change.

The Current Study: Maternal Active Childcare Time, 2003–2017

Giventheselimitations,aswellasthesalienceofthediscussionsaroundwork,fam
ily, and chil dren’s and women’s well-being, we exam ined whether edu ca tion-related 
trends in moth ers’ active childcare time have persisted into the 2000s. We expect 
the ramping up of mid dle-class moth ers’ active par ent ing time to have leveled off 
and edu ca tional disparities in this time to have con verged. This lat ter hypoth e sis is 
based on the expec ta tion that moth ers with a lower edu ca tion level have con tin ued 
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to increase the amount of active childcare dur ing this period. These expec ta tions are 
based on sev eral fac tors that are informed by the con cept of the web of time, which 
high lights the interdependencies of fam i lies’ sched ules with broader soci e tal fac tors 
that exert a push and pull on par ents’ time, as well as the ways that class and gen der 
impact these tem po ral pro cesses (Clawson and Gerstel 2014).Theyarespecifically
informed by a con sid er ation of sev eral trends that emerged or increased dur ing the 
2000s that may alter fam i lies’ web of time.

Thefirst trend is a cultural shift among higher statusworkingwomen in their
fam ily sche mas. Blair-Loy (2009:51)definedtheseschemasasthe“partiallyinter
nal ized” “shared, pub lic under stand ings” that women should be pri mar ily respon si ble 
forcaregivingandprioritizeitabovepaidwork.Shefoundthatworkingmothersin
theyoungestcohort,however,wereredefininggoodmotheringlessintermsofthe
per for mance of time-inten sive par ent ing activ i ties and more in terms of the del e ga-
tion and out sourc ing of them—for exam ple, by rely ing on nonparental childcare, 
extra cur ric u lar activ i ties, and fathers to share in care giv ing (Blair-Loy 2009; Stone 
andLovejoy2019). This reimagining of the fam ily schema has also been observed in 
other stud ies (Christopher 2012; Johnson and Swanson 2006); is ech oed in the pop-
ularityofbooks,suchasSherylSandberg’sLean In: Women, Work, and the Will to 
Lead (2013),whichchallengeswomentorethinktheirconceptionsofmotheringand
work;andisevidencedindatashowingthathighereducatedfathershaveincreased
care giv ing time more than lower-edu cated fathers (Atlintas 2016). The unequal rise 
in fam ily income between moth ers with a higher edu ca tion level and those with a 
lowereducationlevelhasalsoprovidedmorefinancialmeanstorealizethisnewfam
ily schema (Kalleberg 2011).

At the same time, less evi dence exists to sug gest that lower-edu cated moth ers have 
altered their par ent ing approach (Altintas 2016; Dotti Sani and Treas 2016). In fact, 
the last two decades have seen increased pub lic invest ment in pro grams that directly 
or indi rectly aim to increase dis ad van taged moth ers’ active par ent ing time. These 
investmentsincludeschoolbasedinitiatives(U.S.DepartmentofEducation2007); 
home vis i ta tion pro grams (Stolzfus and Lynch 2009); and pro grams admin is tered 
through health care pro vid ers (such as Reach Out and Read, which tri pled in scope 
since 2000 and has reached nearly 5 mil lion chil dren; Weitzman et al. 2004). Less-
advan taged moth ers have also gained greater access to struc tured childcare (Magnuson 
and Waldfogel 2016), which encour ages more involved par ent ing behav iors (Crosnoe 
et al. 2012). Theories on cul tural dif fu sion also sug gest that more-advan taged groups 
gal va nize cul tural changes and that their adop tion by less-advan taged groups tends to 
lag behind (Rogers 1995; Strang and Soule 1998).

Exploring the Role of Work

Thesalienceoftheaforementionedfactorsmaydependonacriticalelement:mothers’
labor force par tic i pa tion. Not only does labor force par tic i pa tion con strain women’s 
time,butitdoessoinwaysthatvarydistinctlybyeducationalbackground(Clawson
and Gerstel 2014).Thesedifferenceshavegrownevenmorestratifiedinrecentdecades
(Goldin and Katz 2010). Lower-edu cated moth ers, in par tic u lar, have been increas ingly 
confinedto“badjobs”thatprovidelittleautonomyandschedulingflexibility(Hepburn
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2019); involve non stan dard sched ules; and offer low pay or hours, requir ing moth ers to 
patchtogethermultiplejobs(JacobsandGerson2004).Suchjobarrangementsinter
fere with the times when child-focused par ent ing activ i ties often occur, such as read ing 
beforebed,andconflictwithplannedactivities,suchastakingchildrenonoutingsorto
extracurricularactivities.Despitethediffusionofparentingnormsorefficacyofpublic
investmentprograms,weexpect that lesseducatedmotherswhowereworkingfull
timejobsareunlikelytohaveincreasedtheiractiveparentingtime.

We also antic i pate that any level ing off in active childcare time among higher-
educated mothers will be primarily among mothers who work fulltime.Although
highereducatedmothers have experienced greater access to “good jobs” that offer
greater autonomy, telecommutingopportunities, andflexibility inwork schedules in
waysthataremoreamenabletoparenting,theyarealsocontendingwithaworkculture
thatdemandsmoreandmoretimeinvestment(ParkerandWang2013). It may be for 
thisreasonthatfulltimeworkingwomenaretheoneswhoaremostforcefullychal
leng ing the dom i nant fam ily schema (Blair-Loy 2009; Christopher 2012) and for whom 
messagesaround“leaning in” to theworkplacehaveresonance(Collins2019). This 
challengetothefamilyschemamaynotbeasstrongforwomenworkingparttimeor
notinthelaborforce,whomayhavealreadyadaptedtheirworkschedulestoaccom
mo date the fam ily schema (Stone 2007). Moreover, because higher-edu cated women 
typ i cally earn higher wages, they also have more dis cre tion as to how money is spent 
(Volger et al. 2008), mean ing that they can pay for childcare or enroll chil dren in activ-
i ties to sub sti tute their care.

Another rea son we con sider the role of moth ers’ employ ment sta tus is that access 
tofulltimestableworkforlowereducatedwomenhasdecreasedinrecentdecades
but has been sta ble for higher-edu cated women (Kalleberg 2011; National Center for 
EducationStatistics2018).Compositionalchangesinaccesstofulltimeworkmay,
there fore, also explain some of the increase in less-edu cated moth ers’ active par ent-
ing time. We use decom po si tion tech niques to explore this pos si bil ity as well as the 
significanceofotherchangesinthesociodemographiccompositionofdifferentedu
ca tion groups. As another exam ple, if rates of sin gle moth er hood con tin ued to rise 
among less-edu cated moth ers but not higher-edu cated moth ers dur ing this period, 
increases in active childcare time may be partly driven by the fact that moth ers with 
less edu ca tion now have less sup port at home to share the par ent ing load.

Summary of Study

In short, this study has three aims. First, we exam ine whether the mater nal edu ca tion–
related gap in active childcare time changed from 2003 to 2017. Second, we explore 
whether moth ers’ employ ment mod er ates these trends. Third, we dis ag gre gate the 
role of com po si tional shifts in both moth ers’ labor force par tic i pa tion and other socio-
demographic fac tors to tease out the extent to which these pat terns can be attrib ut  able 
to behav ioral changes or to com po si tional changes in access to full-time employ ment 
and other sociodemographic fac tors. Our results shed light on pop u la tion-level trends 
in moth ers’ par ent ing time in the United States and inform the o ries and debates on 
contemporaryideologiesofmotherhood,workfamilyconflict,andinequalityinfam
ilylifeinthetwentyfirstcentury.
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Methods

Data and Sample

The Amer i can Time Use Survey (ATUS) is a nation ally rep re sen ta tive time diary 
sur vey of U.S. res i dents ages 15 years and older, spon sored by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and conducted annu ally starting in 2003 by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
The sam pling frame for ATUS is based on a ran domly selected sub set of house-
holds par tici pat ing in the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS data pro vide 
sociodemographic infor ma tion on respon dents and their house hold mem bers, and 
surveydatacollectedtwotofivemonthslateraspartofATUSprovideinformation
onkeytimevaryingcharacteristics(e.g.,employmentstatus,householdmembers)as
well as time diary infor ma tion. Time diary data were col lected using struc tured ques-
tions and con ver sa tional interviewing tech niques shown to pro duce accu rate recall 
and cap ture a greater level of detail on activ i ties. The result is a 24-hour diary list ing 
the type of activ ity being conducted, start and end times of activ i ties, whether a child 
and/orpartnerwaspresent,andwheretheactivitywasconducted.

The study’s ana lyt i cal sample (N = 13,755) is the sub set of women who reported 
liv ing with a child age 12 years or youn ger who was their own and who were inter-
viewed between 2003 and 2005 (n = 8,748) or between 2015 and 2017 (n = 5,007).1 
We exam ine only moth ers who par tic i pated in these sur veys rather than moth ers from 
all  ATUS sur veys (2003–2017), given that the decom po si tion ana ly ses require dis-
tinct begin ning and end ing peri ods. This approach allows for a con sis tent sam ple 
across all  mod el ing approaches (i.e., ordi nary least squares [OLS] for Aims 1 and 
2, and decom po si tions for Aim 3). We select three years for each period as the few-
est num ber of years that would still yield around 100 respon dents within each edu-
ca tion ×workstatus× period cell. Selecting more years yields sub stan tively sim i lar 
results.Wealsotakestepstoensurethevalidityofourapproachbytestingthefunc
tional form (con tin u ous and non para met ric) of the asso ci a tions between year and 
time using data for all  avail  able years, com par ing our results with those that pro duce 
thebestfit(modelswithcontinuousspecification).Thisanalysisproducesresultsthat
are sub stan tively sim i lar to those presented here. Figure A1 in the online appen dix 
pres ents these com par i sons, pro vid ing a sense of this func tional form and par tic u lar 
years of inter est, such as the Great Recession.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Our pri mary depen dent var i able is active childcare time mea sured in total min utes 
dur ing a 24-hour period. This con cep tu al i za tion of par ent ing rep re sents the time that 
moth ers spend in activ i ties that explic itly focus on the child while the child is pres-

1 The ATUS oversampled in the inau gu ral year of data col lec tion, resulting in the larger sub sam ple from 
the 2003–2005 sur veys.
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ent.Suchactivitiesincludehelpingwithhomework,reading,artsandcrafts,playing
ordoingsportswithchildren,listeningandtalking,tendingtophysicalneeds(e.g.,
feeding,dressing),pickingthemupanddroppingthemoff,attendingextracurricular
activ i ties, pro vid ing med i cal care, and going on out ings. Other par ents or house hold 
mem bers may or may not be pres ent dur ing these activ i ties. Active childcare time 
does not include time when chil dren are pres ent but moth ers are pri mar ily engaged 
inanotheractivity,suchascookingordoinghousework,orwhenmothersindicate
that childcare is a sec ond ary activ ity. Nor does it include time that is gen er ally not 
con sid ered to be enriching for chil dren or par tic u larly demand ing for moth ers, such 
as shared tele vi sion watching. The activ i ties selected were intended to par al lel the 
cod ing scheme used by Kalil and col leagues (2012), who also exam ined edu ca tion-
related disparities in mater nal time with chil dren. Although not all  activ i ties are 
considereddevelopmentallyrich(i.e.,directlylinkedtochildren’scognitivedevelop
ment),theyreflecttimeinvestedspecificallyonbehalfofthechild.

Despite this focus, we con duct aux il iary ana ly ses with other con cep tu al i za tions 
of time with chil dren (Table A1 in the online appen dix pro vi des a descrip tion based 
on the ATUS lex i con). These con cep tu al i za tions include devel op men tally rich time 
(activitiesmostsupportiveofcognitivedevelopmentanddirectlylinkedtoit,such
as read ing to chil dren); any time with chil dren (i.e., regard less of activ ity, such as 
tele vi sion watching or com mut ing); and active childcare time among moth ers with 
youngchildren(5yearsandyounger).Thesefindings,discussedinmoredetailinthe
Discussion sec tion, are con sis tent with the pat terns found using our mea sure of active 
childcare time except for the mea sure of any time with chil dren (see Table A2 in the 
online appen dix).

Independent Variables

Maternal edu ca tion is cap tured using four dummy var i ables representing moth ers’ 
highest level of education: less than high school, high school (diplomaorGED),
some col lege (includ ing asso ci ate’s degree), and col lege degree (four-year col lege 
degreeorhigher).Becausesensitivitychecksdeterminedlittlestatisticaldifference
in active childcare time among those with an under grad u ate degree and those with a 
grad u ate degree, we con sider it appro pri ate to com bine these groups within a sin gle 
var i able. Period is a binary var i able indi cat ing whether the respon dent com pleted 
the time diary in 2015–2017 or 2003–2005. Mothers’ employ ment sta tus is mea sured 
asfourdummyvariablesindicatingwhetherthemotherwasworkingfulltime(an
averageof35ormorehoursperweek),parttime(lessthan35hoursperweek),was
notinpaidemploymentandnotlookingforwork(hereafter,“notworking”),orwas
unemployedandlookingforwork(“unemployed”).Thesmallsampleofthoseunem
ployed does not allow for mean ing ful infer ences about this group; more over, this 
workstatusislikelyconsideredatemporarystatusamongmothersandnotnecessar
ilyreflectiveoftheirconsistenttimeuse.Thus,estimatesfortheunemployedarenot
empha sized in the dis cus sion of the results. For con text, edu ca tion-related pat terns 
in mater nal employ ment sta tus across all  ATUS waves are presented in Figure A2, 
pan els a–d, in the online appen dix. These esti ma tes dis play the dif fer en tial effects of 
the 2008–2009 reces sion ary period.
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Covariates

We include an array of covariates to account for the asso ci a tion between period, edu-
cation, andwork and active childcare time, aswell as to shed light on howmuch
compositionalchangesaccountedforthepatternsofresults.Thesecovariatesreflect
sevendomains,includingtimeconstraints(e.g.,work,schooling),childdemands(e.g.,
num ber and age of chil dren), and resources (e.g., income, hav ing a part ner), that can 
affect par ent ing time. First, demo graph ics include moth ers’ age (con tin u ous in years), 
race/eth nic ity (dummy coded nonHispanic White, nonHispanic Black, Hispanic
White,Asian,orsomeotherrace/ethnicity),andnativ ity (1 = for eign-born). Second, 
income is based on annual fam ily income, mea sured on an ordi nal scale rang ing from 
1 = less than $5,000 through 16 = $150,000 and higher.2 Third, a work and student com-
po nent includes employ ment sta tus (detailed ear lier) and stu dent sta tus (1 = mother 
enrolled in for mal edu ca tion).3 Fourth, chil dren includes the num ber of house hold chil-
dren (a con tin u ous mea sure) and ages of chil dren (four binary mea sures indi cat ing 
whether a child in the house hold was aged between 0–2 years, 3–5 years, 6–12 years, 
and 13–18 years). Fifth, part ner sta tus is a binary var i able indi cat ing whether the 
motherlivedwithapartner/spouseorwassingle.4 Sixth, loca tion cap tures whether the 
fam ily resided in a met ro pol i tan area (1 = yes) and geo graphic region (dummy coded 
Northeast, Midwest, South, and West). Seventh, time diary fac tors include binary mea-
sures for whether it was conducted on a week end, in a sum mer month, or on a hol i day.

Analytic Plan

For Aims 1 and 2, we use ordi nary least squares (OLS) regres sion. Data are drawn 
from the 2003–2005 and 2015–2017 sur vey years and are pooled. Other mod el ing 
approaches (such as Tobit and other two-stage mod els) have often been used to exam-
ine time diary data; how ever, schol ars have recently argued that OLS is a more appro-
pri ate and less biased esti ma tor (Stewart 2013).5 This approach is also con sis tent with 
thatofrecenttimeusestudies(Musicketal.2016).

As an ini tial step, we exam ine whether there was an upward trend in active care 
min utes from 2003–2005 to 2015–2017 as well as mater nal edu ca tion dif fer ences in 

2 Analyses are conducted with and with out covariates that are con sid ered endog e nous to mater nal edu-
ca tion, such as income and mar i tal sta tus. These results are presented in Table A3 in the online appen dix, 
alongwithresultsfromthefullmodel.Overall,thefindingsaresubstantivelysimilaralbeitmoreconser
vativeaftercovariatesaretakenintoaccount.
3 Given the dif fer ing time con straints among stu dent moth ers (e.g., Augustine et al. 2018) and the fact that 
stu dents account for a much larger pro por tion of moth ers with some col lege or an asso ci ate’s degree com-
pared with other edu ca tion groups, the mul ti var i ate ana ly ses are conducted with and with out stu dents as a 
sensitivitycheck.Wefindnostatisticalorsubstantivedifferenceswhenstudentswereexcluded.
4 We do not dis tin guish between mar ried and cohabiting moth ers because this infor ma tion was not con-
sis tently coded in ear lier years. We also can not iden tify whether the part ner was a bio log i cal father to the 
chil dren in the house hold.
5 WealsoapplyTobitmodelstochecktherobustnessofthestudyfindings.Activechildcaretimeesti
matesfromtheTobitmodelsareuniformlyloweracrossalleducationandworkgroups.However,there
isnosubstantivedifferencesintheeducationandworkrelatedgaps,noraretherechangesinthosegaps
across peri ods from those esti mated by the OLS regres sions.
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activeparentingtime,netofthecovariatesandworkstatus(Model1).ToassessAim
1, we inter act the year and edu ca tion mea sures (Model 2) to exam ine whether and 
how the slope between peri ods varies by edu ca tion group. Next, to exam ine Aim 2, 
weaddthreewayinteractionsbetweeneducation,period,andworkstatustoexplore
whetherthetrendsinactivechildcaretimevarybymothers’workstatus(Model3).To
aid in the inter pre ta tion of the two-way and three-way inter ac tions, we esti mate aver-
agemarginaleffectsbasedonthemodelcoefficientsacrossdifferentcombinationsof
educationandwork.PostestimationWaldtestsidentifystatisticaldifferences.

For Aim 3, we con duct Blinder-Oaxaca decom po si tions6 to exam ine how much 
of the change in active childcare time from 2003–2005 to 2015–2017 within each 
edu ca tion group (based on the results of Model 2) is accounted for by com po si tional 
changes inworkstatusvis-à-vis behav ioral change or other com po si tional fac tors, 
andwithinrelevantworkstatus× edu ca tion groups, what share of the gross change is 
due to behav ioral change ver sus shifts in com po si tional fac tors (based on the results 
ofModel3).Thesedecompositionproceduresarerepresentedasfollows:

Y 15−17−Y 03−05= ∑ X 15−17−X 03−05( )β15−17+ ∑X 03−05 (β15−17−β03−05 )+ (α15−17−α03−05 )⎡⎣ ⎤⎦.

The terms Y15−17 and Y03−05 rep re sent active par ent ing time for moth ers in 2015–
2017 and in 2003–2005, respec tively. The por tion of the time gap between moth ers in 
2003–2005 ver sus 2015–2017 that is explained by changes in sociodemographic fac-
tors is represented by ∑(X15−17− X 03−05)β15−17, where X15−17 and X03−05 are the means 
of the pre dic tor var i ables (i.e., all  covariates) for each group of moth ers (e.g., edu-
ca tion group from Aim 1, edu ca tion ×workgroupfromAim2),andβ15−17 rep re sent 
thecoefficientsofthevariablesformothersin2015–2017.Theportionofthegapleft
unex plained by com po si tional changes is represented as ∑X03−05 (β15−17−β03−05). The 
(α15−17−α03−05) term cap tures the dif fer ence in inter cepts between 2015–2017 and 
2003–2005. These lat ter two pieces rep re sent the por tion of the gross change from 
2003–2005to2015–2017attributabletobehavioralchange(althoughweacknowl
edge unob served and unmea sur able covariates could also be at play). This over all 
method of decomposing com po si tional change ver sus behav ioral change is more 
commoninotherapplications(e.g.,genderandrace/ethnicitypaygaps)buthasalso
been used in studies examining explanations for shifts in time use (Babcock and
Marks2011;Genadeketal.2016; Khitarishvili and Kim 2014; Pagán 2013). Because 
decom po si tion results can vary by the omit ted cat e gory among dummy covariates, 
we fol low recommended pro ce dures of nor mal iz ing dummy var i able effects and esti-
mat ing their devi a tion from a grand mean (Yun 2005).

Weestimatethedecompositionsusingtwoapproaches:thetwofolddecomposi
tionandtheNeumarkaveragedapproach.Thesearegenerallyconsideredthestan
dard Blinder-Oaxaca decom po si tion meth ods (vs. three fold meth ods). Given that 
the pri mary focus is to esti mate the pro por tion of change in par ent ing time that is 
explainedbychangesinthesociodemographiccompositionofeducationandwork
groupsacrosstheentireperiod,wefocusontheresultsfromtheNeumarkaveraged

6 Although we use the more com mon ter mi nol ogy of Blinder-Oaxaca decom po si tion, this decom po si tion 
techniquewasfirstintroducedbydemographerEvelynKitagawa(1955), as high lighted in a dis cus sion of 
the devel op ment of decom po si tions by Treiman (2009:175).
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approach,whicharebasedonthecoefficientsandmeansfromthepooledsample.
In con trast, the two fold decom po si tion esti ma tes the changes in par ent ing time had 
the sociodemographic char ac ter is tics within each edu ca tion group remained sim i lar 
in 2003–2005 and 2015–2017. Overall, the results of both meth ods are sim i lar. In 
the online appen dix, Table A4 (edu ca tion groups) and Table A6 (edu ca tion ×work
groups) pres ent esti ma tes from the two fold decom po si tions using the 2015–2017 
coefficientswithsociodemographiccharacteristicsreflectingthe2003–2005sample,
and vice versa.

To address the small amount of miss ing data on the fam ily income (6.30% miss-
ing) and met ro pol i tan res i dence (0.01% miss ing) var i ables, we use mul ti ple impu ta-
tion and mi esti mate in Stata to gen er ate and ana lyze 100 data sets (StataCorp 2017). 
Listwise dele tion, how ever, yields sub stan tively sim i lar results. We use the oaxaca 
Stata com mand to con duct the decom po si tion ana ly ses (Jann 2008). We use the sam-
ple weight TUFNWGTP to account for the sur vey design.

Results

Table 1 dis plays sam ple char ac ter is tics by edu ca tion and period. Mothers in the sam-
ple in 2015–2017 had higher lev els of edu ca tional attain ment (39% had a col lege 
degree) than moth ers in 2003–2005 (29%), although the share of moth ers who did 
not com plete high school remained con sis tent (12% in 20015–2017 vs. 13% in 2003–
2005).As expected,motherswithmore educationweremore likely to be advan
taged in other ways (e.g., full-time employ ment, higher incomes), with some of these 
advan tages increas ing between peri ods. For exam ple, col lege-edu cated moth ers were 
the only group for whom the pro por tion employed full-time increased from 2003–
2005 to 2015–2017 (48% to 58%).

College-edu cated moth ers in 2003–2005 spent the most time in active childcare, at 
131 min utes per day, com pared with 99 min utes for moth ers with some col lege expe-
ri ence, 96 min utes for high school grad u ates, and 88 min utes for moth ers who did 
not com plete high school. In 2015–2017, how ever, this lat ter group of moth ers spent 
19 more min utes in active par ent ing (17% increase) than in 2003–2005. This upward 
trend was sim i lar, albeit more mod est, among those with a high school diploma only 
(12% increase). There was no change among those with some col lege expe ri ence. 
The trend was reversed, how ever, for col lege-edu cated moth ers, who reduced their 
active par ent ing time by 17%. These two trends—declines in par ent ing time among 
moth ers with a col lege degree and increases among moth ers with less edu ca tion—
pro vide pre lim i nary evi dence of a narrowing childcare time gap.

Education Trends in Active Childcare Time, 2003–2005 to 2015–2017

Table 2 pres ents the mul ti var i ate regres sion results. In Model 1, we model the dichot-
o mous mea sure of period, moth ers’ edu ca tion dummy var i ables, and the full set of 
covariates to pre dict moth ers’ active childcare time (full model results presented in 
TableA3in theonlineappendix).Theseresultsareconsistentwithpriorresearch:
with each level of edu ca tion, moth ers spent more time in active childcare. Contrary 
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Table 2 Predicting active childcare time with chil dren among moth ers (n = 13,755)

(1) (2) (3)

Period 2015–2017 (ref. = 2003–2005) 1.53 −7.48* −4.27
(2.34) (3.55) (4.25)

Education(ref. = col lege degree)
 No high school diploma −31.13*** −43.89*** −24.48***
 (4.82) (5.46) (7.35)
 Highschooldiploma −18.11*** −25.27*** −13.05**
 (3.44) (3.99) (4.85)
 Some col lege −12.79*** −17.80*** −8.24†

 (2.84) (3.51) (4.32)
WorkStatus(ref. = full-time employed)
 Part-time employed 26.81*** 26.33*** 37.06***
 (2.69) (2.68) (5.87)
 Notworking 62.61*** 62.08*** 71.69***
 (3.06) (3.04) (7.01)
 Unemployed 32.45*** 32.22*** 22.34†

 (5.55) (5.56) (11.72)
Education× Period Interactions (ref. = col lege  

degree × 2003–2005)
 No high school diploma × 2015–2017 25.05** −0.78
 (8.03) (10.70)
 Highschooldiploma× 2015–2017 13.39* −5.76
 (6.17) (7.35)
 Some col lege × 2015–2017 8.45 −0.87

(5.24) (6.28)
WorkStatus× Year Interactions (ref. = full-time 

employed × 2003–2005)
 Part-time employed × 2015–2017 −5.61
 (8.78)
 Notworking× 2015–2017 −8.31
 (9.95)
 Unemployed × 2015–2017 22.03
 (19.64)
WorkStatus×EducationInteractions(ref. = full-time 

employed × col lege degree)
 Part-time employed × No high school diploma −28.37*
 (12.35)
 Part-time employed ×Highschooldiploma −20.63*
 (9.09)
 Part-time employed × Some col lege −20.68*
 (8.09)
 Notworking× No high school diploma −30.24**
 (11.24)
 Notworking×Highschooldiploma −25.29**
 (9.79)
 Notworking× Some col lege −21.49*
 (9.47)
 Unemployed × No high school diploma −4.62
 (15.85)
 Unemployed ×Highschooldiploma 1.85
 (16.57)
 Unemployed × Some col lege 19.30

(14.59)
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to prior research on par ent ing time, how ever, there was no sta tis ti cal dif fer ence in 
the amount of active childcare time among moth ers in 2015–2017 com pared with 
moth ers in 2003–2005. In Model 2, we inter act mater nal edu ca tion with period and 
findthatthepatternvariedbyeducation.Thesignificantinteractiontermsbetween
period and those with less than a high school edu ca tion (β = 25.05; p < .01) and those 
with a high school edu ca tion (β = 13.39; p < .05) sug gests that from 2003–2005 to 
2015–2017, the trend in par ent ing time var ied by edu ca tion, and the time gap among 
moth ers narrowed.

To bet ter under stand which group drove the narrowing time gap, we use the coef-
ficientsfromModel2topredictminutesspentinactiveparentingbymaternaledu
ca tion in each period. Figure 1 graphs these esti ma tes, illus trat ing a narrowing of the 
educationrelatedtimegapfrom2003–2005to2015–2017:thegapbetweenthehigh-
est and low est edu ca tion groups decreased from 44 to 19 min utes (a 57% narrowing). 
The narrowing appears to have been driven by moth ers with the low est level of edu-
cation,whoreportedastatisticallysignificantincreaseintheirparentingtimefrom80

(1) (2) (3)

WorkStatus×Education× Period Interactions  
(ref. = col lege degree × full-time employed × 
2003–2005)

 Part-time employed × No high school  
diploma × 2015–2017 38.99*

 (18.64)
 Part-time employed ×Highschooldiploma× 

2015–2017 26.11†

(14.68)
 Part-time employed × Some col lege × 2015–2017 10.87

(12.37)
 Notworking× No high school diploma × 

2015–2017 41.29*
 (17.91)
 Notworking×Highschooldiploma× 2015–2017 39.72*
 (15.97)
 Notworking× Some col lege × 2015–2017 28.51†

 (15.06)
 Unemployed × No high school diploma × 

2015–2017 −16.94
 (33.95)
 Unemployed ×Highschooldiploma× 2015–2017 −4.81
 (27.27)
 Unemployed × Some col lege × 2015–2017 −26.55

(30.39)
R2 .26 .27 .27

Notes: Robust stan dard errors are shown in paren the ses. Controls are included for mater nal age; mater nal 
race/ethnicity;maternalnativity;whether the respondent is a student; family income; family structure;
num ber of chil dren; age of chil dren; met ro pol i tan res i dence; region of res i dence; and whether the diary 
wasconductedonaweekend,inasummermonth,oronaholiday.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 2 (continued)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/58/3/1065/924055/1065prickett.pdf by guest on 25 April 2024



1080 K. C. Prickett and J. M. Augustine

to 98 min utes (18% of a stan dard devi a tion increase). College-edu cated moth ers, on 
the other hand, mod estly decreased their par ent ing time from 124 to 117 min utes—a 
statisticallysignificantdecline.Themiddletiergroupsalsocontributed to thenar-
rowingofthetimegap,althoughtheseincreaseswerenotstatisticallysignificantat
con ven tional lev els, with increases of 6 min utes per day for the high school–edu cated 
andjust1minuteforthosewithsomecollege.

The Moderating Role of Mothers’   Work Status

The sec ond study aim is to deter mine whether these edu ca tion-related pat terns vary 
bywork status.Of particular interest iswhether the decrease in collegeeducated
mothers’parentingtimeisconcentratedamongthoseinfulltimeworkandwhether
the increase in par ent ing among less-edu cated moth ers was driven by those who were 
notworking orworking parttime.The results (Model 3,Table 2) pro vide par tial 
supportfor theseexpectations,as indicatedbythecombinationsofsignificantand
insignificantthreewayinteractionsbetweenworkstatus,education,andperiod.To
betterexaminetheseinteractions,weestimatepredictedminuteswithineachwork
edu ca tion-period group.

Panel a of Figure 2 pres ents esti ma tes for moth ers with less than a high school edu-
cation.Inthe2003–2005period,fulltimeworkingmothersspent60minutesperday

Fig. 1 Predicted active childcare minutes by maternal education in 2003–2005 and 2015–2017. For 2003–
2005, there were statistical differences (at p < .05) across all education groups. For 2015–2017, there were 
statistical differences (at p < .05) between those with a college degree and the other education groups only; 
that is, there were no statistical differences between those with no high school diploma, a high school 
diploma, and some college experience. * Statistically different from the 2003–2005 period at p < .05 or 
better( posthocWaldtests).
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inactiveparentingtime,whereasnonworkingmothersspent120minutesinparenting
time.Yetin2015–2017,motherswhodidnotworkincreasedthistimeto150min
utes(24%increase),butfulltimeworkingmothers’activechildcaretimeremained
unchanged.Parttimeworkingmothersdisplayedasimilartrendtothosewhodidnot
work,increasingtheirparentingtimefrom81minutesin2003–2005to101minutes
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Fig. 2 Predictedactivechildcareminutesbymaternaleducationandworkstatusin2003–2005and2015–
2017.Forfulltimeworkersin2003–2005,therewerestatisticaldifferences(atp < .05) between those with 
a college degree or more and the other education groups; there were also statistical differences between 
thosewithnohighschooldiplomaandsomecollegeexperience.Forparttimeworkers in2003–2005,
there were statistical differences (at p < .05) between those with a college degree and the other education 
groups; there were also statistical differences between those with no high school diploma and some college 
experience.Forwomennotworkingin2003–2005,therewerestatisticaldifferences(atp < .05) between 
those with a college degree and the other education groups; there were also statistical differences between 
thosewithnohighschooldiplomaandsomecollegeexperience.Forfulltimeworkersin2015–2017,there
were statistical differences (at p < .05) between those with a college degree and the other education groups 
only (i.e., no statistical differences between those with no high school diploma, a high school diploma, 
andsomecollegeexperience).Forparttimeworkersin2015–2017,therewerestatisticaldifferences(at
p < 0.05) between those with a college degree and those with no high school diploma and those with some 
collegeexperience.Forwomennotworkingin2015–2017,therewerestatisticaldifferences(atp < .05) 
betweenthosewithacollegedegreeandthosewithnohighschooldiploma/GED.*Statisticallydifferent
from the 2003–2005 period at p <.05orbetter( posthocWaldtests).
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in 2015–2017. Thus, the results observed in Model 2 for lower-edu cated moth ers 
appeartobedrivenbythosewhodidnotworkfulltime.Thispatternisalsosimilar
formotherswithahighschooleducation( panelb)orsomecollegeexperience( panel
c),albeitstatisticallysignificantonlyamongthosenotworking.Thepatternofresults
for collegeeducatedmotherswasunexpected ( paneld): collegeeducatedmothers
whoworkedfulltimespentstatisticallysimilaramountsoftimeinactivechildcare
in 2003–2005 and 2015–2017 (85 and 87 min utes, respec tively), but moth ers who 
workedparttimeorwhodidnotworkspentstatisticallyless time in active childcare 
in 2015–2017 than in 2003–2005 (decreases of 13% and 7%, respec tively). Thus, the 
decline in active childcare time among higher-edu cated moth ers was not driven by 
mothersworkingfulltimebutinsteadbythosenotworkingorworkingparttime.

Decomposing Changes in Active Childcare Time by Education

Next, we exam ine com po si tional fac tors driv ing these pat terns to address Aim 3, 
explor ing whether the trends observed as part of Aim 1 can be explained by com-
positionalchangesinhigherandlowereducatedmothers’accesstofulltimework
andwhetherpatternsobservedinAim2arelinkedtocompositionalchangesamong
bothhigherandlowereducatedmotherswhodidnotworkfulltime.Todoso,we
useofBlinderOaxacadecompositionanalyses,focusingontheNeumarkaveraged
approach. In each table (Tables 3 and 4), the “explained” rows rep re sent the por tion 
of the gross change in moth ers’ active par ent ing time from 2003–2005 to 2015–2017 
accounted for by changes in the sociodemographic char ac ter is tics within each edu-
ca tion group. The “unex plained” rows rep re sent the por tion of the gross change not 
accounted for by changes in the covariates over time—the por tion that is gen er ally 
takentoreflectbehavioralchange(Genadeketal.2016).

Among the edu ca tion group with the greatest increase in active childcare time—
moth ers who did not com plete high school—79% of this increase is unex plained by 
changes in the sociodemographic com po si tion of this group. A smaller amount—albeit 
stillthemajority—ofthegrosschange(55%)isunexplainedbycompositionalshifts
among moth ers with a high school edu ca tion. For col lege-edu cated moth ers, about one-
half of their decrease in par ent ing time from 2003–2005 to 2013–2017 is explained by 
compositionalchanges.Wedonotdiscussthestatisticallyinsignificantincreaseamong
moth ers with some col lege expe ri ence, although note that the sociodemographic char-
ac ter is tics in this group shifted in ways that would normally sug gest less time spent in 
active childcare (such as being older), as indi cated by the neg a tive “explained” por tion 
of the increase.

To under stand the extent to which decreases in col lege-edu cated moth ers’ active 
par ent ing time was driven by com po si tional changes in labor force par tic i pa tion, we 
dis ag gre gate the com po nents of the explained por tions of the gross change. Although 
covariates are included in the model indi vid u ally, for ease of pre sen ta tion, the table 
providesasummaryofthecovariatesbycategory(e.g.,“demographics”reflectsthe
aggregatecontributionofthecovariates:mothers’age,race/ethnicity,andnativity).
Results for the indi vid ual covariates appear in Table A5 in the online appen dix, along 
with the results for the unex plained por tion. These dis ag gre ga tions reveal that for 
collegeeducatedmothers,increasesinaccesstofulltimeworkexplain34%oftheir
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over all gross change (−4.31minutesexplainedbychangesinworkdividedby−12.85 
min utes gross change). The remain der of the explained change is due to col lege-
educatedmothers’ lower likelihoodof havingyoung children (reflecting trends in
delayedfertility),beingolder,andbeingmoreracially/ethnicallydiverse in2015–
2017 than 2003–2005.

Formotherswithahighschooldiploma/GEDorless,thesmalleramountsofgross
change attrib ut  able to com po si tional fac tors are driven by decreases in access to full-
timework.Roughly15%and32%oftheincreaseinparentingtimecanbeattributed
to declin ing rates of full-time employ ment for those with a high school edu ca tion and 
those with less than a high school edu ca tion.

Examining Compositional Changes Within Education and Employment Groups

Last,applyingBlinderOaxacadecompositionwithineacheducationandworkcom
bi na tion, we explore the com po si tional fac tors driv ing the observed edu ca tion-related 
trends among moth ers notworking—theemploymentgroupforwhomparentingtime
had changed (Table 4).Resultsformotherswhowereworkingpartorfulltimeor
unem ployed appear in Tables A6 and A7 of the online appen dix.

Formotherswhodidnotcompletehighschoolandwerenotworking,thebulkof
their increase in par ent ing time (78%) is unex plained by com po si tional changes. The 
pro por tion unex plained by com po si tional change is more pro nounced among non-
workingmotherswithahighschooleducation(84%)butlesspronouncedforthose
with some college experience (60%).Conversely, for nonworkingmotherswith a
col lege degree, a larger share of their decrease in par ent ing time is explained by com-
po si tional change (58%). Chief among those fac tors are declines in the num ber of 
chil dren and pro por tion with young chil dren.

Discussion

The amount of time that moth ers spend with their chil dren was once at the cen ter of 
thedebatearoundwhetherwomenshouldwork.Morerecently,thedebatehasshifted
to whether some moth ers are spend ing too much time with chil dren and to the con-
se quences of this trend for inequal ity in chil dren’s devel op ment and women’s labor 
opportunities and psychological health (Henderson et al.2016; Kalil 2015; Stone 
2007).Onekeyissuewiththediscoursearoundthisissue,however,isthatittendsto
assumethatSESrelatedtrendsintimeintensiveparentingobservedinthepasthave
continued into thepresent.We test this assumption,with three importantfindings
emerg ing.

First, con sis tent with pre vi ous research cau tion ing that cur rent trends were unsus-
tain able (Kalil et al. 2012; Nelson 2010), col lege-edu cated moth ers decreased the 
amount of time they spent in active childcare from 2003–2005 to 2015–2017. These 
findingsarecontrarytowhathadbeenviewedasaneverincreasingrampingupof
mid dle-class moth ers’ par ent ing. Meanwhile, moth ers with the low est lev els of edu-
ca tion con tin ued to increase their active childcare time dur ing this period. The com bi-
nationofthesetwotrendsledtoasignificantnarrowingintheeducationrelatedtime
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gap, which in 2003–2005 was larg est (at 44 min utes) between moth ers with the most 
edu ca tion and moth ers with the least. This narrowing amounted to a 57% decrease in 
the gap for moth ers who did not com plete high school (leav ing a 19-min ute gap), a 
53% decrease for moth ers with a high school edu ca tion (12-min ute gap), and a 47% 
decrease for moth ers with some col lege expe ri ence (9-min ute gap). Although sta tis-
ti cal dif fer ences in par ent ing time per sist between moth ers with a col lege degree and 
those with out, there is no sta tis ti cal dif fer ence in par ent ing time among those with 
dif fer ent edu ca tion lev els below a col lege degree.

Second,onlycollegeeducatedwomenwhoworkedparttimeornotatalldecreased
theirparentingtime.Fulltimeworkingmothersspentasimilaramountoftimeinactive
parenting in2015–2017as theydid in2003–2005.Thisfinding runscounter toour
hypoth e sis, in which we antic i pated that higher-edu cated employed moth ers would be 
challengingmotheringnormsmoresothantheircounterpartswhoworkedparttimeor
not at all .

We offer two alter na tive expla na tions for this pat tern of results. First, recent dis-
cus sions about whether increases in par ent ing time have diminishing returns for 
chil dren and about the neg a tive con se quences for women’s psy cho log i cal health 
(Hendersonetal.2016;Milkieetal.2015) may be most salient for moth ers who were 
spend ing the greatest amount of time with chil dren and for whom the fam ily schema 
is stron gest (Blair-Loy 2009).

Second, such women may also be rely ing more on nonparental childcare, which 
hasincreasednotonlyamonglowerSESmothersbutalsoamongnonworkingmoth
ers from higherSES families (Bassok et al. 2016). This pattern may reflect that
moth ers who can afford the high price of cen ter-based care and have increased their 
financial investments in their children (Kornrich andFurstenberg2013) rec og nize 
the aca demic advan tages of for mal care (Augustine et al. 2009). We pro vide some 
evi dence of this trend in the online appen dix, in which we show that the decline in 
collegeeducatednonworkingmothers’activechildcaretimeisstrongerformothers
of young chil dren (Table A2). Indeed, if the decline in active childcare time, par tic u-
larlyamonghighSESmothers,isdrivenbyincreasesinotherhighlyenrichingactiv
i ties (e.g., childcare or extra cur ric u lar activ i ties), the decline rep re sents less of a shift 
away from active childcare time as a sub sti tu tion for some one else’s high-qual ity and 
expert time (e.g., early edu ca tion teacher, coach).

The gains in active par ent ing time made among moth ers with out col lege degrees 
were among moth ers not in paid employ ment; for this group, how ever, pat terns 
likelyreflectthediffusionofintensiveparentingnormsandtheimpactofvarying
publicprograms.Thesefindingspotentiallysuggestthathighereducationisaweaker
means of differentiating parenting time than in past decades. The nonsignificant
increaseinactivechildcaretimeoflowereducatedmothersworkingfulltimelikely
reflectedtimeconstraintsimposedbythetypeofjobsavailable,whichareoflower
quality,offerlessflexibilityandautonomy,andrequiremorenonstandardscheduling
(Hepburn2019).

Third, theresultsofdecompositionshighlight thatamajorityof the increase in
par ent ing time among moth ers with out col lege degrees is attrib ut  able to behav ioral 
changes,notsociodemographiccompositionchanges.Thesefindingsagainpointto
the poten tial role of the con tin ued dif fu sion of paren tal norms from higher- to lower-
edu cated moth ers and an equi lib rium in time use among higher-edu cated moth ers. 
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For moth ers with col lege degrees, more than one-half (59%) of the decline in par-
ent ing time is attrib uted to behav ioral change. One-third of the decline, how ever, is 
explainedbyhigherratesoffulltimework.Atthesametime,ourresultsalsosuggest
thatthesejobsallowcollegeeducatedmotherstospendmoretimeinactivechildcare
thanjobsavailabletolesseducatedmothers.Thus,theremainingeducationrelated
gap in active par ent ing time should be con sid ered in the con text of eco nomic shifts 
that have moved a greater share of col lege-edu cated women into higher-sta tus seg-
mentsoftheworkplace(ClawsonandGerstel2014).

This study should be con sid ered in light of its lim i ta tions. First, and most impor-
tantly, there may be unob serv able and unmea sur able covariates that may explain 
trends inactiveparenting time.Forexample, forprofitandonlinecolleges,which
pro lif er ated dur ing the 2000s, may not offer the same social i za tion expe ri ence as 
brickandmortarcolleges.Thus,thepowerofhighereducationtodiffuseacertain
par ent ing model may have dimin ished. Second, time diary data do not cap ture qual-
i ta tive aspects of par ent-child inter ac tions, such as sen si tiv ity and pos i tive and neg-
a tive regard (Calarco 2014; Lareau 2011). Thus, the impli ca tions of our par ent ing 
timemeasure for children’s development remains unclear.Ourfindings, however,
makesenseinlightofrecentevidenceofnarrowingschoolreadinessgaps(Reardon
and Portilla 2016), which some schol ars have argued are the result of changes in 
lowerSESmothers’parenting(Reardonetal.2016). We also can not pro vide empir i-
cal insights as to what is driv ing the behav ioral shifts we observe, although ancil lary 
ana ly ses pro vide some clues (Table A2, online appen dix). These tests reveal that for 
devel op men tally rich activ i ties (e.g., read ing, playing), edu ca tion-related trends were 
sim i lar to those we report; how ever, there was no edu cated-related shift for “any time 
with chil dren pres ent.” This pat tern sug gests that increases in active childcare time 
werenottheresultofaspilloverthatcomesfromlowSESmothersspendingmore
timegenerallywithchildrenorfromdiminishingaccesstofulltimework.

FutureresearchshouldexploretheSESrelatedtrendsintimeintensiveparenting
inothercountries.AlthoughSESgradientsexistoutsidetheUnitedStates,theAmer
icancontextdoesnotofferthesameopportunitytonegotiateworkaroundfamilylife
that is avail  able in other countries (Collins 2019). Thus, it remains unclear whether, for 
example,fulltimeworkingmotherswithoutcollegedegreeswouldnothaveincreased
theiractivechildcaretimehadtheylivedinacountrymoreamenabletoworkfamily
bal ance. Similarly, access to high-qual ity childcare is pub licly funded in many other 
devel oped countries but remains out of reach for many Amer i can fam i lies (Collins 
2019).Thefindingscouldalsobefurtherunpackedbyexaminingmothers’weekend
versusweekdayschedulesintandemwiththecontributionsoffathers’timetothepat
ternsweobserve;regardingthelatter,however,sensitivityanalysesrevealthatSES
differencesinfathers’timelikelydonotexplaintheresultsinthisstudy,aligningwith
priorresearchdemonstratingfamilystructureaslessinfluentialonmothers’parenting
time than other fac tors (Lemmon et al. 2018).Itwouldalsobebeneficialtoexamine
trendsinsharedfamilytime:researchsuggeststhattimewhenbothparentsarepresent
representsalargeportionoftheSESgapinparentingtime(VinopalandGershenson
2017). Although the edu ca tion-related time gap has narrowed, a poten tially wid en ing 
gap in shared time would rep re sent a new source of inequal ity.

In sum, this study explores what has been assumed to be the snowballing par-
enting time commitment from highSESmothers and growing inequality in time
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amongmoreandlessadvantagedchildren,findingthatthisphenomenonisreversing
course.Ofcourse,higherSESmotherscontinuetofeelparentingpressureandhave
shifted to other strat e gies that bol ster their chil dren’s social class posi tion; for exam-
ple, Schneider et al. (2018)foundagrowingclassdivideinfinancialinvestmentsin
children.Inaddition,increasesinparentingtimeforlowerSESfamiliesmaynotbe
unequivocallygood.Indeed,wefindthatactivechildcaretimehasdisplacedtimein
workandinleisureformotherswithlesseducation(analysesavailableuponrequest),
creatingadevelopmentalconundrum:childrenoflesseducatedmothersgainedmore
active par ent ing time, but their moth ers lost time in activ i ties that pro moted their 
wellbeingviaotheravenues(e.g.,income,mentalhealth).Nevertheless,thesefind
ingssuggestthatmothersacrosstheeducationalgradientaremorelikelynowthan
at any other time since the 1950s to sim i larly engage in the time-inten sive par ent ing 
behaviorsthattookholdamonghighSESmothersduringthe1980s.Moreover,the
findingshighlightthatstructural—ratherthanbehavioral—factorscontributetothe
remainingeducationrelatedgap,suggestingthatwomen’sworkcreatesbothoppor
tunitiesfor,andconstraintsto,balancingworkandfamily.■
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