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The time parents devote to their chil-
drenis amajorformofinvestment-one
that is strongly linked with children’s
well-being and development. The
time pressures to which today’s par-
ents are subjected to would suggest
that parents are devoting less time to
their children as compared to 30 or 40
years ago. But in fact, time use data
from Canada, the United States and
several other industrialized countries
suggest exactly the opposite. To-
day’s parents are spending substan-
tially more time with their children.

The study summarized in this Policy
Brieflooks at historical trendsin paren-
tal time in 16 industrialized countries.
The authors examine how much time
today’s parents are devoting to their
children as compared to 40 years ago.
The authors rely on time use surveys
collected between 1961 and 2000.
The surveys allow them to estimate
parental time by sex and labour force
status in a cross national context. For
Canada, the surveys give detailed es-
timates by type of childcare activities.

Are Parents Investing More or

Less Time in Children?
Trends in Selected Industrialized Countries
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KEY POINTS:

e Parents in the 1990s devoted about one
hour per day more to child-related activi-
ties than their predecessors in the 1960s.

e Parents have been able to preserve the
time they spend with their children by sac-
rificing other  activities, including sleep.

e One possible explanation for the increase
in parental time is that changes in societal
norms may have called for increased time read-
ing to or playing with children, and for fathers
to be more involved in their children’s lives.

e Paid work does not appear to impinge on pa-
rental time. Employed parents devote slightly
less time to their children than non-employed
parents, but the difference is much less than the
difference in the number of hours of paid work.

e The increase in parental time has been especial-
ly strong for fathers. In the 1970s full-time em-
ployed married fathers’ time allocation to childcare
represented only 36% of mothers’ time. By the
1990s it had increased to 53% (for all countries).

e Mothers continue to devote more time to child-
care than fathers —even when both parents are em-
ployed full time, but the gender gap has narrowed.

e Better-educated parents tend to devote
more time to childcare and provide a rich-
er variety of caring activities to their children.



Introduction

It is 6pm and Rosie is hungry. She helps herself to
cookies and nibbles them on the kitchen floor. Pots are
boiling over and her mother’s feet stick to the ceramic
tiles which never seem clean. Rosie wants to colour.
Unfortunately the walls and floors are her canvas of
choice. Her father looks up from his laptop and hands
her a crayon anyway. He'll clean it later. A simple din-
ner is served with an eye on the clock and the tedious
repetition of children’s music in the background. It is
now 9:30pm. With the kitchen tidied, lunches made, a
load of laundry folded, toys put away, and bath time,
snack time, reading time and bedtime now complete,
the parents may have a moment to themselves.

Today’s parents are under significant time pres-
sure. There are not enough hours in the day to do
everything that needs to be done. But, despite this
time pressure, they have managed to preserve and
even increase time devoted to their children. Parents
in the 1990s devoted about one hour per day more
to child-related activities than their predecessors in
the 1960s. Parents have been able to preserve the
time they spend with their children by sacrificing oth-
er activities, including sleep. This trend is observed
for both employed and non-employed parents and
suggests a major change in parents’ time allocation.

A recent study by Anne H. Gauthier and colleagues
(2004) provides estimates of time spent by parents
on childcare activities since the early 1960s. The au-
thors used 24-hour time use diaries from 16 indus-
trialized countries, including Canada, to analyze the
types of activities in which parents spend their time
to see if today’s mothers and fathers really are spend-
ing more time with their children. Building on earlier
work, especially the research of Bianchi (2000), and
Sayer, Bianchi and Robinson (2004), the study focus-
es on 4 questions: 1) what are the trends in parental
time devoted to children in industrialized countries
since the 1960s?; 2) how has the increase in parental
time been “financed” by sacrifices in other activities?;
3) what types of childcare activities have benefited
most from an increase in parental time?; and 4) what
has been the trend in the difference between the
time that mothers and fathers devote to childcare?

Background

Several demographic changes have taken place
in families and households since the 1960s: 1) de-
cline in fertility and a major increase of women in
the labour force; 2) postponement of key life cycle
transitions, especially the transition to parenthood;
3) increase in education levels of the population;
4) greater gender equity (with variances seen across
countries); and 5) increasing diversity of family
forms (van de Kaa, 1987; Billari & Wilson, 2001).

This demographic transformation has altered the
social and economic context in which children grow
up and by extension, parents’ investment in children.
For instance, there is evidence that better educated

parents tend to devote more time to their children.
Research shows that middle-aged husbands spend
more time doing housework than do younger hus-
bands (South & Spitze, 1994), and recent studies
suggest that step fathers may not possess the same
level of commitment to their non-biological children
as biological fathers (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).
Far less is known about changes in parenting styles.
The switch from quantity to quality in the classical
economic fertility theory (Becker, 1965) suggests
one such behavioural effect. It is also possible that
changes in societal norms may have called for in-
creased time reading to or playing with children and
for fathers to be more involved in their children’s lives.

Analysis

The study by Gauthier and colleagues examines
parents’ quantitative investment in children (mea-
sured by the number of hours devoted to childcare)
and the nature of this investment according to five
main activities: 1) paid work and education; 2)
housework; 3) childcare; 4) leisure; and 5) personal
activities including sleeping and eating. Childcare ac-
tivities consist of: 1) personal care given to children,
including health care; 2) help, including teaching and
reprimanding children; 3) reading and conversing
with children; 4) playing with children; 5) other care;
and 6) travel related to children. The sum of the ac-
tivities recorded in the diaries is equal to 24 hours.

The authors restrict the analysis to primary activi-
ties, that is, the main activity carried out at any time
during the day. This limitation is important to note
since estimates of parental time based only on primary
activities are known to underestimate the total time
which parents devote to children given that a large
fraction of childcare activities are carried out in parallel
to other activities (Zick & Bryant, 1996). The analysis
provides estimates of parental time for two-parent
families with at least one child under the age of 5, and
estimates by labour force status of the respondents.

To capture global trends in parental time the au-
thors based their research on the Multinational Time
Use Study, a multi-country dataset, which focuses on
the allocation of time to a wide variety of activities. The
estimates are daily averages weighted to ensure equal
representation of every day of the week. The authors
also used a Canadian data set to examine the nature
of parental time activities and the way these activities
are “financed”. Multivariate analysis (a Tobit Regres-
sion Model) was used to control for some of the histor-
ical changes in the characteristics of the population.

Results

The Great Balancing Act. paid work does not
appear to impinge on parental time. Employed par-
ents devote slightly less time to their children, but
the difference is much less than the difference in the
number of hours of paid work. Both employed and
non-employed mothers have increased the time they



spend on childcare. This trend suggests major behav-
ioural changes in the population that have resulted
in more not less time being devoted to children. Re-
sults from the regression analysis suggest that even
after controlling for characteristics such as employ-
ment status and education, a statistically significant
historical increase in parental time is observed. In
Canada, parental time spent on childcare in 1998 still
exceeded that spent in 1971 by over one hour per
day for men, but only by a half an hour for women.

Devoted Dads. The increase in parental time
has been especially strong for fathers. In the 1970s
full-time employed married fathers’ time alloca-
tion to childcare represented only 36% of mothers’
time. By the 1990s it had increased to 53% (for all
countries). Canadian and American fathers spend
more time doing child related activities compared to
fathers in other countries. They devoted about 1.4
hours per day to such activities in the 1990s. This is
30 minutes more than German and Australian fathers
and nearly 50 minutes more than Italian fathers.

Super Moms. In Canada, full-time employed
married mothers have increased their allocation of
time to childcare activities from 1.2 hours per day
in 1971 to 2.1 hours in 1998 and for non-employed
mothers from 2.7 hours per day in 1971 to 3.5 hours
in 1998. The cross-national differences for moth-
ers are smaller than for fathers, with full-time em-
ployed Canadian mothers spending the same time
on child related activities as mothers in Germany
and Sweden, but less time than Australian mothers.

That Enduring Gender Gap. Mothers con-
tinue to devote more time to childcare than fa-
thers - even when both parents are employed full-
time, but the gender gap has narrowed in most of
the countries sampled including Canada. When it
comes to activities such as playing and reading to
the child, fathers’ and mothers’ time are very simi-
lar. The large difference is observed with regard
to general childcare including infant care and child
personal care for which mothers continue to be the
main provider. It is still more common for mothers
than for fathers to make adjustments at work to ac-
commodate family needs (Lee & Duxbury, 1998).

Juggling Precious Minutes. Activities that
involve a higher degree of parent-child interaction
such as playing appear to have been responsible for
the overall increase in parental time, along with time
spent on personal care of children. Parents preserve
their time with children by sacrificing time devoted
to leisure (e.g. watching TV) and personal activities,
especially sleeping. Fathers are devoting more time
to housework and mothers have decreased time de-

voted to housework. Since the 1960s, fathers and
mothers have reduced the amount of time devoted to
paid work and non-employed mothers seem to spend
more time driving children from one place to another.

Figure 1. Mean time spent on child-
care activities (hours per day) for mar-
ried or cohabiting parents with at least
one child under the age of five 1961-2000
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Educational Differences. This study confirms
past research (Hill & Stafford, 1973, 1985; Leibow-
itz, 1974; Gronau, 1977) that better-educated par-
ents tend to devote more time to childcare. Parents
with post-secondary education have been devoting
about 30 minutes per day to child-related activities
more than parents with a high school education or
less. More educated parents are presumably more
aware of the positive influence of parent-child shared
activities on children’s development, and they be-
lieve that they are producing “higher-quality” chil-
dren who are better prepared to make a success-
ful transition to adulthood (Gauthier et al., 2004).



About CRISP

The Canadian Research Institute for Social Policy
(CRISP) is a multi-disciplinary research organiza-
tion dedicated to: conducting policy research aimed
at improving the education and care of Canadian
children and youth, contributing to the training of
social scientists in quantitative research methods,
and supporting low-income countries in their ef-
forts to build research capacity in child development.

About the Research

CRISP’s Raising and Levelling the Bar research
program brings together a multidisciplinary team
of researchers from across Canada to explore spe-
cific factors that can contribute to the improvement
of outcomes for Canada’s young people. The core of
the program is longitudinal research on children’s
development based on children’s growth trajectories
from birth to entry to the labour market. The pro-
gram is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council’s Initiative on the New Economy.

The Multinational Time Use Study (MTUS) is a
project aimed at developing and documenting inter-
nationally comparable time diary and demographic
information. The project is a collaboration of indi-
viduals, universities, and agencies from around the
world including the University of Calgary and St.
Mary’s University in Canada. Gauthier, Smeeding
& Furstenberg (2004) used data from 16 industri-
alized countries (Australia (AU), Belgium (BE), Bul-
garia (BU), Canada (CN), the former Czechoslova-
kia (Cz), Finland (FI), France (FR), Germany (GE),
Hungry (HU), Italy (IT), Norway (NO), Poland (PO),
Sweden (SW), the United Kingdom (UK), the United
States (US), and the former Yugoslavia (YU)). The
heterogeneous characteristics of the sample en-
sure that the results are not specific to one or a few
countries but capture a more general societal trend.

About this Policy Brief

CRISP’s Policy Briefs are designed to highlight key
policy implications of research findings. They are
available in paper form and electronically on CRISP’s
website at www.unb.ca/crisp/pbrief.html . The main
analysis in this Policy Brief was carried out by Anne H.
Gauthier, University of Calgary, Timothy M. Smeed-
ing, Syracuse University, and Frank F. Furstenberg
Jr., University of Pennsylvania (Gauthier, Smeed-
ing & Furstenberg, 2004). Stacey Wilson-Forsberg,
Knowledge Transfer Manager CRISP drafted the brief.
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