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For the past decade, the trend among employers – particularly those 
seeking to attract highly educated millennials – was to bring extra-workplace 
products and services into the office. Companies introduced benefits like 
on-site massages and manicures, fitness rooms, laundry pickup and delivery, 
breast pumping rooms for new mothers, even telemedicine, all with the 
goal of enabling workers to tend to personal health, wellness, and life 
management needs without having to leave the office. 

But in the wake of Covid-19, not only have workers lost easy access to 
those services, they are trying to concurrently fulfill their roles as full-time 
workers, parents, and teachers. And in doing so, they are forcing themselves 
and organizations they work for to pose a fundamentally different question: 
How do we incorporate work into our lives, rather than adapt our lives to 
accommodate our jobs?

To better frame and answer this question, we surveyed 377 members of the 
US-based Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs community – an online group of parents 
(primarily women) who are both working outside of the home and stay-at-
home -- from March 26-June 6, 2020. We explored both the challenges and 
rewards of working during the pandemic, drilled into what habits and new 
behaviors people hope to maintain even after the shutdown ends, and directly 
asked how employers could not only help boost respondents’ productivity, but 
enhance their work/life balance and happiness.

This first wave in what will be multiple 
waves of research seeks to answer two 

key questions:
1. How can Human Resource, Organizational Development, 

Wellness and Diversity Leaders adapt policies and bene-
fits to meet the needs of newly decentralized, distributed 
workplaces? 

2. What shifts are required to create an organizational culture 
in which childcare, self-care, and the ability to work with 
focus and productivity are not in implicit competition?

 In this first wave of research, we focused on pain points and opportuni-
ties and found a startling gap in perceptions between employees and their 
employers. UpWork’s survey of 500 hiring managers (conducted April 
22-28 2020, during the peak of the stay-at-home orders) found that 56% 
of hiring managers felt that the shift to remote work had gone better than 
expected, while only one in ten felt it had gone worse than expected. And 
“one third of respondents found that productivity had increased as a result 
of remote work, a greater share than found productivity decreased.”

But this generally sunny assessment is in marked contrast to the expe-
riences of the employees we surveyed. And what we learned has not only 
revealed the pre-Covid fault-lines that made the balancing act between 

work, caring for families, and caring for themselves so tenuous, but has 
implications for what “the new normal” can and should look like

In this mini white paper, we present some key takeaways and drill 
down into one critical prerequisite for this kind of organizational 
change: creating a safe space for the conversations that employers and 
employees have typically not had.

Everyone is doing more of everything for ev-
eryone … except themselves

Between work, keeping my child occupied, and attempting some 
sort of at-home education (???) it literally feels like there is NO 
time for anything else in life. I haven’t showered in 4 days. My 

hobbies are a distant memory.

Our respondents – mothers and fathers alike -- report that they are 
doing more of everything – attending to their kids’ basic needs (food, 
bathing, healthcare), their educational and recreational needs (play, 
classes, etc), and the routine and occasional housekeeping and manage-
ment tasks (housecleaning, cooking, organizing, bill-paying). 

And interestingly, the majority of men feel that both they and their 
female partners are taking on more responsibility in equal measure in 
all three domains, women perceive themselves as taking on a dispropor-
tionate share of the increased load.

But while parents are doing more to keep their children active, healthy, 
social, and entertained, they are doing far less for themselves than they did 
prior to Covid-19. By a rough ratio of 2:1, respondents feel that they are 
devoting less time to adult relationships, the pursuit of their own hobbies 
and interests, and even to basic self-care like exercise and sleep.

Now is the Time to Invert the Work/Life Paradigm

Since social distancing, school closures and 
quarentines, are you doing more, less or about 
the same amount of housework and childcare?

(N=377)
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https://momshierarchyofneeds.com/brands/
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https://www.upwork.com/press/economics/the-future-of-remote-work/
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Still, a significant minority of respondents are finding 
ways to devote more time to self-care than they have in the 
past thanks to the quarantine. That’s a phenomenon with 
some positive implications for workers and employers 
alike – a topic that we’ll return to a bit later in this report.

Meanwhile, the consequences of more other-focused 
care coupled with less self-care are dramatic.

My son is 3 and he DESPERATELY misses school 
and doing things with us. Both my husband and I 
work full time and cannot take shifts. We feel like 
terrible parents and terrible employees. For 14 hours 
a day. Every day. There is no break, nothing to look 
forward to, no sanity.

68% of respondents felt that they were doing the same, 
a better job than usual, or really well as parents and, 
though by a smaller majority, as spouses/partners;

In contrast, 60% felt that they were doing terribly 
or not as well as usual as caregivers to themselves, 
and 58% felt this way about their performance as 
workers.

Clearly respondents are prioritizing their need to 
be good parents and partners, based on how they’re 
investing their time. But the more interesting finding 
is the similarity in the percentage of respondents 
who felt that they were doing poorly both as workers 
and as caregivers to themselves. While it’s true that 
correlation doesn’t equate to causality, these data 
suggest that absent adequate support systems, the 
physical and emotional well-being of workers and 
the quality of their work performance both suffer.

How can employers reverse this trend?

When we asked participants what would help them be more productive, childcare (whether inside or outside the home) was by far the most com-
mon response. Predictably, many also cited more time, a better-equipped, more private working space at home, and a range of services such as food 
delivery, housekeeping, massage, and laundry services. In short, they were seeking help with tasks that they’d outsourced in the past and services that 
freed up the time needed for them to conduct their normal routines. They also mentioned new or better appliances (like washing machines) and 
technologies (like faster Internet). 

Assuming that many employees will work primarily, if not exclusively, from their homes for the foreseeable future, the implication for employers 
is obvious: Redirect some of the money that would typically be spent on workplace overhead to individual workers, providing them with  
a pool of money to spend on whatever equipment and/or services would make their homes more conducive to productive, undistracted working.

But people also mentioned some less obvious supports – behavioral counseling, for example, daily schedules for themselves and their  
children, and mental health services for themselves and for their suddenly isolated and somewhat unmoored children. 

These specific ideas are all manifestations of a common underlying need: to acknowledge and better manage the stress and uncertainty resulting 
from the dissolution of work/home boundaries and the loss of traditional routines.

Are you doing more, less or about the same 
amount of the following? (N=377)
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Create a safe space for difficult conversations

Interestingly, what became apparent is that in some ways, an exclusive focus on productivity may be part of the problem, not part of the solution. 
When we expanded the survey beyond pure productivity – when we asked, “What do you wish you had to improve your level of work  
happiness/satisfaction right now?” – the range of responses illuminated some potentially transformative changes in policy, culture, and benefits. 

Because this paper is merely a preview of the entire report, we’re going to focus on just one crucial thread that ran through these more affirmative 
suggestions: Transformation begins with creating a safe space in which employees can share and seek help with some difficult truths. 

One of those truths is that employees cannot and should not be expected to simply power through the demands and distractions of working at home 
with inadequate childcare. But as is evident, many don’t feel comfortable sharing this reality with their managers, let alone addressing it. 

Here are just a few examples of how people responded to this question:

Absolute knowledge that my performance rating won’t be impacted by  
the lesser amount of work that I can actually produce right now.

I need reduced work hours. Reduced goals at work and a true recognition in actions that yes, 
I am a worker but a mom too and toddlers are needy, I cannot work the same way, like I used to at work.

An official shift to part time work hours, or a bunch of extra paid vacation to take care of kids. 

Less pressure from management 
A boss who understands 

Fewer expectations on productivity

These workers – most of them professionals – are not naïve. They 
recognize that for-profit employers have margin targets to meet, and that 
the work doesn’t disappear simply because it’s harder for employees 
to accomplish it all. And most are willing to make accommodations 
– whether by working fewer hours for lower pay, working the same num-
ber of hours but at non-traditional times of day, and/or job-sharing with 
other, similarly strapped employees.

But they need to feel safe in having these conversations. Long before 
Covid-19, the Pew Research Center found that parents were concerned 
about being passed over for growth opportunities or being perceived 
as being not fully committed to their work. These experiences were 
more pervasive among mothers than fathers. Indeed, when McKinsey 

and LeanIn.org surveyed  more than 68,500 employees in 2019 about 
the impact of taking furloughs or personal time off, “… more than 1 in 4 
employees who took leave say it hurt their career or finances—and this is 
particularly true for women.” What’s more, “20% of women who’ve taken 
a leave say it negatively impacted their career, compared to 10% of men.”

One of the best ways to create a low-risk environment for frank and 
essential conversation is if managers initiate dialogue, not reluctantly 
or grudgingly, but in a spirit of creating new models. After all, we’re 
well past the point of assuming that work life will return to normal in 
the foreseeable future. Most employees would welcome the opportuni-
ty to brainstorm how to not just cope with the new reality, but to take 
advantage of it. 

https://momshierarchyofneeds.com/brands/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/09/12/despite-challenges-at-home-and-work-most-working-moms-and-dads-say-being-employed-is-whats-best-for-them/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/women-in-the-workplace-2019
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/women-in-the-workplace-2019


Learn how the Allies @ Work program can help your organization!
2020 ©Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs, LLC

While the overwhelming number of respondents cited the lack of childcare 
while trying to work as their single greatest pain point, they also experienced 
this extra time with their children as a source of joy and renewal. Indeed, in re-
sponse to an open-ended question asking what unexpected joys and rewards 
people had experienced during the lockdown, two-thirds shared that having 
more – and more leisurely—time with kids and partner – was proving to be 
surprisingly rewarding. 

For instance, now that they don’t have to commute, many of our respon-
dents celebrated the time they now have at the start and end of the tradi-
tional workday to connect with their kids, get some outdoor exercise, or 
simply have the time and space in which to think. For these people, being 
able to take advantage of these quiet hours to care for themselves and their 
families means that they have the focus and energy needed to be produc-
tive outside of the traditional nine-to-five. If managers give employees 
greater latitude in determining when meetings are and are not scheduled, 
they may discover an increase in both the quality and quantity of work.

While that’s a matter of policy, there are also benefits-related changes 
that employers could make. For example, why not take funds that would 
normally have been spent on company lunches and celebrations, or even 
on recurring benefits like gym memberships (which cannot be used while 
Covid-19 is still raging), and allow employees the option of applying 
those dollars to meal delivery services, housecleaning help, and/or home 
exercise equipment?

These types of changes in policies and benefits don’t just have an 
immediate impact, but are key ingredients of cultural transformation,  
one that unapologetically sees the value in molding work to family life.

Organizations may legitimately worry about the costs associated 
with some of these measures, particularly subsidizing childcare and/
or expanding mental health coverage and support. But companies have 
already been paying a price for the lack of such services. Even before 
Covid, job stress was estimated to cost U.S. industry $300 billion a year 

in absenteeism, diminished productivity, employee turnover and direct 
medical, legal and insurance fees. Healthcare expenditures are nearly 
50% greater for workers who report high levels of stress. Depression 
is the largest single predictor of absenteeism and work-related perfor-
mance. And for every 47 cents spent on treating depression, another 53 
cents is indirectly spent on absenteeism, presenteeism, and disability. 
To be not just compassionate but fiscally responsible, employers cannot 
afford not to proactively address the stress of being a working caregiver.

What the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
wrote in “Stress Management in the Workplace” several years ago is 
even more true today: “Stress management, as currently defined, has a 
limited role in reducing organization stress because no effort is made to 
remove or reduce sources of stress at work. Focusing on the individual 
as the prime target for organization intervention creates a dilemma of 
‘blaming the victim.’ A more appropriate application of stress manage-
ment would be as a complement to job redesign or organizational change 
interventions.”

By addressing the sources of this stress head-on, employers 
may discover that they not only boost the health, happiness, and produc-
tivity of their workforces, but lower their indirect costs in the process. 

The days of trying to make the office mirror the home are 
behind us. But the solution is not to make the home mirror the office, but 
rather to acknowledge that for people to remain committed, healthy, and 
engaged for the long haul, they need the discretionary power to person-
alize their work lives. Without such latitude, a chronic lack of self-care 
will lead to burnout, disengagement, and illness.

We urge HR professionals and leaders to start having that 
conversation, to go beyond the check-in and into the realm of co-creation 
with their employees.

Supporting the joy, not just easing the pain

Methodology
Our pool of respondents consisted of 377 people, 369 of whom live in the United States, and 368 of whom have children living with them full- or part-time:

Gender: 342 women, 31 men, 4 non-binary

Childcare Situation: 279 indicated that their routine childcare has been disrupted during the pandemic, while 98 did not

Workplace: 318 are working from home; 57 are not

Employment Status: 277 work for an employer, of whom 210 are full-time, 51 are part-time, and 16 are unpaid employees. 100 are self-employed or    

             small-business owners, of whom 60 are full-time, 34 are part-time, and 6 are unpaid.  

Some of the questions in this survey -- those pertaining to the types of activities respondents are engaging in – are based on the Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs framework  

developed by Leslie Forde. Modeled on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, this model provides a parent-specific means of categorizing activity, from the functional needs 

parents address at the bottom of the pyramid to the quest for self-actualization at the top. You can read more about it on the Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs website. 

https://momshierarchyofneeds.com/brands/
https://www.uml.edu/research/cph-new/worker/stress-at-work/financial-costs.aspx
https://www.uml.edu/research/cph-new/worker/stress-at-work/financial-costs.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/87-111/87-111.pdf?id=10.26616/NIOSHPUB87111
https://momshierarchyofneeds.com/how-moms-prioritize-and-why/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/leslieforde/
http://www.momshierarchyofneeds.com/
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