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Contemporary U.S. Parenting

• Time-intensive

• Child-centered

• Good for children

• Good for parents? 



Of 22 OECD countries, largest 
“parenthood penalty” in the U.S. 
(Glass et al. 2016). 

Glass, 

Andersson, and 

Simon (2016)



Helliwell, J., 
Layard, R., & 
Sachs, J. (2019) 



What we know about parental well-being

• Earlier: parents less happy than those without children. 

• Recent: parenting a mixed bag of costs and rewards.



How we know about parental well-being

Compare well-being of parents:

1. to those without children.

2. before and after they have 
children.



How we know about parental well-being

“All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life?”

• General

• Uni-dimensional

• Parenthood versus parenting

• Does not account for disposition



How we know about parental well-being

Compare well-being of parents:

1. to those without children.

2. before and after they have children.

3. When with and away from children



Source: Kahneman et al. 2004. Science, 306,3, 776-80. Sample = 909 employed women in Texas.



NPR interview with Jennifer Senior (1/24/14)

“…what's truly amazing about Danny 

Kahneman's study is that when the women 

were answering this question, they didn't 

even realize they were ranking childcare so 

low. Daniel Kahneman did not design this 

study to determine how happy moms were. 

He simply wanted to know how happy 

people were during the day as they were 

going about doing their daily business. And 

only at the end ... when everything was all 

added up did he discover that parents 

would have preferred — yeah, napping, 

answering emails, shopping, watching TV 

... housework, vacuuming clocked in higher 

which is amazing.”



How do parents experience parenting? 

• Differences for mothers and fathers? 

• Differences by the age of the child? 

• How is parenting experienced for working mothers? 
Sole mothers?



• American Time Use Survey (2010, 2012, 2013)

• How do parents feel in activities with their children? 

• Account for individual dispositions

• Multiple dimensions: happiness, meaning, sadness, stress & fatigue
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Why are fathers better off in parenting?
% Parenting Time by Activity Type
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Why Are Fathers Better Off? Detailed Activity Type
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Parental Well-Being by Child Age



Parental Well-Being by Child Age and Parents' Gender
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Changing motherhood:

• 70% of mothers employed.

• Mother is primary earner in 
40% of homes with children.

• 30% of children live with a 
single parent. 

Credit: 

Shyama Golden

April 27, 2019



Doubly Disadvantaged: Happiness
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Conclusions

• Parents better off when with their children.

• Patterns favor fathers.

• Adolescence is a low point for parents. 

• Non-employed, single mothers are doubly disadvantaged.



What can be done?

• Facilitate time with children. 

• Improve gender equality in 
parenting tasks.

• Extend parenting support 
through adolescence.

• Support single mothers to 
find employment.



Thank you!
meierann@umn.edu



Are the Parents Alright?
Seminar remarks

May 21st, 2019

Dr. Kate Prickett 
Roy McKenzie Centre for the Study of Families and Children

School of Government, Victoria University



New Zealand gender gap in child care time
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New Zealand dads are doing the fun things
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Work-family satisfaction
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parenting in your life?
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Gibb, Fergusson, and Boden, 2013.



Work-family satisfaction

Gibb, Fergusson, and Boden, 2013.
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To what extent has your involvement in parenting and 
childrearing been limited by your need to earn money through 

paid work?
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Not at all



Work-family satisfaction

Gibb, Fergusson, and Boden, 2013.
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Employment, parenting, and wellbeing 

• Dads want more time with their children
• How can work facilitate this in a way that allows both more 

time for dads and a greater balance in parenting activities?

• Work can promote parental wellbeing for single mothers
• Work offers resources that can translate to parenting

• Make work obligations work




