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FACT SHEET: 

THE NEED FOR REAL WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY 
 
 

The American workforce today looks dramatically different than it did just a 
generation ago as more mothers, who traditionally shoulder childcare and domestic 
responsibilities, have moved out of the home and into the labor market. 

• The labor force participation rate of mothers with children under age 18 rose 
from 47% to 73% in the last quarter of the twentieth century.1  Among mothers 
with children under 3 years old, 61.0% were in the labor force in 2000, 
compared with just 34.3% in 1975.2  

• Just 30% of today’s families with children have a stay-at-home parent, down 
from 70% of families in 1960,3 and the combined weekly work hours of dual-
earner couples with children under 18 has increased by an average of 10 hours 
per week since 1977.4    

• Women with children work more hours each week than they did in 1969,5 while 
also generally assuming greater responsibility than their spouses for domestic 
and family work.6  Yet women are less likely than men to have access to 
flexibility at work.7    

• There is no evidence that women are opting out of employment simply because 
they are mothers.  Children have had a smaller marginal effect on women’s 
employment over the past decade and a half8 and women are working longer 
into pregnancy and returning to work faster than they did four decades ago.9    

 
Growing numbers of Americans, both men and women, are providing substantial 
care to their elderly and disabled relatives while also holding down full-time jobs. 

• Approximately one quarter of all households in the United States have at least 
one adult who has provided care to an elderly person during the past 12 
months.10  

• Nearly 4 out of 10 working Americans provide unpaid assistance to their own 
parents, with half of them providing up to one or more days of help per 
month.11  

• A study of Fortune 500 company employees providing eldercare revealed that 
78% of male respondents and 84% of female respondents came late to work or 
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left early to accommodate their care giving responsibilities, and that over half of 
all respondents reported modifying their work schedules to make room for their 
eldercare responsibilities.12 

 
Despite their need for some flexibility during their careers, many employees with 
care giving responsibilities are afraid to ask for it for fear of negative repercussions.  

• A study of private-sector organizations with 50 or more employees nationally 
revealed that 39% of employees felt somewhat or strongly that using flexible 
schedules and taking time off for family reasons would impede their job 
advancement.13  

• Lower wage workers are more likely to report that using flexibility will 
negatively affect their advancement.14  

• Many low-income, working mothers fear that their colleagues will not be 
understanding when they miss work (37%), and over four in ten (43%) are 
concerned about the effects of their care giving responsibilities on their job 
performance.15 

 
Low-income workers, who often have greater work-life conflicts and fewer financial 
resources with which to deal with them, are most in need of workplace flexibility but 
also least likely to have access to it.  

• Low-income workers are more likely than higher-earning workers to work 
irregular and non-daytime shifts; 20% of employed parents in the lowest 
income quartile work evenings compared to 7% of those in the highest 
quartile.16  They also experience more mandatory, unscheduled overtime, which 
makes planning for childcare all the more challenging.17 

• Lower- and middle-income working adults spend substantially more time than 
upper-income adults caring for elderly parents and in-laws.18 

• Employees with incomes below $25,000 a year are much less likely to have 
flexibility than higher-paid workers.19  One 5-year study revealed that 78% of 
low-income parents found themselves in jobs with no flexibility at all.20  

• Low-wage workers often suffer job action or job loss when they lack flexibility 
to handle routine family emergencies or predictable personal or family issues, 
such as doctors appointments and parent-teacher conferences, which require 
some time off but do not qualify for FMLA leave.21  

 
The future promises only further demographic shifts that will ratchet up the 
pressure for increasing access to and improving the quality of flexible work options.  

• By 2020, one out of every three households is expected to be involved in caring 
for an elderly or disabled relative.22 
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• There are 4 women with bachelor’s degrees for every 3 male college graduates 
today, but by 2017, women graduates are projected to outnumber men 3 to 2—a 
complete inversion from the status quo in 1957, when stay-at-home wives were 
the norm.23   

• As women develop labor market power, economists have found that they are 
using it not to maximize their earnings but to secure employment that allows for 
more work-life balance.24 

• Many of the nation’s youngest workers are expressing a distinct preference for 
greater work-life balance, and are unwilling to make the personal sacrifices for 
their careers as their parents did.25  
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