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Abstract
Based on Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) survey data for 2013–14, this paper examines 
the association between work time (inclusive of both paid and unpaid work time) and the 
mental health outcomes of men and women in the United States, controlling for economic and 
social buffers, education, and demographic factors. In the United States, even though women 
constitute close to half of the paid labor force, they still perform the lion’s share of unpaid 
work. The findings indicate that total work time is positively related with emotional distress 
for women, while there is no statistically significant relationship for men. For women, the 
relationship between work time and mental health is primarily driven by unpaid work rather 
than paid work. Evaluating the relationship between mental health and both productive and 
reproductive work is critical to develop effective public policies toward gender equity and social 
well-being.

JEL classification: I14, J16, J01
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1. Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines mental health as “a state of well-being in which 
every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can 
work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community” 
(WHO 2018: 1). Since the early 2000s, the WHO has officially recognized that mental health 
constitutes a key component of health and social welfare, and in 2015 the UN Sustainable 
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Development Goals (SDGs)—in a historic turning point—included mental health under the 
health and well-being goal (WHO 2001; Patel et al. 2018).1

Mental health disorders have become a major source of public health concern worldwide. In 
2017, according to the Global Burden of Disease Collaborative Network (2018), 970 million peo-
ple around the world experienced a mental or substance use disorder, with anxiety and depression 
appearing as the most prevalent problems. Mental illnesses—defined by the National Institute of 
Mental Health (NIMH) as a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder—range from mild to mod-
erate to severe and are common in the United States as well. In 2018, nearly one in five US adults 
reported some type of mental illness; and consistent with global statistics, women reported a 
higher incidence of mental illness than men (25 percent compared to 16 percent) (NIMH 2021).

The contribution of economic factors—specifically, unemployment—to the development of 
various forms of psychological distress has been identified since the Great Depression (Jahoda, 
Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel [1933] 1971; Bakke 1934; Komarovsky 1940). Research on the relation-
ship between the economy and mental health has intensified over the last four decades, and only 
grew after the 2008–9 global crisis (Dagher, Chen, and Thomas 2015; Jenkins et al. 2009; 
Piovani and Aydiner-Avsar 2015, 2019; Strandh et al. 2013; Stuckler et al. 2011). In the 2000s, 
the scope of empirical studies has broadened from a focus on the labor market only to an analy-
sis of the effect of multiple economic variables on mental health, including poverty, inequality, 
household debt, and work time (Jenkins et al. 2009; Merva and Fowles 2009; Powels, Siegers, 
and Vlasblom 2008).

This paper adopts a gender perspective to evaluate the relationship between total work time, 
inclusive of both paid (or productive) and unpaid (or reproductive) work time, and emotional 
distress for the US middle-aged population using 2013–14 survey data. Using a logistic regression 
methodology, this paper finds that total work time is positively related with emotional distress for 
women, while there is no statistically significant relationship for men. For women, the relation-
ship between work time and mental health is primarily driven by unpaid work rather than paid 
work. This paper provides an empirical contribution to the economics literature on work time and 
mental health by analyzing the case of the United States. The findings of the study highlight that 
work time matters for women’s mental health, and that the disproportionate unpaid work burden 
held by women needs to be recognized and addressed with appropriate public policies.

2. Work Time and Mental Health

There is by now a growing body of the literature indicating that paid and unpaid work include both 
elements of fulfillment and sources of stress; the combination of demands and responsibility of 
productive and reproductive work life tend to be associated with reduced physical health and poorer 
mental health, in turn increasing the potential for work-life conflict and role overload (Allen et al. 
2000; Hammer et al. 2004). On the one hand, employment can constitute a protective factor for 
mental health, by providing a sense of purpose, economic security, a source of social relations, and 
a structure to the day (WHO 2011). On the other hand, lack of control on the job, job insecurity, job 
stress, and long hours exercise a detrimental effect on mental well-being (Butterworth et al. 2011; 
Minnotte and Yucel 2018). Similarly, housework and care labor can be a source of pleasure and 
stress relief; however, as the demands increase, there is evidence that these activities lead to both 
physical and mental health problems, especially when care—which is less flexible—is involved 
and resources are scarce (MacDonald, Phipps, and Lethbridge 2005; Turcotte 2013).

1SDG3 targets the achievement of “healthy lives and well-being for all at all ages.” Target 3.4 requests that 
countries “by 2030, reduce by one third premature mortality from noncommunicable diseases through preven-
tion and treatment and promote mental health and well-being.” Target 3.5 requests that countries “strengthen 
the prevention and treatment of substance abuse, including narcotic drug abuse and harmful use of alcohol.”
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The feminist literature highlights the importance of time use for quality of life, especially for 
working women. People who are more time-affluent systematically report greater happiness and 
life satisfaction. The length and intensity of the workday are thus important determinants of indi-
vidual and social well-being (Floro 1995; Giurge, Whillans, and West 2020; Whillans et al. 2017).

Time can be conceptualized as a valuable and finite health resource. Time scarcity impacts 
well-being in that it constrains people in their access to activities that are critical to good health 
(e.g., exercise, building close relationships, sleep, play, etc.) and is directly linked to poorer men-
tal health (Strazdins et al. 2011). Based on a Gallup poll conducted in the United States in 2015, 
48 percent of respondents indicated that they do not have enough time to do what they want to 
do; this rate has remained substantially unvaried since the early 1990s (Newport 2015). In com-
parison to the average across OECD countries, US workers spend a higher number of hours per 
year in the workplace (OECD 2021). In comparison to men, however, women typically experi-
ence what is referred to as the “second shift”—in addition to paid work, women take on the 
majority of unpaid household and care work. On average, women in the United States spend 
close to 30 percent more time for household activities and almost double the amount of time car-
ing and helping household children than their male counterparts (BLS 2020). Time scarcity is 
thus a real phenomenon for working women in the United States, which directly affects their 
well-being. This gender gap in total work time is explained by the persistence of gender norms 
that, despite women’s active participation in the paid sphere of the economy, keep assigning 
women the primary responsibility for reproductive labor.

In this study, given the especially intense work burden for working women, we hypothesize 
that women—in comparison to men—disproportionately experience emotional distress due to 
both paid and unpaid work. Also important to note are the potentially detrimental psychological 
effects on men as well, resulting from disproportionately large number of paid works hours in the 
United States. The gender socialization process in the United States, in addition to consolidated 
historical patterns, however, still tend to reward a notion of masculinity associated with a provi-
sioning role, willingness to work intensively—seen as a necessary instrument for upward social 
mobility—and refrain from exhibiting vulnerability; on this basis, we hypothesize that men are 
unlikely to report emotional distress associated with paid work time (Mayer 2018). Given the 
much lower involvement of men in household activities, we also expect men not to report distress 
due to home demands.

Since the 1990s, research has shown that a more equitable division of labor is associated with 
specific welfare gains for married women. It leads to improvements in the health of marital rela-
tionships, and to positive physical and mental health outcomes for married women (Orbuch and 
Eyster 1997; Barnett and Hyde 2001). Further empirical work for the United States shows that a 
more equitable distribution of paid and unpaid work is associated with fewer depressive symp-
toms for both husbands and wives, as a result of lower conflict and better individual emotions in a 
situation of equity (Kalmijn and Monden 2011). More recently, Fettro and Nomaguchi (2018) find 
that “role overload” (as measured by perceived life demands in relation to individual capacity) 
contributes to family-to-work conflict; this means that family responsibilities interfere with the 
demands of paid work. The difficulties associated with balancing family responsibilities with 
employment are found to be especially compelling for women living with young children. As 
demonstrated in the scholarship since the Great Depression, paid work is a key social determinant 
of health; Caputo, Pavalko, and Hardy (2020), however, go further and find that paid work gener-
ates not only current, but also future health benefits. They show that paid work during midlife is a 
predictor of longevity and improved health for women at an older age. More specifically, the 
health benefits of employment are found to last for the next sixteen to twenty-five years (indepen-
dent on whether the subjective experience in the workplace was positive or negative).

There are empirical studies on the relationship between work time and mental health for coun-
tries other than the United States as well. In Canada, MacDonald, Phipps, and Lethbridge (2005) 
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find that an increase in paid work time is stress-inducing for both men and women, but that this 
does not equally hold for unpaid work time. Their analysis shows that women’s greater time 
demands on unpaid work are a greater contributor to women’s—rather than men’s—stress (espe-
cially when housework and elder care—rather than child care—are involved). Similarly, Liu, 
MacPhail, and Dong (2018) find that the unpaid care responsibilities that women have assumed 
in China after the dismantling of the collectives under Mao is associated with a greater work 
burden and worse mental health for prime-age, working women (vis-à-vis male peers). In Ireland, 
McGinnity and Russell (2007) find that work burdens are particularly high among individuals 
who are self-employed, employees, parents of young children, and those caring for adults; the 
results indicate that work commitments among these categories have led to time  poverty and 
feelings of being rushed and stressed among both men and women.

3. Empirical analysis

This study examines the association between total work time—and its disaggregation in paid 
work and unpaid work time (which includes both household chores and care labor)—and the 
mental health outcome of men and women, using Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) survey 
data for 2013–14.2

Our dependent variable—mental health outcome—measures emotional distress.3 Paid work 
time measures the total weekly hours of work at primary and secondary jobs. Unpaid work time 
refers to total weekly hours of work on unpaid assistance provided to parents, in-laws, children, 
grandchildren, other family members, and friends, and time spent on household chores. Total 
work time is the sum of paid and unpaid weekly work time.

The analysis controls for economic and social factors that can affect mental health. The full 
list of the independent variables and the way they are calculated are presented in the appendix. 
Economic buffers include household income to control for one’s financial status, health insur-
ance coverage to control for one’s access to health care services, and job characteristics—such as 
occupation and sector—to take into account the quality of work life. We incorporate into our 
model a number of control variables as social buffers. The level of trust in the neighborhood is 
introduced as a proxy for one’s quality of social relations. Marital status and the number of chil-
dren under 18 living in the same household represent both emotional support factors as well as 
degree of care responsibilities in one’s family. Perceived respect from others for the unpaid work 
done at home is introduced as a proxy for the value given to one’s unpaid work responsibilities 
in the family. Demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, and race), education, and self-rated health 
status (only including those declaring good to excellent health) are introduced as additional con-
trol variables to reduce omitted variable bias, following similar empirical studies in the econom-
ics literature (see, for instance, Liu, MacPhail, and Dong 2018). The sample covers only the 
employed individuals for whom there are data on both paid and unpaid work time, and the model 
is estimated using logistic regression methodology.4

2The methodology of this study is consistent with the empirical approach used by Liu, MacPhail, and Dong 
(2018).
3Specifically, the dependent variable is coded as 1 if the responded agrees, or strongly agrees, with the fol-
lowing statement: “The demands of everyday life often get me down”; otherwise, the variable assumes a 
value equal to 0.
4Restricting the sample only to those employed may create a sample selection bias. This is typically 
addressed using Heckman’s (1979) two-stage approach, which is commonly used in the labor economics 
scholarship while estimating wage equations using household labor force survey. The MIDUS survey is 
structured to collect information on health and well-being outcomes of middle-aged Americans. For this 
reason, it is not suited to estimating a labor force participation equation, which would be required by the 
Heckman’s correction.
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5This implies that one’s work time could be affected by one’s emotional distress.
6In our analysis, this would require finding an instrument that is correlated with work time, that is uncor-
related with the error term in the estimation equation, and that is not itself an explanatory variable.
7According to descriptive statistics for our sample, 23 percent of men and 34 percent of women report emo-
tional distress. Average hours of paid work are 41 hours per week for men and 34 hours per week for 
women; average hours of unpaid work are 15 hours per week for men and 23 hours per week for women.
8The odds ratio for a one-hour change in work time is 1.008. Since we are interested in the significant dif-
ferences in the hours of work, the odds ratio for a change of ten hours has been calculated in the following 
way: e^(10*0.008) = 1.083.
9The odds ratio for a one-hour change in work time is 1.017. Since we are interested in the significant dif-
ferences in the hours of work, the odds ratio for a change of ten hours has been calculated in the following 
way: e^(10*0.017) = 1.185.
10The odds ratio for a one-hour change in work time is 1.021. Since we are interested in the significant dif-
ferences in the hours of work, the odds ratios for a change of ten hours and five hours, respectively, are 
calculated as follows: e^(10*0.020) = 1.221 and e^(5*0.020) = 1.105.

Endogeneity is a potential issue in the analysis due to reverse causality or unobserved hetero-
geneity.5 Due to data limitations, it is not possible to control for potential endogenous relation-
ship between work time and emotional distress. Both the cross-sectional nature of the dataset and 
the limited set of variables do not allow for finding a suitable instrumental variable at the indi-
vidual level.6 Since employed individuals with emotional distress are likely to work fewer hours 
than those without, our estimates should be considered as the lower bound of the association 
between work time and emotional distress. It should also be emphasized that our results should 
be interpreted as statistically significant correlations, and not as causal relationships, due to the 
cross-sectional nature of the data.

Estimations are first made for the total sample, and then for men and women separately, to 
evaluate potential gender differences in the mental health effects associated with work time. We 
estimate two alternative specifications: the first one includes total work time; the second one 
decomposes total work time in paid work and unpaid work time.7 Table 1 presents the estimation 
results for the odds ratios from logistic regression analysis for each specification and sample. 
Work time variables represent the key variables of interest among the independent variables.

According to the findings presented in table 1, an increase in total work time—including both 
paid and unpaid work—has a positive and statistically significant association with the likelihood 
of developing emotional distress. The odds of developing emotional distress are 8.3 percent 
higher if total work time increases by ten hours.8 Being a woman is also positively related to the 
likelihood of developing emotional distress, which indicates that women are more prone to emo-
tional distress than men, controlling for other factors. Specifically, the odds of developing emo-
tional distress for women are 1.6 times those for men.

When the relationship between total work time and the likelihood of reporting emotional dis-
tress is estimated separately for men and women, the relationship holds only for women. 
According to the estimates, the odds of developing emotional distress are 18.5 percent higher for 
a woman working ten hours or more per week (including both paid and unpaid work time) with 
respect to someone who does not.9

By decomposing total work time into paid and unpaid work time, we find that paid work time 
does not show a statistically significant association with emotional distress for either men or 
women. It is instead the number of hours spent on unpaid work that contributes to women’s emo-
tional distress. Specifically, the odds of developing emotional distress increase by 22 percent in 
response to a ten-hour increase in unpaid work time, and by 11 percent if unpaid work time 
increases by five hours.10 The economic significance of work time variables is higher for women 
than the whole sample.
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Table 1. Work Time and Emotional Distress: Logistic Regression Results.

All Women Men

 Variable (1) (2) (1) (2) (1) (1)

Work time Total work 
time

1.008**
(0.004)

1.017***
(0.006)

1.002
(0.006)

 

Paid work time 1.009
(0.006)

1.009
(0.010)

1.012
(0.009)

Unpaid work 
time

1.008*
(0.005)

1.021***
(0.007)

0.990
(0.008)

Demographic Female 1.608***
(0.276)

1.617***
(0.285)

 

Age 1.002
(0.011)

1.002
(0.012)

0.998
(0.018)

0.994
(0.018)

1.005
(0.018)

1.012
(0.018)

White 1.376
(0.428)

1.377
(0.428)

1.830
(0.801)

1.782
(0.789)

1.038
(0.484)

1.028
(0.476)

Other College 
graduate

0.912
(0.176)

0.913
(0.176)

1.521
(0.445)

1.506
(0.439)

0.577**
(0.160)

0.597*
(0.167)

Self-rated 
health

0.726***
(0.049)

0.726***
(0.049)

0.805**
(0.072)

0.807**
(0.072)

0.634***
(0.066)

0.632***
(0.066)

Economic 
buffers

Income: 
$40k–79k

1.015
(0.396)

1.013
(0.395)

1.122
(0.640)

1.139
(0.667)

0.828
(0.481)

0.839
(0.501)

Income: 
$80k–119k

1.066
(0.423)

1.062
(0.423)

1.302
(0.765)

1.395
(0.835)

0.737
(0.431)

0.701
(0.427)

Income: 
$120k–179k

0.645
(0.272)

0.642
(0.272)

0.671
(0.419)

0.719
(0.459)

0.537
(0.334)

0.509
(0.328)

Income: 
$180k–249k

0.803
(0.366)

0.798
(0.365)

1.204
(0.845)

1.305
(0.926)

0.548
(0.351)

0.487
(0.323)

Income: 
$250k+

0.814
(0.359)

0.810
(0.359)

1.038
(0.675)

1.137
(0.749)

0.571
(0.364)

0.557
(0.366)

Manufacturing 0.686
(0.266)

0.688
(0.268)

0.662
(0.475)

0.652
(0.469)

0.756
(0.362)

0.836
(0.402)

Services 0.771
(0.249)

0.775
(0.252)

1.058
(0.656)

1.004
(0.622)

0.863
(0.347)

0.980
(0.399)

Low-skilled 
white collar

0.884
(0.176)

0.886
(0.176)

1.458
(0.396)

1.420
(0.384)

0.507**
(0.161)

0.520**
(0.166)

Blue collar 0.855
(0.262)

0.856
(0.262)

2.961
(2.095)

2.924
(2.048)

0.558
(0.199)

0.578
(0.205)

Health 
insurance 
covered

1.245
(0.633)

1.242
(0.632)

2.140
(1.688)

2.294
(1.920)

1.296
(0.865)

1.419
(0.960)

Social buffers Married 0.691
(0.227)

0.693
(0.229)

0.506*
(0.203)

0.470*
(0.193)

1.285
(0.847)

1.284
(0.862)

Number of 
children

1.194*
(0.114)

1.195*
(0.115)

0.952
(0.143)

0.937
(0.141)

1.353**
(0.178)

1.394**
(0.189)

Have no 
trust in the 
community

2.640***
(0.531)

2.637***
(0.532)

2.088**
(0.697)

2.147**
(0.735)

2.587***
(0.685)

2.563***
(0.689)

Respect for 
unpaid work

0.826
(0.162)

0.826
(0.162)

0.633*
(0.171)

0.633*
(0.172)

0.998
(0.295)

1.010
(0.302)

 Constant 2.151
(2.505)

2.068
(2.533)

0.448
(0.796)

0.694
(1.265)

7.051
(10.60)

2.847
(4.688)

 Observations 890 890 398 398 492 492

Note: Income class at less than $40k is the base group for the family income variable; agriculture is the base group 
for sector; high-skilled white collar is the base group for occupation. Odds ratios are presented in the table. Robust 
standard errors for the odds ratios are presented in parentheses.
*p < .1. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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Consistent with our hypothesis, the empirical results indicate that women, in comparison to 
men, experience a negative association between mental health and a heavy work burden. The 
primary responsibility for housework and care labor is the driver of this outcome. This indicates 
that the traditional gender division of labor is perpetuated at the expense of women’s well-being.

Among the social buffers, an increase in the number of children in the household has a statisti-
cally significant and positive association with the likelihood of developing emotional distress for 
the whole sample. Specifically, an increase in the number of children in the household increases 
the odds of developing emotional distress by 19.5 percent. This seems to reflect that the negative 
effect of the burden resulting from care responsibilities outweighs the positive effect of overall 
emotional support.

When we distinguish between men and women, we find that this negative effect holds only for 
men. Hence, for women, the emotional support effect seems to balance out the care burden asso-
ciated with having children. Being married has a negative and statistically significant association 
with developing emotional distress only for women. The odds of developing emotional distress 
for a married woman are around half of those for a non-married woman.

Similarly, poor quality of social relations—proxied by lack of trust in one’s neighborhood—
has a positive and statistically significant association with the likelihood of developing emotional 
distress. This effect holds for both men and women. The odds of developing emotional distress 
for someone with no trust in their neighborhood are 2.64 times those of someone with trust. 
Perceived respect from others for unpaid work at home has a negative and statistically significant 
association with emotional distress only for women. The odds of developing emotional distress 
for someone with perceived respect are 0.63 times those of someone lacking it. This implies that 
for women being respected for their unpaid work within the household matters, with positive 
implications on their psychological well-being.

Interestingly, economic variables overall do not seem to have a statistically significant asso-
ciation with the likelihood of developing emotional distress for both men and women. In con-
trast, having a positive, self-rated, health status has a uniformly negative and statistically 
significant association with the likelihood of developing emotional distress for men and women. 
Finally, being a college graduate has a mitigating effect on the likelihood of experiencing emo-
tional distress only for men. The odds of developing emotional distress for a college graduate are 
0.60 times those of a non-college graduate among men.

The key results of this analysis indicate that unpaid work burden adversely affects women’s 
mental well-being for the middle age population in the United States. Social buffers, considered 
as a group, act as a protective factor for both men and women. Economic buffers and demo-
graphic factors, other than sex, are less relevant in explaining mental distress among the middle 
age population in the United States.

4. Concluding remarks

This paper uses the MIDUS survey data for 2013–14 to explore the implications of both paid and 
unpaid work responsibilities on emotional distress for the middle age population, with the goal 
of evaluating whether there is evidence of gender differences. As the literature indicates, time use 
is a critical determinant of well-being, of which mental health has been increasingly recognized 
as a core component.

The results indicate that heavier work burden is positively associated with the likelihood of 
developing emotional distress only for women and not men. The data indicate that this outcome 
is associated with unpaid, not paid, work. These findings are consistent with the empirical find-
ings by MacDonald, Phipps, and Lethbridge (2005) on Canada and Liu, MacPhail, and Dong 
(2018) on China; as presented in section 2, both studies find as well that unpaid work has adverse 
effects on women’s mental well-being. Social buffers also have a statistically significant associa-
tion with emotional distress among the middle age population in the United States.
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Our results are based on the analysis of cross-sectional data; a panel data analysis would be 
desirable to further this type of analysis by addressing possible endogeneity and identify causal 
relationships. It would also be interesting for future research to investigate how the quality of 
employment could mediate the relationship between paid work and mental health, and to exam-
ine—through a comparative analysis—how different country-specific contexts contribute to 
inform this relationship, which could also help identify effective policy interventions.

The findings of this analysis point to a gendered relationship between work time and mental 
health among middle age employed individuals in the United States. This indicates the impor-
tance of introducing measures to help reduce the work burden for women and promote a more 
equitable gender division of labor, in turn supporting social welfare. To move in this direction, it 
is essential for the state to address the gap between wages and productivity in the United States 
(a long historical problem and a key driver of long work hours in the United States), and provide 
social service—such as child care, elder care, and other family support services—which would 
greatly contribute to reduce women’s unpaid work burden.

Appendix

Variable Definitions

Table A.1. List of variables.

Variable name Variable definition

Wok time Total work time Respondent’s sum of hours spent on paid work and unpaid 
work

Paid work time Respondent’s hours worked for pay at main job
Unpaid work time Respondent’s hours spent for unpaid assistance (given to 

children, parents, in-laws, other family members and 
friends) and household chores

Demographic Female Respondent’s sex (1: female; 0: male)
Age Respondent’s age
White Respondent’s race (1: white; 0: other races)

Other College graduate Respondent’s education (1: college or more; 0: less than 
college)

Self-rated health Respondent’s rating of current health status on a scale of 
10 (0: worst; 10: best),

Economic Income Household total income from wage, pension, social security, 
and other sources (1: less than $40k; 2: $40k-79k; 3: 
$80k-119k; 4: $120k-179k; 5: $180k-249k; 6: 250k+)

Sector Respondent’s current industry as major groups, aggregated 
into 3 categories: 1: agriculture/mining/construction;  
2: manufacturing; 3: services

Occupation Respondent’s current occupation as major groups - 
aggregated into 3 categories: 1: high-skilled white;  
2: low-skilled white; 3: blue collar

Health insurance covered Respondent’s status of health insurance coverage  
(1: covered; 0: not covered)

Social Married Respondent’s marital status (1: married; 0: separated/
divorced/widowed/never married)

Number of children Respondent’s number of children living in household
Have no trust in the 

community
No experience warm and trusting relationships (1: agrees 

with the statement; 0: disagrees with the statement)
Respect for unpaid work Others respect my work at home (1: agrees with the 

statement; 0: disagrees with the statement)
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