
The Cognitive Dimension of Household Labor 

Author(s): Allison Daminger 

Source: American Sociological Review , August 2019, Vol. 84, No. 4 (August 2019), pp. 609-
633  

Published by: American Sociological Association 

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48595780

 
REFERENCES 
Linked references are available on JSTOR for this article: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48595780?seq=1&cid=pdf-
reference#references_tab_contents 
You may need to log in to JSTOR to access the linked references.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

American Sociological Association  is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend 
access to American Sociological Review

This content downloaded from 
�����������146.155.40.244 on Wed, 18 Oct 2023 15:44:10 +00:00����������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48595780
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48595780?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/48595780?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents


https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122419859007

American Sociological Review
2019, Vol. 84(4) 609–633
© American Sociological  
Association 2019
DOI: 10.1177/0003122419859007
journals.sagepub.com/home/asr

“At some point early on, I said [to my wife], 
‘I think of you as the project manager. You 
just tell me what to do.’ . . . I’d like to be—
I’d love to be more involved with it, but 
logistically right now, it’s not gonna happen. 
. . . So I’m gonna take her lead with a lot of 
stuff. She thinks about that nitty-gritty, like 
with everything, so you know, I just trust 
that she’s got it.” — Alan,1 32, project man-
ager for large healthcare company

“I guess it’s hard to really quantify [our 
contributions to the household]. I think I 
just get the sense that maybe my wife is 
busier doing more, keeping track of more, 
so I try to pick up different things that I can 
help out.” — Jason, 38, financial services 
consultant

Each in his own way, Alan and Jason are 
attempting to define the difference between 
their own and their wife’s role within the 
household. Both care deeply about their chil-
dren and spouse, and both contribute to fam-
ily life: Alan cooks most dinners, and Jason 
washes all the dishes. Yet in describing his 
wife as a “project manager” or the person 
“keeping track of more,” each hints at a dis-
tinction between the physical work of 
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Abstract
Household labor is commonly defined as a set of physical tasks such as cooking, cleaning, 
and shopping. Sociologists sometimes reference non-physical activities related to “household 
management,” but these are typically mentioned in passing, imprecisely defined, or treated 
as equivalent to physical tasks. Using 70 in-depth interviews with members of 35 couples, 
this study argues that such tasks are better understood as examples of a unique dimension 
of housework: cognitive labor. The data demonstrate that cognitive labor entails anticipating 
needs, identifying options for filling them, making decisions, and monitoring progress. 
Because such work is taxing but often invisible to both cognitive laborers and their partners, 
it is a frequent source of conflict for couples. Cognitive labor is also a gendered phenomenon: 
women in this study do more cognitive labor overall and more of the anticipation and 
monitoring work in particular. However, male and female participation in decision-making, 
arguably the cognitive labor component most closely linked to power and influence, is roughly 
equal. These findings identify and define an overlooked—yet potentially consequential—
source of gender inequality at the household level and suggest a new direction for research on 
the division of household labor.
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cooking, cleaning, and paying bills, and the 
cognitive work of anticipating needs, making 
decisions, and overseeing family logistics. 
This study focuses on the latter form of work, 
which I describe as “cognitive labor.”

Despite extensive research on the gen-
dered division of physical labor in the house-
hold (for reviews, see Coltrane 2000; 
Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010), com-
parably little attention has been paid to defin-
ing and measuring the cognitive correlate and 
examining the ways it may also be gendered. 
This is problematic because, as the men 
quoted earlier implicitly acknowledge, cogni-
tive labor is ubiquitous in modern house-
holds. No meal is made, no dentist appointment 
scheduled, and no daycare center selected 
without some amount of foresight, planning, 
and deciding. In the popular press, concepts 
like “mental work” and “mental load” have 
recently attracted widespread attention 
(Emma 2017; Owens 2018; Silverman 2018). 
Yet the sociological literature on household 
labor lacks a systematic treatment of such 
activities. Instead, scholars have primarily 
focused on the physical acts of cooking, shop-
ping, cleaning, and the like (Coltrane 2000). 
Even research that references “household 
management” as a distinct category of work 
has largely refrained from interrogating its 
precise nature, instead treating “managerial” 
tasks as parallel to physical activities (e.g., 
Allen and Hawkins 1999; Hochschild 1989).

Our incomplete understanding of cognitive 
labor limits our understanding of gender ine-
quality. The two primary dimensions of house-
hold labor documented in the sociological 
literature to date, physical and emotional, are 
divided in highly gendered ways (Bianchi et al. 
2012; DeVault 1999). Cognitive labor, too, likely 
has a gendered component. Data regarding gen-
der differences in either the amount or kind of 
cognitive work completed by men and women 
could reveal an important but understudied 
dimension of inequality between the mother/
wife and father/husband roles, opening new 
avenues for research in multiple arenas.

In this article, I use data from 70 individ-
ual interviews with members of 35 middle- 
and upper-middle-class couples to answer 

two key questions: What are the components 
of cognitive labor? How is cognitive labor 
distributed between men and women in  
different-sex relationships? I conclude that 
cognitive labor is best defined as the work of 
(1) anticipating needs; (2) identifying options 
for meeting those needs; (3) deciding among 
the options; and (4) monitoring the results. I 
further find that the women in this study carry 
a heavier cognitive load than their male part-
ners and, in particular, complete a dispropor-
tionate amount of anticipation and monitoring 
work. The work of decision-making, how-
ever, is largely collaborative.

These findings suggest new ways of under-
standing gender inequality in twenty-first-
century household life. They indicate that 
studies of household labor that exclude the 
cognitive dimension likely underestimate the 
gender gap in household participation. They 
reveal an ongoing source of stress, relation-
ship conflict, and distraction from paid work 
and leisure pursuits. Furthermore, my data 
highlight heterogeneity within the cognitive 
dimension: mirroring findings on physical 
labor, I show that the most female-typed tasks 
are also among the most abstract and least 
discretionary. Cognitive tasks more directly 
linked to power and influence, in contrast, are 
more often shared between partners.

Uncovering Cognitive 
Labor
Unpaid housework is as much a form of labor 
as is paid work for an employer. This insight 
catalyzed a robust sociological literature on 
household activity. Scholars in this subfield 
ask how much unpaid labor household mem-
bers complete, who completes it, how these 
figures vary temporally and geographically, 
and what meanings individuals ascribe to 
such work (e.g., Bianchi et al. 2012; Fuwa 
2004; Hochschild 1989; Sayer 2005). Despite 
innovation over time in the methods used and 
questions asked, the object of study has 
remained largely consistent. Both qualitative 
and quantitative scholars use a definition of 
housework heavily weighted toward physical 
activities such as cooking, shopping, cleaning 
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Daminger	 611

and laundry, home maintenance, and paying 
bills (Bianchi et al. 2012; Coltrane 2000; 
Twiggs, McQuillan, and Ferree 1999).2 Quan-
titative scholars typically measure the amount 
of time individuals spend on housework or 
the proportion of tasks completed by each 
spouse (e.g., Berk 1985; Bianchi et al. 2012; 
Lam, McHale, and Crouter 2012). Qualitative 
researchers often examine respondents’ feel-
ings about performing housework in addition 
to describing the particular labor patterns they 
have adopted (e.g., Deutsch 1999; Hochs-
child 1989; Miller and Carlson 2016).

Critics of this dominant stream of research 
contend that most studies of household labor 
ignore the non-physical dimensions of the 
activities documented. An exclusive focus on 
concrete, observable tasks—work I refer to as 
“physical work” or “physical labor”—is, they 
argue, incomplete, because it overlooks “hid-
den” or “invisible” forms of labor (Daniels 
1987; DeVault 1991; Papanek 1979) that do 
not match dominant understandings of 
domestic work.

One hidden dimension is the affective or 
emotional: literature on “emotion work” 
asserts that managing feelings and affect is a 
form of labor distinct from the physical work 
of completing a task (Hochschild 1979). For 
instance, whereas traditional studies of house-
hold labor would tally the minutes a woman 
spends chopping and stir-frying vegetables 
for dinner, a study of emotion work would 
note her efforts to remain cheerful despite her 
children’s misbehavior or to hide her disap-
pointment when a family member refuses to 
eat what she has prepared. Emotional labor 
often occurs alongside physical labor, but it 
need not: the spouse cooking could easily 
entrust the work of boosting children’s spirits 
or defusing a tense dinner-table exchange to 
their partner. In summary, emotional labor 
constitutes a distinct dimension of work inad-
equately represented by predominant frame-
works for studying domestic labor.

Yet even this two-dimensional conception 
of labor as both emotional and physical falls 
short by omitting a class of activities that are 
primarily cognitive in nature. Building on the 

dinner preparation example, the work of 
anticipating the family’s need for a meal and 
generating a plan for fulfilling that need is 
primarily neither physical nor emotional. 
Cognitive labor may occur in the same time 
or space as its physical and emotional coun-
terparts, but it differs in form (chiefly mental 
rather than physical) and purpose (anticipat-
ing a need or making a decision rather than 
regulating affect and mood). In the following 
section, I draw on insights from sociology 
and psychology to make the case for adding 
the cognitive dimension to our understanding 
of household labor.

The Case for a Cognitive Dimension

The bulk of household research centers on 
physical and, to a lesser extent, emotional 
work, but several qualitative studies reference 
household activities with a strong mental 
component. Hochschild (1989:276), for 
example, defines “management of domestic 
life” as a discrete category of work that 
entails “remembering, planning, and schedul-
ing domestic chores and events.” Similarly, 
Coltrane (1996) and Allen and Hawkins 
(1999) identify a distinction between the cog-
nitive work of managing household chores 
and the physical work of helping with those 
chores. Still other scholars foreground plan-
ning work, defined as activity related to 
ensuring the household runs smoothly and 
every family member gets where they need to 
be, when they need to be there (Arendell 
2001; Daly 2001; Mederer 1993).

Such references point to the existence of 
cognitive labor, but they do not theorize it as 
a distinct dimension of household life with 
qualities that require unique measurement 
strategies. Instead, cognitive phenomena are 
typically referenced as an aside in studies 
otherwise devoted to physical labor (e.g., 
Coltrane 1996; Deutsch 1999; Tichenor 
2005); treated as a category of work equiva-
lent to physical tasks (e.g., appearing as 
“household management” alongside “cook-
ing” and “shopping”) (Hochschild 1989); or 
conceptualized narrowly as a phenomenon of 
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time and schedule management (Arendell 
2001; Daly 2001; Hessing 1994).

Despite its marginal position, cognitive 
labor emerges from these fragments in the 
qualitative literature as a phenomenon that is 
both prevalent and gendered. Some scholars 
report the largest gap between male and 
female participation lies not in cooking or 
childcare time but in “management” activity 
(Deutsch 1999). Even among couples who 
share housework and childcare equally, 
women are more likely to feel responsible for 
task outcomes (Daly 2001; LaRossa 1988), 
remind their partners to complete certain 
chores (Ahn, Haines, and Mason 2017), set 
standards for what constitutes an acceptable 
meal or a clean-enough house (Mederer 
1993), and coordinate and supervise hired 
help (Gregson and Lowe 1994; Hertz 1986). 
In the context of long-term planning and 
decision-making, women devote more mental 
energy to anticipating the demands of parent-
hood and reconciling partners’ competing 
career needs (Bass 2015; Wong 2017).

Another cognitive task—making decisions 
for the family—may be more male-typed. 
Prior research on different-sex couples sug-
gests men often wield decision-making 
power: they are more likely than their female 
partner to overtly exercise their preferences 
and, implicitly, to determine which issues 
may be discussed at all (Komter 1989; Miller 
and Carlson 2016; Tichenor 2005).

Innovative time-use studies that attempt to 
quantify “invisible” forms of labor or docu-
ment differences in the nature of men’s and 
women’s domestic labor have produced mixed 
results. One line of research tests the hypothe-
ses that women spend more time multitasking, 
have more fragmented leisure time, or experi-
ence more “time pressure” regardless of actual 
labor hours (Craig and Brown 2016; Mattingly 
and Sayer 2006; Sullivan and Gershuny 2013). 
Although not direct manifestations of cogni-
tive labor, multitasking, time fragmentation, 
and time pressure may be symptoms of a 
heavy cognitive labor load. For instance, indi-
viduals with the greatest knowledge of house-
hold activities may be called on to respond to 

family members’ requests for assistance, even 
while engaged in a leisure activity. Likewise, 
they may multitask in an attempt to accom-
plish a long list of both physical and cognitive 
tasks (Sullivan and Gershuny 2013).

By some measures, time-use data support 
the expectation that one hour of a woman’s 
housework time is not precisely equivalent to 
one hour of a man’s time. British women’s 
leisure time is more frequently interrupted by 
domestic tasks than men’s (Sullivan 1997), 
and U.S. women spend more hours per week 
multitasking (Offer and Schneider 2011) and 
are more likely to feel rushed, even compared 
to men with equivalent leisure time (Mat-
tingly and Sayer 2006).

Yet two studies that explicitly operational-
ize a “mental” component of housework com-
plicate this narrative. Lee and Waite (2005:332) 
define mental labor as “thinking about house-
hold labor when . . . not performing household 
tasks” and report that U.S. women spend more 
time than men on such labor. However, both 
the gender gap and the absolute workload 
reported in their study appear negligible: men 
reported 2.3 hours per week of mental labor, 
compared to women’s 3.1 hours. Adding men-
tal labor time to the overall housework tally 
decreased men’s share of domestic work by 
only three percentage points.

Offer and Schneider (2011:816) also 
include a measure of mental labor, defined as 
“various thoughts related to work and family 
members,” in their study of multitasking 
among U.S. parents. Although mothers spend 
more hours multitasking each week, Offer and 
Schneider (2011:823) find no gender differ-
ences in the proportion of all multitasking that 
involves mental labor (about 8 percent of all 
multitasking episodes) or in how frequently 
participants’ mental labor is focused on “fam-
ily matters.” They do, however, find that mul-
titasking at home is a more negative experience 
for mothers than for fathers: women in the 
study experience more stress and psychologi-
cal distress in conjunction with multitasking.

It is puzzling that women are found to bear 
substantially more of a household’s managerial 
load when studied qualitatively, yet both the 
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overall cognitive burden and the gender gap 
look insignificant when studied quantitatively. 
One possible explanation is that qualitative 
researchers have identified activities that 
respondents perceive as pervasive but are in 
fact minimal. Another is that the primarily 
time-based metrics utilized by quantitative 
researchers are poorly suited for estimating 
either relative or absolute cognitive labor loads.

Mediating among these conflicting find-
ings is important for our understanding of 
gender inequality at the household and soci-
etal levels. Recent research links a high cog-
nitive burden to significant psychological and 
behavioral consequences, including reduced 
capacity to exercise willpower and make 
long-term decisions (Mullainathan and Shafir 
2013; Vohs et al. 2008; Wang et al. 2010). 
Whereas physical chores are unlikely to 
intrude on time outside the home, household-
related cognitive labor may easily occur in 
contexts where distractions are unwelcome 
(Darrah, Freeman, and English-Lueck 2007). 
Efforts to multitask have been associated with 
anxiety, stress, and other obstacles to well-
being (Wetherell and Carter 2013). Although 
direct examination of the consequences of a 
gendered distribution of cognitive labor is 
beyond the scope of this study, there is reason 
to believe that health, relationship satisfac-
tion, and career decisions could all be affected.

In summary, activities classifiable as cog-
nitive labor are not wholly absent from the 
housework literature. However, they have 
largely been referenced in passing, commin-
gled with or treated as equivalent to physical 
tasks, or studied in a relatively narrow context 
(e.g., regarding infant care [Walzer 1998]). In 
the present study, I combine the relevant ideas 
scattered throughout the literature under one 
conceptual umbrella, offering a unified defi-
nition of cognitive labor as a unique dimen-
sion of domestic work alongside the physical 
and the emotional. I ask not only whether 
cognitive labor is gendered, but how, and I 
seek an explanation for apparent discrepan-
cies between relevant qualitative and quanti-
tative findings. This research is essential 
because the limited evidence available sug-
gests cognitive labor is ubiquitous, unequally 

distributed by gender, and likely to generate 
negative consequences for the laborer.

Data And Methods
The Sample

Data for this study come from 70 individual 
interviews with members of 35 middle- and 
upper-middle-class couples living in the Bos-
ton area. All interviews were conducted 
between June and December 2017. Partici-
pants were married,3 age 25 to 50, held at 
least a bachelor’s degree,4 and lived with one 
or more children under age five.

Studying this population offered methodo-
logical and theoretical advantages. Parents 
with young children are among the most 
time-pressured demographics (Bianchi, Rob-
inson, and Milkie 2006). Compared to non-
parents, they have more family members’ 
needs to attend to, and compared to parents of 
older children, they make more decisions on 
their children’s behalf. I predicted that this 
group would thus be primed to reflect on 
planning, logistics, and decision-making 
practices that might be taken for granted by 
other demographic groups. By limiting my 
focus to couples in a similar life stage and 
family structure, I also mitigated the need to 
account for interactions between parental sta-
tus and gender in a small sample.

Educational attainment served as a proxy 
for social class. I focused on college-educated 
individuals because they espouse egalitarian 
gender ideals at particularly high rates 
(Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; Pedulla and 
Thébaud 2015). Highly-educated women per-
form a smaller proportion of physical house-
work than do comparable women with less 
education (Davis and Greenstein 2004), and 
highly-educated men spend significantly 
more time engaged in childcare than do their 
less-educated counterparts (Sullivan 2010). 
This implies that highly-educated, well-
resourced couples like those in my sample 
should represent the “leading edge” of egali-
tarian labor practices.

However, countervailing forces may com-
plicate the relationships among gender 
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ideology, economic resources, and cognitive 
labor allocation. Middle- and upper-middle-
class couples’ material and social resources 
could theoretically facilitate enactment of 
their egalitarian ideals, but the constraints 
faced by working-class families could pro-
mote innovation in the distribution of house-
hold responsibilities. Indeed, literature on 
physical housework calls into question the 
idea that progressive beliefs lead to progres-
sive practices (Usdansky 2011).

Furthermore, highly-educated women are 
closely associated with “intensive mothering” 
(Hays 1996), a set of practices requiring high 
levels of cognitively-demanding activities like 
planning and decision-making. Related research 
associates middle- and upper-middle-class 
families with a “concerted cultivation” parent-
ing style (Lareau 2003) in which parents 
actively manage their children’s development, 
again facilitated by extensive cognitive exer-
tion. This highly-educated sample thus serves 
as a strategic site for exploring the effects of 
contradictory imperatives, including the desire 
for an egalitarian division of labor and the 
norm of an intensive parenting style culturally 
and socially linked to mothers.

Despite its advantages, my sampling strat-
egy limits my ability to generalize beyond 
this group. As noted, the relationship between 
social class and cognitive labor allocation is 
particularly unclear. In the Discussion sec-
tion, I offer several hypotheses about how 
social class—along with other important fac-
tors like race and sexuality—might interact 
with gender to produce distinct cognitive 
labor patterns.

I recruited study participants via posts on 
email listservs and Facebook groups for Boston-
area parents5 (n = 26 couples); referrals from 
my extended network (n = 7); and referrals 
from participants (n = 2). I advertised the 
project as a study of “how parents make deci-
sions” to avoid priming participants about 
gender or the division of household labor and 
to reduce the likelihood that only parents with 
strong feelings about such issues would vol-
unteer. Nevertheless, future research should 
assess the possibility that people who respond 

to requests like mine differ systematically 
from other highly-educated, married parents.

Table 1 summarizes the demographic char-
acteristics of the resulting sample. The aver-
age couple was in their mid-30s and had been 
married for 6.4 years. The majority had either 
one or two children, who were on average 2.7 
years old. Ninety-two percent of the women 
and 70 percent of the men held an advanced 
degree, and several more were enrolled in a 
graduate program at the time of the interview. 
Conditional on paid employment, women 
reported working a median of 40 hours for pay 
each week and men a median of 45 hours. 
Household income ranged from $60,000 to 
$345,000, with a median of $163,000. Condi-
tional on paid employment, women earned a 
median of $70,000 and men a median of 
$105,000. Participants’ industries varied 
widely and included law, medicine, academia, 
business/consulting, tech, finance, and policy.

Toward the end of the recruitment period, I 
specifically sought stay-at-home or “lead par-
ent” fathers. My goal was to recruit equal num-
bers of at-home men and women and test the 
hypothesis that a higher cognitive labor load 
among women was more closely associated 
with employment status than gender. In the final 
sample, 76 percent of the men and 70 percent of 
the women worked full-time; 12 percent of the 
men and 14 percent of the women worked part-
time; and 12 percent of men and 16 percent of 
women were not employed.

No racial or sexual orientation exclusion 
criteria were advertised, but 53 participants 
identified as white, and 32 couples consisted 
of a cisgender man and woman. Nine partici-
pants identified as Asian; four as multiracial; 
and one each as African American and as 
Hispanic. Two couples consisted of two cis-
gender women, and one couple consisted of a 
cisgender woman and a transgender man. 
Data from these three couples were excluded 
from analyses of the gendered distribution of 
work but included in the broader assessment 
of what constitutes cognitive labor. As a 
result, my analysis cannot distinguish the 
effects of gender from those of membership 
in a different-sex partnership.
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Study Procedures

Once a couple agreed to participate, I sched-
uled interviews with each partner at their home, 
workplace, or local café. When possible, I con-
ducted these interviews on the same day. In all 
cases, I asked respondents to avoid discussing 
the experience with their partner until after both 
interviews were complete. Interviews averaged 
60 to 80 minutes in length and were recorded 
with respondents’ permission.

Speaking with both partners individually 
afforded several advantages. First, I received 
two first-person reports from each couple 
rather than relying on one person to describe 
both partners’ cognitive activity. Second, this 

strategy increased the likelihood that respond-
ents would present their honest perspective. 
Without their partner nearby to overhear, 
respondents could share critical assessments of 
their behavior; at the same time, knowing their 
partner would also speak with me likely 
reduced the temptation to exaggerate their per-
sonal contributions (Kamo 2000). Finally, con-
siderable overlap in the events discussed by 
each partner enabled me to directly compare 
their understanding of the same incidents.

Nevertheless, my focus on couples may 
have inadvertently led to a sample with above-
average levels of marital satisfaction or com-
mitment to shared parenting. Whoever learned 

Table 1.  Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Panel A. Individual-Level Data Men Women

  Mean age 36.3 34.8
  Race
    White 82% 81%
    Asian 9% 11%
    Other 9% 8%
  Median incomea $105,000 $70,000
  Median work hoursa 45 40
  Employment status
    Full-time (34+ hrs.) 76% 70%
    Part-time 12% 14%
    Unemployed 12% 16%
  Education level
    Some college 3% 0%
    Bachelor’s degree 27% 8%
    Graduate degree 70% 92%

Panel B. Couple-Level Data

  Mean number of children 1.4 
  Mean child’s age 2.7 
  Mean years married 6.4 
  Median income $163,000 
  Relative income
    Wife $5k+ more 24% 
    Equal 12% 
    Husband $5k+ more 64% 
  Relative paid work hours
    Wife 4+ more 30% 
    Equal 12% 
    Husband 4+ more 58% 

Note: Data come from participants’ responses to a series of demographic questions posed at the end of 
their interview. N = 70 (37 women, 33 men).
aConditional on paid employment.
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of the study first had to convince their partner 
to participate. Several people—primarily 
women—withdrew from the enrollment pro-
cess when they could not convince their partner 
to participate or preemptively declined to try. 
Consequently, my results may underestimate 
the amount of conflict the division of cognitive 
labor generates in the average household.

Prior to each interview, I asked partici-
pants to independently record all household- 
or child-related decisions they made or were 
involved in over the course of 24 hours. I 
encouraged them to define “decision” loosely 
(i.e., to include planning-related activity, 
unresolved questions, and ideas they were 
mulling over).6 Fifty-seven participants com-
pleted written logs. Three women and ten 
men failed to do so, citing lack of time, uncer-
tainty regarding the task, or forgetfulness. 
Women’s completed logs included 4 to 40 
entries, with an average of 15. Men’s logs 
numbered 3 to 20 entries and averaged 10.

Given variation in respondents’ compli-
ance with the task, I primarily used the logs to 
customize each interview. First, I asked 
respondents to elaborate on a subset of logged 
activities spanning multiple topics (e.g., food, 
childcare). I asked what triggered each entry, 
what alternative options they considered, 
what role (if any) their spouse played, and 
how this example compared to typical events 
in their household. Next, I asked participants 
a similar set of questions about irregular 
activities: the last time they bought something 
for a child, experienced a medical problem, 
made a home or car repair, took a vacation, 
established or modified a childcare arrange-
ment, and selected a place to live.

For most of the interview, I asked respond-
ents to describe specific incidents before 
reflecting on what “typically” happens, 
thereby minimizing the tendency to report 
aspirational practices or exceptions to domi-
nant patterns (Small 2017). Only in the final 
portion of the interview did I invite partici-
pants to speak in general terms, via a series of 
questions regarding their perceptions of the 
ideal and actual divisions of cognitive labor 
in their household.

I emphasized detailed, process-oriented 
questions to reveal cognitive activities 
respondents took for granted or carried out 
subconsciously. Where possible, this involved 
working backward from a decision or out-
come. For instance, if a respondent reported a 
decision to make pasta for dinner, I asked a 
series of follow-up questions: What gave him 
this idea? Had he considered other options? 
Was he looking through the fridge when he 
made the decision? If not, how did he know 
what ingredients were on hand? This line of 
questioning helped reveal the cognitive labor 
embedded in processes respondents experi-
enced as mundane or primarily physical.

Data Analysis

Data consist of interview transcripts, logs, 
and ethnographic notes written shortly after 
each interview. I began the analysis with a 
round of open coding: I read all transcripts, 
highlighted recurring themes, and reflected 
on emergent issues in a series of memos. In 
the process I generated a list of initial codes I 
then used in a second review of each tran-
script, using the NVivo software. Coding 
proceeded iteratively in several succeeding 
rounds; each time, I generated new insights 
that expanded or modified the initial set of 
codes and highlighted deviant cases.

This process identified nine cognitive labor 
domains (food, care for children, logistics/
scheduling, cleaning/laundry, finances, social 
relationships, shopping/purchasing, home/car 
maintenance, and travel/leisure) and four types 
of cognitive labor (anticipation, identification, 
decision-making, and monitoring). These cat-
egories apply to most couples in the sample 
and encompass the majority of cognitive activ-
ity discussed. Although several domains over-
lap with activities commonly measured in 
studies of physical labor (e.g., food, cleaning, 
home maintenance), I refer throughout this 
article to the cognitive aspects of a given 
domain.7 Table 2 provides examples of cogni-
tive labor in each domain category.

I used these categories to assess the amount 
of cognitive labor—both overall and specific 
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types—each respondent completed relative to 
their partner. Cognitive work does not lend 
itself to precise quantification; it is diffuse, 
disjointed, and often invisible even to the 
doer. Nevertheless, my data enable me to 
establish the direction of gender disparities 
within each couple via comparison of part-
ners’ written logs, descriptions of specific 
incidents, and evaluation of what “typically” 
happens. To make this assessment, I compiled 
all examples of cognitive labor mentioned in 
each interview—both labor respondents con-
ducted themselves and second-hand reports 
of their partner’s labor—into a single list of 
cognitive “episodes.” For example, one par-
ticipant’s first few episodes were deciding 
what to make a child for breakfast, deciding 
who would walk the dog, and identifying 
items for the weekly grocery list.

For each couple, I coded all nine topical 
domains as female-led, male-led, shared, or 
undetermined. In female- or male-led domains, 
one partner completed the majority of related 
cognitive labor or oversaw such work. In the 
cleaning/laundry domain, for instance, I 
assessed who was more likely to determine the 
appropriate time interval between rounds of 

cleaning, manage the relationship with hired 
help, remind their partner to complete their por-
tion of the chores, and ensure that necessary 
cleaning supplies were on hand or added to a 
shopping list. In domains coded as shared, both 
members of the couple completed a substantial 
amount of domain-related cognitive work. For 
example, if a couple reported that partners were 
equally likely to initiate a cleaning session or 
that each partner had sole responsibility for a 
distinct subset of tasks within the cleaning/
laundry domain, I coded them as sharing this 
domain. In a small number of cases coded as 
undetermined, couples did not provide enough 
information about a domain for me to make a 
definitive assessment.

To code the four cognitive labor compo-
nents as male-led, female-led, or shared, I 
assessed the couple’s global dynamic. For 
instance, independent of the topic, which 
partner was more likely to be aware of upcom-
ing needs and bring them to their partner’s 
attention? Who was more likely to come up 
with a shortlist of options for the other’s con-
sideration, or to notice if an awaited reply 
never materialized? In most cases, one part-
ner emerged as the “default” laborer. Where 

Table 2.  Cognitive Labor Domains

Domain Cognitive Labor Examples

Food Deciding what meals to cook
Ensuring consistent supply of groceries

Care for children Selecting a childcare center
Setting sleep/meal schedule

Logistics/scheduling Maintaining family calendar
Resolving a schedule conflict

Cleaning/laundry Deciding when sheets/towels need to be changed
Coordinating with hired help

Finances Ensuring bills are paid on time
Deciding how to allocate assets

Social relationships Selecting gifts for upcoming birthdays
Coordinating a playdate

Shopping Identifying items to be purchased
Choosing a brand/model

Home/car maintenance Recognizing an item in need of repair
Finding repair professional (e.g., plumber)

Travel/leisure Planning vacation itinerary
Researching leisure activities for a holiday weekend
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there was no clear pattern, I classified the 
component as shared. For example, if a cou-
ple split the nine domains roughly equally 
and each took full ownership of anticipation 
work in their designated domains, they would 
be coded as sharing anticipation.

Findings
Four Components of Cognitive Labor

Cognitive labor is best understood as a 
sequence of anticipation, identification, decision-
making, and monitoring, as depicted in  
Figure 1. This four-part process may be com-
pressed into seconds or drawn out over sev-
eral weeks. Although it typically unfolds 
sequentially, it may be iterative if new devel-
opments necessitate revisiting prior work. 
The issues at stake range from quotidian to 
life-altering, and the sequence may unfold 
entirely within the mind or via extensive con-
sultation with others. Despite such variation 
in form and content, the underlying process 
remains consistent. Below, I use four exam-
ples drawn from interview transcripts to illus-
trate the surface-level variation and underlying 
consistency in cognitive labor patterns.

Anticipation work entails recognition of 
an upcoming need, potential problem, or 
opportunity. It is future-oriented, although the 
“future” in question may be the next hour or 
the next year. Chelsea noticed her toddler 
waking up progressively earlier each morning 
and envisioned her hours of rest dwindling. 
William remembered his family’s upcoming 
trip to Pennsylvania for a wedding and saw an 
opportunity to plan a mini-vacation. After 

hearing friends describe the challenges of 
finding affordable childcare, Desiree initiated 
a conversation about daycare well before she 
and her husband would need care for their 
unborn daughter. Bram noticed he used the 
last of the milk while preparing his son’s 
morning oatmeal and realized the family 
would need more soon.

Once the need or opportunity is antici-
pated, identification work begins: the indi-
vidual or couple must generate options for 
meeting the need or taking advantage of the 
opportunity. This work might entail extensive 
research, quick mental reflection, or some-
thing in between. Chelsea asked her Face-
book network for advice and learned that 
other parents rely on “okay-to-wake” alarm 
clocks that turn green to signal a child that it 
is acceptable to get out of bed. She began sift-
ing through product sites to familiarize her-
self with the range of features and price points 
available. After hitting on the vacation idea, 
William identified several friends and rela-
tives who lived near the wedding venue and 
could act as potential hosts. Once she began 
contemplating childcare, Desiree embarked 
on an extensive search for the right daycare 
center, combing the web and polling friends 
and colleagues. As he emptied the gallon of 
milk, Bram considered how long he could 
feasibly put off a grocery store run given the 
family’s inventory of other staple foods and 
their schedule for the next few days.

At the third stage, a decision must be 
made: which of the identified options will the 
individual or couple pursue? Despite objec-
tions from her husband, Chelsea purchased a 
higher-end okay-to-wake clock she could 

Figure 1.  Four Components of Cognitive Labor
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program from her phone. William secured an 
agreement from a cousin to host his family 
and from his wife to request time off from her 
employer. After touring several options and 
deliberating with her husband, Desiree picked 
a reasonably-priced daycare center recom-
mended by people in her network. Bram 
noted that the family’s supply of eggs was 
also depleted and resigned himself to a gro-
cery trip, which he determined could be fit in 
during the hours his son attended preschool.

The fourth component, monitoring, entails 
following up to ensure the decision is carried 
out and satisfactorily addresses the antici-
pated need. For Chelsea, monitoring meant 
assessing the effect of the new clock on her 
son’s wake-up time: was he staying in his 
room until an acceptable hour, or would she 
need to try another strategy? William needed 
to remind his cousin that their visit was com-
ing up and confirm that his wife had success-
fully requested time off from work. Desiree’s 
monitoring work was ongoing: Was the day-
care center meeting her daughter’s needs? 
Were any drawbacks she learned about cause 
for concern or inherent to the daycare experi-
ence? Finally, Bram had to remember to ask 
his wife whether she needed anything from 
the grocery store, to follow up hours later 
when she had not yet responded to his text, 
and to travel to the store rather than home 
after dropping his son off at school.

As the preceding examples indicate, the 
substance of cognitive labor episodes varies 
widely, from the routine (ensuring a consistent 
supply of food staples) to the highly infrequent 
(selecting a daycare). Traditional studies of 
household labor would likely overlook some 
cognitive labor episodes altogether (planning 
an upcoming vacation). Others would be 
reduced to a single action (shopping) rather 
than understood as a process unfolding over 
time. The four-part sequence of anticipation, 
identification, decision-making, and monitor-
ing unites these disparate activities to define 
the cognitive dimension of household labor.

This conceptualization of cognitive labor 
builds on and diverges from previous research 
on related concepts. It accounts for the time- 
and schedule-focused activities emphasized 

by prior scholars of household management 
(e.g., Arendell 2001; Daly 2001). However, it 
also encompasses cognitive activities not dic-
tated by clock or calendar, such as making a 
grocery list or identifying a product that ful-
fills a parenting need. Finally, it disentangles 
the cognitive and affective dimensions of 
labor, which are often conflated in prior 
research. “Worrying,” for example, is a key 
component in Walzer’s (1998) description of 
the baby-related mental work new mothers 
conduct. Worrying is related to anticipation 
and monitoring, but worrying carries an emo-
tional valence the latter do not: one may 
anticipate a need for childcare, for example, 
without attaching feelings of fear, sadness, or 
guilt to this anticipation.

Invisible and Unacknowledged: 
Key Features and Consequences of 
Cognitive Labor

Cognitive labor can be categorized as one of 
four activities (anticipation, identification, 
decision-making, or monitoring), but several 
general characteristics unite the cognitive 
dimension and hint at its broader conse-
quences for individuals and couples. First, 
cognitive labor is often invisible to people 
other than the laborer, who see the physical 
outcome but not the mental work that enabled 
it. When Chelsea presented her husband with 
the clock she wanted to purchase, he could 
not see, and perhaps did not imagine, the time 
she spent researching alternative options and 
weighing their merits. Similarly, William’s 
wife Stacey was largely unaware of the brain-
storming her husband did to identify relatives 
they could stay with, determine the phrasing 
and timing of his requests, and evaluate the 
relatives’ replies. She saw the outcomes of 
William’s process (making a call, sending an 
email, or otherwise scheduling the getaway) 
but not the cognitive work that preceded the 
act of scheduling.

Invisibility can generate conflict within a 
couple. Cognitive laborers may believe their 
efforts are unappreciated, while their partners 
wonder why they complain about being busy 
or stressed. This was a problem for Desiree 
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and Danny: “Sometimes when we’re arguing, 
I have to remind Danny that even though the 
stuff I’m doing is easy—I’m not out there 
mowing the grass—I’m actually doing a lot 
of stuff.” Asked to clarify her definition of 
“stuff,” Desiree reported:

Making sure the baby has all his stuff, all his 
diapers and stuff like that. Or paying the 
bills. Organizing stuff for the house. Mak-
ing sure appointments . . . like keeping track 
of everything pretty much. . . . Danny’s 
caught up in the fact that he’s out there fix-
ing the fence, and it’s 90 degrees, and he’s 
the only one out there, but it’s like, I’m not 
sitting in here just staring at the wall, I’m 
doing stuff too.

The low visibility of Desiree’s cognitive tasks 
generated conflict over who owed gratitude to 
whom, and for what.

Some couples used creative strategies to 
head off disagreement. Chelsea, a product 
manager, struggled to make her software 
engineer husband Phil empathize with her 
heavy cognitive load until she found the per-
fect metaphor:

We call it a “background job” in my head; 
there’s just always kind of things happening 
there, that I can do at the same time that I’m 
doing other things. . . . [A background job] 
is a way that some software handles things 
that need to be ongoing. . . . It is me using 
work terms to say, “This is how my brain is 
working.” . . . He’s like “Oh, I get it now.”

Once his wife’s cognitive activity was described 
in familiar terms, Phil understood that even 
when she appeared idle, Chelsea’s mind was 
scanning the horizon for upcoming needs and 
strategizing ways to meet them.

A second quality of cognitive work is that 
even the laborer may overlook it, because it 
does not seem like work, is deeply engrained 
in habits and modes of thought, or is a second-
ary activity carried out in parallel with other 
tasks.8 As a consequence, it may be difficult to 
give oneself full credit for contributing to the 

household, to pinpoint the source of stress or 
time pressure, or to advocate for a more equi-
table division of labor. Kristen summarized this 
dilemma: “I started doing [the pre-interview 
log] and was like, is this a decision or a daily 
task? . . . There are things I know that I’ve 
thought about that I didn’t log, and things that 
I logged that I don’t know qualify.” There is a 
long tradition of classifying cooking, clean-
ing, and shopping tasks as (unpaid) labor, but 
cognitive tasks fell into a gray area for many 
participants, who were unsure whether they 
constituted “work.”

Maintaining a consistent supply of toilet-
ries, paper goods, and children’s clothing was 
a particularly under-the-radar task. Some 
respondents, like Holly, seemed baffled by 
my questions about how they tracked house-
hold inventory: “Umm, it’s usually in my 
head. I generally have a good idea of how 
much we have of stuff.” The idea that con-
stantly monitoring the supply of toothpaste 
and toilet paper was work for which Holly 
was responsible had not occurred to her. Like-
wise, Rebecca seemed to find my questions 
about the last item of clothing she purchased 
for her twins somewhat silly: “There were 
some cute little clothes I wanted to get them, 
so . . . I made the decision, and I got it.” Only 
when pressed for details did she hint at the 
cognitive work involved in this purchase: 
identifying a children’s clothing store near a 
stop on the family road trip, making the time 
to visit, accessing a mental image of the 
clothing the children already owned to deter-
mine what they needed, and anticipating the 
size they would grow into over the coming 
year. Without precise language to describe 
such activities, and with so much of this work 
happening subconsciously, neither doer nor 
observer can clearly see the extent of the cog-
nitive work accomplished, let alone assess its 
impact on other aspects of their lives.

A third quality makes cognitive contribu-
tions difficult to be credited as such, or to 
register in a couple’s economy of gratitude 
(Hochschild 1989):9 cognitive labor is often 
diffuse or abstract. Some cognitive activities 
(e.g., “research hotel options”) can be easily 
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noted on a to-do list and confined to a period 
of minutes or hours, but many others—moni-
toring and anticipation work in particular—
defy such neat delineation.

Anticipation work is particularly difficult 
to pin down, because by definition it involves 
noticing or remembering something not cur-
rently on one’s radar. Its amorphous nature 
makes it an especially disruptive and distract-
ing form of labor. Respondents described the 
frequent experience of driving somewhere, 
sitting down to work, or otherwise going 
about daily life when they suddenly recalled 
an upcoming birthday for which they had not 
yet bought a card, a school vacation for which 
they had not yet secured supplemental child-
care, or an ingredient that did not make it onto 
the grocery list but was an integral part of the 
planned dinner. As Carla explained, “Some-
times, it pops into my head, like, god, I should 
really get extra stuff for [our daughter]. I kind 
of wish that didn’t pop into my head during 
the day . . . that I could actually just be work-
ing when I’m working.” Cognitive labor’s 
resistance to spatial or temporal boundaries 
makes it especially likely to extend beyond 
the domestic sphere and interrupt paid work 
or leisure time.

Another consequence of cognitive labor’s 
abstract nature is that it prevents the laborer 
from experiencing the satisfaction of accom-
plishment that follows the completion of many 
physical tasks. With no real beginning or end, 
cognitive work can feel like a conveyor belt 
without an “off ” button. As Douglas explained: 
“I joke that when we put [our son] to bed at 
6:30, I forget that I have a kid because he 
sleeps so well and everything, I just forget 
about it. I think that for a variety of reasons 
[my wife] is unable to turn that off.” With little 
opportunity for true respite, cognitive laborers 
often experience daily life as a chaotic churn 
but lack the language to explain why.

The combination of diffuseness, invisibil-
ity to self, and invisibility to others sets cog-
nitive labor apart from its physical counterpart 
and points to distinctive consequences. This 
dimension of labor is difficult to include on 
the household “balance sheet,” setting 

couples up for disagreement over who is 
doing their part and preventing the laborer 
from pinpointing an ongoing source of stress. 
Cognitive tasks are also uniquely flexible, 
possible to accomplish in a range of times and 
places. This flexibility may be advantageous 
in some circumstances, but it also carries the 
potential to interfere with paid work and lei-
sure time.

Yet just as scholars of physical labor point 
out that tasks differ in flexibility, frequency, 
and onerousness (Bianchi et al. 2000; 
Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010), the 
four components of cognitive labor vary in 
invisibility, time-boundedness, and opportu-
nity to exercise influence (see Table 3). Antic-
ipation work lies at one extreme: it is work 
that cannot be confined to a to-do list, because 
it is the work of creating the to-do list itself. 
It occurs almost entirely within the mind, is 
difficult to schedule, and is associated with 
relatively little power: putting an item on the 
household agenda increases the odds an issue 
will be addressed, but this is distinct from 
determining how it should be addressed.

Decision-making, by contrast, is often car-
ried out via conversation and is thus more 
visible to both partners. Many decisions are 
spontaneous, but those with higher stakes are 
typically deliberated over a longer period and can 
be postponed to a convenient time. Decision-
making is the type of cognitive labor most 
closely associated with power and influence: 
deciding, or participating in the decision-
making process, is the best way to advocate 
for one’s preferred outcome.

Critics of this characterization might argue 
that anticipation is a form of agenda-setting, 
and thus a source of power in its own right. 
Similarly, monitoring could be framed as an 
opportunity to apply one’s own standard for 
“done” or “good enough.” Indeed, several 
participants expressed ambivalence over their 
heavy cognitive load, seeing it as simultane-
ously a burden and a source of control. Ken-
dra wondered aloud, “Do I want [my husband] 
to do more, or do I feel like our actual com-
plementary styles work just fine? Do I feel 
like I want [him] to do more in [his] own way, 
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or do more in my way?” In her role as the 
family’s primary anticipator and monitor, 
Kendra ensured that the issues she deemed 
important were dealt with in what she consid-
ered an appropriate timeframe. However, the 
concerns she brought up with her husband 
Troy were not all, or even mostly, personal 
priorities. Both parents surely cared about 
their children’s health, but it was Kendra who 
was most likely to notice an illness and initi-
ate a discussion with Troy about whether to 
take the child to a doctor. Similarly, financial 
solvency likely matters to both Kendra and 
Troy, but Kendra was the one to bring up the 
possibility of mortgage refinancing and draw 
the couple’s attention to a problem with their 
insurance company.

By taking a backseat in such matters, Troy 
seemed to be exercising a subtle form of 
power: the power not to anticipate or monitor, 
knowing that someone else was looking out 
for his family’s best interests and would alert 
him to any impending problems. Still, future 
research should seek to mediate between 
these conflicting interpretations of the data, 
clarifying the relationship between domestic 
power and each form of cognitive labor.

Cognitive Labor as a Gendered 
Phenomenon

Just as gender strongly influences the distri-
bution of physical labor (Bianchi et al. 2012; 
Tai and Treas 2013), I find gender to be a 
major factor in the distribution of cognitive 
labor. Among the 32 cisgender, different-sex 
couples, women carried a heavier overall cog-
nitive load, although certain household 
domains were more gendered than others. 

Women’s dominance was particularly pro-
nounced in the anticipation and monitoring 
components. Decision-making, by contrast, 
was a more collaborative activity, and identi-
fication work was typically split between 
partners. In the following sections, I describe 
gender differences in the topical or domain 
focus of individuals’ labor (e.g., food, child-
care), in the overall amount of cognitive labor 
completed, and in the cognitive components 
conducted (e.g., anticipation, identification).

Differences in domain focus.  As Table 
4 shows, six of nine topical domains were 
female-led in the majority of couples. No 
domain was male-led in the majority of cou-
ples, but finances came closest, at 48 percent. 
Maintenance and travel/leisure were primar-
ily shared (45 percent) and female-led (41 
percent), respectively.

To some extent, the gendering of cognitive 
domains mirrors findings on the gendering of 
physical housework: women led childcare-
related cognitive labor in 23 of 32 couples and 
cleaning-related cognitive labor in 19. Two of 
the more female-led domains, however, are 
unlikely to appear at all in traditional studies 
of household labor: logistics and scheduling 
(female-led in 24 couples) and social relation-
ships (female-led in 17 couples).

In most families, both partners had access 
to a shared calendar; however, women 
updated it more frequently, more often issued 
reminders about upcoming events, and were 
more likely to ensure compatibility among 
individual family members’ schedules. As 
Phil reported, “[My wife] owns the social cal-
endar. I make requests or whatever, but . . . she 
owns calendaring.” He is hesitant to schedule 

Table 3.  Characteristics of Cognitive Labor Components

Time-Boundedness Invisibility
Opportunity to 

Exercise Influence

Anticipation low high low
Identification medium low medium
Decision-making medium low high
Monitoring low high low
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things on his own, “because if I just made [an 
appointment], she’d be like, ‘Uh, that was the 
one morning we had to “something”—to 
sleep in.’” Danny attributed his wife’s greater 
control over the family calendar to his own 
incompetence: “I’m awful. I have a calendar 
for big events, but for things—like, we knew 
we were coming here [for the interview] and 
I just kept reminding myself—but my wife, 
she is the glue.”

Likewise, women were especially likely to 
identify appropriate gifts for friends and fam-
ily, keep track of birthdays, and coordinate 
social gatherings. This pattern held even where 
it seemed inconvenient or inefficient. Because 
of his work schedule, for instance, Antoni rou-
tinely drives his daughter to and from daycare 
and interacts frequently with classmates’ par-
ents: “I would chat with other parents and say, 
‘Hey, what do you think about, if we want to 
do a playdate?’ The planning then is handled 
by [my wife] Siobhan. If I start the conversa-
tion, she will email the parent and plan a play-
date or something.” Similarly, both Joanna and 
Isaac agreed that Joanna maintains the family’s 
social connections. As she elaborated on the 
arrangement, however, Joanna acknowledged 
an oddity: “It’s funny because we have a big 
group of friends, mostly his friends. People he 
knew in college or friends of college friends. 
They are his friends, but I’ve become part of 
the group, and a lot of it is the men who are the 
college friends but the women who do the 
social organizing.”

The most male-typed domain was finance, 
which was male-led in 14 couples. Men were 
more likely to track expenses, monitor invest-
ment portfolios, and determine how much the 
family could afford to pay for a home or for 
childcare. Indeed, in several couples finance 
was the only domain the male partner domi-
nated cognitively. Lisa and Steve typified this 
group. When a financial issue arises, Lisa 
noted with a chuckle, “Steve will often say to 
me, ‘Hey, do you want to learn about this and 
such, or do you want me to explain what’s 
going on with this?’ [I answer,] ‘No, no, no, I 
haven’t got the mental space for that—you 
just figure it out. I trust you to do that which 
needs to be done.’”

Not all domains were clearly gender-typed. 
Within each domain, however, certain types of 
work tended to be more gendered than others. 
Women were more likely to handle cognitive 
work related to shopping for clothes and rou-
tine household supplies, for instance, whereas 
men typically handled cognitive work related 
to bigger or more heavily-researched pur-
chases (e.g., a new appliance). In the mainte-
nance category, men more often handled 
car-related cognitive labor, while women 
played a larger role in home interior issues.

Differences in overall load.  I calcu-
lated total cognitive load as the number of 
substantive domains an individual leads. This 
is an admittedly imperfect strategy that 
obscures variation in the amount of time, 

Table 4.  Couples’ Division of Cognitive Labor

Domain Percent Female-Led Percent Male-Led Percent Shared

Logistics/scheduling 75 9 16
Care for children 72 6 22
Social relationships 70 4 26
Cleaning/laundry 68 11 21
Shopping 63 9 28
Food 53 22 25
Travel/leisure 41 22 37
Finances 28 48 24
Home/car maintenance 22 33 45

Note: Numbers refer to the percentage of cisgender, different-sex couples (n = 32) in which the 
cognitive elements of a domain were classified as female-led, male-led, or shared.
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energy, and stress associated with each 
domain. Overall, I hypothesize that it leads 
me to underestimate the gap between men’s 
and women’s cognitive contributions. For 
instance, childcare, a highly female-typed 
domain, is among those we might expect to 
require the greatest amount of cognitive labor. 
Indeed, many more of the incidents recorded 
on participants’ logs centered on childcare 
than on maintenance or finances, two of the 
more male-typed domains in the sample. 
Unfortunately, my data only allow for specu-
lation along these lines.

With this caveat in mind, women carried a 
heavier cognitive load in 26 of 32 couples. 
They led an average of 4.6 out of nine domains, 
whereas men averaged 1.6, and 2.2 were split 
or shared in some fashion.10 In the most 
extremely female-led couple, Nina, a doctoral 
candidate, led eight domains and shared the 
ninth (finances) with her husband Julian, a 
resident physician. In the most extremely 
male-led couple, Johannes, a stay-at-home 
dad, led six domains, while his wife Rebecca, 
a hospital physician, led one (cleaning), and 
the couple shared the remaining two (social 
relationships and shopping). On the more col-
laborative end of the spectrum, Annette and 
Craig shared six domains. Of the remaining 
three, Craig, a software engineer, led two 
(shopping and maintenance), while Annette, a 
physician-scientist, led one (cleaning). In the 
absence of a clear cognitive leader for most 
domains, this couple relied on an unusual 
number of formal systems—including sched-
uled weekly planning meetings and a compre-
hensive food inventory spreadsheet—to keep 
both partners on the same page.

Men carried a heavier cognitive load in four 
couples, and partners carried an equal load in 
two. Although limited sample size makes it 
difficult to identify demographic predictors of 
a nontraditional allocation of cognitive labor, a 
few commonalities stand out. Half the men in 
the nontraditional group were stay-at-home 
dads. One interpretation of this finding is that 
the partner with more time available or lower 
earnings will do more cognitive labor. How-
ever, among the nine women who reported 
working at least four hours more per week than 

their husband, five also did more cognitive 
labor. Among the nine women who out-earned 
their husbands by at least $5,000, four main-
tained more of the cognitive labor load. 
Income, hours worked, and cognitive labor 
may be correlated, but gender differences are 
apparent net of these characteristics.

A second notable feature of the gender-
atypical group was that half the men were 
born outside the United States (in Europe or 
Asia). Finally, three of the six women were 
physicians—and, notably, the only female 
physicians in the sample. None of these fac-
tors should be interpreted as a definitive pre-
dictor of a couple’s division of cognitive labor. 
Nevertheless, they suggest hypotheses for 
future research on the conditions that encour-
age egalitarian or male-led distributions.

Differences in cognitive activities 
performed.  In addition to variation in the 
gendered division of substantive domains, 
women led the four components of cognitive 
labor at different rates. Anticipation and mon-
itoring activities were female-led by a wide 
margin, whereas decision-making and, to a 
lesser extent, identification were less gen-
dered activities. Men did not opt out of cogni-
tive labor altogether; rather, they participated 
in ways that tended to maximize the ratio of 
power exerted to labor completed. Figure 2 
illustrates the distribution of cognitive leader-
ship across all four cognitive components.

Anticipation work was female-led in 26 
couples. Even in areas outside their expertise, 
women were often the first to notice a prob-
lem or initiate a discussion. For example, 
female respondents were markedly less likely 
to complete physical maintenance work but 
were often the ones to identify objects need-
ing repair. Typically, they reminded their part-
ner about the problem until he hired a 
contractor, purchased the necessary supplies, 
or otherwise worked toward a fix. Chelsea 
and Phil epitomized this dynamic:

I had read this news article, how to get your 
house ready for winter, and the biggest thing 
you’ve gotta do is clean your gutters. We 
moved into this house a couple years ago, 
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and I don’t think we’ve ever done any gutter 
cleaning. But, lately I noticed one of the 
gutters was clogged. So I think, so I’ve sort 
of been asking [my husband] to do the 
cleaning. . . . We were going back and forth 
on how to deal with that. (Chelsea)

Although both partners assumed the act of 
physically removing leaves from the gutter 
would be Phil’s responsibility, it was Chelsea 
who anticipated the need to winterize their 
home and brought it to her husband’s atten-
tion, as she did most maintenance needs.

Troy acknowledged a similar pattern while 
describing the process of furnishing and deco-
rating his family’s new home. How, I asked 
him, would he and his wife Kendra figure out 
what to put where? “That’s tricky. I think . . . I 
guess I have a habit of reacting to . . . like, I’ll 
let her take the first step and then I’ll react to 
it. . . . I think sometimes she thinks that’s me 
not necessarily offering an opinion enough.” 
Troy, an architect, held strong opinions about 
design, but despite this expertise Kendra was 
more likely to raise issues for the couple to 
discuss collaboratively. The pattern of Kendra 
as initiator and Troy as reactor was a global 
dynamic in their relationship, Troy reported: 
“More often than not, she probably takes the 
first stab at something.” His role was “trying to 
be supportive to her and then trying to sort of 
use her cues to get on the same page.”

These two couples were not alone in push-
ing the bulk of anticipation work onto the 
woman’s plate. This dynamic frequently arose 
in meal planning, where many women antici-
pated the need for a grocery trip and solicited 
input from their husband while preparing a 

shopping list: “I’ll tell him, like, think of 
something you want to cook, and he’ll text 
me later, after he thinks” (Holly). It arose in 
shopping: “With a lot of [purchases] she’ll 
either just find it and put it in the [online 
shopping] cart or send me a link, or [my wife] 
will say, ‘Hey, we need socks . . . go find 
this’” (Jay). Likewise, it arose in planning for 
leisure time and children’s enrichment: “She 
does come up with the ideas [for weekend 
activities] more often than I do. I know it’s 
probably because she’s here and also proba-
bly because she is just constantly thinking 
about planning. . . . She’s always thinking 
about what’s going to happen” (Steve).

Identification work was primarily split by 
domain (e.g., one partner did shopping-related 
identification, the other handled travel-related 
identification) or assigned to the partner with 
“research” skills deemed superior. Twelve cou-
ples shared identification work; nine were 
female-led; and six were male-led. Joanna and 
Isaac fell into the latter category, in part because 
both partners agreed that Isaac was “much bet-
ter at doing the internet research [needed] to 
make these kinds of purchasing decisions.”

In another couple, Jackie acted as the des-
ignated identification expert. When I asked 
her husband Matthew to compare his research 
process to hers, he told me, “She’ll go to 
maybe four or five consumer sites and try to 
get reviews on everything, whereas I’ll look at 
one or two actual product sites and just read 
the reviews on the site itself, and then make a 
choice based on that.” Matthew was trying his 
best to “come up to her level . . . rather than 
force Jackie to come down to my low stand-
ards.” In another female-led couple, Jenna 

Figure 2.  Distribution of Cognitive Leadership
Note: Numbers indicate the count of couples falling into each category and do not sum to 32 due to a 
small number of unclassified cells.
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reported that “even though [my husband] is 
involved in almost everything, it’s me doing a 
lot of the legwork.” Prompted to give an 
example, Jenna said, “So we’ll talk about a 
plane ticket and what we want to do. And then 
it’s me who’s actually doing the research, 
waiting a day, doing the research, waiting a 
day, tracking it on Google Flights, whatever.”

In just under half of the couples, identifi-
cation was the primary responsibility of nei-
ther person; instead, both partners took the 
lead in a few domains. The division of this 
labor was especially clear-cut for Sharon and 
Douglas:

I research all of the purchases, almost exclu-
sively. Douglas researches travel and activi-
ties. It is pretty much very cleanly divided 
down the line. He finds things to do and, 
when we are going on a trip somewhere, 
obsessively [searches] Priceline, airline 
tickets, rental car, all of that stuff. Anytime 
we need something for the house, I do the 
research on that.

More commonly, research responsibilities 
were implied rather than strictly delineated. 
Liz, like many female respondents, does the 
bulk of the identification work in the child-
care domain. When her husband, Nathan, has 
a parenting question, “I kind of give him the 
expert info, and then we talk it out and 
[decide], ‘What are we comfortable with?’” 
Nathan takes on identification work related to 
home improvement projects and long-term 
investments. When they ran into problems 
with their tap water, for example, Nathan 
researched the pros and cons of purchasing a 
refillable water dispenser.

By contrast, the decision-making compo-
nent of cognitive labor was overwhelmingly 
collaborative: 28 couples primarily shared 
decision-making work. Both men and women 
insisted that they consulted their partner all 
the time, maybe too often, and rarely made 
decisions unilaterally. Indeed, the data show 
that both partners typically signed off on any 
decision involving a significant outlay of 
resources or a deviation from routine. Kara, 
for example, noted that any question about a 

problem with their 1-year-old required both 
her and her husband’s perspective. She drew 
a marked contrast between her own and oth-
ers’ relationship in this regard:

There are some couples where there’s like, 
wife domains and husband domains, and 
things that [fall within] the “wife” domain, 
she’ll just do. My sister and her husband, I 
think, are like this. When it came to planning 
my nephew’s first birthday, she did every-
thing, and I don’t even think she told her hus-
band what the plan was; he was happy either 
way. I think even though I have more time to 
do that type of thing, [my husband] Joel likes 
to be involved and give his opinion.

As she described Joel’s participation in their 
own son’s birthday party preparations, how-
ever, it became clear that he got involved only 
after Kara had completed significant anticipa-
tion and identification work: determining 
what food to have, where to get a cake, what 
decorations to purchase, and so on. “Collabo-
ration” consisted of Kara sharing her tentative 
plan with Joel and securing his agreement: “I 
wanted to make sure we talked about it, so 
that it was, ‘I think we should get bagels.’ 
‘Great! Bagels sound good.’”

Multiple couples exhibited a pattern of 
gender imbalance in anticipation and (less 
frequently) identification work followed by 
collaboration at the decision-making stage. 
Although Jenna and Peter mutually agreed to 
enroll their daughter in a music class, it was 
Jenna who found the class and alerted Peter. 
Similarly, Desiree and Danny discussed the 
merits of buying a second stroller before 
agreeing together to purchase one. However, 
it was Desiree who suggested the need for a 
more compact option, identified a good 
model, and noted an upcoming sale.

A running joke between Stacey and her 
husband encapsulates this sample-wide pat-
tern: “After we were engaged, [my husband] 
William announced that he was the decider in 
our relationship. . . . And he said, ‘Every 
week you will put your questions into [a] jar 
and on Saturday I will sit down and review 
them and give you my answers, my 
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decisions.’” Although she laughed as she 
recounted the story, it held a grain of truth. 
Stacey handled the bulk of anticipation and 
identification work—that is, she generated 
the questions that ended up in the “jar.” The 
joke, however, was that William unilaterally 
answered those questions. Speaking more 
seriously, both Stacey and William acknowl-
edged decision-making work as shared.

The pattern of female anticipation and 
identification followed by joint decision-
making was particularly apparent in the realm 
of formal childcare. Many men spoke knowl-
edgeably about the couple’s search for the 
right daycare and offered a clear rationale for 
their choice. Only when I pressed for details 
did I learn that in nearly all cases, the female 
partner initiated the search and identified a 
shortlist of options before inviting her hus-
band to tour the finalist centers and help 
select one. In this fashion, men retained some 
of the power associated with decision-making 
and received “credit” for participating in cog-
nitive activity without putting in the prepara-
tory labor required to reach the decision stage.

Finally, monitoring, like anticipation work, 
was often female-led: 21 women acted as pri-
mary monitors. Returning to the gutter-cleaning 
advocated by Chelsea, not only did she antici-
pate the need to winterize their home and 
identify gutter-cleaning as an important task, 
she also monitored the outcome of her hus-
band’s physical labor to determine whether 
further action was necessary:

Thursday night after dark, [my husband] 
Phil had gotten the stepstool out and basi-
cally reached out and gotten the one clog 
out of this gutter. And then Friday—when 
he told me, he said, “I cleaned out the gut-
ters, we’re all good now.” . . . So then Fri-
day, I’m looking out the window . . . and 
like, from where I can see, that gutter is like, 
still got a bunch of leaves in it. So I’m like, 
“Mmm . . . what, you know, I thought you 
cleaned it, look, it’s full of leaves.” He’s 
like, “Those leaves don’t matter.” Then we 
had this long discussion about, to what 
extent do a few leaves in the gutter matter?

Chelsea’s concern suggested that tasking Phil 
with the physical labor of removing leaves 
did little to reduce her own cognitive burden: 
only when she determined the anticipated 
need (i.e., to winterize their home) had been 
sufficiently fulfilled could she move on.

Like Chelsea, Nina found that the act of 
delegating a task to her husband Julian did not 
preclude her from monitoring the outcome. 
Several weeks before our interview, she asked 
Julian to schedule a flu shot for their 2-year-
old. When she checked in a few days later, the 
task remained undone: “He couldn’t, like he 
literally, physically couldn’t find the 15 min-
utes in his work day to fit it in. . . . Maybe if I 
had left him with that task for a couple weeks 
he might’ve found the time. But I want him to 
get it done and get [our daughter] her flu 
shot.” Similarly, Heather often “tasks” her 
husband Jeremy with specific to-dos: “I’ll say 
like, ‘I’ve tasked you,’ or ‘you’ve been tasked.’ 
I’ll text him, like, ‘Look at your email, you’ve 
been tasked.’ He’ll just do it.” Once she sent 
off the email, I asked, was she able to stop 
thinking about the delegated task? “Not 
really,” Heather admitted, “until he’ll email 
me and say like, ‘Okay, this is done.’. . . So I 
have to follow up with him and say, ‘Did that 
actually get done? If not, can you do it tomor-
row?’ So it’s not really off my plate mentally 
until I know that it’s done.”

Cognitive labor was thus both quantita-
tively and qualitatively gendered. Women in 
this study did more cognitive labor overall, 
focused on different topical domains, and 
were disproportionately involved in the antic-
ipation and monitoring components. Men’s 
involvement in decision-making and identifi-
cation work was comparable to women’s, 
with the former primarily a collaborative 
effort and the latter split by domain.

Discussion and 
Conclusions
The present study is among the first to sys-
tematically examine a phenomenon previ-
ously confined to the margins of literature on 
household life: cognitive labor. I analyze 70 
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in-depth interviews and 57 written logs to 
define cognitive labor as a four-part phenom-
enon that consists of anticipating needs, iden-
tifying options for filling them, deciding 
among these options, and monitoring the 
results. I show that this work is highly gen-
dered, with women completing more cogni-
tive labor overall and more of the anticipation 
and monitoring components in particular.

These findings have important implica-
tions for the study of household labor and 
gender inequality more broadly. In particular, 
they underscore the need to include the cogni-
tive dimension in future research on the allo-
cation of domestic work. Failure to do so 
could systematically bias results: if, as I find 
here, women routinely complete more cogni-
tive labor than do their male partners, current 
research may underestimate the gap between 
men’s and women’s household labor burden.

The omission of cognitive labor may also 
obscure key pathways linking women’s domes-
tic responsibilities to their health status, relation-
ship satisfaction, and employment outcomes. 
Compared to men, women report higher rates of 
stress, anxiety, and feelings of time scarcity 
(Craig and Brown 2016; McLean et al. 2011; 
Offer and Schneider 2011). Although highly-
educated women perform fewer hours of physi-
cal housework than do comparable less-educated 
women (Bianchi et al. 2000), conflicts between 
work and family duties are a key factor prompt-
ing many women to “opt out” of the workforce 
(Blair-Loy 2003; Stone 2007). My data cannot 
definitively establish connections between the 
allocation of cognitive labor and gender dispari-
ties in economic or health outcomes, but they 
indicate a need to build cognitive labor into 
studies of household life and work-family 
conflict.

How best to study the cognitive dimension 
of household labor remains an open question. 
My findings strongly resonate with prior 
qualitative research showing that women hold 
greater responsibility for household out-
comes, perform more managerial work, and 
take a leadership role in cultivating their chil-
dren’s development (Coltrane 1996; Hays 
1996; Hochschild 1989). Yet time-use data 

indicate parity in men’s and women’s com-
bined paid and unpaid labor hours (Bittman 
and Wajcman 2000; Robinson and Godbey 
1997), and quantitative studies that explicitly 
measure non-physical aspects of housework 
report these activities to be minimal and only 
slightly gendered (Lee and Waite 2005; Offer 
and Schneider 2011).

My data suggest an explanation for these 
apparent contradictions: common methods 
for studying physical housework are ill-suited 
to the study of cognitive labor. Time-use data, 
for instance, consists of participants’ retroac-
tive or real-time accounts of their activities. 
Yet cognitive labor is often a secondary or 
even tertiary activity carried out alongside 
physical actions. Some time-use studies allow 
participants to record both primary and sec-
ondary activities, but this largely produces 
accounts of physical multitasking (Craig 
2006). Participants report cooking while 
keeping an eye on their children, or folding 
laundry while they wait for water to boil or a 
roast to cook. There is also evidence of sys-
tematic variation in the perceived primacy of 
certain activities: when participants multitask 
housework and childcare, for instance, child-
care is disproportionately reported as second-
ary (Craig 2006).

Cognitive labor’s invisibility, even to the per-
son conducting it, suggests it is unlikely to be 
reported as either a primary or secondary activ-
ity. Its diffuseness also makes it particularly dif-
ficult to tally in units of time. While 20 minutes 
spent browsing the web for flight options (iden-
tification work) or conversing with a spouse 
about which apartment to rent (decision work) 
might be recorded in a time diary, thoughts about 
what to cook for dinner (anticipation work) or a 
sudden realization that the babysitter never con-
firmed Friday night (monitoring work) would 
almost certainly not be tallied.

Notably, the latter activities involve the 
cognitive components I find to be especially 
female-typed. Much as women disproportion-
ately perform the most frequent, inflexible, 
and onerous physical tasks, the most strongly 
female-typed cognitive components (anticipa-
tion and monitoring) are also the most 
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invisible, abstract, and distant from power. The 
disproportionate absence of anticipation and 
monitoring activity from couples’ conscious 
awareness—and thus from their time-use 
data—might explain findings of a relatively 
small gender gap in reported time spent think-
ing about the household (Lee and Waite 2005). 
More broadly, these findings suggest that time 
is not the only or best measure of gender ine-
quality in household labor. Even a perfect 
measure of the temporal burden of cognitive 
labor would obscure variation in such labor’s 
costs (e.g., distraction) and consequences (e.g., 
the ability to exercise authority).

The process-oriented interview technique 
used in this study has significant advantages 
over more common methods used to study 
physical labor. Nevertheless, it has several 
limitations. It is time-intensive and requires 
extensive customization, rendering it unsuita-
ble for large-sample studies. It also relies on 
participants’ memories, which may be inac-
curate or incomplete, and assumes that 
respondents accurately report their own and 
their partners’ contributions rather than 
stretching the truth to support their preferred 
narrative. These limitations are endemic to 
studies of household labor (Achen and Staf-
ford 2005). A more unique limitation is that 
absent a common unit of measurement (e.g., 
time), it is difficult to convert participants’ 
reports into a standardized measure of cogni-
tive labor load. By systematically comparing 
partners’ accounts, I was able to confidently 
report on the direction and approximate mag-
nitude of cognitive inequalities within a 
household. However, I could not compare 
absolute labor loads across households or pre-
cisely estimate the total cognitive burden each 
respondent carried. Future research should 
aim to improve upon my methods, finding 
ways to operationalize cognitive labor that do 
not hinge on participants’ retroactive or real-
time accounts of their time use. Techniques 
developed by behavioral scientists to measure 
the effects of a heavy “mental load” on cogni-
tive functioning (Mani et al. 2013) present one 
potential model, although to my knowledge 
these measurement strategies have yet to be 
used in non-experimental research.

In summary, the present study establishes 
cognitive labor as a pervasive and highly gen-
dered dimension of household life that must 
be factored into future sociological research if 
we aim to understand the precise nature and 
magnitude of gender inequality in the house-
hold. It suggests that inequalities on this 
dimension may be associated with relation-
ship conflict, diminished individual well-
being, and even workplace outcomes, 
although these hypothesized relationships 
must be subject to further testing. Finally, it 
points to problems with the current norm of 
quantifying household labor burdens in hours 
and minutes, a strategy poorly suited for 
detecting cognitive labor differences.

Building on these important insights, sev-
eral additional questions should be taken up 
by scholars of the household. First, to what 
extent do cognitive labor patterns observed 
here generalize to a broader population? On 
one hand, we might expect these respondents 
(i.e., college-educated men and women living 
in a Northeast metropolitan area) to be among 
the most progressive in their beliefs and 
behaviors regarding gender (Bolzendahl and 
Myers 2004). On the other hand, research on 
physical housework suggests middle-class 
families are not always more egalitarian in 
practice than their working-class counter-
parts, despite espousing more egalitarian 
beliefs (Hall and MacDermid 2009; Miller 
and Carlson 2016). Absent the financial 
resources necessary to support a gender- 
traditional division of labor, working-class 
families may adopt nontraditional practices 
for practical reasons, as research on alternate-
shift couples has shown (Deutsch and Saxon 
1998). Thus, while there is reason to believe 
the relationship between gender and cognitive 
labor will differ by class, the nature of that 
difference remains unknown.

Similarly, there are too few non-white 
respondents and same-sex couples in the sam-
ple to draw conclusions regarding the effects 
of race or sexual orientation on cognitive 
labor allocation patterns. Research on the 
division of physical labor indicates that same-
sex couples tend to allocate labor more 
equally than do their peers, but factors such as 

This content downloaded from 
�����������146.155.40.244 on Wed, 18 Oct 2023 15:44:10 +00:00����������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



630		  American Sociological Review 84(4) 

gender presentation and parental status drive 
subtle imbalances in the amount and kind of 
labor each partner completes (Doan and 
Quadlin 2018; Goldberg, Smith, and Perry-
Jenkins 2012; Moore 2008). Physical labor 
allocation patterns are also racially patterned 
to some extent, with African American cou-
ples on the whole achieving a more egalitar-
ian division of housework than do white 
couples (Kamo and Cohen 1998).

Comparative research is needed to deter-
mine to what extent the female-typing of 
cognitive labor is a middle-class, white,  
different-sex couple phenomenon, and to 
what extent it is a more fundamental compo-
nent of gender inequality in the twenty-first 
century. Research on other dimensions of 
labor may offer important clues, but cognitive 
labor’s unique qualities, including the fact 
that it is not tied to physical presence in the 
home and is often invisible, open up the pos-
sibility of alternative relationships.

A second question is: what forces shape a 
couple’s division of cognitive labor? The rela-
tive homogeneity of my sample—women 
completed more cognitive labor in 81 percent 
of the different-sex couples—makes it diffi-
cult to attribute variation to any specific cause. 
Still, the finding that six couples shared cogni-
tive labor equally or were male-led suggests a 
need to tease out the factors that separate this 
group from the majority, whether they be 
demographic (race, age), circumstantial (occu-
pation, employment status), or attitudinal 
(gender ideology, tolerance of uncertainty).

Finally, what are the consequences of the 
gendered division of cognitive labor for men’s 
and women’s well-being, productivity, and 
career trajectories? My data hint at several, 
including marital conflict, heightened stress, 
and the fragmentation of paid work and lei-
sure time, but I am unable to establish causal-
ity or identify long-term effects. Future 
research should assess the relationship 
between cognitive labor and rates of divorce, 
employment, and mental health challenges, 
among other outcomes. Regarding employ-
ment, for instance, anticipation of a high cog-
nitive burden might shape young women’s 

career choices, while the strain of managing 
heavy cognitive loads at work and at home 
might shape older women’s decisions to opt 
out of the workforce. A clearer understanding 
of cognitive labor’s opportunity costs is key to 
understanding its macro-level effects.

A long line of research has analyzed how 
couples accomplish the physical work required 
to run a household and raise children. True 
understanding of gender inequality in the 
household sphere, however, requires consid-
eration of physical, emotional, and cognitive 
labor. While the invisible and abstract nature 
of much non-physical labor presents a chal-
lenge for researchers, this should be under-
stood as an opportunity to innovate—to ask 
new questions, design new measurement 
tools, and apply new lenses to data analysis—
rather than as an insurmountable obstacle. In 
short, it is time to move beyond a two- 
dimensional conception of household labor.
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Notes
  1.	 Names have been changed to protect respondents’ 

privacy.
  2.	 Whether or not childcare activities are included var-

ies by study. Some scholars argue that childcare is 
qualitatively different from housework and should 
thus be analyzed separately (Sullivan 2013); others 
include childcare tasks in their assessment of over-
all household workload (e.g., Chesley and Flood 
2017; Sayer 2005).
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  3.	 One couple was unmarried but had been cohabiting 
for approximately four years.

  4.	 One participant had completed 3.5 years of college 
but not received his degree.

  5.	 Like parenting websites in general (Dworkin, Con-
nell, and Doty 2013; Radey and Randolph 2009), 
most of the digital forums used for recruiting have 
a primarily female membership. However, several 
have taken steps to welcome men, such as referenc-
ing “parents” rather than “moms” in the forum title 
and including an explicit invitation to fathers in the 
group description. Still, in all but two of the couples 
recruited digitally, the female partner initially con-
tacted me regarding participation.

  6.	 Although my definition of cognitive labor encom-
passes far more than decision-making, I sought to 
explain the logging task in accessible language and 
avoid priming participants with concepts related to 
gender or the division of labor.

  7.	 The distinction between the cognitive and physical 
dimensions may be particularly difficult to appreci-
ate in a domain like logistics and scheduling. For 
example, the “physical” action of scheduling a den-
tist appointment is tightly linked to the cognitive 
work involved in the decision to schedule. In this 
case, the cognitive labor would consist of remem-
bering a child is due for a dental cleaning and deter-
mining how soon it should happen, which partner 
will accompany the child, and what days or times 
would be optimal. Some of this work may happen in 
parallel with the physical: if the receptionist reports 
there are no early-morning appointments available 
in the next month, for instance, it will be necessary 
to identify a fallback option.

  8.	 Emens (2019) describes administrative housework 
as “the parallel shift,” because it occurs on the mar-
gins of paid work and physical household labor 
rather than in a discrete block of time.

  9.	 Hochschild (1989) coined the term “economy of grat-
itude” to describe couples’ perceptions of each other’s 
contributions to the partnership. An action one person 
offers up as a “gift” to the other may not be perceived 
by their spouse as worthy of gratitude if, for instance, 
the spouse is unaware of the action, believes it is 
their partner’s responsibility, or classifies it as leisure 
rather than housework-related activity.

10.	 Numbers do not sum to nine due to the small num-
ber of cases in which I had insufficient data to make 
a classification.
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