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Abstract

The gendered division of domestic labor is a key topic in gender and family studies. While there has been extensive discus-
sion of time use and the division of physical, emotional, and mental labor in housework and childcare within couples, the
division of digital labor in the family has not been systematically examined. Drawing on qualitative data obtained from
147 parents in 84 urban Chinese families, this study reveals prominent gender differences in digital labor in parenting by
comparing urban Chinese mothers’ and fathers’ use of digital technology and media in searching for parenting information,
maintaining online communication with teachers, and shopping online and using online education services for their children.
The findings demonstrate an unequal division of digital labor in urban Chinese families, in which mothers shoulder most of
the digital labor in parenting. This study enriches the feminist literature by demonstrating the mutual construction of gender
and digital technology in the domestic sphere and highlighting a new form of domestic labor divided between husbands and
wives in the digital age. This study challenges liberating and progressive myths surrounding digital technology and calls for
academic reflection and public attention on its constraining and exploitative implications for women.
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The gendered division of domestic labor is a key topic in
gender and family studies. Numerous scholars have exam-
ined the unequal division of housework and childcare
between husbands and wives, revealing how it has nega-
tively affected women’s well-being and reproduced patri-
archal power in the private sphere (e.g., Bianchi & Milkie,
2010; Bianchi et al., 2000; Coltrane, 2000; Daminger, 2019;
Hochschild, 1979; Hochschild & Machung, 2003; Medved &
Kirby, 2005; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). Because of the
rapid development and wide penetration of digital technol-
ogy and media over recent decades, people in many societies
have experienced the digitization of family life (Dworkin
et al., 2018). For example, empirical studies (Clark, 2013;
Dworkin et al., 2018; Lim, 2020; Livingston & Blum-Ross,
2020) have found that parents in various societies make
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extensive use of digital technology and media in their child-
care. Although there has been extensive discussion of time
use and the division of physical, emotional, and mental labor
in childcare within couples, the division of digital labor
within the family has not been systematically examined.
The concept of “digital labor” was originally developed
by labor and media scholars to describe “the leisure-oriented,
unpaid activities” of Internet users that are appropriated by
Internet companies for profit (Gandini, 2020, p. 369). In
recent years, the concept of digital labor has been used in
multiple disciplines to analyze activities related to produc-
tion, consumption, leisure, and reproduction that are per-
formed via digital technology and media (Gandini, 2020;
Gardner, 2019; Scholz, 2013). Therefore, the concept of
digital labor has become a general expression for tasks or
activities with a digital component, with the specific implica-
tions of the term contingent on the theoretical and empirical
context in which it is used (Gandini, 2020; Gardner, 2019;
Scholz, 2013). Some scholars (Jarrett, 2016; Scholz, 2013)
have argued that unwaged digital labor in the domains of
production and consumption is similar to women’s labor in
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the family, such as housework and childcare, in its invisible,
unpaid, and undervalued nature.

Despite this analogy, there has been little analysis of
digital labor in the domestic sphere. Although a few recent
studies (Dutta, 2020; Lim, 2020) have noted that mothers are
more burdened by the digitalization of work and childcare,
they have focused either on mothers’ work—family conflicts
or on parent—child interactions. Little is known about how
digital labor is divided between mothers and fathers in the
domestic sphere in general and in the context of childcare in
particular. Applying techno-feminists’ mutual construction
perspective on gender and digital technology, this qualitative
study aims to enrich the discussion of digital labor by intro-
ducing the concept of “digital labor in parenting” and reveal
how digital labor is practiced in the family and shaped by
gender. I use the specific concept digital labor in parenting
in this study to describe the work and tasks performed by
parents through digital technology and media to fulfill their
parental duties. Digital labor in parenting mainly comprises
the immaterial labor expended in childcare and usually
involves intangible work related to information, knowledge,
communication, coordination, logistics, and intellectual
planning and analysis (Fortunati, 2007; Jarrett, 2016). Digi-
tal labor in parenting requires parents to have or attain the
necessary digital knowledge, literacy, and skills to satisfy
their children’s needs. It consumes parents’ time, energy,
attention, and other mental resources in their daily child-
care practices. It is intertwined with the physical, emotional,
and mental labor of daily parenting and is characterized by
invisibility, fragmentation, and trivialization. Examining
the complex intersections of gender, digital technology, and
domestic labor can give us a better understanding of the new
constraints and forms of inequality that women encounter in
the digital age.

The Gendered Division of Domestic Labor
and Parenting

Analyses of the gendered division of domestic labor and
its causes and consequences have indicated its heteroge-
neity across groups and societies and its association with
changing macro structures and intricate micro practices and
interactions (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Coltrane, 2000; Perry-
Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Shelton & John, 1996). Childcare
is a key component of domestic labor. Although physical
and emotional care and moral discipline are central parental
duties in most societies, the division of labor and the practice
of these tasks by parents are diverse over time and across
societies (Arendell, 2000; Glenn et al., 1994; Hochschild &
Machung, 2003; O’Reilly, 2010).

In the twentieth century, the gendered division of labor
in childcare was associated with a dominant model of
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“breadwinning father, homemaking mother” in many socie-
ties, especially among middle-class families. In this model,
fathers are primarily responsible for economic support while
mothers shoulder the load of the physical and emotional
care of children. However, this model has been challenged
by women’s increasing education and employment and by
an awareness of gender equality that has paralleled changes
in the understanding of motherhood and fatherhood. In the
twenty-first century, with more women working and some
seeking employment across borders, mothering no longer
means simply catering to children’s needs in the domestic
sphere (Christopher, 2012; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila,
1997). It has been expanded to include breadwinning and
coordinating childcare with other caregivers (Christopher,
2012; Ciciolla & Luthar, 2019; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila,
1997). Meanwhile, the “new dad” discourse has changed the
social understanding of fathering from being the economic
provider to being the loving nurturer, which calls for men’s
greater involvement in the physical and emotional care of
their children (Atkinson & Blackwelder, 1993; Dermott,
2008; Kaufman, 2013).

Despite these transformations, gender disparities in child-
care persist in both Western and Eastern societies, with
mothers still spending more time on childcare and assuming
more childcare tasks than fathers (Ciciolla & Luthar, 2019;
Jietal., 2017; Milkie et al., 2002; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel,
2020; Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). Some scholars
have claimed that “mothers do more than fathers across all
stages of child development” despite the increased involve-
ment of fathers in childcare (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Perry-
Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020, p. 426). Although the persistence
of an essentialist perception of women as natural caregivers
for children and parenthood as a gendered institution can
partly explain the stalled revolution for women in relation to
childcare (Hochschild & Machung, 2003), further investiga-
tion is needed to reveal how domestic labor in digital form is
practiced and divided as family life and childcare are being
digitalized.

Technology and the Gendered Division
of Domestic Labor

The application of technology is one of the factors shaping
the gendered division of domestic labor (Bittman et al., 2004;
Cockburn & Fiirst-Dilié, 1994; Fortunati, 2011; Wajcman,
2006). The twentieth century has witnessed the penetration
of domestic technologies, such as the washing machine and
microwave oven, into the family. Although these domestic
technologies were once believed to save women time and
labor for housework and childcare, many scholars have noted
that they failed to emancipate women from the drudgery of
domestic labor (e.g., Bittman et al., 2004; Habib & Cornford,
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2002; Livingstone, 1992; Wajcman, 2006). The gendered
division of domestic labor is maintained or even reinforced
by these “convenient” domestic technologies, either because
their use changes the nature of and expectations of quality
related to some domestic tasks, thus increasing women’s
time spent on them, or because the application of domestic
technologies is associated with gender roles in the family
(Bittman et al., 2004; Habib & Cornford, 2002; Livingstone,
1992; Wajcman, 2006).

The use of digital technology has recently become an
indispensable part of people’s family lives in Western and
Eastern societies, and has had a prominent effect on child-
care. Many scholars have observed that parents widely use
digital technology and media in their daily childcare routines,
such as seeking out childcare information, maintaining online
communication with their children, and managing their chil-
dren’s lives and schooling (e.g., Clark, 2013; Dworkin et al.,
2018; Lim, 2020; Livingston & Blum-Ross, 2020; Wilson
& Yochim, 2017). The application of digital technology and
media transcends the boundary between online and offline
environments in childcare and makes parents always accessi-
ble to their children and engaged ceaselessly in caring duties
(Lim, 2020). Meanwhile, with the digitalization of childcare,
some physical labor has been replaced by digital labor and
the immaterial work related to information, communication,
planning, and coordination has become an important part
of parenting (Fortunati, 2007). In this context, some studies
have noted that mothers are more burdened by the digitaliza-
tion of childcare, with fathers having only limited involve-
ment in online parenting activities and less interest in the
use of online resources and knowledge for parenting (Clark,
2013; Dutta, 2020; Dworkin et al., 2018; He & Dworkin,
2015; Lim, 2020). Nevertheless, no study has drawn on the
experiences of both mothers and fathers to systematically
examine how the digital labor associated with childcare is
divided between them. Little is known about the ways that
digital technology is shaping the gendered division of domes-
tic labor in the new era.

The Mutual Construction of Gender
and Technology: A Feminist Perspective

Feminist scholars have shown increased interest in the
interplay between gender and technology (e.g., Cockburn
& Fiirst-Dilié, 1994; Fortunati, 2011; Johnson, 2006, 2010;
Wajcman, 2006, 2007). Influenced by social construction-
ism, many feminist scholars examining technology have
considered the relationship between gender and technology
as a relationship of co-creation and mutual construction
(e.g., Faulkner, 2001; Johnson, 2006, 2010; Wajcman, 2007,
2010; Wyatt, 2008). Gender constructs technology because
gender ideologies, relations, and institutions shape and are

integrated into the development and application of technol-
ogy in society. Technology simultaneously shapes gender as
the innovation and development of “technology reinforces,
embodies, or disrupts” preexisting gender relations, patterns,
and institutions (Johnson, 2010, p. 36). Therefore, gender
and technology are inseparable and evolve together.

The techno-feminist Judy Wajcman (2010) argued that
digital technology and gender are interwoven and mutually
influencing each other because the sociotechnical process
of designing, producing, and using digital technology is
gendered, and “women’s identities, needs and priorities are
configured together with digital” technology (p. 150). She
also pointed out that this mutual construction is not a fixed
arrangement but rather a dynamic process. It is not only
contingent on specific socio-cultural contexts but also repro-
duced in people’s daily activities and interactions. There-
fore, Wajcman (2010) called on feminists to investigate the
sophisticated interaction between gender and digital technol-
ogy as “an ongoing process of mutual shaping over time and
across multiple sites” (p. 150).

Despite their valuable insights, most relevant feminist dis-
cussions have focused on the interplay between gender and
digital technology in the public sphere, such as the gendered
design and consumption of digital technology and the gen-
dered division of labor in the IT industry (Faulkner, 2001;
Wajcman, 2000, 2007, 2010). Less attention has been paid
to the mutual construction of gender and digital technology
in the domestic sphere. Specifically, we know little about the
process of the mutual shaping of gender and digital technol-
ogy in childcare.

Gendered Parenting in China

Traditional Chinese parenting is deeply influenced by Con-
fucianism and emphasizes the significance of patriarchal
familial relations and raising modest and cooperative mem-
bers to contribute to a collectivist society (Whyte, 2003).
In traditional Chinese families, fathers are authority figures
who economically provide for and morally guide children,
while mothers are the warm caregivers of children. In post-
reform China, parenting is influenced by the interaction of
economic advancement and marketization, governmental
policies, and changed cultural values (Fong, 2004; Jankowiak
& Moore, 2017; Li & Lamb, 2013). The implementation of
the one-child policy for over three decades not only greatly
reduced the size of most urban Chinese families, as parents
usually had only one child, but also shaped urban parents’
perceptions of childcare. With the hopes of the whole family
pinned on a single child, most urban Chinese parents adopted
a child-centered rearing pattern (Fong, 2004). Chinese par-
enting in the post-reform period is also influenced by the
intensive parenting ideology imported from Western societies
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and the “quality education” (suzhi jiaoyu) discourse advo-
cated by the Chinese government since the 1980s (Jankowiak
& Moore, 2017; Kuan, 2015). Urban Chinese parents, espe-
cially middle-class parents, want to raise “happy, healthy,
independent, and self-confident” children who are also aca-
demically excellent (Jankowiak & Moore, 2017, p. 92; Kuan,
2015). With increased family incomes, urban Chinese parents
tend to invest a great deal of resources on childcare (Binah-
Pollak, 2014; Kuan, 2015). Urban Chinese parents are also
expected to acquire a scientific knowledge of childrearing and
perform multiple roles, “including teacher, playmate, coun-
selor, and friend,” in daily childcare (Jankowiak & Moore,
2017, p. 92; Kuan, 2015).

Meanwhile, both change and resilience are observed in
the gendered division of labor in childcare in post-reform
China. Compared with traditional Chinese fathers, fathers
in post-reform China participate more actively in the physi-
cal and emotional care of children (Jankowiak & Moore,
2017; Li & Lamb, 2013). Nevertheless, Chinese mothers are
still the primary caregivers and spend more time on caring
duties than their husbands do, despite often holding full-time
employment and making an economic contribution to their
families (Ji et al., 2017). They also play the role of domestic
managers in coordinating childcare among family members
(Xiao, 2014). Gender inequality in post-reform Chinese
families is shaped by the market transition, the weakening of
the gender equality discourse once promoted by the social-
ist state, the asymmetrical gender ideology between men
and women, and the “rejuvenation of patriarchal Confucian
tradition” (Ji et al., 2017, p. 774).

Missing from the scholarly discussion of gendered parent-
ing in post-reform China is the impact of digitalization on
childcare. This oversight is significant given the rapid pene-
tration of digital technology and media in China over the past
decade. According to the 46™ Statistical Report on Internet
Development in China released by the China Internet Net-
work Information Center (CNNIC), there were 940 million
Internet users in China in June 2020, for an Internet penetra-
tion rate of 67% (CNNIC, 2020). Male users accounted for
51% and female users for 49%, and 59% were aged between
20 and 49 (CNNIC, 2020). In June 2020, there were 766
million users of online search engines, 931 million users of
instant messaging, and 749 million users of online shopping,
which respectively constituted about 81.5%, 99%, and 79.7%
of China’s total netizens (CNNIC, 2020). In this context,
using digital technology and media has become daily prac-
tices of most Chinese parents. For example, urban Chinese
parents, especially mothers, rely on media outlets for parent-
ing information as traditional childrearing knowledge and
practices are now regarded as outdated (Jankowiak & Moore,
2017; Peng, 2020). Most kindergartens and schools in China
create WeChat or QQ groups to facilitate parent—teacher
communication. Teachers use these online communication
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channels to make announcements, assign homework, and
discuss specific issues with parents involving their children.
Some kindergartens and schools create their own websites to
announce information and have online platforms or applica-
tions for children to do their homework. Online shopping is
also popular among urban Chinese parents who emphasize
the quality and safety of the products they purchase for their
children (Hanser & Li, 2015).

Although a few studies (Chen & Lunt, 2021; Peng, 2018)
have reported on Chinese parents’ use of digital technology
and media in childcare, they have focused on online par-
ent—child communication in the context of family separation.
Little attention has been paid to the impacts of digital tech-
nology on spousal interactions in childcare and the gendered
division of domestic labor in Chinese families.

Summary of the Current Study

To fill these gaps in the literature, this study draws on quali-
tative data from 147 parents in 84 urban Chinese families
to compare mothers’ and fathers’ use of digital technology
and media in daily childcare and reveal the ways in which a
gendered division of digital labor in parenting is constructed.
I focus on three parenting themes involving intensive digital
labor: searching for parenting information online, maintain-
ing online communication with teachers, and using online
shopping and education services for children. I analyze how
gendered perceptions, relations, interactions, and institutions
related to childcare produce differences between mothers and
fathers in using digital technology and media in these parent-
ing practices. I also reveal how these differences, alongside
the characteristics of digital labor, in turn reinforce gendered
parenting and consequently construct a new type of gender
inequality in the domestic sphere. By decoding the ways in
which digital labor in parenting is practiced and divided in
urban Chinese families, my study enriches feminist debates
on the division of domestic labor and offers an alternative case
to reveal the complex interplay between gender, digital tech-
nology, and domestic labor in a non-Western socio-cultural
context (Coltrane, 2000; Faulkner, 2001). This analysis also
contributes to the literature on digital labor by revealing the
components, characteristics, and practices of digital labor in
the domestic sphere.

Method

The qualitative data used in this study came from a large
project investigating parenting perceptions, daily parent-
ing practices, and spousal and intergenerational relations in
childcare in urban Chinese families. Constructivist grounded
theory was the main approach guiding data collection and
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data analysis in this study; it emphasizes knowledge produc-
tion as a co-constitutive process of researchers and partici-
pants making sense of the experiences of the participants
in their specific socio-cultural context (Charmaz, 2014;
Timonen et al., 2018). This approach enabled me to explore
how urban Chinese parents understand their parenting prac-
tices and construct related meanings while simultaneously
reflecting on my role as a researcher and being open-minded
to emergent topics or issues, such as digital technology and
media (Charmaz, 2014). In-depth qualitative interview-
ing was the main data collection method given its ability
to collect first-hand data on the participants’ experiences
and daily practices (Charmaz, 2014; Edwards & Holland,
2013). To supplement the interviews and obtain qualitative
data on the participants’ interactions and activities and their
social contexts, I conducted field observation and collected
second-hand data from news reports, online posts, and blogs
(Charmaz, 2014; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The observational
data and second-hand data can be used to corroborate the
findings generated from the interview data (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 2019).

Participants

For the overall project, I defined the participants as parents
with dependent children from urban Chinese families. I
selected three cities as my field sites: Tai’an in Shandong
province, Xiamen in Fujian province, and Shenzhen in
Guangdong province. They respectively represent third-tier,
second-tier, and first-tier cities in coastal provinces in China.
City diversity and accessibility were my main considerations
in selecting the field sites. Participants were recruited from
different cities at different levels of socio-economic devel-
opment to avoid creating an overly homogenous or single-
source participant group.

The participants in this study were 147 parents com-
prising 80 mothers (54.4%) and 67 fathers (45.6%) from
84 urban families. Their ages ranged from 26 to 49 at the
time of interview. All participants were married at the
time of interview. The parents reported high levels of edu-
cation, with 75 (51%) having a Bachelor’s degree and 46
(31.3%) a Master’s degree or above. Except for five full-
time mothers, the remaining 142 parents (96.6%) reported
holding full-time jobs in diverse occupations. Their aver-
age monthly income was 17,915 yuan. Reflecting the dif-
ferences between cities in terms of economic development,
the average monthly income of parents in the three cities
was 28,298 yuan in Shenzhen, 17,069 yuan in Xiamen, and
7,464 yuan in Tai’an. Their income was higher than the aver-
age disposable income of urban residents in the three cities,
which was about 5,210 yuan per month (62,522 yuan per
annum) in Shenzhen, 4,918 yuan (59,018 yuan) in Xiamen,
and 3,141 yuan (37,695 yuan) in Tai’an in 2019 (Shenzhen

Statistics Bureau, 2020; Tai’an Statistics Bureau, 2020; Xia-
men Statistics Bureau, 2020). According to the participants’
education levels, incomes, and occupations, the 84 fami-
lies belonged to the middle class in their respective cities
although five of the families were defined as lower-middle-
class families.

The participants reported a total of 111 children at the
time of interview, with 62 boys (55.9%) and 49 girls (44.1%).
The children’s ages ranged from 4 months to 19 years. The
majority of the children (98.2%) were young and depend-
ent on their parents’ care. I use pseudonyms when referring
to the participants below to protect their privacy. A demo-
graphic summary of the participants is provided in Table 1,
and more detailed demographic information of the partici-
pants quoted in the article is provided in Table 2.

Recruitment

I used purposeful sampling in the first stage of partici-
pant recruitment (Patton, 1990). I contacted my long-
term friends, key informants from previous fieldwork, and
research assistants who had local connections in the three
selected cities to identify and recruit parents with depend-
ent children from urban families. These contacts were told
to recruit both parents from each family if possible. They
introduced their relatives, friends, colleagues, classmates,
and neighbors who fit the participant profile for inter-
viewing. In the second stage, I used snowball sampling to
expand the number of participants by asking some of the
interviewed participants to introduce their friends and col-
leagues for potential recruitment. Although I did not inten-
tionally exclude working-class parents, the networks of
contacts recruiting participants were middle class. Due to
homophily effects, the friends, colleagues, and neighbors
they referred to the study were typically from middle-class
families. Therefore, the findings of the study mainly reflect
the parenting and digital labor of middle-class families in
urban China.

Data Collection

The data collection was conducted between March 2019 and
June 2020. Ethics approval was granted by the Research Eth-
ics Committee of my university before the commencement
of data collection. Working with a research assistant, I made
five field trips to the three selected cities and conducted 104
face-to-face interviews between March and December 2019.
The interviews were held in various places, including the
participants’ homes and workplaces, our hotel rooms in
the field sites, and public spaces, such as cafes and restau-
rants. Due to the outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020, planned
field trips were cancelled, and face-to-face interviews were
replaced with online interviews conducted using the Zoom
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Table 1 A Demographic Summary of the Participants

n %

City

Tai’an, Shandong Province 42 28.6%

Xiamen, Fujian Province 58 39.4%

Shenzhen, Guangdong Province 47 32%
Gender

Male 67 45.6%

Female 80 54.4%
Pair

Paired participants 63 (126 85.7%

participants)

Non-paired participants 21 14.3%
Age (Year)

26~29 11 7.5%

30~39 107 72.8%

40~49 29 19.7%
Education

Senior High or Vocational School 5 3.4%

Associate College 21 14.3%

Bachelor Degree 75 51%

Master Degree or Above 46 31.3%
Occupation

Full-time mother 5 3.4%

Employed or Self-employed 142 96.6%
Average Monthly Income (Yuan)

<5,000 25 17%

5,001 ~10,000 43 29.2%

10,001 ~ 15,000 17 11.6%

15,001 ~20,000 19 12.9%

20,001 ~25,000 16 10.9%

25,001 ~30,000 7 4.8%

30,001 ~35,000 4 2.7%

35,001 ~40,000 4 2.7%

> 40,000 12 8.2%
No. of Children per Family

1 58 69%

2 25 29.8%

3 1 1.2%
Gender of Children

Male 62 55.9%

Female 49 44.1%
Age of Children (Year)

<6 57 51.4%

6~12 48 43.2%

13~15 4 3.6%

16~19 2 1.8%

video conferencing platform. In May and June of 2020,
we conducted online interviews via Zoom with 43 par-
ents in Shenzhen. Several steps were taken to protect the
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participants’ confidentiality in carrying out the online inter-
views. First, online interviews via Zoom and the transferred
data were encrypted. For access to each online interview, we
sent an individual link and password to the participant via
WeChat instant messages. The password ensured that only
the participant and the interviewer(s) were able to enter the
Zoom meeting. Second, we used the Waiting Room func-
tion of Zoom to check the identity of the participant before
admittance. Third, we locked the Zoom meeting once the
participant had entered to ensure that no third party could
enter during the interview.

An informed consent statement was presented or sent to
the participants to obtain their consent before commencing
the interview. All interviews were conducted in Chinese and
lasted for 1 to 2.5 h. Both the offline and online interviews
were audio-recorded using an offline digital recorder, with
the consent of the participants. The interviews were semi-
structured focusing on four topics: daily childcare practices,
spousal and intergenerational interactions and collaboration
in parenting, digital technology and media use in parent-
ing, and reproductive decisions and other parenting issues.
Follow-up questions were used to probe for more detailed
information. Please see the online supplement for the offline
and online interview guide. For the 43 interviews conducted
online post-COVID-19, we asked the participants to describe
their regular parenting practices and to compare them with
their parenting practices during the pandemic to identify
childcare differences caused by the outbreak of COVID-
19. In this article, except for two examples of parents using
digital technology and media during the pandemic, I mainly
used Shenzhen parents’ data on their regular parenting prac-
tices to ensure their data were comparable with those col-
lected before the outbreak of COVID-19.

The 147 participants included 63 married couples and
21 non-paired parents. For the 63 couples, the husband and
the wife were interviewed separately. This arrangement has
some advantages for collecting richer and more reliable data.
First, the interview data generated by the couple could be
cross-checked for corroboration. Second, participants who
know that their spouse is also being interviewed are more
likely to provide a fair description of the division of labor in
childcare and less likely to exaggerate their parenting con-
tributions (Daminger, 2019). Third, when the husband and
the wife provided different explanations for the same issue, I
was able to analyze the factors shaping this difference. While
interviewing the 21 non-paired parents whose spouses were
unable or unwilling to participate in the interview, we asked
them additional questions about their spouses’ duties and
practices in daily childcare. When possible, we also asked
them to evaluate their spouses’ performance in childcare and
to describe the spousal differences in childcare. Informa-
tion on the social context in which the participants and their
children lived was obtained through field observation in the
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Table 2 Demographic Information of Quoted Participants

Pseudonym Age Gender Education Occupation Child’s Gender (Age) City

Bei 40 Male Bachelor Self-employed Boy (12), Boy (4), Girl (1) Xiamen
Cheng 35 Male Master IT Staff Girl (2.5) Shenzhen
Cong 45 Female College Managerial Staff Girl (19) Tai’an
Dan 36 Male Bachelor Real Estate Staff Girl (7.5) Tai’an
Deng 41 Male Bachelor Staff Boy (7) Xiamen
Dong 41 Male Ph.D Professor Boy (11) Shenzhen
Fang 39 Female Bachelor Insurance Agent Boy (9) Shenzhen
Fei 39 Male Bachelor Accountant Girl (12) Tai’an
Gang 38 Male Master Managerial Staff Boy (11), Girl (7) Xiamen
Hong 40 Female Bachelor Stock Investor Boy (8) Shenzhen
Jiang 34 Male College IT Staff Girl (2), Girl (2) Shenzhen
Jie 40 Female Bachelor Teacher Girl (7) Xiamen
Jing 29 Female Bachelor Aviation Weather Forecaster Boy (1.5) Xiamen
Jun 34 Female Bachelor Financial Staff Boy (5) Shenzhen
Kun 35 Female College Managerial Staff Boy (7) Tai’an
Lee 33 Male Bachelor Civil Servant Boy (3) Shenzhen
Lian 37 Female Bachelor Nurse Girl (12) Tai’an
Liang 40 Female Master Doctor Girl (2.5), Boy (2.5) Shenzhen
Ling 28 Female Master Self-employed Boy (5 months) Xiamen
Lu 31 Female Master Legal Personnel Girl (2) Tai’an
Ma 35 Male Bachelor Sales Staff Boy (5) Tai’an
Mei 32 Female Bachelor Office Staff Boy (3) Xiamen
Miao 32 Female Master IT Staff Girl (2.5) Shenzhen
Ming 28 Female Master Teacher Boy (4 months) Xiamen
Ong 33 Male Master Planning Staff Boy (3) Xiamen
Ping 39 Female College Managerial Staff Boy (13) Tai’an
Qiu 36 Male Bachelor Teacher Boy (5.5) Tai’an
Ran 37 Male Bachelor IT Staff Girl (7), Boy (2) Xiamen
Shen 38 Female College Full-time Mother Girl (10), Boy (8) Shenzhen
Sun 41 Male Bachelor Employee Boy (9) Xiamen
Tang 38 Male Master Senior Manager Boy (8), Boy (2) Shenzhen
Tian 38 Female Master Teacher Boy (8), Boy (0.5) Tai’an
Wang 29 Male Master Financial Analyst Boy (4 months) Xiamen
Wen 37 Male Bachelor Manager Girl (6) Xiamen
Wu 34 Female Bachelor Civil Servant Boy (4) Tai’an
Xia 33 Female Bachelor Managerial Staff Boy (6), Girl (4) Xiamen
Xing 33 Female Bachelor Staff Boy (3) Shenzhen
Xue 37 Female Bachelor Manager Girl (7.5) Xiamen
Yan 40 Female Master Administrative Staff Boy (9) Xiamen
Yao 30 Female Master Educational Consultant Girl (5), Boy (1.5) Shenzhen
Yi 38 Female Master Engineer Boy (10) Shenzhen
Ying 33 Female Bachelor Nurse Boy (4), Boy (2) Shenzhen
Yue 35 Female Bachelor Self-employed Girl (7) Shenzhen
Yun 35 Female Master Teacher Girl (11), Girl (6) Tai’an
Zeng 47 Male College Technical Staff Girl (19) Tai’an
Zhao 45 Male Bachelor Civil Servant Boy (12) Xiamen
Zhou 38 Female Bachelor Managerial Staff Boy (6), Boy (2) Xiamen
Zhu 38 Female Bachelor HR Staff Boy (11) Xiamen
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three cities and online observation via video-conferencing.
During the interviews, many participants voluntarily showed
digital media and applications on their mobile phones to
demonstrate and explain how they used digital technology
and media in their daily parenting. We recorded the observa-
tional data from fieldwork and interviews in our field notes.

Researcher Positionality

Before this project, I had rich field experience in Shenz-
hen and conducted one field trip with my research assistant
to Tai’an. My long-term friends in Xiamen also became
key informants in this project. I contacted key informants
at each field site before the data collection to obtain gen-
eral information about local social contexts and childrear-
ing practices. Previous fieldwork and personal friendships
facilitated our building rapport in the field. Most participants
treated us as friends of the key informants who introduced
them for interviews. Despite working in Hong Kong, my
research assistant and I were women in our late twenties
and thirties with mainland Chinese backgrounds, and most
participants found it natural and comfortable to talk about
their childcare experiences with us. Although we were sin-
gle women without children, our previous interviews with
parents prepared us to have rich discussions about childcare
with the participants. Our single, childless status also ena-
bled us to position our participants as experts on childcare,
and many participants were willing to educate and prepare
us for childcare. Most participants treated the interview as an
opportunity to reflect on their parenting practices and share
their childcare experiences. Some took the opportunity to
vent their anxieties, grievances, and even anger over their
spousal and intergenerational childcare collaboration. A
few participants misunderstood our role as that of childcare
experts and expected us to provide professional advice. On
these occasions, we corrected the misunderstanding, gave
further explanations about our project, and defined our role
as scholars who were interested in childcare research. In
the interviews, we showed respect for the participants and
listened to their stories with patience and empathy. As a
result, most participants provided us with positive feedback
after the interview. After the data collection, I maintained
regular online communication with some key informants
via WeChat to verify my understanding of information on
childcare and people’s use of digital technology and media.
They also forwarded updates on the latest parenting blogs
and local policies related to childrearing on Microblog and
WeChat.

Data Analysis

Consistent with grounded theory research, I used coding,
memoing, and constant comparisons iteratively across four

@ Springer

stages to analyze the data (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Charmaz,
2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In the first stage, I read the
full interview transcripts and used open coding to familiar-
ize myself with the data and explore interesting parenting
practices, events, or ideas (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Charmaz,
2014). After coding a few interview transcripts line by line, I
generated an initial list of open codes regarding the partici-
pants’ parenting practices, interactions, and relations. This
initial set of codes was reflected, modified, and expanded
upon as it was applied to each interview transcript. I also
referred to the parenting literature and ideas that were found
to be repeated across several interview transcripts to reflect
on the coding process and verify the codes. Some initial
codes representing the various uses of digital technology
and media in parenting, including online communication,
online information, online parenting groups, information
sharing, education apps, doing homework online, and shop-
ping online, were developed in this stage.

In the second stage, I focused on analyzing the partici-
pants’ digital technology and media use in their childcare.
Focused coding and memo writing were the main data
analysis methods, which helped me cluster open codes into
categories and connect my analytical thoughts to the data
(Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). For each tran-
script, I grouped the open codes related to the use of digital
technology and media in parenting into several categories
and then developed focused codes for certain activities, such
as online shopping for children, online entertainment with
children, searching for parenting information online, online
communication with teachers, and online services. I also
wrote an analytical memo for each case, in which I summa-
rized the main characteristics of each parent’s use of digital
technology and media in childcare, calculated the time that
the parent spent on it, and described the digital tasks carried
out by each parent. I also analyzed each parent’s explanation
for his or her digital practices and associated meanings. I
inserted some interview excerpts into the memo to elabo-
rate on the focused codes or support my analytical thoughts.
In this stage, I started to generate the connection between
focused codes and a preliminary concept of digital labor in
parenting.

In the third stage, I primarily used constant compari-
sons to further identify similarities and nuanced differences
within and across cases, although constant comparisons
were continuously made throughout the data analysis pro-
cess (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Within each
family, I compared the wife’s interview transcript and memo
with those of her husband to identify spousal similarities and
differences in digital labor in parenting. I then compared
interview transcripts and memos across families to identify
the main tasks of mothers and fathers in digital labor in par-
enting and gender differences. I also examined participants’
explanations and justifications for these differences. The
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ideas and categories were further grouped into three main
themes constituting the key components of digital labor in
parenting: online searching for parenting information, online
communication with teachers, and online shopping and edu-
cation services for children (see Table 3).

In the final stage, I focused on verifying the concept and
ideas generated in the previous stages by using constant com-
parisons and triangulation (Charmaz, 2014; Hammersley &
Atkinson, 2019). I made cross-city comparisons to determine
whether there were any regional differences in digital labor in
parenting. Due to the wide penetration of digital technology
and media in China, no prominent regional differences were
observed in parental use and related gender differences. I also
connected the interview transcript and analytical memo with
the observational data in field notes for each case and ana-
lyzed the observational data to verify the ideas and findings
generated from the interview data (Hammersley & Atkinson,
2019). For example, the detailed description in my field notes
of various study blogs subscribed by a mother in Tai’an cor-
roborated the interview data on her intensive use of study
blogs to supervise her son’s study. In addition, I regularly
read news reports and government policy documents, fol-
lowed by hotly debated childcare topics online, and consulted
with key informants to assess my interpretations of the data
and embed my data analysis in the social context (Charmaz,
2014; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).

Results

Consistent with findings reported in the literature (Clark,
2013; Dutta, 2020; Lim, 2020), most of the mothers in this
study reported more time and involvement than the fathers
in using digital technology and media for parenting. The
80 mothers reported an average of 4.78 h per day of overall
digital technology and media use (including for work, enter-
tainment, and childcare) and an average of 1.41 h per day
using it for parenting. In comparison, the 67 fathers reported
an average of 4.93 h of overall use per day, of which 0.97 h
were dedicated to parenting. Although on average the fathers
spent more time on overall daily use than the mothers, the
fathers’ average time for parenting was 0.44 h (about 26 min
per day) less than that of the mothers. Although multiple
tasks and activities constituted these parents’ digital labor,
Iidentified three main themes that reflected the most inten-
sive digital technology and media use: (1) online searching
for parenting information, (2) online communication with
teachers, and (3) online shopping and education services
for children. The following section details how a gendered
division of digital labor in parenting is reflected in these
themes and analyzes how the mutual construction of gender
and digital technology is demonstrated in the parents’ daily
childcare practices and interactions.

Online Searching for Parenting Information

Using digital technology and media to search for parenting
information online has become a regular practice among
urban Chinese mothers but not fathers. This unequal divi-
sion of digital labor between mothers and fathers in online
searching for parenting information is supported by a gen-
der essentialist perception of women as natural caregivers,
gendered parenthood, and prioritizing men’s role as bread-
winners (Coltrane, 1989; Coltrane & Adams, 2008; Gaunt,
2006). Meanwhile, women’s appreciation of their husbands
being busy with paid work, men’s devaluation of women’s
invisible digital labor, and spousal interactions in sharing
parenting posts further justified and reinforced the gendered
division of digital labor.

Online Searching for Parenting Information by Mothers

In this study, 76 mothers reported searching online for par-
enting information and knowledge, and 43 of them reported
intensive use of online search. Only four mothers explicitly
stated that they never sought online parenting information
due to their low level of trust or interest. Many of the moth-
ers subscribed to popular parenting blogs on Microblog and
WecChat, regularly followed childcare posts published by the
bloggers, and selectively absorbed useful childcare informa-
tion and parenting knowledge and tips online. Some moth-
ers had also joined online mother communities operating
through Web fora or WeChat groups to regularly receive
parenting information from peers. When encountering spe-
cific problems with their childcare, many mothers actively
sought information via Baidu (a Chinese search engine like
Google), Zhihu (a Chinese question-and-answer website like
Quora), or Little Red Book (a platform for users to share
product reviews and personal experiences via short videos
and photos).

The focus of their online search was usually in accordance
with the growth and development stages of their children.
Mothers with young children searched for information and
knowledge about the physical care, health, and early devel-
opment of children. For example, Mei began subscribing to
parenting blogs while she was pregnant. At the time of the
interview, Mei was mainly reading blogs on Chinese Medi-
cine, which provided her with useful information for the
health of her 3-year-old son. As she stated, “They teach you
how to deal with a cold and how to nurse children to health.
They provide recipes with cases.” Mothers with school-aged
children paid more attention to blogs or posts about chil-
dren’s study, hobbies or talent classes, parent—child commu-
nication, and discipline. For example, to help her 13-year-old
son in junior high school, Ping regularly searched for study
blogs on her smartphone, subscribed to the study blogs of
almost all of the subjects her son was taking, and read the
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posts whenever she was free. Sometimes, when she found a
post useful, she even downloaded and printed it for her son.
As she described, “The blogs, Master of Physics and Master
of Chemistry... summarize the main knowledge points of the
whole textbooks. I find them useful....In case my son asks
for help with his homework, I know how to supervise him.”
Obtaining online parenting information and knowledge
goes beyond the passive receipt of information. In the digital
age, people are bombarded by a huge amount of information
every day and the mental ability to process, manage, and
analyze information has become important (Clark, 2013).
Many of the mothers not only applied their digital skills
to search for parenting information among various online
sources, but also actively analyzed the contents of parent-
ing blogs or fora, evaluated the value of online information
and the efficacy of the parenting practices recommended by
bloggers or peers, and filtered out irrelevant or useless infor-
mation. For example, Lu had been reading parenting blogs
every day since she gave birth to her now 2-year-old daugh-
ter. She believed that filtering and selecting information was
necessary because of the commercialization of online blogs.
She said, “Some blogs are commercialized, and the prod-
ucts promoted by them are not useful. So, it needs careful
screening and analysis.” Another mother, Jun, emphasized
the uniqueness of each child and argued that mothers should
selectively read and apply online parenting information in
accordance with their child’s particular characteristics.

I subscribed to parenting blogs ... but I would not
blindly follow their suggestions. I select some useful
information and eliminate inapplicable information....
Every child is unique ... so I selectively read and apply
some online parenting information. (Jun, 34, mother
of one son, Shenzhen)

Most of the mothers associated their online searches
for parenting information with their maternal responsibil-
ity. They believed that regularly absorbing useful parenting
information and knowledge would enhance their parenting
practices and help them make conscientious parenting deci-
sions (Clark, 2013). Even if not all the information was use-
ful to them, they did not mind spending their time on this
task. Many of the mothers reported that they benefited and
even gained some inspiration from online parenting knowl-
edge. For example, Xia believed that parenting blogs had
greatly enriched her knowledge of childrearing and helped
her deal with specific childcare problems at various stages.

Look at the WeChat blogs that I subscribe to, most
are related to childcare.... I select the blogs in terms
of my children’s age.... The contents are about how
to parent two children, how to help children transition
from kindergarten to elementary school, how to help
children enhance their mental focus, how to cultivate

their interests in hobby classes, and how to manage
their time properly.... They have a great impact on my
childrearing. (Xia, 33, mother of two children, Xia-
men)

Online Searching for Parenting Information by Fathers

Compared with the mothers, most of the fathers were pas-
sive in searching for online parenting information. Only six
fathers in this study had regularly searched for and used
online parenting information. Most of the fathers reported
that they had never or seldom subscribed to parenting blogs,
joined parenting fora, or searched for childcare information
online. Some fathers occasionally sought information online
when they encountered specific problems in childcare. As
Ma stated, “I occasionally read some posts. I am interested
in those discussing children’s education and health.... I hate
those parenting posts selling chicken soup for the soul.” Just
as men are known for “providing token help” for their wives
in physical domestic labor, two of the fathers occasionally
“helped” their wives with online parenting information
screening and analysis after their wives did the initial search
(Coltrane, 2000; Treas, 2010, p. 6). For example, Wang
believed that his wife was “weak in logic” so he occasion-
ally discussed and analyzed online posts with her.

The mother sometimes, you know, is weak in logic
as a young lady. After reading some posts, she does
not know how to evaluate them or make a judgment.
In this situation, I take a look and discuss it with her.
(Wang, 29, father of one son, Xiamen)

“Gendered Interests” and Spousal Interactions

Most of the parents found it natural for the mothers to
spend more time and effort searching for online parenting
information than the fathers did, and they attributed this
gender difference to “gendered interests.” For example,
Zhao believed that his wife, as a woman, was more inter-
ested in and serious about childcare. He said, “I seldom
pay attention to online parenting blogs or posts.... She
[his wife] likes to subscribe to these blogs and is more
serious about this because women are more demanding
on childcare.” Yan explained her husband’s limited inter-
est in parenting blogs by saying, “Fathers seldom read
online parenting posts. Fathers, as men, are less interested
in this issue compared to women.” Their perception of a
gendered interest in searching for parenting information
is associated with an essentialist understanding of men
and women and the gendered institution of Chinese par-
enthood, in which mothers are regarded as the primary
caregivers whose maternal instincts drive them to pay
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greater attention to and have more interest in childcare
(Coltrane, 1989; Gaunt, 2006; Jankowiak & Moore, 2017,
Kuan, 2015).

This perceived gendered interest not only serves to jus-
tify the gender difference in searching for parenting infor-
mation online but also reproduces the gendered division of
digital labor in daily spousal interactions. Observing their
husbands’ weak interest in parenting information, many
of the mothers realized that they could not rely on their
husbands to obtain useful information for childcare. Bear-
ing this in their mind, the mothers cultivated the habits
of being constantly alert to online parenting information,
filtering for useful information, and sharing it with their
husbands. As Jing said, “I know that my husband does
not read these blogs. When I find some posts useful, I for-
ward them to him.” However, by sharing parenting posts
with their husbands, Jing and other mothers relieved their
husbands of the task of searching for parenting informa-
tion online themselves and thereby reinforce the gendered
division of digital labor. Many fathers proved this point
by arguing that they did not need to search for parenting
information because their wives were doing so and would
share information with them. As Tang said, “I don’t read
parenting blogs. My wife reads them. If she reads some
good blogs, she forwards them to me.” Another father
Wang echoed, “I seldom actively search for online infor-
mation [on parenting].... I know that she [his wife] does
it. So, I let her take this task.”

Even though most of the mothers had full-time jobs, both
mothers and fathers justified fathers’ limited engagement
with online searching for parenting information as being
due to their engagement in paid work. For example, Wang’s
wife Ming worked as a music teacher in a high school but
explained her willingness to shoulder most of the work in
searching for parenting information online by mentioning
Wang’s tough job as a financial analyst at an investment
bank. As she said, “He receives parenting information mainly
from me. He is too busy with his work. His job is tough.” In
addition, some fathers attributed their limited use of certain
online platforms to the platforms’ “feminine” characteris-
tics. As Cheng stated, “Little Red Book is too feminine. I
don’t use it frequently.” Twelve fathers questioned the value
of online parenting information. They either criticized many
parenting blogs for being over-commercialized or argued that
online parenting information was contradictory and useless.
As Lee and Sun argued,

I believe that mothers are more likely to be influenced
by these [parenting] blogs. These blogs have some
commercial elements. Mothers are easily attracted by
them. I never pay attention to those blogs. They are
nonsense. (Lee, 33, father of one son, Shenzhen)
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There are many popular parenting blogs, or blogs
about children’s education.... I trust only one out of
ten. If I cannot verify it, I don’t trust it. But my wife is
easily bewitched by these—‘listen to this expert, listen
to that master.” (Sun, 41, father of one son, Xiamen)

Although their criticism of the commercialization of
some parenting blogs and the poor quality of some online
parenting information is justified, they did not recognize the
time and effort their wives spent on searching for and filter-
ing information. By accusing mothers of being easily “brain-
washed” by commercialized blogs or being fooled by online
misinformation, these fathers devalued mothers’ digital labor
in obtaining useful online parenting information and knowl-
edge. As an ongoing and accumulative process, searching
for parenting information online requires constant attention
to and analysis of a large amount of information, makes
continuous demands on time and energy, and demands an
investment of effort and mental labor. However, due to the
mundane and invisible nature of this digital labor, moth-
ers’ efforts and contributions in gathering online parenting
information have not been valued or recognized, and fathers’
limited contribution to this task is not regarded as problem-
atic within their families.

Online Communication with Teachers

The digitalization of family life and schooling over the
past decade has increased the use of online forms of par-
ent—teacher communication, but also introduced “unprece-
dented parenting responsibilities” as parents are considered
always available and easily accessible (Lim, 2020, p. 65). In
this study, online communication with teachers has become
an indispensable part of the daily life of parents who have
children at kindergartens or schools. They join teacher—parent
WeChat or QQ groups, add teachers as “friends” on social
media platforms, subscribe to the school’s public blog or fol-
low updates on its website, and download the study applica-
tions that the school adopts.

The digitalization of children’s schooling has increased
parents’ digital labor in online communication with teachers
(Lim, 2020). The intensive digital labor in parent—teacher
communication demands the mothers’ constant alertness
and attention to teachers’ messages, their communication
and digital skills, and their patience and meticulousness in
performing various online tasks. Many of the fathers were
passive in relation to this task. The gendered division of
digital labor in communicating with teachers is shaped by
gendered institutions in the public and private domains, gen-
dered parent—teacher interactions, and spousal interactions
and tactics in daily life (Coltrane, 2000; Coltrane & Adams,
2008; Kemp, 1994). A perception of easier communication
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between mothers and female teachers was used to justify
the division of labor for this task. Many of the fathers also
used their work demands, poor communication skills, impa-
tience, and criticism of the mothers’ performance to leave
the unpleasant work to their wives.

Mothers’ Online Communication with Teachers

Fifty-three families in this study reported that the mother
was responsible for online communication with teachers
and for completing related online work. Only three families
reported that the father was the primary parent maintaining
online communication with teachers due to their intensive
involvement in childcare. Another two families adopted an
egalitarian model with husbands and wives equally involved
in online parent—teacher communication. After joining
teacher—parent WeChat or QQ groups, most of the moth-
ers had to constantly be alert to the messages, announce-
ments, and assignments posted by teachers (Dutta, 2020;
Lim, 2020). As Yan said, “You have to check the messages
in the parent—teacher WeChat group every day. Teachers post
homework information to the group every day.” In addition,
many mothers had to reply to teachers promptly and con-
struct their messages carefully. Because there are no visible
cues in text-based online communication, language becomes
the main vehicle to construct one’s identity and “online per-
sona” (Wood & Smith, 2005, p. 60). The mothers felt the
need to carefully edit their messages, such as using polite
words and a polite tone, to present the image of a good par-
ent online. Lian explained the difference between face-to-
face and online communication with teachers:

I don’t like WeChat ... because it requires an editing
process. I have to think about what words I should
use. But in my face-to-face communication [with the
teachers], I can directly say something and don’t need
to consider the wording. WeChat communication is
different. (Lian, 37, mother of one daughter, Tai’an)

Moreover, the mothers had to observe online communica-
tion norms, such as knowing how to ask questions properly
and knowing the preferred online communication methods
of individual teachers. As Ying explained, “When you ask
teachers something, you cannot ask it in a direct way.... If
your manner of communication is not good or appropriate,
it may affect how teachers treat your child.” Another mother
Fang described how she varied her online communication in
accordance with different teachers’ preferences.

[Online communication] highly depends on teach-
ers’ styles and preferences.... The previous teacher
told parents: ‘Don’t send me private messages. |
don’t have time to deal with them. Communicate in
our WeChat group. It is open and transparent.” But

the current teacher likes private messages.... ‘If you
have any questions, communicate with me via private
messages.” (Fang, 39, mother of one son, Shenzhen)

In their online communication and interactions with
teachers, many of the mothers with school-aged children
also needed to regularly report children’s status of complet-
ing homework or extracurricular readings, upload children’s
homework for teachers to grade, and complete some online
tasks assigned by teachers. As Zhu described,

Their teachers require them to recite English words
and recite some Chinese texts every day. Sometimes,
teachers ask children to read some extracurricular
books.... There is an app in WeChat; you can use it to
upload the voice recording of children reciting texts or
reading books — We [Zhu and her son] do it together.
It takes at least one hour ... [and] I am responsible for
this. (Zhu, 38, mother of one son, Xiamen)

The digital labor can become overwhelming in certain
special periods. Lockdowns imposed to contain the outbreak
of COVID-19 in 2020 led to the adoption of homeschooling
and online education in many places (Cannito & Scavarda,
2020; Lian & Yoon, 2020). These periods of online edu-
cation at home intensified parents’ involvement and digital
labor in their children’s study (Cannito & Scavarda, 2020;
Lian & Yoon, 2020). For example, Shen, a 38-year-old
mother in Shenzhen, supervised her 10-year-old daughter
and 8-year-old son’s online classes at home for over a month
before they resumed regular schooling in May 2020. As a
full-time mother whose husband resumed work in March,
Shen was solely responsible for managing her children’s
online classes. Every day, she had to report her children’s
health information to their teachers by filling out online
forms, and make appropriate arrangements for her two chil-
dren’s online classes. Usually, she arranged for her daughter
to take online classes in her bedroom, as her daughter was
old enough to be taught how to use the online class system
independently. She then assisted her son as he took online
classes in the living room, during which she typed on her
son’s behalf to communicate with the teacher because he
was too young to do so. She also took pictures of her chil-
dren’s homework and uploaded them to the parent—teacher
QQ groups for the teachers to grade. Shen admitted that she
was “exhausted and almost driven crazy” by digital labor
during the lockdown period.

Fathers’ Online Communication with Teachers
In contrast to the mothers, most fathers in this study admitted
that they paid little attention to online parent—teacher groups.

A few fathers did not even join the online groups. Even if they
joined these online groups, they seldom communicated with
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teachers. “Lurking” was the word often used by these fathers
to describe their status in online parent—teacher groups. As
Dong described, “I joined the online parent—teacher group
when my child was in the third grade. I never speak in the
group. I never pay attention to it. I disable the notification
function of the group.” In the 53 families in which the moth-
ers shouldered the burden of online parent—teacher com-
munication and related online tasks, fewer than 10 fathers
provided occasional help for their wives. For example, Deng
downloaded and printed homework from the school’s website
for his son. Tang filled in the online health report form for
his elder son every day during the lockdown period. Two
fathers communicated with teachers only in urgent situations
or when the mothers were not available. As Dan stated,

[Did you join the parent—teacher WeChat group?] Yes,
yes. [Did you contact the teacher?] No. Last year, I
communicated with the teacher only once. I did not
find my child when I went to school to pick her up.
So, I contacted the teacher.... I seldom contact teach-
ers. [ only send holiday greetings to teachers during
the spring festival. (Dan, 36, father of one daughter,
Tai’an)

Gendered Parent-Teacher Communication

When explaining the gendered division of labor in online
parent—teacher communication, many of the parents resorted
to the perceived easiness of communication between female
parents and female teachers. Because of gender segrega-
tion in the labor market, kindergarten and school teaching
is regarded as a female-dominated occupation (Coltrane &
Adams, 2008; Kemp, 1994). Meanwhile, gendered parent-
hood defines mothers as the primary caregivers who are
good at care, communication, and managing social relations
(Coltrane, 2000; Coltrane & Adams, 2008). Thus, gendered
institutions in both the public and private spheres make it
seem natural and appropriate for mothers to have greater
involvement in online communication with teachers. As
Tian, a 38-year-old mother, said, “I am the one communicat-
ing with the teacher. The teacher is a woman. So, it is easy
to communicate between a female teacher and the mother.”
Being busy with work was also frequently mentioned by
many of the fathers to explain their limited online commu-
nication with teachers. For example, working as a senior
manager at an I'T company, Tang explained, “The mother
does most of the communication with teachers. She always
reads the messages sent by teachers in the WeChat group.
Because I am quite busy, I don’t do that.” Some fathers used
their poor communication skills as an excuse for their lim-
ited online communication with teachers. As Qiu said, “I am
not good at it [communication]. I don’t know why. Maybe,
it is because my communication ability is deteriorating.”
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The gendering of online communication is also con-
structed and even reinforced in daily parent—teacher inter-
actions and spousal interactions. Many of the parents stated
that teachers usually contacted the mother even if both the
mother and the father had joined the online parent—teacher
group. Teachers’ preferences in online parent—teacher com-
munication thus indirectly reinforced the perception of
mothers as the primary parents in online communication
and smoothed communication between mothers and teach-
ers. When the fathers observed that their wives shouldered
this task and shared teachers’ messages with them, they
found it unnecessary to communicate directly with teach-
ers. As Gang stated,

Teachers usually contact the mother, not me. I am
silent in the WeChat group and only read messages.
It is better to let one parent communicate with
the teachers. Otherwise, the teachers would get con-
fused.... The mother shares information with me.
(Gang, 38, father of two children, Xiamen)

Despite their limited online communication with teachers,
some fathers were demanding of their wives’ performance
on this task. Kun, a 35-year-old mother with a 7-year-old
son, was criticized by her husband because she did not reply
to a teacher’s message immediately. Kun worked in a private
company and her self-employed husband managed a small
advertising agency. Although her husband had more flexibil-
ity with his work and had joined the parent—teacher WeChat
group, he still believed that Kun should be responsible for
online communication with teachers. As Kun complained,

My husband criticized me, ‘How busy are you? Why
don’t you reply to the teacher’s message immediately?’
... There are lots of messages in the parent—teacher
group. So, I mute the group notifications. But the prob-
lem is that I may not be able to reply to the teacher’s
messages immediately when I mute the group. The
teacher pushed me to reply to the message by mention-
ing me in the group message. (Kun, 35, mother of one
son, Tai’an)

Kun’s husband used his criticism of her to define online
communication with teachers as his wife’s duty and push her
to be more attentive to teachers’ messages. In contrast, the
fathers were active in online communication with teachers
in a few families, and the mothers expressed appreciation for
their sharing or shouldering of this task. As Yao, a 30-year-
old mother, stated, “He [her husband] voluntarily shoulders
this [online communication with teachers]. This initiative is
highly commendable. He shoulders all the work quietly....
He does this to support my career.” The criticism by Kun’s
husband and Yao’s appreciation both reflect a normative
expectation and reinforce the gendered division of digital
labor in online parent—teacher communication.
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Gendered Division of Online Study Tasks

In most families, the gendering of online parent—teacher
communication led to a gendered division of completing
online study tasks. Because the mothers were responsible
for communicating with teachers and had more informa-
tion about their children’s study and school life, related
online tasks or assignments naturally became their work.
Some mothers had to take on these tasks because of their
husband’s reluctance to do so. For example, when she
was busy, Jie would occasionally ask her husband to help
their 7-year-old daughter with her homework, such as
by taking a video of the child reading an English text
and uploading it to the WeChat group for the teacher to
grade. However, her daughter did not want the father
to supervise her homework because he was impatient
with the task. To support her daughter’s study, Jie had
to compromise and shoulder the digital labor in online
communication with teachers and completing the related
online study tasks. Jie’s case was indirectly corroborated
by some fathers who complained and even felt annoyed
by the trivial and troublesome online tasks assigned by
teachers. As Fei complained, “Frankly speaking, I feel
annoyed by the parent—teacher group. Posting homework,
making announcements....Many tasks are online, doing
this task online, doing that task online, online safety edu-
cation, and so on.” These fathers’ complaints about and
impatience in completing online tasks reveals how much
time, energy, and effort mothers were investing in online
parent—teacher communication and interactions.

In addition, some study application settings limit the
number of registered users from each family, thus con-
straining mothers from sharing digital labor with other
family members and indirectly shaping the gendered divi-
sion of digital labor between mothers and fathers. Tian’s
supervision of her 8-year-old elder son’s homework is
a typical example. The math teacher of her elder son
sometimes used the Homework Box application to assign
online homework. Tian therefore needed to download and
register the application, and login whenever there was
assigned homework. Although Tian found it convenient
to use the application to check her elder son’s homework,
its settings allowed only one parent to register, which pre-
vented her from getting help from her husband for this
task. As Tian said,

The Homework Box app allows only one parent of
each child to register. I registered it. My husband
always has overtime work [so] he cannot guarantee
the time for supervising my son’s homework. After
I registered it, it can be done only via my mobile
phone. (Tian, 38, mother of two sons, Tai’an)

Online Shopping and Education Services
for Children

With the proliferation of e-commerce and rise of the plat-
form economy, online shopping and the use of online edu-
cation services have become popular in China in the past
decade. Urban Chinese parents benefit from online shopping
and education services as they offer them more conveni-
ence and autonomy and save time and physical labor (Ayadi
& Muratone, 2020; Burningham et al., 2014). However,
online shopping and education services inevitably burden
parents with more digital labor, of which the lion’s share
is shouldered by mothers in most families. As shopping is
regarded as women’s work, many of the parents attributed
the gendered division of this type of digital labor to mothers’
feminine interest and better skills in online shopping (Casey
& Martens, 2007; DeVault, 1991). Maternal love for their
children and the fathers’ engagement in paid work were also
used to explain the gender difference. For online education
services, the gendered division of digital labor was explained
by the greater involvement of the mothers in related online
tasks and the fathers having little interest. The few fathers
who actively participated in online shopping and education
services highlighted their paternal love for their children or
associated it with certain masculine characteristics, such as
richer knowledge and better technical and calculation skills.

Online Shopping for Children and the Gendered Division
of Digital Labor

Online shopping has become a part of the new “digital mun-
dane” for Chinese parents and constitutes another component
of digital labor in parenting (Wilson & Yochim, 2017, p. 27).
All the families in this study reported regularly shopping
online. Parents of young children used online shopping to
purchase milk powder, diapers, clothes, and toys, while par-
ents with school-aged children bought food, clothes, shoes,
books, and stationery online. Shopping is a skillful daily
activity, in which shoppers must “constantly sort through
the information available” for thousands of products, decide
which of the products they need, consider their economic
resources, balance family needs, and finally make the pur-
chase (DeVault, 1991, p. 68). Compared with visiting physi-
cal stores, online shopping is convenient and timesaving, and
offers more consumption information and options for parents
(Ayadi & Muratone, 2020; Burningham et al., 2014). Despite
its advantages, online shopping inevitably adds to parents’
digital labor, through such tasks as searching for informa-
tion, comparing websites and prices, reviewing online com-
ments, and placing online orders (Ayadi & Muratone, 2020;
Burningham et al., 2014). The related digital labor is often
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invisible, as parents make purchases on their computers or
smart phones at home or during breaks at work.

Many parents in this study were very careful in select-
ing products for their children online. As Ling, a 28-year-
old mother, stated, “I mainly rely on flagship stores. If I
don’t find the products in flagship stores, I compare brand
reputations, online scores, and review posts.” The digital
labor involved in online shopping becomes more intensive
on certain holidays or during online shopping seasons, when
various online promotions and sales are used by e-commerce
merchants to attract consumers. In addition to regular prac-
tices, online shopping during holidays and shopping seasons
requires parents to apply skills of calculation and coordina-
tion in strategically using various coupons and discounts to
purchase goods. Xing described how complicated the task
was when she attempted to use online coupons and promo-
tions to purchase toys and clothes for her son during Double
11, an unofficial shopping season in China:

I bought him [her son] clothes and toys. [Double 11]
is so complicated. There are various coupons and pro-
motions.... Although the system calculates all the dis-
counts for you when you place orders, you still need
to strategically use these coupons and promotions....
It is quite annoying. (Xing, 33, mother of one son,
Shenzhen)

Of the 62 families in this study that explicitly reported a
division of labor in online shopping for children, 54 fami-
lies adopted a mother-dominant model. Mothers in these
families spent more time on online shopping and regularly
purchased daily necessities online for their children. The
fathers occasionally bought toys, books, snacks, and shoes
as gifts to demonstrate their paternal love for their children.
Six families reported that the fathers actively participated in
online shopping for children and demonstrated an egalitar-
ian model in this task. In two families, the fathers bought
children books, toys, snacks, and materials for craft classes
online. In another three families, the fathers were responsi-
ble for purchasing milk powder and toys for their children
online, while the mothers bought the clothes and shoes.
Only two out of the 62 families reported that the fathers did
most of the online shopping for their children. In one fam-
ily, the wife Lian admitted that she did not like shopping,
while her husband Fei favored their daughter and regularly
shopped online for her. In the other family, the wife Miao
identified her daughter’s needs and told her husband what
they needed to buy. Her husband Cheng then conducted the
online research to compare the quality and prices of prod-
ucts and purchased those with the highest cost—performance
ratio. As Cheng explained,
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We usually have discussions when we buy something for
our child. Most of the time, my wife tells me, ‘Do some
research on diapers. We need to buy some diapers.’ ...
Selecting which brand? That’s my job.... Sometimes,
when my wife has selected some products ... I look for
online discounts or coupons. I am better at this. She does
not care. (Cheng, 35, father of one daughter, Shenzhen)

When explaining the gender difference in online shopping
for children, many of the parents reasoned that mothers are
“shoppers par excellence” who are more careful in selecting
products for children and have better shopping knowledge and
skills than fathers (Casey & Martens, 2007, p. 2). They not
only perceived shopping as a feminine skill but also associated
online shopping with maternal love and care for their children
and thus as a way of mothering (Burningham et al., 2014;
Casey & Marterns, 2007; DeVault, 1991). As Yi, a 38-year-
old mother, explained, “All online shopping is done by me.
... The father in our family is not very careful.... I care more
about childcare.” Jiang, a 34-year-old father, echoed this point
by saying, “I am not good at [online shopping]. The mother
does this work.” Some fathers also resorted to the “gendered
interest” of mothers in online shopping. They perceived online
shopping as a leisure practice and argued that mothers shoul-
dered this work because they enjoyed it. As Tang stated,

She [His wife] likes online shopping. She knows those
[online shopping] apps. She has downloaded all of the
apps and makes comparisons to see which offers bet-
ter products and which has cheaper prices. She down-
loads the apps from time to time.... I don’t even know
the names of these apps. (Tang, 38, father of two sons,
Shenzhen)

Other fathers used their work demands to explain their
limited involvement in online shopping for children. As Bei
stated, “My wife buys clothes and daily necessities [for the
children online]. I seldom do it. I don’t have time.” Of the few
fathers who regularly shopped online for their children, some
associated it with their paternal love for their children. These
cases, to some extent, deconstructed the feminine nature of
shopping. Other fathers highlighted using their better skills and
richer knowledge to tone down the feminine characteristics of
online shopping. For example, two fathers in the egalitarian
model used online shopping to purchase milk powder from
overseas for their children. They argued that they took on this
task because they had more knowledge of overseas shopping
or better English skills for selecting reliable agents or online
shops. Another father Cheng emphasized his better skills in
searching for and calculating online coupons and discounts to
justify his intensive involvement in online shopping.
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Online Education Services for Children and the Gendered
Division of Digital Labor

Under the quality education discourse and fierce competi-
tion in schooling in post-reform China, regular education
at schools is considered insufficient for these middle-class
parents to raise well-rounded children (Kuan, 2015). Most
parents send their children to extracurricular and hobby
classes to enrich their children’s cultural capital and improve
their academic performance (Kuan, 2015). Online education
services have developed rapidly in China in recent years.
By June 2020, 381 million people in China had used online
education services, which constituted about 40.5% of all
Chinese netizens (CNNIC, 2020). Fifty-two families in this
study reported using online education services for their chil-
dren. Many of the parents, especially the mothers, believed
that online education services provided extra educational
resources for their children and offered more convenience
and autonomy for parents. As Xue explained,

We are a double-income family. Using an education
app is convenient. I prefer to select online classes for
my daughter’s extracurricular courses. When we have
online classes, what I need to do is connecting to the
Internet one minute before the class starts. I don’t need
to drive her to the classroom or consider where to park
my car.... Another advantage is that I can select the
time [of the online class] and the teacher.... I have
autonomy. (Xue, 37, mother of one daughter, Xiamen)

Parents with young children used online education ser-
vices or applications to equip their children with basic Chi-
nese, English, or math before they entered the formal educa-
tion system. Parents with school-aged children used online
education services to enhance their children’s academic per-
formance or provide talent or hobby classes. For example,
Yun actively used multiple online education applications for
her 6-year-old daughter’s early education and transition to
primary school:

I used some cards, apps, and software to teach my
[younger] daughter basic literacy. The software is like
an online game, passing each challenge. My daughter
is interested in it. I search for these apps every day
and think about how to inspire my daughter’s interest
in literacy.... I use some story-reading apps, such as
Anniekids and Fan Deng Little Readers, for my daugh-
ter.... We have an online English class on VIPKID [an
English online learning app]. (Yun, 35, mother of two
daughters, Tai’an)

Another mother Cong even found an online essay writing
course for her 19-year-old daughter who was in the final year
of senior high school and preparing for her college entrance
examination. Like online shopping, online education

services increase parents’ digital labor despite reducing
their physical labor. The digital labor in using online educa-
tion services involves exploring different online classes or
applications, selecting an appropriate one for their children,
downloading the application and registering with the ser-
vice, and paying the tuition fees online. Sometimes, parents
also need to communicate with the service providers and
select suitable class timeslots or courses.

All but one of the 52 families using online education ser-
vices reported that the mothers were responsible for most of
the work. In addition to selecting and installing the related
software, the mothers also supervised their children in
using the applications and, especially in the case of younger
children, often accompanied them in the online classes.
They sometimes helped their children communicate with
the teachers in online classes. The involvement of fathers
was limited in most of the families. Many fathers knew that
their children were using online education services but could
provide little detail. Wen was the only father who actively
sought online education services for his daughter. Another
two fathers offered occasional help. Ong took on the techni-
cal task of downloading and installing the application. As he
said, “I usually take on the technical part. After that, my wife
is responsible for the education part.” Ran provided some
supervision of his daughter’s online English reading classes
at weekends after his wife had selected and downloaded the
application, registered with the service, and paid the tuition
fee online.

Using online education services is not an isolated task,
and it is typically inextricable from other online practices,
such as searching for information and communicating
online. Given that the mothers performed most of the online
communication with teachers and regularly received parent-
ing information from various sources, using online educa-
tion services naturally became their work, especially when
many parents treated online education services as part of
their children’s education.

Many fathers believed that they did not need to pay much
attention to online education because their wives were tak-
ing good care of it. For example, Lee stated that using an
application to help teach English to his 3-year-old son was
a good idea, but when he noticed pop-up ads in his WeChat,
he found it unnecessary to read them as his wife had already
taken care of it. He admitted that he was not attentive when
his wife discussed selecting English-language learning
applications for their son. As he confessed, “I did not pay
much attention to it. As long as she selects it, [ am fine with
it.” The couple arranged for their son to have online English
classes three times a week. The mother attended the online
classes with their son while Lee laid beside them and played
with his phone. Lee attributed his limited involvement to
his lack of interest in a naive application for children. As he
said, “I know my behavior is not good. But, as an adult, I
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really don’t have any interest in it [the application].” Some
fathers defined themselves as traditional men to justify their
limited involvement in this digital labor. For example, Zeng,
the husband of Cong, defined himself as an old-fashioned
man who was not good at using new technologies. As he
explained, “I seldom use it [online searching and online
education]. Her mother uses a lot. You know, I am an old-
fashioned man and have limited access to new things.”

Discussion

The findings from the current study demonstrate an unequal
division of labor in most urban Chinese families, in which
mothers shoulder most of the digital labor in parenting. The
discussion of a gendered division of digital labor in parent-
ing enriches the feminist literature by demonstrating how a
new form of domestic labor, and its division between moth-
ers and fathers, is constructed with the penetration of digital
technology into the family. It also contributes to techno-
feminist debates by revealing the ways and the process
through which gender and digital technology are mutually
constructed in the domestic sphere.

As feminist scholars point out, both gender and its rela-
tionship with technology are mainly expressed and con-
structed in people’s “doing” (Gardner, 2019; Wajcman,
2007, 2010; West & Zimmerman, 1987). In this study, the
gendered division of digital labor and the mutual construc-
tion of gendered parenting and digital technology are pro-
duced in the daily childcare practices and interactions of
Chinese parents. Gender is integrated into the process of
applying digital technology and media in parenting as gen-
der essentialist perceptions of men and women, gender roles
and institutions related to childcare, and gendered interac-
tions collectively affect how parents use digital technology
and media for childcare (Coltrane, 1989; Coltrane & Adams,
2008; Gaunt, 2006; Wajcman, 2010).

First, an essentialist perception of femininity and mas-
culinity affects parents’ understandings of who should per-
form what digital tasks in childcare (Coltrane, 1989; Gaunt,
2006). Many of the parents expressed a belief that mothers,
as women, are instinctively more interested in childcare and
shopping, are more careful and patient in mundane and tri-
fling work, and have better communication and relationship
management skills. In other words, the essentialist percep-
tion of feminine characteristics defines mothers as more
appropriate for and capable of shouldering digital labor in
parenting (Coltrane, 1989; Gaunt, 2006). In contrast, fathers
are regarded as having little interest in “feminine” tasks,
being careless and impatient when managing trivial matters,
and having poor communication skills. These stereotyped
masculine characteristics make excuses for fathers’ limited
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involvement in digital labor in parenting. When both moth-
ers and fathers internalize these essentialist perceptions and
attribute gender differences in digital labor to “natural dif-
ferences” between women and men, the unequal division of
digital labor in parenting is justified and regarded as unprob-
lematic (Gaunt, 2006).

Second, gendered institutions and roles related to child-
care in both the public and private spheres shape the divi-
sion of digital labor in parenting (Coltrane, 2000; Coltrane
& Adams, 2008; Kemp, 1994). Observing the gender bias
in the teaching occupation, many of the parents attributed
mothers’ greater involvement in online parent—school inter-
actions to their easier communication with female teach-
ers. This accommodates gender norms defining childcare
as women’s duties and assuming that female parents and
female teachers have more common interest in childcare.
As offline shopping for family is regarded as women’s work,
mothers shouldering most of the work of online shopping
for children is regarded as a natural extension of the offline
division of this labor (Casey & Martens, 2007; DeVault,
1991). With gendered parenthood defining mothers as the
primary caregivers, most of the mothers attributed their
doing the majority of the digital labor in parenting to their
maternal love and responsibility (Coltrane, 2000; Coltrane
& Adams, 2008). Meanwhile, because of men’s gendered
roles as breadwinners in the family and economic produc-
ers in the public sphere, many of the parents explained the
fathers’ limited involvement in the digital labor in parenting
by highlighting the demands of their paid work (Coltrane &
Adams, 2008; Kemp, 1994; Treas, 2010).

Third, parents' daily practices, spousal interactions, and
gendered parent—teacher interactions reinforce the gendered
division of digital labor in parenting. Although most of the
couples seldom explicitly negotiated who should perform
what digital tasks, their unspoken interactions shaped the
division of labor. For example, when the fathers lurked in
online parent—teacher groups, their silence sent a message
to the mothers that they would not participate in online
communication with teachers. When the fathers seldom
paid attention to online parenting information, this neglect
also indicated to the mothers that they should not count on
their husbands for this task. Silence and neglect are tactics
that implicitly define the gendered division of digital labor
between husbands and wives and avoid opening it up for
negotiation. Occasionally, the fathers were explicit, through
criticism and impatience, in reinforcing the gendered divi-
sion of digital labor in parenting. As mentioned above, one
father criticized his wife for replying late to a teacher’s
WeChat message, and another father showed impatience in
helping his child with online homework. In contrast, many
of the mothers were proactive in shouldering multiple digi-
tal tasks in childcare. They also shared parenting informa-
tion and teachers’ messages with their husbands via digital
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media. One mother explicitly expressed her appreciation for
her husband’s intensive involvements in online communica-
tion with teachers. The mothers’ proactivity in digital labor,
their willingness to share information with fathers, and their
appreciation for fathers’ contributions sustained and repro-
duced the gendered division of digital labor. In addition,
teachers as a third-party initiated contact with the mothers
instead of the fathers. Their actions also sent an external
message to the parents and indirectly legitimized the gen-
dered division of digital labor in the family.

At the same time, the penetration of digital technology
and media in family life and the nature and characteristics of
digital labor transform how childcare practices and tasks are
performed by parents and reproduce gendered parenting. As
digital technology and media reduces the physical strength
needed to perform certain parenting tasks (e.g., online shop-
ping and online education services), the fathers assumed that
the mothers could take on these tasks more easily, and the
mothers found it unnecessary to seek help from the fathers.
Meanwhile, the multi-functional nature of digital technol-
ogy and media blurs the boundary between childcare and
personal leisure. Given that mothers perform many child-
care duties on their mobile phones by browsing webpages,
clicking, scrolling, and typing messages, it is hard for other
family members to tell the difference or draw boundaries
between their childcare and personal leisure. Moreover, digi-
tal labor is scattered and usually penetrates into daily work
and activities (Dutta, 2020; Lim, 2020). For instance, some
of the mothers browsed online parenting posts or online
shops while taking a short break from work. Other mothers
engaged in online communication with teachers while doing
housework at night. Thus, the reduced physical strength of
digital labor, the blurred boundary between digital labor and
personal entertainment, and the easy penetration of frag-
mented digital labor into other daily activities obscure or
even render invisible mothers’ efforts in performing digital
labor.

The nature and characteristics of digital labor also affect
how parents assess its value and the fairness of the division
of digital labor (Fortunati, 2011; Scholz, 2013). As digital
labor is considered easy to perform and intertwined with lei-
sure, many of the fathers equated the mothers’ digital labor
in parenting with hobbies or personal interest and assumed
they enjoyed these activities. Depicting mothers’ digital
labor in parenting as a form of leisure ignores how digital
labor in parenting demands constant attention and mental
labor, interrupts daily work and life, and places mothers
under constant pressure to engage in childcare (Dutta, 2020;
Lim, 2020). It thus not only conceals the immaterial labor
and digital skills performed by mothers in childcare but
also devalues their contribution to this new type of domes-
tic labor. The invisible and undervalued nature of digital

labor makes fathers’ limited involvement unproblematic and
leaves mothers’ requests for their more extensive participa-
tion unheard. Thus, applying digital technology and media
in childcare has reinforced the gendered construction of par-
enting by pushing women to undertake additional invisible
and undervalued labor. Furthermore, through their continu-
ous different uses of digital technology and media in daily
childcare, parents gradually create a new form of gendered
labor division in the domestic sphere: the gendered division
of digital labor in parenting.

Although the critical reflection on the mutual construc-
tion of gendered parenting and digital technology presented
in this study aims to call more attention to the exploitation
of women by applying digital technology and media in the
domestic sphere, it does not rule out the potential for resist-
ing and transforming the gendered division of digital labor.
A few of the fathers did report having an equal share of and
even performing more digital labor in parenting. Their cases
decouple the essentialist link between women and digital
labor in parenting, and indirectly prove that mothers doing
more digital labor in parenting is a gendered construction
(West & Zimmerman, 1987). These cases also indicate
another direction for the mutual construction of gendered
parenting and digital technology: increasing men’s share of
digital labor in parenting is a way of undoing gender in the
domestic sphere and challenging patriarchy in the digital
age (Deutsch, 2007).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

There are some limitations of this study that ought to be
acknowledged. First, the data and related findings are mainly
from middle-class families in urban China. It is unclear how
working-class parents in urban China and rural Chinese
families share digital labor in parenting. Second, due to the
limited scope and length of the article, some differences in
digital labor in parenting between fathers and mothers are
not examined, such as online entertainment with children,
and using applications to record children’s growth and devel-
opment. Third, although the estimated average time that the
parents spent using digital technology and media provides
a general picture of the gender differences between mothers
and fathers in digital labor, possible recall bias may exist.
Therefore, more accurate measurements or data collection
methods will be needed for future research. Fourth, as the
digitalization of domestic labor and the negotiation and divi-
sion of digital labor in the family are ongoing processes,
a longitudinal research design will help researchers better
understand the dynamic interplay between the family and
the digital world. For future research, it would be valuable
to conduct comparative studies, use a longitudinal research
design, and employ new data collection methods to examine
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the nuanced differences across classes and societies in the
gendered division of digital labor in parenting and reveal
transitions in the division of digital labor over time.

Practice Implications

Many people regard digital technology and media as promis-
ing, convenient, and beneficial in the digital era. However,
the current findings subvert the positive stereotype of digital
technology and media by revealing their negative implications
for the gendered division of labor in parenting. The digitaliza-
tion of parenting creates more digital labor for mothers who
are already shouldering most of the physical, emotional, and
mental labor of childcare. Moreover, due to its invisible and
scattered nature, the digital labor performed by women in
childcare is not recognized, let alone valued. Men’s limited
involvement in digital labor in parenting is rarely questioned.
As feminists have argued, the personal is political (Rogan &
Budgeon, 2018). By revealing the constraining and exploita-
tive side of the digitalization of parenting, this study questions
the optimistic association between gender equality and digi-
tal technological advancement, and calls for more academic
and public attention to the implications of the digitalization
of daily life on gender relations and practices. My findings
can assist government organizations, nongovernment actors,
and practitioners in understanding some of the new pressures
and problems faced by women in the digital age, such as how
the digitalization of childcare affects women’s physical and
mental health, marriage quality and satisfaction, and family
tensions. My study is also valuable in calling for reflection on
the impacts of technological developments in general and on
the penetration of digital technology and media into family
life in particular.

Conclusion

By comparing the use of digital technology and media of
mothers and fathers in the context of parenting in urban
Chinese families, I revealed a new type of gender inequal-
ity in the domestic sphere: an unequal division of digital
labor in parenting. Applying the techno-feminist perspec-
tive of mutual construction of gender and digital technology
(Faulkner, 2001; Wajcman, 2000, 2007, 2010), I decoded
how gendered parenting and digital technology co-produce
and shape each other in the domestic sphere. My findings
enrich feminist debates on the association between the gen-
dered division of labor and digitalization in the family. By
challenging liberating and progressive myths surround-
ing digital technology and media, my study highlights its
constraining and exploitative implications for women in
the private sphere and calls for academic reflection, public
attention, and policy interventions on a new form of gender
inequality in the digital age.
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