
Using Human-centered Design to Reimagine the Social Service Ecosystem of Houston

3 
Mothers Rethinking Work 
During COVID-19

Context
During the summer of 2021, we read many reports and heard discussions on the labor shortage 
in the market. We saw photos of restaurant doors with hiring signs and heard owners of 
laundromats complaining about not having enough workers. Many blamed the unemployment 
checks and COVID relief funds for encouraging people to stay at home. 

We wanted to dig deeper and understand how people were rethinking work in the face of the 
pandemic. We tried to understand why people were unemployed: What were they looking for 
in a job? What barriers were they facing in finding those jobs? How have their perspectives on 
careers and working changed during the pandemic?

How does a global pandemic 
change career and personal 
priorities for mothers in the 
workforce?
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Method

An Un-randomized Study of 
Mothers with Older Children

Why We Spoke to Mothers
We focused on interviewing mothers on how 
they are rethinking their career and work due 
to the pandemic.

We decided to focus on mothers given 
the unique positions they find themselves 
in as caretakers, emotional laborers, and 
breadwinners in families. 

We focused on mothers somewhat in middle 
age to ensure that we talked to people with 
a longer work history. Furthermore, we 
hypothesized that focusing on this group 
would allow us to find insights and ideas 
beyond “provide childcare onsite” as a way to 
attract workers.

Work During the Pandemic
Currently in between jobs
Taking a break 
Transitioning out of their career

•
•
•

1-hour Interviews
7 interviews
Over the course of a week

•
•

Single Mothers and Co-parents
35–50 years old
With children older than 10

•
•



Personas

Let’s Meet the Mothers

One thing I have learned 
is that my tomorrow is not 
promised. I used to be the 
top person in my company, 
climbing the ladder, before 
COVID-19. I was a few 
positions away from being 
part- owner. I won thousands 
of competitions. And then, 
bam, overnight, the industry 
vanished and I learned 
that the American dream 
to work, work, work is a lie. 
And I must live my life and 
protect my life instead.

I’m stuck in the middle. I 
can’t get into the industry 
I went to graduate school 
for because I don’t have 
experience. I can’t get 
back into the industry I left 
because I am overqualified 
for those positions. The 
hiring manager at my old job 
as a customer service agent 
told me that I am a “flight 
risk.” He said that most 
companies won’t hire me 
because they know—based 
on my degrees—that I would 
ultimately try to get a job 
that’s more in line with my 
interests and qualifications.

The Desperate 
Striver

I went from a 40–hour 
job paying $22/hr with 
a $15–30,000 year-end 
bonus to having my vehicle 
repossessed and almost 
being kicked out of my 
apartment. Right now, I 
drive with a ride share 
company so I need my 
vehicle to make the little 
money I do. And now a big 
part of my income goes to 
my car payment.

The
Overqualified

The Newly
Corporate-skeptic
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Personas

The Overqualified

High Qualifications
These people have 10+ 
years of work experience, 
Master degrees, and other 
qualifications that make 
them overqualified for certain 
jobs experiencing labor 
shortages, such as working in 
a restaurant or as a secretary.

They say they want qualified 
workers, but when you show your 
credentials, they are scared.

Employers Aren’t Hiring Them
They are unable to get part-time, semi-skilled jobs, such as 
waitressing, secretarial, or clerical positions, that don’t align 
with their skills and education because they are overqualified 
or because employers are looking for novice labor with little 
work experience.

I’ve noticed that you quickly become overqualified. I was looking for 
anything secretarial or doing clerical duties. But it seems like they want 
to hire younger kids or first-timers so they can train them. Also, some of 
these positions only pay $13–14 an hour, which is insane. I have children 
to feed and bills to pay. I find it pretty disturbing that companies get 
away with this. Sure, it’s awesome for people right out of college, but not 
for someone in my shoes.

I have started to manipulate my resume. I don’t want to look overqualified. 
I don’t want to be looked at as the head coach for a top performing 
cheerleading business. You want me to organize your office? I’ll do that.

Exhausted, Burnt Out

I have applied for over 200 jobs in 15 months. It’s getting frustrating. You 
put in an application, you don’t get a call back. Sometimes they let you 
know. Sometimes I interview, but nothing has worked out yet.

I can’t count how many interviews I have done and applications I have 
filled out, from multi-billion dollar companies to corner stores. It’s 
ridiculous.

INSIGHT
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Some people felt like they were stuck 
in a workforce middle ground. After 
transitioning out of a steady job due to the 
pandemic, they felt stuck between jobs they 
are underqualified for and jobs that hiring 
managers explicitly told them that they 
were overqualified for.
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Personas

The Newly 
Corporate-skeptic

A Reality Check and Awakening
Some people have changed their outlook on jobs, careers, 
and climbing the corporate ladder because of crises in their 
lives, including the pandemic. Previously, they were ambitious 
workers, vying for bigger paychecks and senior titles. They 
were go-getters, going above and beyond the responsibilities 
of their job descriptions. Now, they are more mindful of the 
amount of work and stress they take on from their jobs and 
are no longer willing to compromise their personal health and 
joy to climb the corporate ladder. One of the triggers of this 
change in mindset was being laid off from their company when 
the pandemic started. They put a lot of heart, care, and energy 
into their job and felt like, in return, their company didn’t take 
care of them when they needed it the most. 

I am on disability—I have high anxiety and a debilitating mental illness. 
Right now, I can’t work and go through the stress many jobs put you 
through. But I’ve learned through all of this that no job is worth the stress 
they put you through—we don’t need to suck it up.

I’ve learned that material things are material things. I saw people die and 
never touch their retirement—they never got to touch the money they 
put aside. One of my uncles had an aneurysm. He had good money, but 
he had a stroke, and he was unable to use it. This pandemic isn’t going 
to get better. It may fade away, but it’s not going away. If you can do 
something while you can do it, why not enjoy life?

Before the pandemic, I used to drive for a ride share company. Now, I 
don’t. When the pandemic hit, there were no riders. The company didn’t 
take care of me and other gig workers like me. And when things started 
opening back up, all they did was send us messages to be as careful as 
we could while driving.

Show Me the Money—Today
While they may be interested in working hard and getting 
promoted, they would much rather take a high wage today with 
no wage growth than a job with a higher pay potential in the 
future. Again, this stems from a mistrust in companies or a shift in 
mindset from focusing on company growth to taking care of self.

If a company tells me that there is a potential for growth, for promotion, 
I don’t know if I can trust them. They can let you go whenever the next 
crisis hits and you’re back to square one. I don’t want to be disappointed.

I need to be paid more today, not tomorrow. I’d much rather work for 
someone who will pay me more today than someone who offers career 
growth. My daughter is almost 11 years old—and I want to fulfill her 
wishes and dreams today, not delay it for the future.

Lack of Trust in Companies

I don’t trust many companies 
to look out for their employees. 
During my job search, I see that 
they are looking to underpay 
when they can. They are looking 
for younger people they can 
exploit and pay very low wages. 
It’s been a shocker.

I was working as a cashier at 
Dollar Tree. And I’m the type 
of person who wants to make 
sure everything is done right. 
So I started cleaning the store 
and organizing shelves so 
our customers would have a 
better experience. The regional 
manager came for a review, was 
very impressed and gave my 
manager a pat on the back. That’s 
all fine, but when I asked them 
to increase my hours so I can get 
paid for organizing, they refused.

INSIGHT 
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Current hiring practices and other 
company policies have also caused a 
mindset shift in employee-employer 
relationships. Some people no longer trust 
companies or the corporate culture to look 
out for them. 
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Personas

The Desperate Striver

Can’t Catch a Breath
We saw that the desperate striver struggled 
a lot more than those who had the support 
of their spouse. The desperate strivers were 
much more likely to work themselves to the 
bone and around the clock to make ends 
meet than those who have support from their 
spouse.

Cassandra, a co-parent, quit her part-time job at a 
dollar store because of the poor work environment. 
Doing so means she gave up the extra income to 
spend on “nice things” for her family—her husband 
continues to work to earn for the family. However, 
single parents April and Tonia focus on putting in as 
many hours as possible to meet their basic needs.

Any unexpected expense can cause high 
amounts of stress without a social safety net 
in the form of a partner; highly supportive 
parents, siblings, or community; savings 
accounts; or investments. Expenses and 
family needs continue to pile up, outpacing 
their incomes.

I can’t even afford to save. I want to. I try to. A few 
weeks ago, in a storm, my car was flooded. The little 
savings I had, I had to use it to fix the car. If not my 
car, it would’ve been my phone or my kids’ computer. 
I can’t even talk about savings.

No Time to Find Social Services or Train for 
New Jobs
Navigating the ecosystem—researching, 
applying for, and following up on social services 
and benefits—takes time the desperate striver 
has precious little of—making them less likely 
to access programs they are eligible for.
 
Having to sort through unemployment has been a 
full-time job. I had an issue with my unemployment 
benefits and contacting the Texas Workforce 
Commission has been an ordeal. They transfer you, 
you wait three hours, and then the call drops, and you 
wait another three hours. Or they can’t help you out 
and ask you to call again later. I spent at least 24 hours 
just holding, waiting, over the course of last week. At 
one point, I went nine weeks without payment, and I 
didn’t know what to do. It’s stressful.

They want to find a stable job. Often, those 
require upskilling. They don’t have the time or 
money to do training.

I want a job at a help desk or in customer service. 
And I see that people are hiring. I’ve applied and have 
been told that I need proper certification. So I need 
to get that. What’s holding me back from getting 
certification? Time! I need money to pay bills, rent, 
and feed my kids, so I need to work as much as I can. 
Sometimes I think I can study at night. But when I 
come back, usually around 9pm, I am dead tired, I am 
aching. I eat some food, I get my medicine, and I am 
out. And then the next day starts. If I take a day off, it 
will affect my income.

Sole Breadwinners / Single Parents
Sole breadwinners of the family have less wiggle 
room in their schedules to take on more work 
to earn more income, to take off time to study 
and upskill, or to invest time in researching 
new opportunities or social services. 

Accessing social services, whether government-funded or 
through a privately-run organization, can be an obstacle 
course. Seekers spend hours of their limited time trying to 
figure out the system. For many, it means hours and hours 
of effort on top of already working round the clock to make 
ends meet. This hurdle means that often the most needy 
are least able to take advantage of the social services 
ecosystem. Difficulty in accessing unemployment benefits 
was called out multiple times during this sprint.

INSIGHT

9



433. Mothers Rethinking Work During COVID-19

The 
Overqualified

The Newly
Corporate-skeptic

The Desperate
Striver

Feeling 
supported

Feeling 
insecure

“I’ll take 
whatever”

“I’ll wait for 
something 
better”

No time to 
invest

Plenty of time 
to invest

High wage 
but low to no 

potential

Low wage but 
high potential 
for growth

I need as much 
money I can 
get today.

Growth potential 
is a TRAP!

I’m looking for 
the right fit.

Employers are 
scared by my 
credentials.

Framework

Understanding the 
Personas Better
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What We Heard

National Trends Verified

A Demand for a Livable Wage
All interviewees wanted a livable wage so they 
could sustain themselves and their families. 
What the livable wage was varied, the lowest 
being $15 an hour. Several mentioned that 
anything below $20 an hour wouldn’t allow 
them to pay rent, other bills, and provide for 
their children. Most mentioned that “no job 
was beneath them,” but they struggled to 
find jobs that would pay a livable wage. Our 
interviewees experienced that the job market 
is hiring entry-level workers for lower than 
livable wages.

Drastically Changing Budgets to Make
Ends Meet
All interviewees have had to change their 
household budgets to make ends meet. Gig 
workers have to work extra-long hours to make 
basic ends meet—and still have to make big 
budgetary changes despite that.

I don’t want anything below $15 an hour, because I 
need to sustain my family. I want a full-time job. But 
even if I get 40 hours a week, I will still [have to] do 
side gigs for extra cash.

My kids have had to cut down their activities 
because basketball and football require money for 
participation and jerseys—we can’t afford that. The 
kind of food we eat is different. We do what we can. 
Are we eating? Yes. Are we eating right? No!

I don’t know how anyone lives through driving with 
a ride share full time. It is a struggle to make ends 
meet. When I started 5 years ago, it was a side gig. 
Back then, they paid you 80 cents a mile. Now, it’s my 
full-time gig, and it’s only 60 cents a mile.

Houston 
Insight

Many interviewees mentioned the need for a car and how highly they 
prioritize their car payments. For some, having a broken-down car 
means pausing job hunting until their means to get to the job is fixed. 
For some, driving long distances was a reason for asking for a higher 
wage as traffic time, gas, and mileage also come with a price tag. For 
others, keeping up with their car payments was a top priority as their 
car—via driving for a ride share or food delivery company—was their 
only source of income during the pandemic.

Traffic in Houston means 30 minutes of unpaid time. And it takes money to get 
from point A to point B. Gas and mileage. And that’s my time and money.

I need to keep my car. How will I drive a ride share and get by if I don’t have a car?

I stopped working in May 2020. And haven’t worked since. But that was mainly due 
to not having a car—if I can’t rely on transportation or have a car, how can I get to 
my job?

INSIGHT 
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For Houstonians, 
transportation is 
a very important 
consideration when 
picking the right job.
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Questions to 
Solve For:

How might we build a more flexible and empathetic 
workplace in which working mothers have equal 
opportunity to achieve their potential?

How might we adjust hiring processes for those 
returning to the workforce after a haitus?

How might we increase accommodations in workforce 
development programs for those with limited mobility 
and/or time, such as remote training opportunities?

How might we continue to advocate for and provide 
livable wages for workers in our communities?

How might we prepare for the ramifications of 
workforce dynamics post-pandemic in order to retain 
both knowledge and labor in our respective industries?
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