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Headlines

Housework responsibilities increased greatly in European
households during the COVID-19 lockdowns. The increase in childcare
responsibilities was particularly significant. This put a massive burden
on working parents, especially mothers.

Although many fathers contributed as well, mothers were far
more likely to increase their workload. Mothers also increased their
workload by more hours than fathers. As a result, the gender gap
measured in the number of hours spent on unpaid duties shows a
significant increase when compared to the period before the pandemic.
None of these gaps can be explained by dissimilarities in men’s
and women'’s working conditions, or by the time availability of men and
women in general. Instead, it is very likely that traditional gender roles
continue to play a crucial role in shaping the division of work between
the partners.

If experienced for a prolonged period, the extreme double
burden of paid employment and work in the home can have
detrimental effects both for wellbeing and employment. It therefore
requires policy attention.

Although mothers were worse affected, attention also needs
to be paid to those fathers that made significant contributions to work
in the home.

Background

No one was fully exempt from the many effects of the COVID-19 lockdown
measures in Europe. However, there is no doubt that households with
children faced particular challenges. Childcare institutions and schools were
physically closed for many weeks and even months in 2020 and 2021. This
meant that parents had to find ways of providing care and learning support
to their children alongside their own everyday work and other activities.
School closures and quarantines of individual classes or schools continue to
take place, so it is crucial to understand how such situations change family
life, and in particular how they affect the gendered division of unpaid work.

This policy brief relies on a systematic review of research papers from
various EU Member States and the UK that report findings from online
surveys on how men and women organised their lives during the first
lockdowns. In particular, the surveys all provide information on the amount
and division of unpaid work carried out during the lockdowns between
heterosexual couples who live with children (see the Quick Guide for a
summary of our methodology).

The various papers we reviewed all used somewhat different methodologies,
and their results are therefore not directly comparable. Despite its
limitations, a review of the sort we carried out is particularly valuable, as
there is no single cross-country study available that would provide a full
comparative overview from Europe on this topic. Questions relevant to this
issue were only introduced into Eurofound’s ‘Quality of Life During COVID-
19’ survey in June/July 20202 when several Members States were already
either out of the first lockdown or had begun summer vacations. This means
that that survey makes it impossible to assess the lockdown’s direct
consequences on childcare and housework.

Figure 1. Countries with lockdown studies reviewed for this policy
brief
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Figure 1 highlights the countries from which at least one survey study was
identified and used for the present analysis. Three types of studies were
included: (i) studies collecting estimates of time spent on the various
activities; (i) studies asking respondents to report whether they increased
their time spent on unpaid duties; and (iii) studies that asked the respondents
to compare their relative share of work in the home to their partner’s share
of work in the home before and after the lockdown. We have information
from six EU Member States plus the UK, and for several of these countries
more than one study is available.

Based on the reviewed evidence, this policy brief shows that parents across
Europe had to cope with an extensive unpaid workload during the lockdowns.
This workload came on top of their usual activities, including paid
employment. Typically, the additional tasks were divided unequally between
men and women, with women taking the lion’s share, almost irrespective of
whether they carried on working in their paid job or not. Considering the
length of school closures in many European countries so far - and the
possibility of further school closures - there is a risk of long-term damage
to both the wellbeing and labour-market prospects of these women.
Household burdens may well explain a large part of the gender gap in
wellbeing identified in several early COVID-19 studies3. However, it is
important to acknowledge that many fathers also took up a significant
amount of unpaid work at home. More than ever, attention therefore needs
to be paid not only to the gender gap in housework and childcare but also to
the increasing gap in time availability and in wellbeing between parents and
non-parents.

Findings
The amount of additional workload

The 15 papers reviewed consistently report a substantive increase in the
overall amount of time that parents spent on unpaid work during the
pandemic-related lockdowns. This applies to household chores and even
more to childcare including children’s home-schooling. This finding was
largely consistent across the countries studied and the methods applied.

In several studies, respondents were asked to give an estimate of their daily
or weekly hours spent on the various activities, i.e. to actually quantify the
time spent on the tasks. To calculate the overall workload in a household (if
this overall workload was not given), we aggregated the mean number of
hours reported by men and women for each study. From this, we can
conclude that the average time spent weekly on childcare during the first
lockdown was between 41 and 128 hours (n=7)* per household. We can then
compare these data with pre-pandemic estimates, derived either from data
collections before the pandemic (e.g. 6) or from information collected
through retrospective questions included in the lockdown survey (e.qg. 4).
Comparisons to such data imply an average increase of 12 to 52 hours per
week (n=5) allocated for childcare during the lockdowns. Strikingly, in two
cases, the reported additional weekly hours spent on carework correspond to

3 See e.g. Etheridge, B. and Spanting L. (2020): The gender gap in mental well-
being during the Covid-19 outbreak: evidence from the UK. ISER Working Paper
series 2020-8; https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/research/publications/working-
papersfiser/2020-08 ; Hipp, L. and Biinning, M: (2020). “Parenthood as a driver
of increased gender inequality during COVID-19? Exploratory evidence from
Germany.” European Societies 23 (2020): S658 - 5673.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2020.1833229 ; Méhring, K, et al. (2021).
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roughly a week of a full time job. Furthermore, the two studies collecting
data on household work also point to notable changes, with household work
rising from an average of 18-21 hours to 23-26 hours per week (n=2).
Figure 2 presents the overall number of hours spent on childcare and
housework by heterosexual couples before and during the lockdown, as
reported in the various studies. The variations in the number of hours
measured in the various studies are remarkable. This can potentially be
attributed to a range of factors, including: (i) methodological differences; (ii)
differences between the populations covered; and (iii) cultural and structural
differences across the countries (e.g. in the share of working mothers). Still,
without exception, all studies show a proportional increase in the average
number of hours spent on unpaid work before and during COVID-19, that
represents a clear and striking growth in workload. Expressed in percentages,
we find that the overall time spent by parents on childcare increased by 25-
68% (n=5) between the pre-lockdown and lockdown periods. These figures,
coming from a range of different contexts within Europe, leave no doubt that
the shock was substantial and is worth further investigation.

Figure 2. Overall amount of total childcare/housework before and
after the lockdown, in weekly hours per couple
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Figures are not directly comparable across countries due to different methodologies
applied.

* This UK study (2) is the only one that asks the respondents to fill in: (i) a time-use
diary reporting what activities they did during each hour of the day; and (i) a diary
about their child’s time use, reporting who the child was with during each time slot.
Daily hours are derived from those diaries. In contrast, the other studies ask the
respondents to give an overall estimate of the time they spend with their child on a
daily/weekly basis.

How did men and women adapt?

Most unpaid work - both household chores and carework - has traditionally
fallen on women. This was no different in the pre-pandemic period in Europe.
From the beginning of this pandemic, there was therefore little doubt that

The COVID-19 pandemic and subjective well-being: Longitudinal evidence on
satisfaction with work and family. European Societies, 23(supl), S601-S617.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2020.1833066

4" refers to the number of studies taken into account to provide the figures.
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this traditional division of work would continue. And indeed, in most cases,
women continued to take the main responsibility for the increased workload
of unpaid workS. In addition to confirming this expectation, the lockdown
surveys also give further details about the extent of the increase in workload
for both women and men.

How much time did men and women spend on unpaid work during the
lockdown? Estimates from the reviewed surveys suggest that women in this
period spent an average of 27-72 hours a week (n=7) on childcare and
helping children with education, while they also devoted 15-27 hours a week
to housework (n=3). Compared to pre-lockdown measurements, these
figures represent a massive average increase of 7-20 hours per week,
corresponding to a change of 23-56 % for childcare (n=5) and an increase
of around 2 hours for housework (n=2).

At the same time, men also increased their contribution. Compared to pre-
pandemic times, when on average they spent 8 to 29 hours on childcare
every week (n=5), during the first lockdown they spent between 15 and 56
hours (n=7). Over the same period, housework performed by men increased
from 6-7 hours per week to 9-10 hours per week (n=2). These figures
represent an increase of 30-91% (n=5) in time spent on childcare and
housework - with 3 out of the 5 studies reporting an increase of close to
90%. In other words, men took up fewer additional unpaid working hours
than women, yet these changes represent a higher relative increase than
was the case for women (according to 4 out of 5 studies), as men originally
did fewer hours of unpaid work in the home than their female partners.

What happened to the gender care gap?

With both men and women spending significantly more time on unpaid work
during the lockdowns than before, a question arises: what were the changes
in the gender gap in the contribution to unpaid work in the home? Out of the
5 studies that make such a calculation possible, 4 suggest a clear increase
in the absolute size of the childcare gender gap as measured in hours, with
the difference between mothers’ and fathers’ contributions growing from
27.3 to 30.1 hours (6); from 13.1 to 17.7 hours (4); from 9.8 to 11.7 hours
(5); or from 8.6 to 9.7 hours (3). The only study that reports a small decrease
in the absolute gender gap (from 17.5 to 16.1 hours) is (2). We can thus
conclude, that during the lockdown mothers on average spent at least 1.5-,
but possibly even 4 hours more with their children every day than fathers
did. In contrast to the childcare gap, the gender gap in household work
remained unchanged, or even decreased (see Figure 3).

Figure 3 Absolute gender gap: difference between the number of
weekly hours women and men devoted to childcare/housework
before the pandemic and during the first lockdown.
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methodologies applied.

However, these changes correspond to either an unchanged- (3, 4) or even a
reduced relative gap (2, 5, 6, 7) in unpaid work. Findings show that women

> See e.g. Blasko et. al. 2020, ‘How will the COVID-19 crisis affect existing gender
divides in Europe?’, EUR 30181 EN, Publications Office of the European Union,
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took care of around 59-71% of overall childcare duties before the lockdown,
and that this share was slightly reduced (albeit via a significantly increased
overall workload in hours) to 56-67% during the lockdown. This is because
fathers increased their contributions by a smaller number of hours, still
proportionally to a greater extent than their partners.

Variations behind the averages

Although they highlight some major trends, the average figures presented
above still mask significant variations across different family types. The
challenges faced by the various households - and the solutions available to
them - depended on a number of factors, in particular the age of the
children, the level of the parents’ education, and the employment situation
of both parents. As stated earlier, the different methodologies allow for
comparisons of a limited scope only. Nevertheless, we highlight below some
of the main trends - also relying here on studies that do not report numbers
of hours, but that instead describe the household’s adaptation through other
measures.

The presence of younger children implied particularly high workloads
An obvious source of variation in the figures presented above is the age of
the children in the household. Studies that made distinctions by the age of
the child/children confirms that in general, younger children required much
more parental support. An Italian study finds that parents with a child aged
up to 10 were the most likely to report a substantial increase in their
workload, even after controlling for several other factors (8). Other studies
identify the most significant workload increases for parents with children
aged 3-5 (6) or even aged 0-4 (5). On the number of children in the
household, from the few studies that considered this issue (6, 7, 8, 15) it is
unclear whether having more children implied either significantly more work
(6, 8) or a different division of labour (7, 15).

Women, but especially working mothers, were heavily overloaded

As discussed, on average, women took on much more additional unpaid work
hours than men during the lockdown. This reflects both the higher share of
women experiencing an increase and the higher additional workload taken
up by them. All the reviewed studies that asked respondents to state whether
or not their childcare (8, 9) and housework duties (8, 9, 10) had increased,
identified significantly more women than men reporting an increase, with at
least 60% of the women reporting an increase in the various studies.

Although non-working mothers spent the most time on childcare and
housework (5, 7), working mothers were still significantly involved in unpaid
duties. Overall, the extent to which mothers took up responsibilities in the
home depended less on their own work situations than was the case with
fathers. This means that fathers were less likely to take on more home
responsibilities if they were already working outside the home, whereas
women took on additional home responsibilities almost irrespective of
whether they were already working outside the home. This suggests that
time availability was not a significant factor in determining women’s
investment into childcare and home-schooling their children (2,3, 4,7, 8,9
-only in IT; 13).

This indicates that mothers made a massive increased effort, regardless of
whether they were working remotely or from the workplace, or even if they
had a paid job at all. For example, a study in the UK (2) finds that working
mothers spent as much time on unpaid activities as fathers without a job.
Women'’s relative share of the various household tasks, such as cooking,
cleaning, and doing the laundry was also barely affected by changes in the
time constraints they faced. A joint sample of Italian, UK and US respondents
showed that more than half of the women, whose paid workload remained
unchanged - or even increased - during the lockdown still did most of the
increased amount of cleaning and cooking (11).

Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 978-92-76-18170-5,
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC120525




Some studies also find that teleworking mothers made particularly great
effort to combine paid work with an extensive amount of childcare and
educational support. A Hungarian study (4) finds that (other factors being
equal) teleworking mothers devoted 7 hours more to childcare per week than
mothers who worked from their workplaces. In the UK, teleworking mothers
were increasingly likely to do most - or even all - childcare and housework,
irrespective of the work situation of their partners (12). And in Italy,
teleworking mothers were just as likely to increase the time they spent on
childcare as non-working women (8).

More educated mothers devoted longer hours?

A couple of the studies that looked at variations by level of parental
education found either that: (i) mothers with a higher education degree
added the most additional hours to their (already high) childcare efforts (4);
or (i) were the most likely to increase the time spent with their children
during the lockdowns (8). Both studies suggest that these effects were
irrespective of the working conditions of these women, i.e. educated mothers’
extra efforts were not due to the greater likelihood of them working from
home. Parental support can significantly impact children’s learning outcomes
when schools are closed. This means that the additional investment made
by the most educated mothers is likely to have contributed to increased
learning inequalities during the lockdowns. However, this may not be a
universal pattern, as in Germany no such trends were shown (6).

Men increased their contribution - especially if they had time
available

Men'’s contribution to childcare and housework was more sensitive to their
time availability than was the case for women. As shown in Germany (13),
men’s share of housework and childcare was inversely related to the number
of hours they spent in paid employment. Fathers were most likely to take on
additional work in the home if they lost their paid jobs or were furloughed.
In such situations, their share of childcare and housework increased
significantly, and a somewhat more balanced division of unpaid work was
achieved (e.g. 2, 4, 7, 8). Nevertheless, even those men that lost their jobs
only rarely became the main caregivers in the family, and women often
continued to do at least as much work at home as their non-working partner
(see next section).

The contribution made by teleworking fathers was roughly halfway between
that of men without a paid job and those that continued to work from their
workplaces. Although teleworking mothers still spent considerably more time
on unpaid duties than teleworking fathers (e.q. 1), men who worked remotely
also increased their contribution. However, some studies find that
teleworking fathers got more involved in work in the home, but only in
childcare (4, 13).

Reversed gender roles appeared in a small, but non-negligible
number of households

Predictions regarding the lockdown’s effects suggested that in several
households a more equal division of unpaid work - or even a reversal in
traditional gender roles is likely to occur. This seemed especially likely in
cases when the father lost his job, or when only he could work remotely while
the mother continued to work from the workplace. Given that women are
overrepresented in several essential jobs, such a move to a more equal
division of work in the home was expected to be to be relatively common.

Evidence from the research gives some support to the claim that the model
of the father as main caregiver increased somewhat during the crisis.
However, the reported prevalence of this model - as well as its observed
growth - varies greatly depending on: (i) how we define ‘main caregiver’; (ii)
the survey sample; and (iii) other factors. For example, an Italian study (7)
reports that the percentage of fathers acting as main caregivers grew from
28.1% to 34.8% during the lockdowns. This study also showed that such an
arrangement was most likely to occur when the father stopped working
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during the pandemic. In the UK, there was an even more dramatic increase
in the share of households with men as the main caregiver, rising from 2.6%
to around 20% (5). However, according to a German survey, the share of
couples where the men took care of most - or even all - childcare duties
increased slightly from 3% to 5.5% (13). In the Netherlands, the share of
fathers that did more carework than their partners grew from 6.8% to 10.2%
(15).

The gap can only be explained by persistent gender roles

In most of the studies, an attempt was made to identify the main factors
behind the gender gap, as expressed in either the overall level of time spent
on unpaid work, or in the increase in the time spent on unpaid work. Without
exception, the research concludes that women’s dominant role in unpaid
work could in no way be explained by the various factors, such a survey could
consider, including women’s: (i) sometimes greater likelihood of working
from home; (ii) greater likelihood of being out of work; and (iii) level of
education. Overall, findings indicate that gender differences in time
availability do not account for mothers’ increased readiness to devote very
long hours to their children when schools and childcare institutions are
closed. These findings therefore suggest that traditional gender roles
continue to play a crucial role in shaping the division of work between
partners.

Additionally, some research also looks at the income contribution of the
couples, and investigates how the relative levels of the partner’s income (1)
or the changes in this income (9) are linked to men’s and women'’s
contribution to unpaid work. In the UK (1) and Italy (9), findings show clear
gender differences, i.e. women in both countries are more likely than men to
respond to their relative losses in income by becoming more involved in
childcare. However, this is not the case in Germany (9), where the division of
work in the home is more closely related to the bargaining power of the
partners irrespective of their gender. This suggests that asymmetric income
losses (with women more likely to suffer a loss of income than men) can
provide at least a partial explanation for the gender gap in this country.

Differences between countries are likely but unknown

The present discussion highlights the common trends identified from the
various country studies. These common trends are important, as they reflect
patterns across different cultures and structural settings. However, the
different methodologies used in the surveys mean that it is often not
possible to determine whether differences in some of the findings are the
result of how the study was designed or whether they highlight real cross-
country variations in how households adapted to the lockdowns. Still, it is
most likely that adaptation to the lockdowns was not fully uniform across
Europe. This lack of uniformity can be seen from the few studies that rely on
a comparative data collection in two or more countries. Out of the 15 studies
reviewed here, only three (1 - UK, DE, US; 9 - DE, IT; 11 - IT, UK, US) collected
data in a standard way in different countries, thus allowing for a direct
comparison across the findings.

For example, one study (9) shows that Italian men and women were much
more likely than Germans to increase their time spent on housework when
the lockdown was introduced, although time spent on childcare increased by
a roughly similar amount in both countries. Furthermore, although women
were more likely to ‘strongly’ increase their contributions than men in both
activities (housework and childcare) and in both countries, the gender gap
was particularly large in Germany, where mothers were twice as likely to
strongly increase their childcare time than fathers. Interestingly, another
comparative study finds significantly greater gender gaps in time spent on
helping children’s home-schooling in Germany than in the UK (1). These
examples point at likely cross-country variations in the trajectories that
different European countries - especially those belonging to different gender
regimes - might take because of the crisis.

EU Science Hub: ec.europa.eu/jrc/en 2 @EU_ScienceHub [ Joint Research Centre

£ EU Science Hub - Joint Research Centre EU Science Hub



Policy recommendations

From this review, a number of policy recommendations can be
made.

. Firstly, by quantifying the very high amount of workload that
households with children are forced to handle, this review highlights
the need to avoid closing childcare institutions and schools as long
as a pandemic situation allows.

. Secondly, the review has shown that women'’s continued role
as the main contributor to childcare and housework - even in such
extreme circumstances - is often unrelated to their employment
responsibilities. This indicates a strong need to combat gender
stereotypes and promote the greater involvement of men in childcare
and housework.

. Thirdly, a careful re-consideration of employers’ practices is
needed, that takes the multifaceted nature of telework into account.
This pandemic has shown that working from home can be both a
blessing and a curse - especially for women with children who tend
to use remote work as a way to balance extreme workloads. The
possible negative consequences of working from home should be
mitigated by employers: (i) offering to combine telework options with
flexible working arrangements such as flexitime; and (i) removing
discriminatory workplace practices that penalise teleworking
colleagues. Measures should also to encourage more men to take up
telework options and thus to strengthen their paternal role - a
positive change that the crisis has shown us to be possible.
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Quick Guide

We used the Scopus database to identify relevant papers with our
search limited to economics, social sciences and psychology. Only
papers written in English were considered. We searched in titles and
article keywords, applying the combination of the following
keywords: ‘COVID’ OR ‘Coronavirus’ AND ‘housework’ OR ‘childcare’
OR ‘caregiving’ OR ‘work-life’ OR ‘father’ OR ‘time use’ OR ‘unpaid
work’ OR ‘gender gap’ OR ‘gender inequality’ OR ‘gender roles’ OR
‘gender’ AND ‘labour’ OR ‘gender’ AND ‘division’ OR ‘gender’ AND
‘work’ OR ‘gender’ AND ‘household’ OR ‘women’ AND ‘survey’ OR
‘household’ AND ‘work’ OR ‘care’ AND ‘parents’ OR ‘care’ AND
‘gender’ OR ‘care’ AND ‘work'.

This search yielded a total of 548 documents. After reviewing the
abstracts, many of them were discarded and a selection of 58
articles was left that met the purposes of the research. Of these, 27
refer to either an EU Member State or to the UK. From these 27, we
limited the scope to the studies that used one of the three following
methods: (1) studies that asked for specific time estimates for
childcare/housework or both; (2) studies that asked about perceived
direction of change in time spent on these activities; and (3) studies
that asked the respondents to report the relative time spent on these
activities compared to their partner before/during lockdown. We
excluded two studies as they reported the average number of
childcare hours including for people without children. In the UK, we
identified three different studies based on the same survey. In this
case, we selected the one that presented the results in a way that
provides the most room for comparison with other studies. Finally,
three studies using non-representative samples were also excluded.
The final selection thus includes altogether 15 studies as listed here.




