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The recession shadowing the COVID-19 pandemic has been frequently
characterised as a “shecession,” implying disproportionately negative
effects for women. Yet the crisis might more accurately be called a
‘momcession,” as women’s work losses were driven in large part by the
outcomes of mothers specifically. The OECD’s 2020 Risks that Matter
survey presents cross-national evidence that when schools and childcare
facilities shut down, mothers took on the brunt of additional unpaid care
work — and, correspondingly, they experienced labour market penalties and
stress. These findings serve as another reminder that governments must
consider inequalities in unpaid work and take a gender-sensitive approach
when building their policy responses to the COVID-19 crisis.
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Key findings

The recession shadowing the COVID-19 pandemic has been frequently and simplistically labelled a
“shecession,” implying disproportionately negative effects for women. Across countries, however, one
group stands out as faring especially poorly in labour force and unpaid work outcomes: working mothers
with school-age or younger children.

International comparisons of the effects of the recession on mothers have been limited thus far due to
lags in the cross-national availability of detailed labour force and time use data by parenthood status.
The OECD Risks that Matter (RTM) 2020 survey helps to fill a gap in our understanding by combining
self-reported employment and caregiving microdata, disaggregated by parenthood status, across
25 OECD countries.

COVID-19 has laid bare the negative consequences of longstanding gender gaps and norms around
caregiving. RTM 2020 reveals that when schools and childcare facilities closed, mothers took on the
brunt of the additional unpaid care work — and, correspondingly, they experienced labour market
penalties and stress.

o Mothers were nearly three times as likely as fathers to report that they took on the majority or
all of additional unpaid care work related to school or childcare facility closures: 61.5% of
mothers of children under age 12 say they took on the majority or entirety of the extra care work,
while 22.4% of fathers report that they did.

e Mothers of children under age 12 were the group most likely to move from employed to not
employed status between Q4 2019 and Q3 2020, on average across OECD countries.

e Gender gaps in a household’s unpaid care were largest, on average, when the father continued
to be employed while the mother was not. This relationship was not reciprocated to the same
degree in households where the father was out of paid work and the mother was in paid work.
Indeed, consistent with existing literature, RTM 2020 data show that mothers’ participation in
paid employment did little to mitigate inequality in unpaid work conditions.

e Public supports may have helped to lessen gender inequality at home. Additional days of school
closures correlated cross-nationally with greater gender inequality in the take-up of additional
unpaid work, while historically higher levels of spending on family supports were associated with
smaller gender gaps in the distribution of additional care of children during COVID-19.

e The social policy response to the crisis should include greater public investments in good-quality
childcare, education, and out-of-school supports; increasing the length, and incentivising the
take-up, of fathers’ parental leave, which has implications for fathers’ long-term caregiving
behaviour; and promoting equal access to telework for women and men, addressing possible
penalties in terms of pay and advancement for those using it. Policymakers must embed all of
these strategies in a whole-of-government approach to gender mainstreaming.

A “Shecession,” or a “Momcession”?

The recession shadowing the COVID-19 pandemic has been frequently labelled a “shecession,” implying
disproportionately negative economic effects for women, relative to men. Gender gaps vary across
countries, but, on average, cross-national OECD and global estimates indicate that women’s hours worked
and women’s employment rates declined at a greater rate than men’s in the early months of the pandemic
(Alon et al., 20211;; OECD, 20212;; Bluedorn et al., 20213;). This stands in contrast to what have typically
been larger job losses among men in recent recessions (OECD, 2012y4).
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These initial declines were driven by demand- and supply-side shocks on labour. Women
disproportionately work in sectors that were hit hardest by the early lockdowns (such as retail and
hospitality'). Women are also more likely to work in part-time and irregular jobs, which were more likely to
be terminated or furloughed in the early months of COVID-19 (Bluedorn et al., 2021(3;; Adams-Prassl et al.,
2020ys)). Finally, restrictions on labour supply resulting from increased unpaid care responsibilities (e.g. the
need to care for children during school closures) were disproportionately borne by women.

After the initial shock, women’s work hours rebounded somewhat in the following quarters and were
stabilised throughout the pandemic by women’s continued participation in essential sectors like health care
and teaching. Labour force participation and employment rates between the fourth quarters of 2019 and
2020, measured in labour force surveys, show that job losses were spread across men and women, though
effects were often larger for women (Figure 1).

Yet many female-dominated jobs still have not returned in the way that male-dominated ones have, for
example in construction and manufacturing in some countries. And the “pull” factors keeping some women
out of the labour market — namely irregular school openings and childcare availability — are still ongoing.
Whether (and to what degree) these gender gaps in paid and unpaid work will persist will depend on the
nature of the ongoing pandemic and on governments’ responses.

Country-specific studies have helped to illustrate the cause and nature of women’s labour market losses.
School and childcare closures were a causal driver of parents’ — and especially women’s — reduced paid
work hours. These closures forced parents, and especially women,? to take on additional unpaid care work
in countries as diverse as the United Kingdom (Andrew et al., 20205; Sevilla and Smith, 2020), Italy
(Del Boca et al., 2020g)), Spain (Farré et al., 2020(9), and the United States (Zamarro and Prados, 202110j;
Alon et al., 20211)).

Related to this, women’s work hour reductions in many countries were disproportionately borne by those
workers who were unable to stay home and telework (Adams-Prassl et al., 2020;5; Alon et al., 20211)).
These were by and large the women who had to choose between continuing to work or caring for their
children at home. While the hours worked by women decreased cross-nationally, countries with well-
designed care leave systems and/or job retention schemes were often better able to stave off more
dramatic drops in women’s work (OECD, 20212;; Adams-Prassl et al., 20205)).

This research, taken together, suggests that the COVID-19 “shecession” should more accurately be called
a “momcession.” Women'’s work losses were driven in large part by the outcomes of mothers, specifically,
who often took on additional hours of (unpaid) care of their children during school shutdowns. Yet cross-
national comparisons of the effects of the recession on mothers have thus far been limited due to lags in
the cross-national availability of detailed labour force microdata by parenthood status.

' On average across OECD countries, women make up about 53% of workers in food and beverage services
(e.g. cafés, restaurants and catering); 60% in accommodation services (e.g. hotels); and 62% in the retail sector.

2 Fathers generally increased their unpaid care work following the increase in caregiving responsibility related to school
closures during the pandemic, but generally women took on more ( (Andrew et al., 2020i6); Sevilla and Smith, 2020(7;
Del Boca et al., 2020); Farré et al., 2020i9); OECD, 202129); Zamarro and Prados, 2021105; Alon et al., 20211)).

3 Hupkau and Petrongolo (2020), using longitudinal data in the U.K., find little evidence of a gender gap in working
hours or job loss across genders in the United Kingdom at the start of the pandemic. However within households they
find that women provided on average a larger share of increased childcare needs (Hupkau and Petrongolo, 20202s)).
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Figure 1. In many countries women experienced large declines in labour force participation and
employment rates between Q4 2019 and Q1 2021

Percentage point changes in labour force participation rates (Panel A) and employment rates (Panel B),
disaggregated by gender, 2019 and 2021
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B. Employment rates
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Note: Data for Iceland, Switzerland and Turkey refer to the difference in Employment Rate between Q4 2019 and Q4 2020. No data for Chile
and Costa Rica. Since January 2021, European countries have introduced a renovated LFS survey questionnaire, with a change in the sampling
and structure of the questionnaire. Major changes concern the treatment of full (survey) week work absences where persons on full-week
sickness absences irrespective of the duration of absences are employed, those on parental leave receiving job-related income/benefits beyond
3 months with a guarantee to return to the previous job are employed, but lay-offs due to business conditions receiving job-related income or
benefits beyond 3 months are no longer employed. This may have increased or decreased the employment level and rates in the countries
concerned.

Source: OECD Short-term Labour Market Statistics (https:/stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=STLABOUR).
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The OECD Risks that Matter (RTM)* 2020 data help fill a gap in our understanding of these inequalities by
combining self-reported employment® and caregiving microdata, disaggregated by parenthood status,
across 25 OECD countries.

RTM 2020 allows a comparison of men versus women’s self-reported employment status between
Q42019 and Q32020,° disaggregated by parenthood status (see Figure 2). Mothers of children
under 12 years old (hereafter “under-12s”) were the group most likely to move from employment to out of
employment relative to women without children, women with children age 12 and older, men without
children, men with children age 12 and older, and men with under-12s.

When comparing women and men with comparable parenthood status, the gender gap in employment was
greatest between mothers and fathers of under-12s. On average across countries, mothers of under-12s
were over 3 percentage points more likely to have left employment than fathers of under-12s at some point
between the first and the third quarter of 2020 (Figure 2). This represents the early months of the pandemic,
and the period with the most intensive public lockdowns. In Germany, for example, mothers of under-12s
were about 6 percentage points more likely to have left employment than fathers of under-12s (Figure 2,
indicated by the blue bar), whereas women who are not mothers or are mothers of children 12 and over
had little difference in employment outcomes relative to their male counterparts (indicated by the diamond).

Beyond outright job losses, other job disruptions took their toll on families, too. It is not possible to assess
with RTM data to what extent women versus men experienced job disruptions such as layoffs or placement
on a job retention scheme in 2020, as RTM 2020 asked about job disruption in the household of the
respondent, not the respondent individually’. These job disruption results therefore cannot be
disaggregated by gender.

But given widespread school closures during the pandemic, it is unsurprising that about half of respondents
with children under age 18 experienced some kind of job disruption in the household due to COVID-19.
Gaps emerge in particular when looking at work hour reductions and taking leave from work. Across the
sample, about 15.2% of respondents with children under 18 report a member of their household having
their work hours reduced or being put on a part-time job scheme, compared to just 12.3% of other
respondents, on average (OECD, 2021(11).

4 Details on the survey, including sampling and questionnaires, can be found on the OECD Risks that Matter website
and in recent reports : https://www.oecd.org/social/risks-that-matter.htm

S RTM s an attitudinal survey that includes background questions on job status, work history and job disruption to help
illustrate the employment status of respondents and households. Accurate employment figures are best derived from
traditional, regular labour force surveys (LFS) and administrative data like tax records. RTM cannot be directly
compared with LFS results for a few reasons. RTM asks a simple, retrospective question on 2019 employment status
over a period of several months, from October to December 2019, which does not track with any traditional LFS figures
(e.g. a monthly or quarterly unemployment rate). RTM also has a smaller sample (n=1000) per country than traditional
LFSs.

6 Respondents were asked “Were you employed and in paid work at any point during the last three months of 2019?”
[yes/no], and “What is your current employment status now [Q3 2020)? Are you now currently employed?”

7 The full list of job disruptions and indicators in RTM 2020 are detailed further in (OECD, 2021p11)).
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Figure 2. The gender gap in transitioning from employed to not employed is typically largest
among parents of school age and younger children

Gender gaps as percentage point change resulting from gender differences in the share of respondents that were
employed and in paid work at some point during Q4 2019, but were not in paid employed during Q3 2020 (% males
— percentage females) by parenthood status.
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Note: Data refer to adults of prime working age (25 to 54 years old). “Parents with children under 12" are defined as individuals whose youngest
child living in the household is under 12 years old. They may or may not have additional children age 12 or older.
Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM.

Additionally, many parents took leave from work. 15.6% of respondents with children under 18 had at least
one member of the household take paid or unpaid leave from work, compared to just 10.8% of respondents
without children. The rate of paid or unpaid leave-taking from work increases further, to 17%, when looking
only at parents with younger children under age 12 (OECD, 202111)).

It is worth noting, too, that in the households where no one took leave, someone may have already been
available to care for children due to a different type of job disruption. Across countries, on average, 41%
of households with children that did not take (paid or unpaid) leave reported some other form of job-related
disruption, such as job loss, a temporary lay-off, work hours reduction, and/or placement on a job retention
scheme (OECD, 202111)).

Mothers took on more unpaid work than others

Aside from labour market factors, one of the biggest drivers of women’s reduced employment, labour force
participation and reduced working hours during COVID-19 is the fact that mothers typically took on more
additional unpaid childcare obligations than fathers and non-parents. This is the case in most countries
that have been studied so far (Andrew et al., 2020i; Del Boca et al., 2020(s;; Farré et al., 2020;q; Sevilla
and Smith, 20207; Zamarro and Prados, 202110;; Eurofound, 2020;12)).8

8 While some evidence from Germany suggests that the increase in additional care work was shared equally between
men and women, the overall division of work remained largely unchanged and women — in light of longstanding
inequalities — were still more likely than men to consider the division of work unfair. In the United Kingdom there is also
some mixed evidence on whether additional care work was equally shared (OECD, 20212g9)).
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RTM 2020 provides new, cross-national data to assess this link. We find that women report taking on more
of the additional unpaid childcare work during COVID-19 than fathers, and we find that the burden of unpaid
work is associated with a decreased probability of being in paid employment by Q3 2020.

Mothers were more likely than fathers to take on additional unpaid care work

In the absence of widespread, cross-nationally harmonised time use statistics during COVID-19,°
RTM 2020 offers evidence across OECD countries that women took on more unpaid care obligations than
men when schools and childcare facilities shut down. Respondents whose children were affected by school
or childcare facility closures were asked, “In your household, who took on any additional care work as a
result of school or childcare facility closures [during COVID-19]?”

On average, mothers of children under age 12 were nearly three times as likely as fathers to say that they
took on all or the majority of additional unpaid care work related to school and/or childcare facility closures
(Figure 3). These gender gaps are fairly consistent across ages of minor children (see Annex Table 1.A.1).

61.5% of mothers of under-12s report that they took on most or all of that additional unpaid care work,
compared to just 22.4% of fathers reporting that they took on most or all of the additional unpaid care work
— a gap of 39.1 percentage points. The gender gap is smallest in the Netherlands, but even there, the
share of mothers reporting taking on the majority or entirety of additional care work is 15.9 percentage
points higher than the rate for fathers.

It is important to note that these results present perceptions of who took on more work. Unlike traditional
time use surveys, RTM 2020 does not monitor hours spent on specific paid and unpaid activities.

Yet fathers, too, corroborate that their partner took on more of the additional care work than they did —
albeit to a lesser degree. While 22.4% of fathers self-report taking on the majority or entirety of additional
unpaid care work, 25.9% of fathers report that their partner took on the majority of entirely of additional
unpaid care work.

The most common answer for fathers of under-12s is that the additional unpaid care work was split evenly
between them and their partner: 40.8% of fathers claim this, compared to 20.7% of mothers.

This inequality in unpaid work is negatively associated with women’s employment. When analysed in a
linear regression, being a mother and carrying out the majority or the entirety of additional unpaid care
work is associated with a significant 0.053 percentage point increase in the probability of transitioning from
employed status in Q4 2019 to not employed status in Q3 2020.'° In other words, a high unpaid care work
burden is highly correlated with moving out of paid work. Of course, causality likely moves in both

9 Official and high-quality time use data are still being collected across countries, and it is difficult, cross-nationally, to
provide exact breakdowns of hours spent on care. Only a few OECD countries’ national statistical offices, like those
in the United Kingdom and the United States, have published public time use data from 2020. See for example
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/satelliteaccounts/bulletins/coronavirusandhowpeoplespenttheirti
meunderrestrictions/28marchto26april2020 and https://www.bls.gov/tus/. Cross-nationally, one provider of time use
estimates is Eurofound’s “Living, Working and COVID-19” survey, which has run several waves of survey questions
across EU countries since spring 2020. Eurofound asked respondents “Last month, on average, how many hours per
week were you involved in [caring for/educating your children or grandchildren?” However there are important caveats
in terms of sampling. The Living, Working and COVID-19 survey should not be compared to the national survey office
estimates, as it recruited participants via social media and used “snowball” sampling methods, with varying response
rates across European countries (https:/www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/wpef20005.pdf). The survey
also of course does not cover the entirety of the OECD.

10 This regression includes controls for the provision of additional care, gender, age group, education, type of
employment status, income, and country fixed effects. The independent variable of interest is an interaction term
between gender (women) and providing the majority of entire or additional unpaid care work.
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directions: the additional available time for a respondent who left employment could drive them to take on
more unpaid work, or an added unpaid work burden could result in respondent’s departure from paid
employment.

Figure 3. Mothers were nearly three times as likely as fathers to say they took on most or all of the
additional unpaid care work caused by school and childcare closures

Share of parents with at least one child under 12 who report that they took on all or the majority of the additional
care work caused by school or childcare facility closures, by gender, 2020
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Note: Respondents were asked who in their household took on any additional care work as a result of school or childcare facility closures. The
response options were “Entirely you”, “Mostly you, “Equally shared between you and your spouse/partner”, “Mostly your spouse/partner’,
“Entirely your spouse/partner”, “Mostly someone else (another member of your household or someone from outside your household)”, and “A
mixture of you (and/or your spouse/partner) and someone else”. Respondents could also choose “Can’t choose / difficult to say” or “Not
applicable” as options. This figure presents the aggregation of results from respondents who answered “Entirely you” or “Mostly you”. Parents
with children under 12 are defined as respondents whose youngest child living in the household is under 12 years old.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM.

Mothers’ participation in paid work did little to mitigate inequality in unpaid work

Academic research suggests a shift toward more paternal care. Even if mothers took on more of the
additional unpaid care work, researchers and policy makers have suggested that COVID-19 may mark the
start of a change towards more egalitarian norms and behaviour. This convergence notion suggests that
by getting to know and appreciate the effort that goes into family care work at home, fathers might
permanently increase their share of such work (Boll, Miiller and Schiiller, 202113)).

However, this shift towards more paternal caregiving seems to be more pronounced when fathers are
unemployed or furloughed rather than working from home, suggesting that the shift emerged out of a
supply-side shock (fathers have more time), rather than the demand-side shock (higher need for childcare
and housework) (Sevilla and Smith, 20207;). Fathers’ childcare provision is much more sensitive to
employment status than that of women’s (Sevilla and Smith, 20207;; Zamarro and Prados, 2021(1q)).

Importantly, fathers’ involvement in childcare seems to be highly sensitive to their partners’ working
arrangements. The main driver of the shift toward more paternal care was the inability of working mothers
to telework (Boll, Muller and Schuller, 20211131), further suggesting that fathers’ involvement came out of
necessity (mothers cannot) rather than opportunity (fathers can) ( (Boll, Miller and Schiiller, 202113;
Margaria, 2021p147). Women working from home in the United Kingdom, for example, were found during
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COVID-19 to have been doing as many additional hours of childcare as men on furlough (Sevilla and
Smith, 20207), and a study of time use data in the United States finds that moms working from home
spend over 20 minutes more per day on childcare than telecommuting dads (Lyttelton, Zang and Musick,
2021p15). This gap is even larger when looking at non-care housework (ibid.).

RTM 2020 data corroborate this general consensus that working mothers'” were not immune to the
additional unpaid work burden. Working mothers with an employed partner are more than twice as likely
as working men with an employed partner to say that they took on the majority or all of the additional
unpaid care work (Figure 4). 53.4% of employed mothers, versus 20.9% of employed fathers, report taking
on the majority of entirety of additional care work when schools and childcare facilities closed.

The gender gaps in caregiving are largest, by far, when a mother is not employed and the father is
employed. 76.9% of not employed mothers (with employed partners) say that they took on most or all of
the additional unpaid care work. When the situation is reversed — the father is not employed while the
mother is employed — only 24.5% of fathers self-report taking on most or all of the additional unpaid care
work.

Figure 4. The gender gap in unpaid caregiving persists even when both parents are employed

Share of employed parents with: 1) an employed partner and 2) at least one child under 18 who report that they took
on all or the majority of the additional care work caused by school or childcare facility closures during COVID-19, by
gender, 2020
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Note: Respondents were asked who in their household took on any additional care work as a result of school or childcare facility closures. The
response options were “Entirely you”, “Mostly you, “Equally shared between you and your spouse/partner”, “Mostly your spouse/partner”,
“Entirely your spouse/partner”, “Mostly someone else (another member of your household or someone from outside your household)”, and “A
mixture of you (and/or your spouse/partner) and someone else”. Respondents could also choose “Can’t choose / difficult to say” or “Not
applicable” as options. This figure presents the aggregated total from respondents who answered “Entirely you” or “Mostly you”. Parents here
are defined as respondents with at least one child under the age of 18. Employment status is recorded in September 2020.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http:/oe.cd/RTM.

" Parents in this section include all parents with minor children, i.e. under age 18, as restricting by younger age group
and employment status leads to very small subgroups for comparison.
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This inequality in caregiving during COVID-19 is unsurprising in light of longstanding gender norms and
gender inequalities in unpaid work (Figure 5). Throughout OECD countries, and indeed throughout the
world, women have historically spent far more time on unpaid work than men. Public policies will influence
whether COVID-19 deepens or mitigates these inequalities in the longer run.

Figure 5. Women have historically spent almost twice as much time in unpaid work than men
throughout the OECD

Estimates of daily time spent on unpaid work, such as routine housework, shopping, care for household members,
childcare, adult care, care for non-household members, volunteering, travel related to household activities, and other
unpaid activities, in minutes per day, by gender, most recent year
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Note: Figure presents time use estimates from 2019 in USA, from 2016 in Japan and the Netherlands, from 2015 in Canada, from 2014-15 in
Turkey and UK, from 2014 in Korea and Mexico, from 2013-14 in Italy, from 2013 in Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg and Poland, from 2012-13
in Germany, from 2010-11 in Norway, from 2010 in Hungary and Sweden, from 2009-10 in Estonia, Finland, France, New Zealand and Spain,
from 2008-09 in Austria, from 2006 in Australia, from 2005 in Ireland, from 2003 in Latvia and Lithuania, from 2001 in Denmark, from 2000-01
in Slovenia, and from 1999 in Portugal.

Source: OECD Gender Data Portal, https://www.oecd.org/gender/data/.

Gender gaps in worries, distress, and perceptions

RTM 2020 supports existing evidence that gender gaps emerged or were heightened in worry and distress
during COVID-19.

Mothers experienced disproportionately high levels of stress

Country-specific research has found that mothers’ were disproportionately stressed during the pandemic.
Zamarro and Prados (20217) find that at the onset of COVID-19, large gaps emerged or persisted in
indicators of psychological distress between mothers of school-aged or younger children and all other
comparison groups,'? and that these gaps were still present four months into the pandemic in the
United States. Xue and McMunn (202114)) find similar results for the United Kingdom and highlight the

12 Mothers fared worse in psychological distress relative to the comparison groups of women without school-age or
younger children; men with school-age or younger children; and men without school-age or younger children (Zamarro
and Prados, 202110)).
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vulnerability of single mothers. Lyttelton et al. (2021) link emotional distress to women'’s teleworking and
unpaid work obligations in the United States. They find that mothers who teleworked during the pandemic
were more likely to report feeling depressed, anxious, and lonely than telecommuting fathers — but they
found no gender gaps in anxiety levels among parents who were commuting to workplaces during the
crisis (Lyttelton, Zang and Musick, 202115)). In addition, qualitative research in sociology has found that
mothers who greatly increased the time they spend caring for children disproportionately reported
increased stress, anxiety, and frustration, especially when the shock was associated with (paid) work
pressure and disrupted childcare arrangements (McCrory Calarco et al., 2020;16)).

Gender gaps in psychological distress are also found in Eurofound’s April and July 2020 opt-in, online
surveys in European Union countries (Eurofound, 2020(12))."2 In the first months of the pandemic, women
were more likely than men to report work-life conflict, and mothers of young children were more likely than
men to report feeling tense, lonely, and/or depressed.

This gender gap in distress is perhaps unsurprising given that 2020 time use research (however limited)
shows that women took on both more of the additional care work and a larger share of less gratifying
unpaid work, such as laundry, cleaning, and physical childcare. Men, in contrast, spent more time on
repairs and grocery shopping (Farré et al., 2020j9;; Del Boca et al., 2020;s)) — perhaps related to the fact
that in some countries, leaving the house during confinement was only allowed for grocery shopping (Farré
et al., 2020p9). These mental health findings are situated in a broader context of women being more worried
than men, cross-nationally, about household finances during COVID-19 (OECD, 202117)).

In RTM 2020, women are more likely than men to respond “yes” to “[Has] your (or at least one member of
your household’s) mental health and well-being been affected by the pandemic and crisis?” Mothers are
more likely than fathers to report the presence of mental health issues within the household (Figure 6),
though the degree to which they are referring to themselves or to family members cannot be established
with these data.

13 There may be self-selection issues among respondents as the Living, Working and COVID-19 survey recruited
participants via social media and used “snowball” sampling methods, with varying response rates across European
countries (https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/wpef20005.pdf).
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Figure 6. Mothers are more likely than fathers to report the pandemic has affected their own or
their household’s mental health and well-being

Share of mothers versus fathers of under-12s reporting mental health or well-being challenges (to themselves or a
family member) during the pandemic, 2020.
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Note: Figure presents the share of mothers and fathers of children under age 12 answering affirmatively to the question “Has your (or at least
one member of your household’s) mental health and well-being been affected by the pandemic and crisis?”
Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM.

Parents worry about accessing good-quality childcare and education

Looking forward to 2022, a majority of parents — 61.3% — are also very worried about accessing good-
quality and affordable children or education for their children (Figure 7). The rate is over 80% of parents in
Turkey, Mexico, Estonia, Greece and Chile. On average across countries, mothers are slightly more
concerned than fathers: 63.8% of mothers of under-12s, and 58.3% of fathers, say they that are somewhat
or very concerned about being able to access good-quality childcare or education (Annex Table 1.A.2). In
Spain, the United States, Mexico and Chile fathers are more likely than mothers to say they worry about
accessing good-quality childcare or education.
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Figure 7. Mothers and fathers worry about accessing good-quality childcare or education for their
children

Share of respondents who are “somewhat concerned” or “very concerned” about not being able to access good-
quality childcare or education for their children (or young members of your family) in the next year or two, by gender
and parental status
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Note: Respondents were asked how concerned they are not being able to access good-quality child care or education for their children (or young
members of their family). Possible responses were “Not at all concerned”, “Not so concerned”, “Somewhat concerned”, and “Very concerned”.
Respondents could also choose “Can’t choose”. Figure presents the aggregated total of respondents answering “somewhat concerned” or “very
concerned”.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http:/oe.cd/RTM.

The promise and peril of telework, technology, and work-life balance

COVID-19 has had obvious effects on the nature of work-life balance for people who remained employed.
Telework seems to have helped protect women, and especially mothers, from completely exiting the labour
force, and in many countries the gender gap in the change in paid hours worked was largest among people
who had to go to work on-site. Simply put, many mothers were forced to choose between working or caring
for their children to a degree that fathers were not.

Yet there were negative consequences for teleworking mothers, as well. Among teleworkers, the gender
gaps in employment status change were small, but the productivity of mothers seems to have suffered
more (Alon et al., 20211}). Research suggests that teleworking mothers were more likely to be interrupted
during work hours (Andrew et al., 2020p)), and mothers who teleworked faced a higher childcare burden
than mothers who could not telework and instead had to commute to work (Boll, Miller and Schdiller,
2021113)).

Although stigma against teleworking has diminished during the pandemic (Barrero, Bloom and Dauvis,
2021p1g)), pre-pandemic research found that flexibility stigma is gendered. Men were more likely to
discriminate against workers making use of flexible work arrangements, while women, and especially
mothers, were more likely to suffer from such discrimination (Chung, 2018j19)). In pre-COVID-19 research,
employers had also been found to disadvantage teleworking employees in promotions even if they had
higher productivity than workers on-site (Bloom et al., 201320)).

Perhaps reflecting this benefit-cost trade-off — the ability to retain a job, but awareness of care obligations
at home — RTM 2020 data show that fathers are slightly more likely to feel that technology like that used
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for telework will make it more likely for their job and work hours to become compatible with private life.
Having said that, both mothers and fathers are optimistic, on average, that technology will improve work-
life balance.

Figure 8. Fathers are slightly more optimistic than mothers that technology will make their job and
work hours more compatible with private life

Percent of respondents who think that is “very likely” or “likely” that technology will help their job and work hours
become more compatible with their private life by gender and parental status
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Note: Respondents were asked how likely they think it is that technology will help their job and working hours become more compatible with
their private life over the next five years. The possible responses were “Very unlikely”, “Unlikely”, “Likely”, and “Very likely”. Respondents could
also choose “Can’t choose”. Figure presents the aggregated total of respondents who selected “very likely” or “likely”.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM.

Public policies to support parents

The evidence presented in this paper suggests that mothers were disproportionately burdened by the
added unpaid care obligations caused by COVID-19 in 2020. While fathers provided additional unpaid care
when schools and childcare facilities closed, mothers did much more. This inequality in unpaid work, in
turn, corresponded with mothers’ negative employment outcomes, higher levels of stress, and worries
about accessing childcare and school.

These pandemic outcomes reflect longstanding inequalities in unpaid work, women’s weaker labour force
attachment, and women'’s relatively lower wages, on average, all of which contributed to many women
becoming the “default’ caregiver when the crisis arose.

Governments must take a gender-sensitive approach and consider inequalities in unpaid work when
building their public policy response to the crisis. This policy approach should include greater public
investments in good-quality childcare, education, and out-of-school supports; increasing the length of, and
mandating take-up of, paternity leave, which has implications for fathers’ long-term caregiving behaviour;
and normalising the use of telework across men and women, so that women are not penalised for using it.
Finally, policy makers must embed all of these strategies in a whole-of-government approach to gender
mainstreaming.
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Change gender norms by incentivising fathers to take parental leave

Father’s caregiving for children around birth can have important downstream effects on equality in unpaid
caregiving as children age. Many countries have been trying to encourage a more equal division of paid
and unpaid work across men and women through father-specific parental leave programmes, which
incentivise fathers to leave work to care for young children immediately after (or for a longer period) after
birth (OECD, 201921;). A few countries, such as Portugal and Spain, have begun mandating a period of
obligatory paternity leave for fathers after a child’s birth. Indeed, when countries were surveyed on how
best to increase men’s unpaid care work at home, the most common answers were changing boys’ and
men’s attitudes towards caregiving and ensuring that men do not experience discrimination when they take
leave from work to care for dependents (OECD, 201722).

In addition to helping child development and fathers’ well-being, fathers’ participation in parental leave can
promote gender equality through different mechanisms. Fathers’ leave-taking can help change the within-
household distribution of unpaid work, as both mothers and fathers are involved in parenting tasks soon
after birth — an important period for establishing caregiving habits. Fathers’ leave-taking may also
strengthen women’s labour market participation (both entry and hours) by enabling mothers to return to
work earlier and lessening the risk of statistical discrimination against childbearing-age women overall.
Quasi-experimental research in countries as diverse as Canada, Germany, Norway, and Spain finds that
the offer of paid paternity or parental leave reserved for fathers does increase take-up by fathers, and that,
after take-up, fathers-only parental leave produces positive effects on fathers’ downstream hours spent on
unpaid work (OECD, 2019p21)). Having said that, more evaluations are needed on “what works;” the offer
of father-specific leave, in and of itself, is often not sufficient. Relatively generous leave schemes reserved
for fathers in Korea and Japan, for example, have not yet corresponded with widespread increases in
fathers’ caregiving.

Strengthen social protection systems to improve access to childcare and out-of-school
supports

COVID-19 obviously presented an unexpected and overwhelming shock to schooling and early childhood
education and care (ECEC) systems. In addition to a range of other challenges, countries that faced long-
lasting shutdowns of schools also tended to experience larger gender gaps in the distribution of added
unpaid care work (Figure 9). Countries are attempting to take lessons from the crisis and modernise
educational systems to support children in the new normal,'* but governments should also consider how
to encourage gender equality in caregiving for children outside of school.

4 See, for example, a stocktaking of education policy responses at https://www.oecd.org/education/state-of-school-
education-one-year-into-COVID-19.htm.
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Figure 9. Longer periods of school closures are associated with greater gender gaps in caregiving

Gender gap in the take-up of the majority or entirety of additional unpaid care work (mothers minus fathers, 2020)
and days of full school closure, RTM OECD countries, 2020-21

Gender gap in taking majority or entirety of additional unpaid carework, percentage points
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Note: The y-axis (gender gap) is estimated as the share of mothers of U-12s who took on most or all of the additional care work minus the share
of fathers of U-12s who took on most or all of the additional care work during school and childcare facility closures during COVID-19 (see note
to Annex Table 1.A.1 for description of question and response choices). The x-axis, days of full school closure, are calculated based on the
period between 11 March 2020 — 2 February 2021 by UNESCO's global monitoring of school closures caused by COVID-19. The definition of
school closure status used is in line with UNESCO’s methodology: schools are considered fully closed when the closures affect most or all of
the schoolchildren enrolled at pre-primary, primary, lower and upper secondary levels. Both Mexico and USA are excluded they are as outliers
in the UNESCO data on school closures. Mexico is one of few countries in the world in which UNESCO reports schools were closed for around
14 months. The United States is listed as having no days of full closures, but there was in fact a high degree of state-level and local-level
variation in closures across the fifty states.

Sources: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM and UNESCO Global Monitoring
of School Closures, http://COVID-19.uis.unesco.org/global-monitoring-school-closures-COVID-19/.

To some extent the gender gaps during COVID-19 reflect longstanding weaknesses in countries’ social
protection systems and their historical reliance on women as a crucial pillar of the social safety net. The
gender gap in COVID-19 care work tends to be lower in countries that have historically spent more on
family policies like childcare, family allowances, maternity and parental leave, and other cash benefits
(Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Gender gaps in caregiving are smaller in countries that spend more on family supports

Gender gap in the take-up of the majority or entirety of additional unpaid care work (mothers minus fathers, 2020)
and per capita spending on family benefits and programmes (2017)

Gender gap in taking majority or entirety of additional unpaid care work, percentage points
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Note: The y-axis (gender gap) is estimated as the share of mothers of U-12s who took on most or all of the additional care work minus the share
of fathers of U-12s who took on most or all of the additional care work during school and childcare facility closures between during COVID-19
(see note to Annex Table 1.A.1 for description of question and response choices). The x-axis presents OECD SOCX data on public and
mandatory private programmes by social policy area and type of support (cash/in kind). The policy area family includes benefits that support
families. Benefits are often related to the costs associated with raising children or with the support of other dependants. Types of programmes
include family allowances, maternity and parental leave, and other cash benefits, as well as spending on early childhood education and care,
home help/accommodation, and other benefits in kind. SOCX includes public spending on early childhood education and care up for children
under age 6, but SOCX does not include public spending on education beyond that age. SOCX data is from 2017 and measured in per head,
at current prices and current PPPS, in US Dollars.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM and OECD Social Expenditure
Database, https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm.

Any gender-sensitive attempts to rebuild social protection systems and labour markets after the crisis must
seriously invest in strengthening good-quality, widely accessible, and affordable ECEC and out-of-school
supports. During the crisis, many countries addressed the challenges caused by childcare closures with
paid or unpaid leave for parents and emergency care for essential workers. But in countries where
childcare is more often privately provided, such as the United States, many facility shutdowns during
COVID-19 have become permanent, and there is now an even greater shortage of childcare spaces than
pre-COVID-19 (Queisser, 202123)).

High childcare costs and an inadequate supply of ECEC are long-standing structural factors
disincentivising parents from entering into paid employment — particularly those with low income potential,
and particularly mothers. These women often then commit to a larger share of unpaid work at home.
Affordable, accessible and good-quality ECEC is crucial for ensuring equality of opportunity in children’s’
learning outcomes and in parents’ employment outcomes (OECD, 2020p4)). Policymakers must design
such measures in a way that boosts parents’ work incentives and ensure that support reaches the parents
who need it most (Queisser, 2021 23)).

Parents recognise ECEC and other family supports as a key government intervention (Figure 11). On
average across countries, when considering the taxes they might have to pay and the benefits they might
receive, 63.9% of parents report that they would like the government to spend more or much more on
family supports like parental leave, childcare benefits and services, and child benefits. Mothers are about
five percentage points more likely than fathers to identify this as a policy priority.

CAREGIVING IN CRISIS: GENDER INEQUALITY IN PAID AND UNPAID WORK DURING COVID-19 © OECD 2021


http://oe.cd/RTM
https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm

18 |

Figure 11. Parents call on governments for more support

Share of respondents who say they would pay “more” or “much more” when asked, “Thinking about the taxes you
might have to pay and the benefits you and your family might receive, would you like to see the government spend
less, spend the same, or spend more in the area of family supports (e.g. parental leave, childcare benefits and
services, child benefits, etc.)?”, by parenthood status, 2020
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Note: Figure presents the aggregated share of RTM 2020 respondents, sorted by parent status, who say they would pay “more” or “much more”
when asked, “Thinking about the taxes you might have to pay and the benefits you and your family might receive, would you like to see the
government spend less, spend the same, or spend more in the area of Family supports (e.g. parental leave, childcare benefits and services,
child benefits, etc.)?”

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http://oe.cd/RTM.

Make telework gender-sensitive

As discussed earlier, the benefits and costs of teleworking are gendered. While teleworking allowed many
women to avoid choosing between earning income or taking care of their children, for this very reason it
also disproportionately hampered women’s productivity and increased their stress. Thus, while teleworking
is a promising tool to help reconcile paid and unpaid responsibilities, it will not necessarily further co-
responsibility for parenting nor increase gender equality in workplaces unless these are conscious goals
(Chung et al., 20211251). With the expected increase in teleworking post-pandemic, it is important to lay
down foundations so as to not simultaneously exacerbate the unequal distribution of unpaid work.

Recent policy recommendations at the EU level call for investing in digital infrastructure, training, and
connections for all, with special attention to women, to enable them to fully participate in labour markets
and address any form of digital divide; targeted actions and campaigns to reduce and break down
stereotypical thinking that may harm women who telework; and embedding any discussion of telework
within a broader campaign to improve access to high-quality and affordable care supports throughout the
life cycle, to lessen women’s unpaid work obligations at home (European Economic and Social Committee,
202112¢)).

At the firm level, some researchers have argued for mandatory telework days to prevent a “race to the
bottom” in terms of office presence post-pandemic (Barrero, Bloom and Davis, 20211)). This may act in
the same vein as mandatory paternity leave to encourage men to take a more active role in unpaid care
work. It could also help limit women’s disadvantage in the ability to spend excess hours at a workplace.
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This research topic is gaining momentum now. Researchers must continue to evaluate the gendered
effects of telework — and how to combat them — under post-pandemic conditions when children are
ostensibly back in school and formal care, and with an eye towards trends in the future of work.

Embed a gender lens in all aspects of the recovery from COVID-19

Finally, it is crucial to embed a gender-sensitive approach when designing policies for the recovery from
COVID-19. Beyond targeted policy actions, such as increasing ECEC spending, governments must
engage in gender mainstreaming — in other words, embedding a gender lens into all aspects of governance
(OECD, 202127)). This is crucial in ensuring that policies do not unintentionally hurt women by reinforcing
existing gender stereotypes and inequalities. Short-term recommendations include the collection and
analysis of gender-disaggregated data to monitor the differential effects of the pandemic on men and
women as well as incorporating advice from experts in gender issues. In the long term, governments should
aim to build policy that alleviates structural gender inequalities and to build gender-inclusive frameworks
and plans — taking into consideration inequalities at home, in the economy, and in society at large.
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Annex 1.A. Supplementary tables

Annex Table 1.A.1. Percentage of respondents who self-report that they took up the majority or the entirety of any additional care work
resulting from school or childcare facility closures, by gender and children’s age

Country Percentage of respondents reporting that any additional care work was taken up entirely or mostly by them Gender gap (pp.) in the take-up of the entirety or majority
of additional care work among
% of mothers % of fathers with % of mothers % of fathers with % of mothers % of fathers with parents with parents with parents with
with children children with children children with children children under 6 children children children under 6
under 18 under 18 under 12 under 12 under 6 under 18 under 12
AUT 0.70 0.21 0.74 0.23 0.75 0.25 0.49 0.51 0.50
BEL 0.57 0.16 0.53 0.20 0.42 0.15 0.31 0.34 0.27
CAN 0.67 0.28 0.68 0.29 0.68 0.23 0.25 0.39 0.45
CHE 0.56 0.24 0.59 0.18 0.64 0.20 0.32 0.42 0.44
CHL 0.66 0.22 0.66 0.29 0.70 0.32 0.42 0.37 0.38
DEU 0.67 0.29 0.75 0.33 0.69 0.22 0.29 0.42 0.47
DNK 0.45 0.20 0.49 0.23 0.46 0.30 0.33 0.26 0.16
ESP 0.65 0.18 0.68 0.18 0.66 0.17 0.35 0.50 0.49
EST 0.63 0.15 0.62 0.17 0.69 0.20 0.39 0.46 0.49
FIN 0.54 0.13 0.57 0.15 0.58 0.17 0.47 0.41 0.41
FRA 0.51 0.26 0.51 0.25 0.56 0.33 0.48 0.26 0.24
GRC 0.59 0.30 0.62 0.32 0.68 0.36 0.41 0.31 0.32
IRL 0.61 0.16 0.62 0.19 0.60 0.21 0.42 0.44 0.39
ISR 0.41 0.15 0.44 0.16 0.45 0.15 0.33 0.28 0.29
ITA 0.51 0.24 0.54 0.25 0.40 0.25 0.49 0.28 0.15
KOR 0.60 0.18 0.64 0.17 0.66 0.16 0.37 0.47 0.50
LTU 0.57 0.14 0.61 0.17 0.61 0.15 0.45 0.44 0.46
MEX 0.53 0.17 0.56 0.18 0.55 0.15 0.53 0.39 0.40
NLD 0.59 0.29 0.57 0.42 0.57 0.44 0.48 0.16 0.13
NOR 0.42 0.11 0.45 0.12 0.39 0.08 0.41 0.33 0.31
OECD  (RTM) 0.59 0.21 0.62 0.22 0.61 0.23 0.41 0.39 0.39
Average
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Country Percentage of respondents reporting that any additional care work was taken up entirely or mostly by them Gender gap (pp.) in the take-up of the entirety or majority
of additional care work among

% of mothers % of fathers with % of mothers % of fathers with % of mothers % of fathers with parents with parents with parents with

with children children with children children with children children under 6 children children children under 6
under 18 under 18 under 12 under 12 under 6 under 18 under 12

POL 0.60 0.18 0.66 0.16 0.66 0.13 0.47 0.50 0.54
PRT 0.66 0.17 0.69 0.14 0.72 0.18 0.54 0.55 0.55
SVN 0.60 0.25 0.64 0.32 0.67 0.38 0.33 0.32 0.30
TUR 0.74 0.22 0.77 0.22 0.73 0.18 0.43 0.55 0.56
USA 0.66 0.35 0.73 0.30 0.76 0.30 0.52 0.42 0.46

Note: Respondents were asked who in their household took on any additional care work as a result of school or childcare facility closures. The response options were “Entirely you”, “Mostly you, “Equally
shared between you and your spouse/partner”, “Mostly your spouse/partner”, “Entirely your spouse/partner”, “Mostly someone else (another member of your household or someone from outside your
household)”, and “A mixture of you (and/or your spouse/partner) and someone else”. Respondents could also choose “Can’t choose / difficult to say” or “Not applicable” as options. The results here present
the aggregated results for individuals who answered “Entirely you” or “Mostly you”. Parents with children under 18/12 are individuals whose youngest child living in the household is under 18/12 years old,
respectively. The gender gaps are calculated by subtracting the share of males from the share of females in the respective groups.

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http:/oe.cd/RTM.

Annex Table 1.A.2. Percentage of respondents who worry about accessing good-quality childcare or education for their children (or young

members of their family) in the next year or two, by gender and parental status

Aggregated share of respondents who are “somewhat concerned” or “very concerned” about not being able to access good-quality childcare or education for their

children (or young members of your family) in the next year or two, by gender and parental status

Country % of non-parents and % of parents with % of women who are not % of men who are not % of women who are % of men who are
parents with children 12 children under 12 mothers or are mothers fathers or are fathers of mothers with children fathers with children
and over of children 12 and over children 12 and over under 12 under 12
NOR 0.19 0.29 0.19 0.19 0.32 0.26
FIN 0.20 0.36 0.16 0.25 0.39 0.33
NLD 0.19 0.37 0.20 0.18 0.37 0.37
DNK 0.17 0.38 0.16 0.17 0.45 0.31
CHE 0.20 0.41 0.21 0.20 0.43 0.39
BEL 0.24 0.46 0.24 0.23 0.50 0.41
EST 0.34 0.49 0.33 0.34 0.47 0.52
DEU 0.27 0.50 0.31 0.23 0.53 0.47
POL 0.31 110.58 0.34 0.28 0.61 0.53
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Country % of non-parents and % of parents with % of women who are not % of men who are not % of women who are % of men who are
parents with children 12 children under 12 mothers or are mothers fathers or are fathers of mothers with children fathers with children
and over of children 12 and over children 12 and over under 12 under 12

LTU 0.44 0.58 0.44 0.44 0.60 0.56
AUT 0.26 0.59 0.28 0.25 0.66 0.43
FRA 0.28 0.61 0.25 0.30 0.62 0.60
SVN 0.35 0.61 0.37 0.33 0.68 0.56
OECD (RTM) Average 0.38 0.61 0.40 0.37 0.64 0.58
IRL 0.24 0.62 0.26 0.23 0.67 0.57
USA 0.30 0.63 0.27 0.34 0.61 0.65
CAN 0.26 0.63 0.26 0.25 0.66 0.60
KOR 0.42 0.65 0.46 0.40 0.71 0.60
ISR 0.37 0.66 0.40 0.34 0.69 0.63
ITA 0.51 0.74 0.54 0.48 0.77 0.70
PRT 0.63 0.77 0.65 0.60 0.80 0.75
TUR 0.67 0.80 0.79 0.58 0.83 0.77
MEX 0.63 0.85 0.66 0.60 0.84 0.86
ESP 0.67 0.90 0.73 0.61 0.92 0.86
GRC 0.75 0.92 0.76 0.74 0.95 0.89
CHL 0.64 0.92 0.65 0.63 0.90 0.94

Note: Respondents were asked how concemed they are about not being able to access good-quality child care or education for their children (or young members of their family). Possible responses were
“Not at all concerned”, “Not so concerned”, “Somewhat concerned”, and “Very concerned”. Respondents could also choose “Can’t choose”. Table 2 presents the aggregated results of “Somewhat concerned”
and “very concerned.”

Source: OECD Secretariat estimates based on the OECD Risks That Matter 2020 survey, http:/oe.cd/RTM.
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