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Abstract
This paper explores the gender gap in time allocation in European countries, offering a 
comparison of the 2000s and the 2010s, along with an explanation of the documented gen-
der gaps, based on social norms and institutional factors. The results show that the gender 
gap in both paid and unpaid work has decreased in most countries, but with a significant 
level of cross-country heterogeneity in the size of the gender gaps. More traditional social 
norms are related to greater gender inequalities in paid and unpaid work, while countries 
with better family-friendly policies and a greater representation of women in politics and in 
the labour market exhibit smaller gender inequalities. This paper provides a comprehensive 
analysis of gender gaps in Europe, and attempts to monitor the progress towards the elimi-
nation of gender inequalities. Despite that some degree of gender convergence in paid and 
unpaid work has taken place, there remain inequalities in the distribution of labour in Euro-
pean countries, and possible solutions may be related to social norms and family-friendly 
policies.

Keywords Paid work · Unpaid work · Time allocation · Gender gap · Europe

1 Introduction

This paper analyzes the time men and women in European countries devote to paid and 
unpaid work, with a focus on the gender gaps in such work. The recent development of 
time use surveys has allowed for in-depth analysis of the determinants of the time-alloca-
tion decisions of individuals (Gershuny, 2000; Gauthier et al., 2004; Aguiar & Hurst, 2007; 
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Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla,, 2012). One commonality found is that women, in general, 
devote relatively more time to household production than do men (Aguiar & Hurst, 2007; 
Aliaga, 2006; Fisher & Robinson, 2011; Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2012), concentrating 
on routine and more time-intensive unpaid work, such as cooking, cleaning, and caring for 
others (Grossbard et al., 2014; Sevilla et al., 2010). These patterns of specialization may be 
detrimental for women, who may perceive that their labour market opportunities are lim-
ited (e.g., by lower wages).

Despite the evolution of policies to eliminate gender inequalities, and combat gender-
based discrimination, that have been expanded and integrated into primary and second-
ary law, significant gender inequalities persist.1 Assessing the extent of the unequal gender 
division of paid and unpaid labour, and investigating its sources, is key to monitoring pro-
gress in redressing gender inequalities, given that differences in the time devoted by men 
and women to household work and care of others may spill over to the labour market and 
are an obstacle to equality of earnings (Bryan & Sevilla, 2010; Hersch & Stratton, 1994, 
1997, 2002).Thus, the analysis of gender gaps mainly in unpaid work may help to identify 
priority areas for policy interventions.

Within this framework, we use data obtained from the Harmonized European Time 
Use Survey (HETUS) to analyze the gender gap in paid and unpaid work across Euro-
pean countries, focusing on the current status and its evolution in comparison to the previ-
ous decade.2 It is shown that paid and unpaid work is still unequally distributed by gender 
across Europe, with significant cross-national differences pointing to the possibilities for 
transformative change. We observe significant differences by age in the hours of unpaid 
work by gender, across Europe and for all age groups, with those differences being the larg-
est in absolute value for prime-age groups. Although gender gaps in paid and unpaid work 
have declined slightly in the 2010s in comparison to the 2000s, this may only be a tempo-
rary phenomenon, due to the recent economic crisis that hit men’s jobs harder.

In the analysis of the driving forces behind the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work, 
we consider social norms and institutional conditions as factors influencing the paid and 
unpaid work hours of individuals. Using data from the European Values Study (EVS) and 
from institutional factors—such as paternity leave duration and family-friendly benefits—
countries are compared in terms of the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work. We show 
that social norms about what men and women should and should not do are important in 
explaining the gender gaps, which can be interpreted as follows: in countries with less “tra-
ditional” social norms regarding the role of women in society, the gender gaps in both paid 
and unpaid work are smaller. Institutional factors are also related to these gender gaps, 
since they are smaller in countries with more generous family-friendly policies, and in 
countries with greater involvement of women in both the labour market and politics.

Our contribution to the literature is twofold. First, we offer updated evidence of gender 
gaps in paid and unpaid work in Europe and compare its evolution in the last two dec-
ades. We complement prior studies that have analyzed these gender gaps in Europe (Fisher 

1 The Sex Discrimination Act (SDA) and the L’Equal Pay Act were both launched in 1975 and are the first 
two anti-discrimination laws at the European level. Many countries have since launched their own laws for 
gender equality, as in Spain in 2007, and focused on topics such as gender violence, gender wage discrimi-
nation, higher female unemployment, the low presence of women in positions of political, social, cultural, 
and economic responsibility, and problems balancing work and family.
2 The data released by EUROSTAT, obtained as part of the Harmonized European Time Use Survey 
(HETUS) project, is analyzed to show the average time devoted to paid work and unpaid work by men and 
women in a range of European countries.
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& Robinson, 2011; Gauthier et  al., 2004; Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2012) with the lat-
est available time-use data. We show that, in comparison with the 2000s, the gender gaps 
have shrunk in the 2010s, although they remain substantial in certain countries. Second, we 
focus on social norms and institutional factors as driving forces shaping the gender gaps 
in paid and unpaid work, and we confirm prior evidence showing the importance of these 
factors in determining gender gaps in time allocation (Bettio & Plantenga, 2004; Campaña 
et al., 2018; Sevilla et al., 2010). Possible and potential strategies to reduce gender inequal-
ities in work time may be related to social norms and family-friendly policies.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents a literature review of the 
factors affecting time allocation decisions, including social norms and institutional forces. 
Section 3 explains the data used in the analysis. Section 4 presents evidence of the gender 
gap in paid and unpaid work, and Sect. 5 analyzes the gender gaps over the life cycle. Sec-
tion 6 proposes several explanations for the reported gender gaps, and Sect. 7 sets out our 
main conclusions.

2  Conceptual Framework and Literature Review

Several theories have been proposed to explain individual time allocation decisions. In the 
specialization model (Becker, 1991), the household is represented by a single utility func-
tion, and it is assumed that the main household earner (most often the husband), whose 
hourly wage is higher than that of the secondary earner in the household (most often the 
wife), should specialize in market work, while the secondary earner should specialize in 
unpaid work. Alternatives to this are found in the cooperative bargaining models (Manser 
& Brown, 1980; McElroy & Horney, 1981), non-cooperative bargaining models (Chen & 
Woolley, 2001; Lundberg & Pollak, 1993, 1996), and collective models (Browning & Chi-
appori, 1998; Chiappori, 1988, 1992), among others (see Himmelweit et  al., 2013 for a 
review).

Prior literature has analyzed the time-allocation decisions of individuals for groups of 
countries, including Gershuny (2000), Fuwa (2004), Gauthier et al. (2004), Hook (2006, 
2010), Burda et  al. (2013), Fisher and Robinson (2011), Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla 
(2012), and Hook and Wolfe (2012, 2013). These studies have consistently reported that 
while men devote more time to paid work activities, women devote more time to unpaid 
work and child care activities. Some of these analyses have also documented the exist-
ence of gender convergence in the uses of time (Gauthier et al., 2004; Gimenez-Nadal and 
Sevilla, 2012; Fang & McDaniel, 2016), as women have increased the time devoted to paid 
work in relation to men, and men have relatively increased the time devoted to unpaid work 
and childcare, despite that gender gaps in time allocations persist in most countries.

Among the potential drivers of the gender gap in paid and unpaid work, gender norms 
and institutional factors (e.g., availability of child-care services for children under age 3, 
generosity of parental leave policies) have been shown to be important in determining the 
time men and women devote to both paid and unpaid work. Social norms are what men 
and women should and should not do, and it has been shown that they are important in 
terms of the time devoted to paid and unpaid work, and in the gender gaps in the time 
devoted to these activities (Sevilla et al., 2010; Campaña et al., 2018). Gender norms have 
been shown to affect time allocation decisions (Burda et al., 2013; Seguino, 2007; Sevilla, 
2010; Sevilla et  al., 2010; Campaña et  al., 2018), which can be reconciled with the fact 
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that “gender ideology” affects such decisions (Bittman et al., 2003; Hook, 2006; Bianchi & 
Milkie, 2010; Bertrand et al., 2015).

Furthermore, Bittman et al. (2003) find, for Australia, that it is the woman’s house-
work (not the man’s) that increases when she contributes more than 50% of household 
income. In comparing their results with those of the US studies, these authors conclude 
that men’s decrease in housework is small, in both countries, when women’s relative 
earnings are higher than 50% of the total, and it comes from the extreme tail of the 
men’s earnings distribution. However, Bittman et  al. (2003) argue that the amount of 
housework done by a married woman increases in Australia—but not in the US—when 
she earns more than her husband, because institutional and cultural differences make 
women’s primary breadwinning more deviant in Australia than in the US. Several stud-
ies show that context (for example, the employment situation) can supersede gender ide-
ology and is key to a variety of caregiving and household behaviors (Hook, 2006; Ris-
man, 1998).

Institutional factors may also be related to gender gaps in paid and unpaid work. For 
example, European countries differ in their welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1999), 
which is reflected in the share of the public budget allocated to providing elder and 
childcare. This notion has been further developed in the literature on European ‘care 
regimes’ (Bettio & Plantenga, 2004). Specifically, Nordic countries have a greater avail-
ability of public childcare services for children under age 3, and longer paternity and 
maternity leaves, in comparison with Mediterranean countries such as Spain and Italy 
(Boll et al., 2014; European Parliament, 2015; Fernandez-Crehuet et al., 2016).

Differences in the duration of parental leave, and the replacement rate of parental 
leave benefits to earnings, which are about 100 per cent in Scandinavian countries, or 
the availability and opening times of kindergartens for children under age 3 and for 
those aged 3–6, all alleviate the informal care burden of parents, and may help reduce 
imbalances in the allocation of time by gender. Gálvez-Muñoz et  al., (2011) find that 
different patterns of time distribution persist among various groups of countries, relat-
ing such variations to cross-country differences in welfare systems and family poli-
cies, especially those established some decades ago, and between Western and Eastern 
Europe. Such differences continue to affect women’s ability to develop their personal 
capabilities, including their ability to enter the labour market on equal terms with men.

Unequal sharing of household responsibilities may impose an extra burden on 
working mothers with children (Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla, 2011; Gimenez-Nadal & 
Molina, 2016), and may lead to women having more difficulty than men in accessing 
certain jobs, developing their careers, or gaining promotion to decision-making posi-
tions. This may add to the so-called “glass ceiling” phenomenon, that attributes to 
employer discrimination the fact that fewer women are found in top positions. Further-
more, women may take jobs with inferior working conditions (i.e., lower pay or with 
fewer contracted working hours) than men, to be able to balance their work and house-
hold responsibilities. Some European countries succeed better than others in promul-
gating policies aimed at facilitating women’s access to the labour market and to top 
managerial positions (such as the “quotas” introduced in Norway, that reserve a certain 
number of company board positions to women).

Other factors affecting time allocation decisions are related to socio-demographic char-
acteristics. For instance, the gender gap in time devoted to total work (e.g., sum of paid and 
unpaid work, including childcare) varies dramatically by family type. When couples have 
preschool-age children and both men and women are employed full-time, women’s total 
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work is higher than that of men, and women’s excess total work is even higher in uncon-
ventional families, where men are not employed full-time (Sayer et al., 2009).

Other variables related to individual time allocation decisions include labour market 
factors, such as taxes (Bick & Fuchs-Schünden, 2017; Duernecker & Herrendorf, 2018; 
Gelber & Mitchell, 2012; Ragan, 2013), and earnings (Gupta, 2007), and job character-
istics, such as weekly work hours (Bianchi et al., 2000, 2012; Coltrane, 2000; Lachance-
Grzela & Bouchard, 2010) and non-standard work timing (Hewitt et  al., 2012; Silver & 
Goldscheider, 1994).

3  Data and Variables

We use aggregated data from the 2000s and 2010s waves of the Harmonized European 
Time Use Survey (HETUS), offered by Eurostat. The HETUS project aims to offer guide-
lines to countries on how to design their time use surveys, with the main aim of making 
these surveys comparable. As a result, countries that follow the HETUS project follow the 
same data-collection format and use a similar questionnaire, where time diaries are given 
to a representative sample of the population in each of the participant countries.3 The rich 

Table 1  Paid work participation 
rates

The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has been restricted to countries with 
available data for the year 2010 and includes the population of all ages

Country (2010) Men Women

Austria 50.5 36.6
Belgium 33.1 25.9
Estonia 37.9 32.1
Finland 36.1 30.2
France 41.4 30.5
Germany 41.3 31.1
Greece 36.4 22.8
Hungary 39.0 28.0
Italy 46.5 25.8
Luxembourg 48.3 37.8
Netherlands 44.6 31.0
Norway 46.1 36.2
Poland 46.9 29.3
Romania 49.0 33.8
Serbia 47.0 30.9
Spain 40.7 29.5
United Kingdom 43.8 32.3
Average 42.9 30.8

3 Several countries participated in the HETUS, including a range of EU Member countries, as well as some 
non-Member States and candidate countries. Table 4 in “Appendix 1” summarizes the participating coun-
tries and the year in which the respective surveys took place. This paper considers the countries participat-
ing in the HETUS only, excluding Turkey (results using Turkey are robust and available upon request).



524 J. C. Campaña et al.

1 3

data provides detailed and precise information on the time spent on paid work and unpaid 
work, ensuring comparability across a range of European countries, thanks to the statisti-
cal offices of member countries and Eurostat that have invested considerable resources to 
harmonize each national time-use survey questionnaire.

For each country, a time use diary was given to a random and representative sample of 
the population, and participants noted their activities throughout the full 24-h day. Main 
activities were the focus of the diary, though some country time-use surveys also asked 
about “secondary activities”, to reflect the fact that respondents may be doing several activ-
ities at one time, i.e., “multi-tasking”; Bianchi et al. (2000), Sayer, (2007).4 The HETUS 
surveys collected time use diaries for all days of the week, and all months of the year. The 
surveys are “cross-sectional”, with each respondent being interviewed only once. Despite 
that time use surveys gather information for only one diary day, or two at the most, viable 
long-term estimates can be made using these surveys (Gershuny, 2012).

It is important to note that the information provided by Eurostat is aggregated at the 
country level, since Eurostat does not provide access to the micro-databases, and only 
aggregated tables at the country level are available. The Statistical Offices of each country 
compute the time devoted to the different activities, using weighting procedures that ensure 
the information is representative of the country, and then send this information to Eurostat. 
Therefore, we do not need to compute any averages at the country level. The information 
is given with three main indicators, the “time spent” in activities, the “participation rate”, 
and the “participation time”. Time spent is defined as the mean time spent on the activities 
by all individuals, computed by categories predefined in the Eurostat tables, while partici-
pation time is defined as mean time spent in the activities by those individuals who took 
part in the activity. Throughout the paper we use averages by gender and age. Other avail-
able categories are, for instance, household composition, education attained, and the self-
declared labour status.5

The aggregated tables provided by Eurostat are restricted to men and women who are 
15 years old and over. However, for paid work, we focus on participation times, that is, 
the time devoted to paid work by those who participate in the activity, and thus this analy-
sis automatically excludes non-working individuals, including 15-year-olds, 65 and older 
individuals, students, retired, unemployed, disabled, and other non-working individuals. 
Our analysis focuses on the time spent on paid and unpaid work by both men and women. 
Paid work is defined as the time devoted to main job, second job, and employment-related 
activities, excluding commuting, following the existing literature (Aguiar & Hurst, 2007; 
Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2012). Unpaid work is defined as the time devoted to household 

5 Details regarding data description, classification, coverage sector, statistical concepts, definitions, statisti-
cal units, statistical population, reference area, and coverage can be found at https:// ec. europa. eu/ euros tat/ 
cache/ metad ata/ en/ tus_ esms. htm. The data used in this paper comes from https:// ec. europa. eu/ euros tat/ data/ 
datab ase? node_ code= tus.

4 The consideration of simultaneous or “secondary” activities has been found to increase the total amount 
of time dedicated to household production (Kalenkoski and Foster, 2015) and is also important in gender 
comparisons, given that there may be gender differences in the ability to carry out, and the need for, multi-
tasking (Kalenkoski and Foster, 2016). In our case, the analysis of the time devoted to paid work and unpaid 
work refers to main activities only, which is a limitation, given that we cannot have a complete view of 
the gender gap in paid and unpaid work, since women are typically multi-tasking much more often than 
men. Furthermore, the analysis based on main activities does not take into account that, in some situations, 
despite that the diarist does not report childcare as main activity, he/she may be supervising children, and 
the analysis of total time in childcare as “main activity” thus underestimates the total time spent with chil-
dren (Folbre and Yoon, 2007), especially for women (Kalil et al., 2012).

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/tus_esms.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/tus_esms.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database?node_code=tus
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database?node_code=tus
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production, which includes cooking, ironing, shopping, and so on, as well as childcare and 
adult care activities. We focus on the average time devoted to both paid and unpaid work by 
men and women in the various countries in the HETUS. From Eurostat tables, we define 
our variables of interest, which are the average time devoted to paid or unpaid work.

3.1  Ancillary Data

In the analysis of the possible factors contributing to the gender gap in paid and unpaid 
work, several ancillary datasets are used. The first of these is the European Values Study, 
(EVS), a large-scale, cross-national, longitudinal research program on basic human val-
ues. It provides insights into the ideas, beliefs, preferences, attitudes, values, and opinions 
of citizens across Europe. It is a unique research project into how Europeans think about 
life, family, work, religion, politics, and society. The EVS began in 1981, when a thousand 
citizens in the European Member States of that time were interviewed, using standardized 
questionnaires. Every nine years, the survey is repeated in a varying number of countries. 
The fourth wave, from 2008, covers 47 European countries/regions, from Iceland to Geor-
gia and from Portugal to Norway. In total, about 70,000 individuals in Europe are inter-
viewed each year. A rich academic literature has been created around the original and sub-
sequent surveys, and many other works have made use of the findings (more than 1600 
publications are listed in the EVS Bibliography).

We use data from the waves of the EVS that are closest to those of the time use surveys 
we consider here: the EVS of 1999 and 2008. We exploit subjective answers by Europeans 
to questions regarding the roles of men and women in society concerning market work and 
household responsibilities. For this purpose, we select 7 questions from the EVS that can 
measure gender norms: (1) A working mother can establish just as warm and secure a rela-
tionship with her children as a mother who does not work (Indicator 1); (2) A pre-school 
child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works (Indicator 2); (3) A job is alright but what 
most women really want is a home and children (Indicator 3); (4) Being a housewife is just 
as fulfilling as working for pay (Indicator 4); (5) Having a job is the best way for a woman 
to be independent (Indicator 5); (6) Both husband and wife should contribute to the house-
hold income (Indicator 6); and (7) In general, fathers are as well suited to look after their 
children as mothers (Indicator 7).

Questions 1, 5, 6, and 7 may capture somewhat less “traditional” social norms, as 
they gauge whether the survey participant agrees with the idea that women can partici-
pate in the labour market, or that they ought to be economically independent, or that both 
men and women should have similar roles within the household. A higher level of agree-
ment with these statements may reflect a higher level of equality of the roles of men and 
women in society. Attitudinal questions 2, 3, and 4 reflect more “traditional” social norms, 
as they characterize the main role of women as being care providers. There are four pos-
sible responses to each question (1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree, 4 = disagree 
strongly). We record the values as follows: for questions 1, 5, 6 and 7 the value “0” repre-
sents the options “disagree” and “strongly disagree”, while value “1” represents the options 
“strongly agree” and “agree”, and for questions 2, 3 and 4 the value “0” represents the 
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options “agree” and “strongly agree” while value “1” represents the options “strongly disa-
gree” and “disagree”. Thanks to this recoding, higher values in the 7 questions can be con-
sistently interpreted as signaling less traditional social norms.6

The seven questions are combined into a single Neutral Index, using the Principal Com-
ponents Analysis (PCA) technique to weight the different components (Fernandez-Crehuet 
et  al., 2016, 2017; Nardo et  al., 2008). In this analysis, the first Principal Component is 
extracted, and the factor loadings are used as weights for the questions. Using this meth-
odology, the weights assigned to each indicator are 0.39 for Indicator 1, 0.47 for Indicator 
2, 0.40 for Indicator 3, 0.33 for Indicator 4, 0.38 for Indicator 5, 0.30 for Indicator 6, and 
0.37 for Indicator 7. The countries with survey participant responses that gave, on average, 
higher values to these questions—and thus indicate less “traditional” social norms—are 
Finland, the Netherlands, United Kingdom, and Norway. In contrast, the countries in which 
survey participants answered, on average, with lower values of these questions—and thus 
indicate more “traditional” social norms—are Greece, Italy, Romania and Poland.7

For the analysis of institutional factors, the following variables are considered: (1) 
Public spending on families (cash), (2) Public spending on families (services), (3) Pub-
lic spending on parental leave, (4) Maternity leave, (5) Paternity leave, (6) Maternity paid 
weeks, (7) Paternity paid weeks, (8) HDI (Human Development Index), (9) GDI (Gender 
Development Index), (10) GII (Gender Inequality Index), (11) Positions held by women 
in senior management, and (12) Seats held by women in national parliaments and govern-
ments. See “Appendix 3” for a full description of the variables and the source of informa-
tion for each variable, and Table 8 for more details of these variables, and the countries and 
years considered.

4  The Gender Gap in Paid and Unpaid Work

To assess the gender gap in paid and unpaid work in the 2010s, we begin by analysing the 
time spent in paid work by men and women. Since Eurostat gives aggregated information 
on paid work participation times (i.e., the average time spent in paid work, restricted to 
individuals who report positive paid work time), this analysis is automatically restricted 
to workers. Figure 1 depicts the average hours worked, by gender, in each European coun-
try for which 2010 HETUS data are available. The first thing to notice is that the aver-
age worked by European women is about 6.6 h per day, compared to 7.7 h for European 
men. Hence, the difference in paid work between men and women in European countries 
amounts to over 1 h per day, on average, with male workers devoting more time to paid 
work than their female counterparts.

Countries in Fig. 1 are sorted in terms of the gender gap in paid work hours. Figure 1 
shows which countries are more or less egalitarian in terms of the gender gap in paid work. 
For instance, as shown in Panel B of Fig.  1, the largest gender gap is found in Austria, 
where male workers devote about 8.4 h to paid work activities, vs 6.9 h by female workers. 
Thus, the time spent working by women is about 82% of the time spent working by men 
(a difference of 18%). The second largest percentage gap is estimated in the Netherlands 

6 Table 6 in the Appendix shows the correlation matrix of these 7 attitudes. It can be seen that all the atti-
tudinal questions are positively related, so that higher values of each question can be interpreted as a less 
traditional attitude.
7 Results of the PCA are available upon request. See Table 7, in “Appendix 3”, showing the values for each 
variable and the aggregate index for all the population.
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(17.5%), followed by Italy (16.7%). Paid work gaps in Belgium, France, Spain, Germany, 
Luxembourg, and Serbia are between 14 and 16%, while gaps in Greece and Poland are 
estimated between 12.5 and 13.5%. In all these countries, the gap between women and men 
is more than 1 h per day.

At the other end of the spectrum, we find Estonia, Norway, Hungary, Romania, the UK, 
and Finland, showing the smallest differences in hours worked for pay, by gender, in the 
2010s. The gender gap in paid work in all these countries is less than one hour per day, 
ranging from 51  min in Finland, to 27  min in Estonia. The gender gap in paid work in 

Table 2  Multi-level estimates—paid and unpaid work gaps, and attitudes/social norms

Robust standard errors in parentheses. The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has been restricted to countries with 
available data for the years 2000 and 2010, and available data in the European Values Study for the years 
2000 and 2010 (EVS). The dependent variables are the gender gaps, measured in percentages, as the 
amount of time devoted by women over the time devoted by men
*** Significant at the 99%; ** significant at the 95%; * significant at the 90%

(1) (2) (3)
Paid work 
gap (work-
ers)

Unpaid work 
gap (all 
sample)

N. obs

Indicator 1 0.015*** − 0.176** 26
(A working mother can establish just as warm and secure a relation-

ship with her children as a mother who does not work)
(0.004) (0.083)

R-squared 0.193 0.161
Indicator 2 0.009* − 0.264*** 26
(A pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works) (0.005) (0.070)
R-squared 0.072 0.360
Indicator 3 − 0.007 − 0.197*** 26
(A job is alright but what most women really want is home and 

children)
(0.007) (0.070)

R-squared 0.043 0.200
Indicator 4 0.009** − 0.115* 26
(Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay) (0.004) (0.068)
R-squared 0.076 0.068
Indicator 5 0.002 − 0.111** 26
(Having a job is best way for a woman to be Independent) (0.006) (0.048)
R-squared 0.002 0.064
Indicator 6 − 0.010** − 0.114** 26
(Both the husband and wife should contribute to the household 

Income)
(0.004) (0.050)

R-squared 0.097 0.068
Indicator 7 0.001 − 0.240*** 26
(In general, fathers are as well suited to look after their children as 

mothers)
(0.006) (0.068)

R-squared 0.001 0.297
Neutral index 0.004 − 0.264*** 26

(0.006) (0.065)
R-squared 0.016 0.361
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Finland and the UK is about 11%, as women work about 89% of the time spent working by 
men. These figures decrease to about 9% in Romania, Hungary, and Norway, where women 
work between 90 and 95% of the time spent working by men. The smallest gender paid 
work gap is estimated in Estonia, where women spend about 5.6% less time working than 
do men. These average differences in paid work are measured in hours per day, and when 
we translate such differences to the corresponding weekly gender gaps (i.e., multiplying 
by five) one may think that these differences are significant. Even in the case of the most 
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Fig. 1  Average time in paid work, by gender and country (year 2010). Note The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has 
been restricted to countries with available data for the year 2010 and includes the population of all ages. 
Paid work times are restricted to individuals who report positive paid work time
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egalitarian country in terms of paid work gaps, Estonia, a difference of about thirty minutes 
per day translates into a difference of 2.5 h per week.

These gender differences exclude the unemployed (who report zero hours of paid 
work). Participation in employment tends to be, on average, much greater for men than 
for women (see, for instance, OECD, 2018, Employment rate indicator, OECD online 
statistics). To partially account for gender differences in the extensive margin, that is to 
say, in the labour force participation rate between women and men, we show participa-
tion rates by country in Table 1. For all the countries in the sample, female participation 
rates are well below those of males, with the largest differences found in Italy (20.7% 
points), Poland (17.6% points) and Serbia (16.1% points), while the smallest differences 
in participation rates are estimated in Belgium, Finland, and Estonia (the only countries 
with a gender difference in participation rates of less than 10% points). This preliminary 
evidence shows that, in the 2010s, women’s labour supply is still well below that of men 
in all European countries.

Since the HETUS survey includes countries from across Europe, it is hard to imagine 
any of the countries that did not participate in the survey are faring any better, in terms 
of gender equality in paid work. Women still tend to work, on average, less than men—
labour participation rates are lower for women than for men in all EU countries—and 
there are normally more women than men working part-time. However, these differ-
ences in paid work hours by gender do not necessarily reflect individual preferences, 
as women are over-represented among the long-term unemployed and involuntary part-
time workers (OECD, 2018, Unemployment rate/Part-time indicators, OECD online sta-
tistics). Furthermore, average hours of work of Europeans, according to HETUS data, 
are somewhat larger than those based on Labor Force Surveys, as the Time Use diaries 
enable us to measure actual time spent working on a given day, rather than contractual 
hours of work. In particular, as is standard, our definition of paid work includes main 
and secondary jobs, as well as socializing and breaks while at work (Aguiar et al., 2013; 
Hamermesh & Stancanelli, 2015).

Figure 2 illustrates the average hours of unpaid work by Europeans in the 2010s. The 
picture is in stark contrast with that of paid work by gender. The main providers of unpaid 
work are women, in all European countries. On average, European women spend about 
4.5 h per day on unpaid work activities, against 2.5 h for European men. The country in 
which women spend the most time doing unpaid work is Italy, where women spend more 
than 5 h per day. Italy is followed by Romania, Hungary, and Serbia. In these countries, 
women perform about 4.9 h of unpaid work on an average day in the 2010s. By any meas-
ure, this is a lot of time devoted to unpaid work. However, it is also true that spending 
between 4 and 5 h per day in unpaid work is common among women in most European 
countries (Austria, Estonia, France, Greece, Luxembourg, Poland, and Spain) The coun-
tries in which women do less than 4 h per day in unpaid work are the remainder, with the 
least observed in Norway and the Netherlands, at 3.7 h per day. All in all, women devote a 
significant part of their days to unpaid work, all across Europe.

In contrast, the average time spent by men in unpaid work, in the analyzed countries, 
is about 2.6 h per day, an average raw gap of 1.9 h, indicating that women do unpaid work 
almost twice the time spent by men. The population who contribute the least to unpaid 
work in European countries, performing less than two hours per day of household tasks, is 
men in Greece (1.7 h) and Italy (1.9 h), followed closely by men from Luxembourg (2.0 h). 
At the other end of the spectrum are Norwegian men, who do, on average, 2.7 h per day 
of unpaid work, which puts them easily at the top of the unpaid work rankings in Europe. 
Men from Hungary are in the second position, followed by Poles, Estonians, Finns, French, 
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Germans, and Belgians, who all do more than 2.5 h of unpaid work per day, on average. 
Men in the rest of the countries devote between 2 and 2.5 h per day to unpaid work.

In sum, the overall picture is that the bulk of unpaid work is still performed by women. 
The gender difference in unpaid work is larger than the gender difference in labour market 
work, reflected in the allocation of leisure time by gender (Fig. 6 in “Appendix 2”), indicat-
ing that men spend slightly more time on leisure than do women. This contrasts with the 
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Fig. 2  Average time in unpaid work, by gender and country (year 2010). Note The Sample (Eurostat TUS) 
has been restricted to countries with available data for the year 2010 and includes the population of all ages. 
Unpaid work is measured in hours per day
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Average paid work hours, 2000s vs 2010s, by gender and country 
Average time for men

Average time for women
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Fig. 3  Average paid work hours, 2000s vs 2010s, by gender and country. Note The Sample (Eurostat TUS) 
has been restricted to countries with available data for the years 2000 and 2010 and includes the population 
of all ages. Paid work times are restricted to individuals who report positive paid work time
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Average unpaid work hours, 2000s vs 2010s, by gender and country
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Fig. 4  Average unpaid work hours, 2000s vs 2010s, by gender and country. The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has 
been restricted to countries with comparable data for the years 2000 and 2010 and includes the population 
of all ages
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large differences in the time devoted to paid and unpaid work by men and women and, in 
particular, is the opposite of the significant differences in unpaid work.

4.1  Change Between the 2000s and 2010s

Prior literature has reported gender convergence in both paid and unpaid work in European 
countries over recent decades (Gauthier et  al., 2004; Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2012). We 
now assess whether this convergence has continued, by comparing the gender gap in paid and 
unpaid work in the 2000s and the 2010s. The first HETUS survey was carried out in the 2000s, 
making possible a comparison of the gender imbalances in the past ten years in Europe. To this 
end, Figs. 3 and 4 show paid and unpaid work hours by gender, along with the relevant gender 
gaps (women’s hours/men’s hours), respectively, for both time periods.

Figure 3 shows that hours worked by men have slightly declined in all of the European coun-
tries considered, with the exceptions of Poland and Belgium. The greatest decrease is found in the 
United Kingdom, with a raw difference of almost 1 h (a decrease of about 10.5% in the time spent 
in paid work activities), followed by Spain, France, and Estonia, with decreases of about 0.5 h. 
These slight decreases in paid work times are likely to be driven by the recent economic crisis, 
which is the largest experienced globally since the Great Recession (International Monetary Fund, 
2009). The recent crisis officially began in December 2007 and ended in June 2009 in the United 
States (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2010), although the American labour market has 
not yet fully recovered. The recession spread to Europe a little later and coincided, to some extent, 
with the 2010s HETUS survey. The crisis may have affected the intensive side of worker labour 
supply. On the other hand, in Belgium and Poland, the hours of paid work per day show small 
increases of about 4% in the 2010s, compared to the 2000s.

The evolution of paid work hours among women shows mixed results. First, a decline 
in market hours in the 2010s, relative to the 2000s, is reported in France, the UK, Finland, 
Spain, and Germany. The largest decrease is in France, where women worked in the 2010s 
about 6.5% fewer hours than in the 2000s. In the remaining countries, decreases in the 2010s 
are lower than 5%, relative to the 2000s. Moreover, this decline in hours worked by women 
appears to be much smaller than that of men, across Europe, with the average difference for 
women being 0.02 fewer hours of work in the 2010s than in the 2000s. Hours worked per 
day have increased in the remaining countries, with differences of less than 2% in all cases, 
with the exception of Poland, where women worked in the 2010s about 8.8% more than in the 
2000s (a raw difference of about 0.6 h per day).

All in all, given that hours worked by men have slightly declined in most of the European 
countries considered, and that the time devoted to paid work by women has increased in many 
countries, the gender gap in paid work has fallen in the past decade. This is translated to decreases 
in the relative gender gap shown in Fig. 3, where magnitudes closer to 1 indicate a decrease in 
the paid work relative gender gap. Specifically, Fig. 2 shows dramatic decreases, such as those 
found in Estonia, Poland, Norway, and the UK; the exceptions are France and Belgium, where 
the gaps have slightly increased.

Regarding unpaid work time, Fig.  4 shows the evolution of the time devoted to unpaid 
work for both men and women. For men, we observe a small decline in unpaid work in certain 
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European countries (e.g., Belgium, the UK, Estonia, Germany, and Poland) relative to the 
2000s. On the other hand, we observe a slight increase in unpaid work in Finland, Italy, Norway, 
and France, where men spend between 1 and 5% more time on household tasks in comparison 
to the 2000s. The largest increase in unpaid work time is found for men in Spain, who spend in 
the 2010s about 23% more time on unpaid work, relative to the average unpaid work time of the 
2000s. Since Spain is also among the countries in which paid work hours of men declined the 
most in the 2010s, the increase in unpaid work could also be due to the recession. Indeed, there 
is evidence that unpaid work increased in the aftermath of the recent recession in the United 
States (Aguiar et al., 2013) and this may well have also happened in Europe (Gimenez-Nadal & 
Molina, 2016).8

The unpaid work hours of women have slightly changed across Europe in the past dec-
ade, with differences no larger than 0.5 h between the two periods analyzed. Given these 
changes over the period, the gender gap in unpaid work has substantially fallen in all Euro-
pean countries (Fig. 4 shows the gender gap in unpaid work in the 2010s compared to the 
2000s, where magnitudes closer to 1 represent smaller relative gender gaps.). The largest 
decline in the gender gap in unpaid work is found in Spain, where women did triple the 
time men spent doing unpaid workin the 2000s, compared to ony double that in the 2010s. 
The trends also show substantive decreases in France, Norway, Estonia, and Italy, with 
gender gaps decreasing by more than 20 min in these countries. However, it is difficult to 
conclude that these patterns are only transitory, due to the recession having increased the 
unpaid work hours of men, or they are longer-lasting and reflect changes in men’s attitude 
to household work. Prior research (Gauthier et al., 2004; Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla, 2012; 
Fang and MacDaniel, 2016) points to a long-term trend in the gender gap in paid work.

5  Situation by Age

Prior research has shown that individual time allocations vary over the life cycle (Apps 
& Rees, 2005), as a consequence of employment and retirement patterns, and also family 
formation. For this reason, we now analyze the gender gap in time allocation for different 
subgroups of the populations, based on their age. Figure  5 shows the gender difference 
(females’ hours/males’ hours) in paid work and unpaid work in the 2010s for the follow-
ing age groups: 20–24 years, 25–44 years and 45–64 years.9 On average, European women 
aged 20–24 work over 6.7 h per day, while those aged 25–44 work 6.8 h per day, and those 
aged 45–64 work 6.6 h per day, compared to about 7.5 h for young men, over 7.9 h for 
prime-age men, and 7.7 h for older men.

The difference in hours worked for pay, by gender, is smaller for younger generations 
of Europeans, aged 20–25 years, than for older generations, aged 25–44 and 45–64. This 
reflects convergence in patterns of paid work, by gender, of younger generations, but also 
the fact that hours worked by men and women in Europe are very similar before family-
formation and the arrival of children, but differ thereafter, a fact that is well-documented 

8 Households tend to increase unpaid work relative to expenditure outside the home; for example, replacing 
restaurant meals with home meals, or shopping longer to save money (Aguiar and Hurst, 2005). There is 
also a secular trend in reduced investment in home production, due to technological progress, which could 
explain the slight drop in unpaid work in most countries (Cavalcanti and Tavares, 2008; Greenwood et al., 
2005).
9 The analysis is restricted to the 2010’s. See Table 5 in “Appendix 1” for full details of the figures corre-
sponding to each country, gender, and age group. The analogous figure for leisure time is shown in Fig. 6 in 
“Appendix 2”.
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in the literature (Gimenez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2012; Sayer, 2005, 2007; Sevilla et al., 2010; 
Sevilla Sanz, 2010).

In line with this notion, the increase in average hours worked by prime-age men (aged 
25–44) relative to younger men (aged 20–24) is larger than the increase in hours worked 
by prime-age women relative to younger women. Moreover, the decline in hours worked 
by older men (aged 45–64) relative to prime-age men is slightly larger, in absolute values, 
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Fig. 5  Average paid work and unpaid work, by age groups and gender. Note The Sample (Eurostat TUS) 
has been restricted to countries with available data for the year 2010 and includes the population of all ages. 
Paid work times are restricted to individuals who report positive paid work time. Paid work and unpaid 
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than the decline in hours worked by older women relative to prime-age women. This likely 
reflects the fact that older women tend to have accumulated lower social security contri-
butions and lesser entitlements to pension benefits (Bettio & Verashchagina, 2009; Bettio 
et  al., 2013) than have older men, and thus the implicit costs of reduced working hours 
when older are greater for women than for men, conditional on being employed. There is 
limited evidence that older women retire later than older men, conditional on older women 
being employed. For example, Stancanelli (2017) finds that older French women are more 
likely to retire at age 65 than do older French men, who usually retire at age 60.

Thus, it is notable that the smaller gender differences in paid work are found among 
younger generations, and even in Greece, women work longer hours than men aged 
20–24 years. Hours worked by young women are also quite close to those worked by men 
in Estonia, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 
Romania, Spain, and the UK, where the gender difference in paid work is less than 1 h 
per day. The largest paid work gap among young adults is found in Belgium, where males 
spend about 1.6 more hours working than do female workers. For the prime-age group, 
the average difference in hours worked for pay, by gender, is substantial in most European 
countries, and especially in Austria (about 2 h), followed by Belgium, France, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Serbia, Spain, and the United Kingdom (between 1 
and 2 h). For the oldest age-group, the largest difference in hours worked by gender occurs 
in Austria, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg (more than 1.5 h).

Regarding unpaid work, a contrasting picture holds, with the difference in unpaid work 
hours by gender being the largest for prime-age cohorts, and the smallest, in absolute value, 
for younger cohorts of Europeans. The average difference remains, however, significant at all 
ages, with young men spending, on average, half the time on unpaid work that young women 
do. For all age groups, the differences in unpaid work hours by gender are much greater than 
the differences in paid work hours by gender, suggesting that, at all ages, women have a heav-
ier “total” workload (the sum of paid and unpaid work hours) than do men in Europe.

Cross-country differences in hours of unpaid work by gender are all negative, as women 
do more unpaid household work in all European countries, at all ages. The differences are 
the smallest for the younger age group, equal to less than an hour per day, in Finland, Ger-
many, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Norway, while the differences are largest 
in Poland and Romania, where young women perform about 2 more hours per day than 
men on unpaid work tasks. Overall, household work appears still to be a predominantly 
female activity among younger cohorts of Europeans in the 2010s.

This suggests that traditional social norms applying to unpaid work are likely slower to 
change than those for paid work. At home, where market profit is less at stake, traditional 
gender norms appear to prevail across Europe. Some studies have suggested that women, and 
especially those with a higher level of education, may “compensate” for their active participa-
tion in the labour market by increasing the hours of household work at home, to “affirm” their 
“femininity”, in line with gender-stereotyped roles (Bianchi et al., 2000), which are threatened 
by their labour market performance. Such a phenomenon has been labelled ‘doing gender’ in 
the literature and helps explain the puzzling picture of increased hours of both paid and unpaid 
work by certain groups of women (Sevilla et al., 2010). However, many parallel and alterna-
tive explanations are possible here, and we explore this channel in the next Section.

Overall, the picture is one of significant differences in the hours of unpaid work by gen-
der all over Europe, and for all age groups, with such differences being the largest in abso-
lute value for prime-age groups, where it varies from a low of 1 h per day in Norway, to 
a high of almost 4 h in Italy and Serbia. These large differences in unpaid work time may 
reflect the fact that many women in these countries do not participate in the labour market 
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but are full-time housewives. However, when women contribute to both paid and unpaid 
work, a persistent double-burden at work and at home (Giménez-Nadal & Sevilla, 2011) is 
a serious handicap to equality of opportunity by gender in the labour market.

There is evidence that more investment in unpaid work also leaks into the labour market, with 
more unpaid work being associated with lower wages for partnered women (Hersh & Stratton, 
1994). Couple-formation and the birth of children certainly contribute to explain the large gender 
imbalance of household work among prime-age Europeans, as the difference is smaller, not only 
for younger cohorts but also for the older cohort, aged 45–64. In the oldest age-group, the differ-
ence in hours of unpaid work by gender is the lowest, equal to about one hour or less per day in 
Norway, followed by Estonia, Finland, and the Netherlands. The difference is closer to two hours 
in Belgium, France, Hungary, Poland, and Luxembourg, while it is equal to about three hours in 
Romania, Serbia, Greece, and Spain, and well above three hours in Italy.

6  Possible Determinants of Gender Gaps in Paid and Unpaid Work

The evidence in Sects. 4 and 5 indicates clear differences between men and women in the 
time devoted to paid work and unpaid work for our analyzed countries, with (working) men 
devoting more time to paid work than (working) women, and women devoting more time to 
unpaid work than men. However, it is important to note that some countries present a more 
egalitarian behavior regarding gender differences in paid and unpaid work. For example, in 
Norway and Finland, women spend on average 0.7 fewer hours per day on paid work and 
1.15 more hours per day on paid work in comparison to men, with the gender gaps in these 
two countries being lower than the average (− 1.02 and 1.94 for paid and unpaid work, 
respectively), which makes these two countries comparatively egalitarian in terms of the 
gender gap in time allocation. On the contrary, in Italy and Greece, the gender gaps in paid 
and unpaid work are higher than the average, indicating that these countries may be less 
egalitarian in the gender distribution of paid and unpaid work.

We link cross-country differences in these gender gaps to differences in country-level 
factors, mainly social norms and institutional factors. First, we use data from the 1999 and 
2008 EVS to analyze the role that social norms play in shaping cross-country differences 
in gender gaps. This data contains information on attitudes of the population, which can be 
used to link social norms with gender gaps. We construct a neutral index to measure the 
degree of equality in each country, using data from the EVS.10

The relationship between gender gaps and social norms is studied using multi-level mixed-
effect regressions at the country level, considering the average standardized values of the social 
norms indicators and the neutral index at the country level (i.e., explanatory variables), and the 
gender gaps, measured as the amount of time devoted by women, over the time devoted by men 
(i.e., dependent variables). Multilevel models, or linear mixed-effects models, are economet-
ric and parametric models (i.e., generalizations of linear regressions in this particular case), in 
which the parameters may vary across more than one level, although in this case they vary on 
a single level, which is the country. Multilevel models are particularly appropriate for analyses 
where data units are organized on more than one level, such as aggregate units, or time and 
space (see Goldstein, 2011). In our case, the equation we estimate is as follows:

Gapit = �0 + �1Xit + �it,

10 See Sect.  3 and Table  7 of “Appendix 3” for a detailed description of the variables measuring social 
norms, and the neutral index.
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where Gapit is the dependent variable, which varies by country and potentially by year, and 
Xit represents each of the (standardized) social norms or institutional indices considered, 
with “i” representing each country in the sample, and “t” the time index. The gender gap 
( Tw
Tm

 ) is measured as the ratio of the hours per day devoted by women ( Tw ) over the hours 
devoted by men ( Tm ) to the reference activity. Parameter �0 represents a common intercept, 
�1 represents the slope that drives the relationship between the dependent variable and the 
regressor, and �it is the error term. We consider that �1 is a common factor for all the coun-
tries; given that there is not a longitudinal variation for every country in the sample, the 
data does not allow for a more sophisticated multilevel specification, where coefficients 
may be country-specific. Here, the estimated coefficients are equivalent to standard OLS 
estimates of linear regressions, and to multivariate regressions.11 However, the estimated 
standard errors may diverge, given that in multilevel equations the coefficients are esti-
mated by a level 2 equation: �1 = � + ui . Multilevel equations are estimated by maximum 
likelihood, for the gaps in paid work and unpaid work separately. (Variances of the random 
effects parameter residuals are available upon request.)

In the analysis of the gender gap in paid and unpaid work, we consider the sample of 
workers (paid work), on the one hand, and the entire population, on the other (unpaid 
work). Table 2 shows the coefficients of interest of the multi-level regressions of gender 
gaps in paid work for workers (Column (1)), and in unpaid work for the entire popula-
tion (Column (2)). Results in Table 2 ((Column (1)) show that Indicators 1, 2, and 4 are 
positively related to the gender gap in paid work in the case of workers. In the case of paid 
work, a positive association of any of these indicators with paid work indicates that the 
gender gap in paid work decreases, which may be interpreted as that, in countries with less 
traditional social norms (more egalitarian regarding the roles of men and women in the 
country), the gender gap in paid work decreases.

Regarding unpaid work, Indicators 1–7 and the Neutral index are negatively related to the 
gender gap in unpaid work (Column 2, entire population). Given that a negative association 
with unpaid work indicates that the gender gap in unpaid work decreases, and that higher values 
of the indicators and the Neutral index are related to the countries being less “traditional”, these 
results indicate that, in countries with less traditional social norms, the gender gap in unpaid 
work is smaller than in countries with social norms that are more traditional.

All in all, these results suggest the importance of social norms in explaining imbalances in 
paid and unpaid work and can be interpreted as follows: in countries—or groups of individu-
als—with less “traditional” attitudes toward the role of women in society, the gender gaps in 
both paid and unpaid work are smaller. Furthermore, these attitudes are closely related to the 
role of women as carers, given that Attitudes 2, 3, and 7 address the responsibility for child 
care. The findings here are consistent with prior literature highlighting the importance of social 
norms in shaping individual time allocation decisions (Campaña et al., 2018; Gimenez-Nadal 
et al., 2012; Sevilla-Sanz, 2010).

Following an analogous approach, the relationship between gender gaps in paid and 
unpaid work, on the one hand, and variables measuring institutional differences across 
countries, on the other, is analyzed. Specifically, the following variables are considered: 
public spending on families (cash) as a percentage of GDP; public spending on families 
(services); public spending on parental leave; maternity leave; paternity leave; and mater-
nity/paternity paid weeks. In addition to these institutional factors, the analysis includes a 
measure of women’s access to top jobs. A measure of the proportion of women employed 

11 OLS estimates, which provide robust conclusions and equivalent point estimates, are available upon 
request.
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Table 3  Multi-level estimates—paid and unpaid work gaps, and institutional factors

Robust standard errors in parentheses. The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has been restricted to countries with 
available data for the years 2000 and 2010. The dependent variables are the gender gaps, measured in per-
centages, as the amount of time devoted by women over the time devoted by men
*** Significant at the 99%; ** significant at the 95%; * significant at the 90%

(1) (2) (3)
Paid work gap (work-
ers)

Unpaid work gap (all 
sample)

N. obs

Public spending on families (cash) 0.013* − 0.216* 25
(0.007) (0.113)

R-squared 0.149 0.232
Public spending on families (services) 0.009 − 0.206*** 25

(0.007) (0.069)
R-squared 0.077 0.211
Public spending on parental leave 0.019*** − 0.150** 23

(0.004) (0.075)
R-squared 0.457 0.105
Maternity leave 0.002 0.098 23

(0.006) (0.099)
R-squared 0.006 0.045
Paternity leave 0.018*** − 0.201*** 23

(0.004) (0.073)
R-squared 0.427 0.187
Maternity paid weeks 0.018*** − 0.167*** 23

(0.004) (0.058)
R-squared 0.422 0.129
Paternity paid weeks − 0.002 − 0.148* 23

(0.005) (0.084)
R-squared 0.006 0.102
HDI − 0.002 − 0.182*** 27

(0.007) (0.059)
R-squared 0.004 0.174
GDI 0.023*** − 0.160* 27

(0.004) (0.082)
R-squared 0.479 0.134
GII 0.010* 0.104** 27

(0.005) (0.051)
R-squared 0.087 0.057
Women in management positions 0.015*** − 0.256*** 26

(0.004) (0.081)
R-squared 0.208 0.330
Women in national parliaments − 0.003 − 0.216*** 26

(0.006) (0.072)
R-squared 0.011 0.234
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in managerial positions in each country considered is used. Gender equality is important 
in the political arena, where women tend, generally, to be highly under-represented. The 
representation of women among decision-makers has been shown to impact the budgets 
devoted to public spending in the area of social expenditure, as well as future gender norms 
(Bearman et  al., 2009). A relatively higher proportion of women sitting in the national 
parliaments and local governments is associated with lower gender gaps in paid and unpaid 
work. A measure of gender disparities in life expectancy, education, and income is consid-
ered, which is a standard measure of the level of economic development and may capture 
other sources of gender imbalances stemming from country institutional differences.

Table 3 shows the coefficients of interest of the multi-level regressions of gender gaps 
in paid work (workers), and unpaid work (entire population), on institutional factors. A 
positive coefficient between a given measure and paid work gaps indicates that the gender 
gap in paid work decreases with higher values of that measure, while a positive association 
with unpaid work indicates that the gender gap in unpaid work increases.

It is found that when public spending on cash family benefits is higher, both gender gaps 
in paid work, and the gender gap in unpaid work, are smaller, while when public spending 
on services family benefits is higher, the gap in unpaid work decreases. As to more generous 
family-friendly policies, in terms of public spending on parental leave, we observe that these 
are related to greater equality in paid and unpaid work. Similarly, regarding parental leave 
policies, “better” parental leave policies, measured in terms of spending as a percentage of 
GDP, are related to more equality in paid and unpaid work. Focusing on the public spending 
on paternity leave, although the duration of paternity leave varies substantially across coun-
tries, there is evidence that the take-up of paternity leave is low (Karu & Tremblay, 2018), 
suggesting that few fathers take the paternity leave they are entitled to (Van Belle, 2013).

The relationship between maternity leave and gender gaps in paid and unpaid work is 
not statistically significant at standard levels, while the duration of paternity leave is sig-
nificantly correlated with decreases in all the gender gaps studied. In other words, estimates 
suggest that increases in maternity leave may help to reduce gender gaps in both paid and 
unpaid work. Furthermore, and regarding parental paid weeks, the duration of maternity 
paid leave appears to significantly reduce gender gaps. These estimates provide an inter-
esting insight into the impact of parental leave policies on intrahousehold inequality and 
gender gaps, since maternity paid weeks, but not the duration of maternity leave, seem to 
affect gender gaps in paid and unpaid work. For paternity leave policies, the results reveal an 
opposite scenario, where the duration of paternity leave reduces gender gaps, while pater-
nity paid weeks are only statistically significant at standard levels in the unpaid work gap.

Regarding the three indices aimed at capturing gender equity (Human Development 
Index, Gender Development Index, and Gender Inequality Index), gender gaps in unpaid 
work decrease in countries that are more egalitarian in terms of gender development. Gen-
der gaps in paid work decrease in the case of the Gender Development Index and the Gen-
der Inequality Index.12 Finally, the positions of women in firms is correlated with decreases 
in gender gaps in both paid and unpaid work hours, and the position of women in insti-
tutions is correlated with decreases in gender gaps in unpaid work, with the number of 
women in management positions being more important than the number of women in 
national parliaments, both qualitatively and quantitatively.

Thus, focusing on public budgets may provide a more comprehensive picture, which 
also accounts implicitly for the duration (as expenditure increases with the duration) and 

12 The Gender Inequality Index (GII) measures gender imbalances, and thus its sign should be interpreted 
as opposite to the remaining indices.
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also for the take-up rates (as expenditure is null for non-takers). More generous paternity/
parental leave policies imply that men may be more involved in care responsibilities, which 
may reduce the gender gap in unpaid work, and may also reduce it in paid work, since 
women would be able to devote more time to the labour market. In particular, in countries 
where the number of employment-protected parental leave weeks is larger, the gender gap 
in paid and unpaid work is smaller. These results corroborate and reinforce the argument 
that “gender equality and work-life balance should be supported through a revised and 
coherent legislative framework covering maternity leave, paternity leave, parental leave, 
and carer’s leave, encouraging equal take-up of leave arrangements by men and women in 
order to improve women’s access to and position in the labour market” (European Com-
mission Proposal 2015/0085).

The findings reported in this section also highlight that, generally, European men are 
still much less involved than are women in care responsibilities, and this is likely to be 
closely related to the social norms examined earlier. Results summarized here are consist-
ent with the findings reported in Fernandez-Crehuet et al. (2016), who develop a compos-
ite indicator to build a new ranking of Work-Life Balance in European countries. These 
authors find that countries with more generous leave policies are also those that attain a 
better work-life balance. Furthermore, they show that the number of children under age 3 
enrolled in formal education is an important component of the work-life balance of individ-
uals, since in countries with a higher percentage of children under 3 in formal education, 
residents report a better work-life balance.

7  Conclusion

This paper explores the gender gap in time allocation in European countries, offering a 
comparison of the case in the 2000s and in the 2010s. It also offers an explanation of the 
documented gender gaps based on social norms and institutional factors. The evidence cor-
roborates the findings of earlier studies and establishes that the shares of paid and unpaid 
work of European men and women remain unequal in the 2010s. Furthermore, the results 
show that the gender gap in both paid and unpaid work has decreased in most countries, 
leading to a more egalitarian gender distribution of leisure time. However, these gender 
gaps are still significant in certain countries, and cross-country heterogeneity exists regard-
ing the magnitude of these gender gaps.

Social norms are related to gender inequalities in paid and unpaid work time, since in 
countries with less traditional social norms regarding the role of women, the gender gaps 
are smaller. Institutional factors are also related to the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work, 
since in countries with family policies that promote greater participation of men in family 
life, the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work are relatively small. In countries where the 
participation of women in the labour market is boosted through their participation in mana-
gerial positions and in national parliaments, the gender gaps in both paid and unpaid work 
are also relatively small.

Differences in the paid and unpaid workload of European men and women are still 
sizable in the 2010s, and the consequences can be significant, not only for equality 
of opportunity by gender, but also in terms of foregone economic productivity and 
growth. For example, Hsie et  al., (2013) estimate that the increased entry of women 
(and blacks) in highly-skilled occupations, such as medicine and law, in the past fifty 
years in the US, accounts for about one quarter of the growth in aggregate output per 
capita over this period. Cavalcanti and Tavares (2016) measure the American gender 
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wage gap against that of several other countries, finding that a 50% increase in the 
gender wage gap would lead to a 35% decrease in income per capita. This implies 
that the under-representation of European women in the labour market may undermine 
Europe’s economic growth. Moreover, there is evidence that the unequal share of mar-
ket and unpaid work by gender is a source of marital conflict (Bargain et al., 2012).

This paper reinforces the conclusion that more generous leave policies, together 
with more and better childcare facilities (availability of affordable and high quality 
childcare centres, and out-of-school-hours care) would lead to a better work-life bal-
ance and help reduce the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work. Gender-based taxation 
schemes, with higher marginal tax rates for men, may also constitute a good point for 
successfully shifting the household division of labour in a more egalitarian direction. 
Policies aimed at impacting social norms regarding the care of other adults, which usu-
ally occurs at the end of the working life, may also help to reduce the gender gaps in 
paid and unpaid work. However, inequalities caused by gender norms are deeply rooted 
in individual and social consciousness and are resistant to change, which may make the 
redistribution of paid and unpaid work very difficult (Seguino, 2007).

Appendix 1

See Tables 4, 5.

Table 4  Participating countries 
and waves of HETUS surveys

Source: Authors’ calculation

Wave 2000 Wave 2010

Belgium 2005 2013
Bulgaria 2002 –
Germany 2001 2012
Hungary – 2009
Estonia 1999 2009
Spain 2002 2008
France 1998 2009
Italy 2002 2008
Latvia 2003 –
Lithuania 2003 –
Poland 2003 2013
Slovenia 2000 –
Finland 1999 2009
Luxembourg – 2014
United Kingdom 2000 2014
Norway 2000 2010
Serbia – 2010
Romania – 2010
Greece – 2011
Netherlands – 2010
Austria – 2009
Turkey – 2010



543Measuring Gender Gaps in Time Allocation in Europe  

1 3

Table 5  Average hours per day of paid work and unpaid work, by age group and gender (year 2010)

The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has been restricted to countries with available data for the year 2010 and 
includes the population of all ages. Paid work times are restricted to individuals who report positive paid 
work time. Paid work and unpaid work are measured in hours per day. Differences between males and 
females are computed as the average time spent by males, minus the average time spent by females, and 
measured in hours per day

20–24 years 25–44 years 45–64 years

Men Women Diff. Men Women Diff. Men Women Diff.

Panel A: paid work hours
Austria 8.550 7.333 1.217 8.733 6.900 1.833 8.283 6.717 1.567
Belgium 8.167 6.550 1.617 8.183 6.833 1.350 8.017 6.633 1.383
Estonia 8.183 7.850 0.333 8.100 7.583 0.517 8.267 7.750 0.517
Finland 7.250 6.400 0.850 7.950 6.983 0.967 7.800 6.967 0.833
France 6.667 5.550 1.117 7.583 6.433 1.150 7.500 6.417 1.083
Germany 7.650 7.067 0.583 7.817 6.533 1.283 7.483 6.333 1.150
Greece 5.983 6.517 − 0.533 8.000 6.567 1.433 7.700 7.033 0.667
Hungary 7.500 6.667 0.833 7.950 7.000 0.950 7.200 6.800 0.400
Italy 7.767 6.483 1.283 8.217 6.800 1.417 7.983 6.667 1.317
Luxembourg 8.333 7.733 0.600 8.033 7.117 0.917 8.050 6.400 1.650
Netherlands 6.867 6.483 0.383 7.483 6.233 1.250 7.367 5.583 1.783
Norway 7.183 6.617 0.567 7.350 6.650 0.700 7.417 6.700 0.717
Poland 7.900 7.267 0.633 8.267 7.133 1.133 7.950 6.967 0.983
Romania 7.267 6.883 0.383 7.783 7.283 0.500 7.483 6.550 0.933
Serbia 6.950 5.667 1.283 7.817 6.683 1.133 7.317 6.200 1.117
Spain 7.317 6.750 0.567 7.950 6.633 1.317 8.033 6.883 1.150
UK 7.417 6.850 0.567 7.717 6.617 1.100 7.050 6.533 0.517
Panel B: unpaid work hours
Austria 1.317 2.517 − 1.200 2.250 5.167 − 2.917 2.633 4.700 − 2.067
Belgium 1.167 2.167 − 1.000 2.467 4.183 − 1.717 2.800 4.600 − 1.800
Estonia 1.467 2.933 − 1.467 2.467 4.683 − 2.217 3.067 4.150 − 1.083
Finland 1.667 2.150 − 0.483 2.583 4.667 − 2.083 2.733 3.783 − 1.050
France 1.133 2.350 − 1.217 2.433 4.500 − 2.067 2.717 4.400 − 1.683
Germany 1.167 1.883 − 0.717 2.350 4.367 − 2.017 2.633 4.033 − 1.400
Greece 0.983 1.833 − 0.850 1.467 4.350 − 2.883 1.967 5.167 − 3.200
Hungary 1.417 2.800 − 1.383 2.583 5.550 − 2.967 3.233 5.100 − 1.867
Italy 0.600 2.217 − 1.617 1.483 5.350 − 3.867 2.217 5.950 − 3.733
Luxembourg 1.150 1.883 − 0.733 1.900 4.283 − 2.383 2.467 4.600 − 2.133
Netherlands 1.517 1.867 − 0.350 2.183 4.133 − 1.950 2.650 4.033 − 1.383
Norway 1.517 2.333 − 0.817 3.183 4.367 − 1.183 2.750 3.617 − 0.867
Poland 1.550 3.583 − 2.033 2.633 5.583 − 2.950 2.983 4.783 − 1.800
Romania 1.417 3.633 − 2.217 1.983 5.083 − 3.100 2.733 5.533 − 2.800
Serbia 1.067 2.333 − 1.267 1.817 5.417 − 3.600 2.600 5.400 − 2.800
Spain 1.083 2.467 − 1.383 2.567 5.033 − 2.467 2.283 5.183 − 2.900
UK 1.183 2.550 − 1.367 2.267 4.483 − 2.217 2.667 4.133 − 1.467
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Appendix 2

See Fig. 6.

Appendix 3

The following countries and years are included in the analysis of social norms: Belgium (2000 
and 2010), Germany (2000 and 2010), Estonia (2000 and 2010), Greece (2010), Spain (2000 and 
2010), France (2000 and 2010), Italy (2000 and 2010), Luxembourg (2010), Hungary (2010), Aus-
tria (2010), The Netherlands (2010), Poland (2000 and 2010), Romania (2010), Finland (2000 and 
2010), United Kingdom (2000 and 2010), Norway (2010), and Serbia (2010). For each year and 
country, we calculate the average value given to each question, where sample weights included in 
the EVS are used to compute the averages (see Table 7 for the average values, by country).

Once average values for each question are calculated by gender, we apply the PCA to compute the 
value of the Neutral index, values that we link to the gender gaps in paid and unpaid work in Sect. 4.

Regarding the analysis of institutional factors, we use the following variables:

• Public spending on families (cash), as a percentage of GDP: obtained from the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) database, defined as the (% of GDP) 
child-related cash transfers (cash benefits) to families with children.

• Public spending on families (services): obtained from the OECD database, defined as 
the public spending on services for families (benefits in kind) with children.

• Public spending on parental leave: obtained from the OECD database, defined as the 
public expenditure on maternity and parental leaves per child born.

• Maternity leave: obtained from the OECD database, defined as employment-protected leave of 
absence for employed women around the time of childbirth (or adoption, in some countries).

• Paternity leave: obtained from the OECD database, defined as employment-protected 
leave of absence for employed fathers at, or in the first few months after, childbirth.
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Fig. 6  Average time in leisure, by gender and country (year 2010). Note The Sample (Eurostat TUS) has 
been restricted to countries with available data for the year 2010, and includes the population of all ages, 
and individuals out of work. Leisure time is measured in hours per day
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• Maternity/paternity weeks: obtained from the OECD database, defined as the period for 
which a mother/father can be on parental leave with her/his job protected (including mater-
nity/paternity leave), disregarding payment conditions.

• HDI (Human Development Index): obtained from the Human Development Data, defined 
as a summary measure of average achievement in key dimensions of human development.

• GDI (Gender Development Index): obtained from the Human Development Data and 
aimed at measuring gender gaps in human development achievements.

• GII (Gender Inequality Index): obtained from the Human Development Data for the meas-
urement of gender disparity.

• Positions held by women in senior management: obtained from the European Institute for 
Gender Equality (EIGE), measuring the share of female board members in the largest pub-
licly-listed companies.

• Seats held by women in national parliaments and governments: obtained from EIGE, 
measuring the proportion of women in national parliaments and national governments.

See Tables 6, 7, 8.

Table 6  Correlation matrix—social norms (wages 1999 and 2008)

Egalitarian Attitude data comes from the EVS (European Values Study) wages 1999 and 2008. We use 7 ques-
tions from the EVS that can be used to measure gender attitudes. These questions are as follows: A working 
mother can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her children as a mother who does not work 
(Attitude 1). A pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works (Attitude 2). A job is alright but what 
most women really want is a home and children (Attitude 3). Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working 
for pay (Attitude 4). Having a job is the best way for a woman to be independent (Attitude 5). Both the husband 
and wife should contribute to the household income (Attitude 6). In general, fathers are as well suited to look 
after their children as mothers (Attitude 7). There are four possible answers for each question (1 = strongly agree, 
2 = agree, 3 = disagree, 4 = disagree strongly). In order to interpret the attitudinal questions, higher values of the 
questions are related to less “traditional” social norms. For questions 1, 5, 6, and 7 the value “0” represents the 
options “disagree” and “strongly disagree” and value “1” represents the options “strongly agree” and “agree”, 
while for questions 2, 3, and 4 the value “0” represents the options “agree” and “strongly agree” and value “1” 
represents the options “strongly disagree” and “disagree”. These variables are standardized, so that higher values 
of all the items represent more egalitarian social norms, and lower values represent less egalitarian social norms. 
The Neutral index combines the seven attitudes into one index

Attitude 1 Attitude 2 Attitude 3 Attitude 4 Attitude 5 Attitude 6 Attitude 7 Neutral 
index

Indica-
tor 1

1.000

Indica-
tor 2

0.800 1.000

Indica-
tor 3

0.403 0.686 1.000

Indica-
tor 4

0.365 0.283 − 0.017 1.000

Indica-
tor 5

0.199 0.369 0.337 0.680 1.000

Indica-
tor 6

0.089 0.209 0.477 0.285 0.608 1.000

Indica-
tor 7

0.379 0.554 0.506 0.398 0.239 0.142 1.000

Neutral 
index

0.727 0.895 0.779 0.504 0.627 0.520 0.661 1.000
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