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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly increased the stress of individuals, cou-
ples and families in terms of health, sexual functioning, job loss, and lost wages.
However, less is known about how it has affected gender inequality in housework
and its consequences in terms of psychological well-being. In this article, we aimed
to deepen knowledge on this topic by conducting a secondary analysis of data
collected as part of the ResPOnsE COVID-19 project. To do so, we analyzed the
responses of a quota sample of the Italian population (N=2,013), surveyed online
between April and July 2020 using a rolling-cross section approach, to examine the
relationships between gender, psychological gender essentialism, perceived increase
in housework, and happiness in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. A prelimi-
nary unconditional model showed that happiness did not vary depending on the day
of data collection. A moderated-mediated structural equation model using partici-
pants’ age, education, geopolitical area of residence, being vs. not being in a part-
nership, and having vs. not having sons and daughters as control variables showed
that being a woman was positively associated with perceived increase in housework
only among women with low levels of gender essentialism. Moreover, perceived
increase in housework hours showed a positive association with happiness. The
strengths, limitations, and future developments of this study are discussed.
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Introduction

In March 2020 the World Health Organization recognized the outbreak of the corona-
virus (SARS-CoV-2) as a global pandemic. In spring and early summer of 2020 most
countries around the world had imposed a kind of nationwide lockdown, in order to
prevent the spread of the virus. The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact
on individuals, couples, and families, often leading to increased stress in terms of
health, sexual functioning, loss of employment, loss of wages, and maintaining home
life in lockdown and social isolation (e.g., Hensel et al., 2023; Odabas et al., 2024;
Rajkumar, 2020; Tan et al., 2024; von Humboldt el al., 2024). The closure of schools
and workplaces closures led to additional stress as families began to live, work, and
study in one place (Clark et al., 2020; O’Sullivan et al., 2022). Household chores,
such as cleaning and cooking, as well as childcare, which had previously often been
entrusted to grandparents, nannies, and home helps (Craig et al., 2016) or purchased
from home service companies and shared by agencies, unexpectedly fell back to
families (Carlson et al., 2022).

Did COVID-19 Change the Established Domestic Division of Homework? Two
Contrasting Perspectives

Even though significant progress has been made in gender equality in the area of
domestic work in recent decades, women still bear the majority of domestic respon-
sibilities in “normal times” and often take on the burden of balancing family and
work more than men (Churchill et al., 2023). Within a few days, the COVID-19 pan-
demic dramatically changed social, economic, and family life and gave people the
opportunity to reorganize their established domestic division of labor (Steinmetz et
al., 2022). Did people take advantage of this opportunity? The literature is somewhat
mixed on this point.

On the one hand, some studies have clearly shown that even during the COVID-19
pandemic women did more parenting and housework, while men did more paid work
and had more free time (Collins et al., 2021; Hertzberg-Druker et al., 2022; Wad-
dell et al., 2021; Zamberlan et al., 2021). Consistent with this, according to several
researchers (Alon et al., 2020; Craig & Churchill, 2020; Ervin et al., 2022; Larraz et
al., 2024; O’Sullivan et al., 2022), the lockdown exacerbated gender inequality, as the
increase in domestic duties affected more women than men. Against this backdrop,
in 2020 the world would have been hit by a “patriarchal pandemic” (Meraviglia &
Dutka, 2021), which would have exacerbated the glaring inequalities in our society
(Laster Pirtle & Wright, 2021), especially among women who worked from home
(Yaish et al., 2021).

On the other hand, other studies have shown that the changes brought about by the
pandemic have instead promoted greater gender equality (e.g., Ni et al., 2023; Santos
et al., 2021; Shafer et al., 2020). Against this backdrop, couples’ perceptions and
behaviors may have needed to adapt in the face of these new challenges as part of the
overall reorganization of work and household tasks. According to the need exposure
hypothesis (Shafer et al., 2020), men have been confronted with otherwise unnoticed
housework and childcare tasks due to the increased presence at home made possible
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by teleworking or work reduction. This additional presence of men at home may
have encouraged them to do more housework and take on some additional domestic
responsibilities (Chung et al., 2021; Shafer et al., 2020).

These two perspectives—one based on a re-traditionalization interpretation,
according to which the pandemic has increased gender inequality in housework and
the other based on an equalization interpretation, according to which the pandemic
has instead reduced it—seem contradictory, even though there is empirical evidence
for both. We argue that these inconsistencies could be resolved by considering ideo-
logical dimensions related to gender that may play a central role in the assumption
of domestic tasks, even in emergency situations. In particular, we believe that gen-
der essentialism could significantly influence both domestic burden-taking and, more
generally, individual well-being, even in exceptional situations such as the pandemic.

Gender Essentialism, Housework, and Happiness

Psychological essentialism is a lay theory of how social categories are structured
(Haslam & Whelan, 2008). Two main beliefs constitute essentialism. First, essential-
ized categories are perceived as deeply structured natural kinds, whose members
share many similarities that go beyond superficial features and include profound and
non-obvious commonalities. Second, essentialized categories are assumed to possess
an underlying causal force, or “essence”, that is innate, enduring, and unchanging
(Prentice & Miller, 2006). Because gender is one of the first and most important
social categories that individuals learn to use, it is highly essentialized (Haslam &
Whelan, 2008). Gender essentialism is an ideology that assumes that the differences
between men and women are intrinsic and immutable in nature and closely related
to physical and physiological differences (Crompton & Lyonette, 2005). As Bem et
al. (1993) have noted, this tendency to overemphasize biology and underemphasize
historical and social contexts makes gender inequalities seem innate and unavoid-
able rather than historically constructed and modifiable. As a result, people with
high levels of gender essentialism perceive men and women as inherently different,
with complementary skills that they bring to home and the workplace (Skewes et al.,
2018). In particular, gender essentialism supports the division of paid work and fam-
ily responsibilities based on the notion of separate spheres, with women perceived as
primary caregivers and domestic workers and men as primary breadwinners (Pinho
& Gaunt, 2024; Tinsley et al., 2015. Research on division of household of labor in
heterosexual couples has largely shown that the proportion of housework performed
by each member is related to the gender ideology of the woman and the man (Aboim,
2010). The stronger the individual support for gender essentialism, the more unequal
the division of labor is in the household (Few-Demo & Allen, 2020).

One of the reasons why traditional ideologies persist so tenaciously has to do
with the role they play in the well-being of the people who adhere to them. A large
body of literature from various disciplines has found that system-legitimizing ideolo-
gies serve a palliative function, by reducing anxiety, guilt, discomfort, and insecurity
among both the advantaged and the disadvantaged (Butz et al., 2017; Jost, 2019; Jost
& Banaji, 1994). The endorsement of these ideologies, which include gender essen-
tialism, thus contributes to individual well-being and happiness (Eidson & Coley,
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2014; Napier et al., 2020). Regarding the division of domestic labor specifically, men
and women in traditional housework arrangements are more likely to report that they
are satisfied with life in general than those who follow more egalitarian arrangements
(Crompton & Lyonette, 2005).

To our knowledge, the only study that has examined the role of ideological dimen-
sions in both housework and well-being during emergencies is that of Thorstein-
sen and colleagues (2022). These authors conducted a cross-sectional study of 180
mothers of primary school children in Norway in June 2020 and found that among
mothers who held stronger gender essentialist beliefs about parenting the perception
of increased domestic responsibility due to the COVID-19 pandemic was associated
with a lower well-being. Although the work of Thorsteinsen et al. is insightful, it is
limited by the fact that it focused exclusively on mothers with sons. Therefore, it is
not possible to determine whether the effects they found are limited to this group or
whether they can be generalized to other social categories.

The aim of the present study is to continue this line of research by investigating
how the endorsement of a gender essentialist ideology may be related to household
workload and happiness in emergency situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
Our aim is to expand existing knowledge in three ways. First, we want to examine the
effects of gender essentialism in emergencies not only among women with children,
but also in the general population, including men and childless individuals. Second,
in line with the previous point, we want to examine gendered beliefs not only in
relation to parenthood, but also in relation to men’s and women’s putative different
propensities to paid work. Third, we aim to examine the relationship between gender
essentialist beliefs and happiness, both directly and through the mediation of per-
ceived increases in time spent on housework.

The Present Study

We conducted our study using Italy as case study. Italy is traditionally characterized
by a relatively high degree of gender inequality. According to the World Economic
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report, the gender gap in Italy in 2023 was higher than
in 78 other countries in the world and in other 31 European countries (https://www
3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2023.pdf). This relatively large structural gap is
reflected in Italians’ attitudes towards gender. In the 19-country study by Glick et
al. (2000), for example, Italy ranked at the 10th place in terms of the level of hostile
sexism and 15th in terms of the level of benevolent sexism. Accordingly, in 2021
domestic work weighted significantly more on women than on men (https:/www.ce
nsis.it/lavoro/welfare-familiare-e-valore-sociale-del-lavoro-domestico-italia/il-caric
o-di-lavoro-domestico).

In terms of gender relations, this was the socio-cultural context affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic. The first Italian patient was diagnosed with COVID-19 in
December 2019. In the following weeks, the virus spread dramatically. In March
2020, one month before the beginning of the collection of the data we analyzed, Italy
was the country with the most active pandemic in the world (Di Ciaula et al., 2020);
in April 2020, when data collection began, Italy had the second highest number of
deaths in Europe (Dowd et al., 2020) and the national health system was collapsing.
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In the absence of medicines and vaccines, the Italian government had no choice but
to fight the pandemic, as had been done in the past, e.g. in Venice against leprosy in
the XII century and in the United Kingdom against bubonic plague in the XV century
(Newman, 2012). People were in lockdown from March 9 to May 3, 2020 and were
only allowed to go out to do necessary work, for medical check-ups, or to buy food
in the store closest to their home. The effects of the pandemic and the lockdown were
similar to those caused by extreme natural disasters (Bonaccorsi et al., 2020); most
of commercial activities were halted, dramatically affecting the Italian economy both
on a macro- and the microeconomic standpoints (Auriemma & Iannaccone, 2020).
Accordingly, people’s personal and relational well-being also decreased drastically,
especially among those highest in psychosocial frailty (Cerami et al., 2020).

Method

To pursue our research goals, we conducted a secondary analysis of the first wave
of the ResPOnsE COVID-19 project (https://www.spstrend.it/progetto-response-cov
id-19/), carried out by the SPS TREND Laboratory at the University of Milan (Italy)
with a quota sample of the Italian population, stratified by gender, age, and area
of residence. Full details on the project can be found in Vezzoni et al. (2020). The
data were collected from April 6, 2020 to July 9, 2020 using a rolling cross-section
(RCS) approach. RCS is a variant of traditional cross-section studies in which data
collection is distributed over a predefined period. Each day, a random subsample is
administered the same questionnaire in the same setting. Since the basic characteris-
tics of the daily subsamples are statistically equivalent, the RCS data can be analyzed
using multilevel models, with individual data nested by day of data collection (Cena
& Roccato, 2023; Roccato et al., 2025). The total sample consisted of 15,747 par-
ticipants. However, the questions on gender inequality in housework and on gender
essentialism were only asked to a smaller subsample that was randomly selected. In
the analyses, we focused only on this subsample (N=2,013, women=46.2%, mean
age=45.91, SD=15.01).

Measures

Gender and Controls

Gender was coded as 1 (woman) and 0 (man). In the analyses, age, years of educa-
tion, being (1) vs. not being (0) in couple, and having (1) vs. not having (0) sons or
daughters were controlled for.

Perceived Increase in Housework Hours

Following Kulic et al. (2020), participants were asked to indicate, on a 1 (Signifi-
cantly decreased)-7 (Significantly increased) scale how the number of hours they

spent doing housework on a standard working day had changed since the outbreak of
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Gender Essentialism

Gender essentialism was assessed using the following items, respectively taken from
the World Values Survey and the International Social Survey Programme: “When
jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than women” and “A working
mother can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her children and
daughters as a mother who does not work” (con-trait). Both items had four response
categories, ranging from 1 (I strongly disagree) to 4 (I strongly agree). Based on
r=.20, p<.001, we calculated participants’ gender essentialist beliefs as the mean of
these two items after recoding the con-trait item.

Happiness

Happiness was assessed using the following item, taken from the European Social
Survey: “Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are?”. The item
had 11 response categories, ranging from 0 (I am totally unhappy) to 10 (I am totally
happy).

Data Analysis

To pursue our research objectives, we conducted a two-stage analysis. Since our data
were nested as a function of the day of data collection, we first tested a preliminary
unconditional model aimed to find out whether happiness depended on the day on
which participants answered the questionnaire. Based on the results of this model,
we decided whether we needed to resort to a multilevel approach, integrating con-
textual variables such as the daily severity of the pandemic in the prediction model
(Cena & Roccato, 2023; Roccato et al., 2025). Second, we tested the moderated-
mediated structural equations model graphically shown in Fig. 1. In the left part of
the model, we predicted perceived increase in homework as a function of gender,
essentialism, and their interaction. In other words, we analyzed whether the possible
association between female gender and perceived increase in homework was modu-
lated by participants’ level of gender essentialism. In the right part of the model, we

Gender essentialism

Female gender Perceived increase in Happiness

|

Fig. 1 The moderated-mediated model we tested (control variables: age, being in couple, and having
sons and/or daughters)

homework hours
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analyzed whether perceived increase in homework was associated with happiness. In
other words, we used perceived increase in homework as a mediator, i.c., a variable
that was simultaneously an effect of female gender and a cause of happiness. In the
model, we used age, education, being in couple, and having sons and/or daughters as
control variables. We conducted all the analyses with MPLUS (Muthén & Muthén,
2008/2017).

Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables we used and their bivariate
correlations.

A preliminary unconditional model showed that happiness did not vary across the
days of data collection, /CC=0.000, between day variance=0.00, SE=0.01, p=.873.
Therefore, we resorted to individual-level variables only.

Table 2 shows the results for our prediction model. The first three columns show
the results for the prediction of the mediator. Age was positively related to the per-
ceived increase in housework hours, while the other control variables were not associ-
ated with it. More interestingly as concerns our goals, being a woman was positively
associated with perceived increase in housework hours, while gender essentialism
was negatively associated with it. Also, the interaction between these two variables,
calculated after recoding participants’ gender (1 =woman, -1=man) and centering
gender essentialism, was associated with perceived increase in housework hours. A
simple slope analysis showed that being a woman was positively associated with
perceived increase in housework hours for participants with low (-1 SD) levels of
gender essentialism, »b=0.23, SE=0.05, p<.001, whereas the association was not
significant for participants with high (-1 SD) levels of gender essentialism, »=0.09,
SE=0.05, p=.054. The second three columns report the results on the prediction
of the dependent variable. Being in a couple relationship was positively associated
with happiness, while the other control variables were not associated with it. More
interestingly for our research goals, being a woman and gender essentialism were
negatively associated with happiness, while perceived increase in housework hours
showed a positive association with happiness. The indirect association between being
a woman and happiness was positive, 5=0.02, SE=0.01, p<.001. The model had a
good fit, CFI=0.95, RMSEA=0.05 (90% CI=0.01, 0.09).

Discussion

This study draws on two seemingly contradictory perspectives in the literature on
gender inequalities during the pandemic. According to the re-traditionalization per-
spective, the pandemic exacerbated gender inequalities in domestic work, as increas-
ing domestic duties fell more heavily on women than men (Alon et al., 2020; Craig
& Churchill, 2020; Ervin et al., 2022; Larraz et al., 2024; O’Sullivan et al., 2022).
According to the equalization perspective, which is mainly based on the need expo-
sure hypothesis (Shafer et al., 2020), the additional presence of men in the household
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encouraged them to share a greater proportion of the housework and to take on some
new household tasks (Santos et al., 2021; Shafer et al., 2020). Both perspectives,
which focus on people’s structural conditions, have received empirical support (e.g.,
Craig & Churchill, 2020; Larraz et al., 2024; Ni et al., 2023; Shafer et al., 2020). We
argued that a social-psychological perspective, focusing on gender-related ideolo-
gies, particularly gender essentialist beliefs that are assumed to play a crucial role in
the assumption of domestic tasks, could enrich the picture and help to resolve this
contradiction. Based on the previous literature, which shows the palliative function
of gender essentialist beliefs (Eidson & Coley, 2014; Napier et al., 2020), we further
suggested that gender essentialist beliefs may have influenced not only the assump-
tion of domestic duties, but also people’s happiness, even during the pandemic.

Consistent with several previous studies (e.g., Ervin et al., 2022; Larraz et al.,
2024; O’Sullivan et al., 2022), our results showed that Italian women perceived a
higher household workload than men during the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
gender essentialist beliefs were negatively associated with this perception. This result
can be interpreted in the light of attitudes based on an essentialist ideology. Indeed,
gender essentialism is an ideology that posits that the differences between men and
women are inherent and unchangeable and are closely linked to physical and physi-
ological differences (Crompton & Lyonette, 2005). We argue that people with low
levels of essentialism are plausibly more willing to take on household tasks when
needed, regardless of whether they are women or men. In contrast, people with a high
degree of essentialism are plausibly more in favor of a clear division of areas respon-
sibilities (work for men and household for women) and presumably more inclined
to maintain a family organization based on traditional roles, even under exceptional
circumstances such as the pandemic. Against this background, gender essentialism
can be understood as a sort of “female gatekeeping”, i.¢c., a set of socially constructed
and shared attitudes and beliefs that hinder an egalitarian division of housework and
childcare within the family (e.g., Gaunt, 2008) and trigger a collusion between the
couple’s components that leads them to prevent the man’s involvement in housework
and childcare (e.g., Gaunt & Pinho, 2018).

The interaction between gender and essentialism is consistent with this argument.
Indeed, it is the least essentialist women who perceive an increase in time spent
on domestic activities, probably precisely because they are willing to reconsider
their domestic commitment in the face of the extraordinary demands imposed by
the pandemic. More essentialist women, on the other hand, could not perceive such
an increase plausibly for two different reasons. First, their commitment to domestic
tasks may already be very high under normal circumstances and therefore not be
significantly increased. Second, we can assume that this increase exists but is not per-
ceived as such because it is “naturally” part of within the tasks expected of a woman.
A direct test of these interpretations could be interesting. In addition, it would be
interesting to investigate specifically, perhaps through qualitative methods, whether
and how the pandemic may have reinforced gender inequalities in the home space
and how this may have affected the essentialist concept of the home.

As for happiness, our results showed a positive association between this construct
and the perceived increase in housework. Although it may seem counterintuitive, this
finding is consistent with a few studies that have shown some positive psychological
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Table 2 Results for the predictive model

Perceived increase in home- Happiness (dependent

work hours (mediator) variable)

b SE Beta b SE Beta
Female gender 0.16%** 0.03 0.11 —0.16%** 0.04 —0.08
Age 0.01* 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.03
Education 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02
Being in couple 0.03 0.08 0.01 0.28%%* 0.10  0.07
Having sons and/or daughters —0.01 0.08 —0.00 0.03 0.10 0.01
Essentialist beliefs about gender —0.15%** 0.04 -0.08 —0.17** 0.06 —0.07
Female gender* Essentialist beliefs about ~ —0.09* 0.04 -0.05
gender
Perceived increase in homework hours 0.13%** 0.03 0.10
R’ 0.02%** 0.03%**

Note. *** p<.001. ** p<.01. * p<.05

effects of the pandemic (see Waters et al., 2022). For example, Gleason and col-
leagues (2023) found that stay-at-home orders reduced individuals’ stress, increased
the quality time they spent with their family members, and had positive effects on
intimate and sexual relationships. Similarly, Mollaioli and colleagues (2021) demon-
strated that couples who were able to use time spent at home for intimate relationships
during the pandemic not only had stronger dyadic cohesion, but also higher levels of
relationship satisfaction and well-being. According to a Spanish study (Sandin et
al., 2020), the majority of participants had highly positive experiences during the
mandatory quarantine, such as a greater interest in people, a higher appreciation of
the importance of interpersonal relationships, and an appreciation of having more
time for the family and home. Similarly, a national longitudinal study conducted in
Australia showed that 70% of participants reported experiencing at least one positive
effect during the COVID-19 pandemic, which was primarily due to an increase in
time spent with family (Cornell et al., 2022). Although only time spent on house-
hold activities was explicitly examined our study, it can be assumed that participants
generally had more time available for their families and interests, which had a posi-
tive effect on happiness. The test of this speculation could be an interesting further
development of our study.

The negative association between gender essentialism and happiness that we have
found is at odds with previous literature, which has shown that system-justifying ide-
ologies reduce anxiety and discomfort and increase well-being for both advantaged
and disadvantaged individuals (Butz et al., 2017; Jost & Banaji, 1994). In particular,
the System Justification Theory (Jost, 2019; Jost & Banaji, 1994) posits that people
have a strong psychological motivation to defend and justify the status quo, even
when it may be disadvantageous to them. This theory suggests that maintaining the
current social, economic, and political systems provides individuals with a sense of
certainty, security, and social acceptance. We argue that the discrepancy between
previous literature and our findings is due to the fact that the literature on system-
justifying ideologies is based on research conducted under “normal” circumstances,
whereas the present study was conducted when the world was confronted with a dra-
matic exogenous shock. Although gender essentialism may have positive effects on
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people’s well-being in “normal” times (Eidson & Coley, 2014; Napier et al., 2020),
it may not have the same positive effects in emergency times, as it is based on a rigid
and traditional view of gender roles. As the pandemic was a disruptive and excep-
tional situation, it is possible that less essentialist people showed greater adaptability.
In other words, essentialism, being based on a rigid and traditional view of roles, may
not have the same beneficial effects in extraordinary situations as in “normal” situa-
tions. On the contrary, emergencies such as the pandemic could “reward” those who
are more flexible, including in terms of gender roles, in terms of adaptation and thus
psychological well-being. A direct test of this idea could be interesting.

This study had some limitations, mainly due to the secondary analysis approach
we chose. The strengths and limitations of secondary analysis are well-known (e.g.,
Kiecolt & Nathan, 1985). In our case, we were able to analyze a high-quality dataset
that came from a very reliable source. The disadvantage is that a day-by-day mea-
surement of the actual change in homework hours was not available; therefore, we
had to measure this variable using the participants’ retrospective self-reports. More-
over, as data collection began in April 2020, we could not compare the number of
housework hours in the pandemic period with the same number measured in the pre-
pandemic period. These limitations characterize the vast majority of studies on this
topic (e.g., Manzi et al., 2024; Thorsteinsen et al., 2022; Vargas-Rubilar et al., 2023).
However, if data were available, a replication of this study based on a comparison
before and during the crisis using methods such as the experience sampling method
(e.g., Delle Fave et al., 2003) could be interesting. Another limitation arising from the
secondary analysis approach we used concerns the measure of happiness we could
use, which consisted of a single item asking participants to report their level of hap-
piness on a 0—10 scale. This item was taken from the European Social Survey and is
frequently used in international research (e.g., Kim & Jung, 2021; Piper, 2015; Zorlu
& Frijters, 2019), as numerous studies that have demonstrated the concurrent validity
of this item and longer, more complex scales (see, for instance, Abdel-Khalek, 2006;
Negri et al., 2022). However, it does not allow for a complex operationalization of
happiness. In happiness studies, a distinction is often made between hedonic and
eudaimonic motives. The former drive people to seek pleasure or relaxation in the
present moment, while the latter strive for personal growth, meaning in life, and the
well-being of others (e.g. Pearce et al., 2020). Our measure captures happiness in the
first conceptualization more than in the second. A replication of this study using a
more complex happiness measure could be interesting. Similarly, gender essentialism
was measured by means of two items taken from the World Values Survey and the
International Social Survey Programme. These items are widely used and research
has concluded that measuring gender essentialism with two items is reliable, valid,
and feasible in community surveys (Glazier et al., 2021). However, a more refined
and articulated measure could give more strength to these results. In addition, the low
R’ of our model could be seen as another limitation of this study. In addition, the low
R’ of our model could be seen as another limitation of this study. Overall, however,
the scientific community is far from unanimous in assessing the usefulness of the R’
in predictive models. For example, Lewis-Beck and Skalaban (1990) attach great
importance to this statistic, whereas King (1990) does not. Accordingly, low R’s are
not universally considered problematic (for an overview, see Ozili, 2023). More in
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detail, from a substantive perspective, the predictive model we tested was genuine,
due to the semantic independence of the explanans and explanandum; according to
the epistemological literature, small R’s derived from genuine models are undoubt-
edly preferable to higher R’s derived from models with excessive semantic proximity
between the independent and dependent variables (Von Wright, 1971). Moreover,
from a methodological perspective, our R’s were significant and (with the exception
of gender essentialism) were derived from single-item measures, which are plausi-
bly suboptimal in terms of reliability. New studies measuring independent variables,
mediators, and dependent variables with multiple items are likely to have higher R’s.
The final limitation of this study concerns its exclusive focus on Italy. The 15-country
study by Saxler et al. (2024) showed that 18- to 24-year old sons and daughters liv-
ing with their parents believe that mothers’ housework increased more than fathers’
in pandemic times, especially in countries characterized by greater gender inequality.
Since these authors analyzed the perceptions of sons and daughters and not the self-
reports of their parents’, their results are not comparable to ours. However, based
on their results, we believe that a cross-national replication of this study could be
interesting.

These limitations are counterbalanced by the strengths of this study. First, we
focused on the general population and not on some interesting but limited subsam-
ples—e.g., mothers in Thorsteinsen et al. (2022); couples with sons or daughters in
Steinmetz et al. (2022); sons and daughters living with their parents in Saxler et al.
(2024); 25-54-year old parents with children under the age of 13 in Fuller and Qian
(2021), as has often been done in previous research on the gendered consequences
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Second, Fuller and Qian (2021) have recently shown
that the negative impact of COVID-19 on women’s work and home life followed
the trend of the pandemic and depended, at least in part, on the severity of outbreak
control measures, at least in Canada. In contrast to other RCS studies on the social-
psychological consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. Cena & Roccato,
2023; Roccato et al., 2025), our preliminary unconditional models have shown that
our results do not depend on the day of data collection and thus on the trend of the
pandemic. In this sense, our model detected some relatively general processes, at
least as far as the first months of the pandemic are concerned, even if our data do not
cover the period after July 2020. In the unfortunate event of a new pandemic, a longer
RCS study could be useful to obtain a more complete picture of the gendered con-
sequences of dramatic exogenous shocks. Finally, and more generally, in line with
Pinho and Gaunt (2024), with this study we have shown the opportunity of comple-
menting the classical approaches focusing on structural and economic variables with
social-psychological constructs to expand our knowledge in this area.
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