
Housework Revisited : A Cross-National Comparison of Cohabiting and Married Parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Christina M. Wolfe, M.A. 
The Pennsylvania State University 
211 Oswald Tower 
University Park, PA  16802 
Email: cwolfe@psu.edu 
Office: (814) 863-2763 
Fax: (814) 863-7216 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RUNNING HEAD:  Housework Revisited : A Cross-National Comparison of Cohabiting and 
Married Parents 
 
 
KEYWORDS: housework, time use, parents, cohabitation, cross-national 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data harmonization funded by NICHD (R03 HD056996-01A1 to J. L. Hook). Some of the data 
applied in this publication are based on the Norwegian Time Use Survey, 2000. Anonymized 
data sets have been made available by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD). 
Statistics Norway (SSB) was responsible for sampling and interviewing. Neither NSD nor SSB 
are responsible for the analyses/interpretation of data presented here. This research was also 
based on the United Kingdom Time Use Survey 2000, produced by Ipsos-RSL, sponsored by the 
Office for National Statistics, and supplied by the United Kingdom Data Archive. The data 
creators, depositors, copyright holders, funders, and the United Kingdom Data Archive bear no 
responsibility for analysis or interpretation of the data. The data are Crown copyright.  

mailto:cwolfe@psu.edu


Extended Abstract 

In this paper I examine time use data from four countries – the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Germany and Norway – to investigate the impact of relationship type on household 

labor among parents. Cross-national work has shown that women in numerous countries spend 

more time in housework than do men (Batalova and Cohen 2002). However, women in many 

Western nations, including the United States, have decreased the number of hours spent in 

household labor since the 1960s due to increases in labor force participation (Bianchi, Milkie, 

Sayer and Robinson 2000). Previous research has shown that cohabitors spend more time in 

household labor than do single persons but less than married persons (South and Spitze 1994). 

Additionally, men tend to spend less time in household labor upon entering into marriage or 

cohabitation while women increase household labor time when forming such households (Gupta 

1999).  

I focus on the implication of relationship status for gender equality among households 

with children. Presence of children in the household increases time spent in household labor for 

both men and women, but previous analyses have been limited to married couples (South and 

Spitze 1994). Nearly 40% of all births in the United States now occur outside of marriage 

(Martin et al. 2006) with roughly half of these births taking place within cohabiting unions 

(McLanahan, Garfinkel, Reichman and Teitler 2000). I address potential differences in time spent 

on housework between married and cohabiting parents. I hypothesize that number of minutes 

spent on household labor will vary by relationship among parents. Additionally, the relationship 

between time spent on housework and relationship status will vary by respondent sex and 

national context. 

Data  



The data used in my analyses are from four time use surveys conducted in the early 

2000s.  For the United States, I use the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) 2003 conducted by 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Respondents reconstructed the previous day using computer 

assisted telephone interviewing. Only one adult in the household constructed a diary and only 

main activities were recorded.  The other three datasets followed the Harmonised European Time 

Use Survey guidelines with some small variations.  In contrast to the ATUS, the others used 

paper diaries that respondents completed throughout the day. The diaries contained 10-minute 

time slots and provided space to record secondary activities.  Germany's Time Use Survey 2001-

2002, conducted by the Federal Statistical Office, collected diaries from all household members 

for three days.  Norway's Time Use Survey 2000-2001, conducted by Statistics Norway, 

collected diaries for two days from one adult. The United Kingdom's National Survey of Time 

Use 2000-2001, conducted a research company commissioned by the Office for National 

Statistics, collected diaries from all household members for two days.  

I restrict the sample to partnered and employed parents residing with children under the 

age of fourteen (social, not necessarily biological, parents).  The resulting sample sizes are listed 

in Table 1. Note that in Germany and Norway respondents may provide two cases to a 

regression, particularly on weekdays, because studies gathered multiple diary days.  Also, note 

that I have the most statistical power in the United States and Germany, less in the United 

Kingdom, and the least in Norway. 

Measures  

The dependent variable used in my analyses is the number of minutes spent on 

housework by the respondent on the diary day. Variables are the lowest common denominator 

available in all datasets. I show descriptive statistics in Table 1. I focus on the implication of 



relationship status for gender equality among households with children. Individuals living in a 

cohabitational household are coded as 1.  Sociodemographic controls include age, sex and level 

of education. To account for the additional housework burden created by multiple children, I 

control for number of children in the household. As young children are also likely to create extra 

need for time to be spent on housework, I control for the presence of a child in the household 

under the age of 6. As time is a finite resource, minutes spent in other activities such as 

employment are expected to limit the number of minutes spent on housework. Therefore, I 

control for the respondent’s employment status and whether the respondent worked on his or her 

diary day. Furthermore, respondents with an unemployed partner may limit their time in 

household labor due to increased task specialization, so I also control for employment status of 

the respondent’s partner.  

Analyses 

Multivariate analyses focus on differences across countries in the effects of variables on 

time spent on housework among parents.  I begin by modeling parents’ housework time in each 

country.  All analyses are weighted using the weights provided in each dataset, which account 

for sampling design, day of the week, and non-response. I cluster standard errors by respondent 

in order to account for multiple diaries per person (non-independence).   

Most time use variables have a significant amount of zeros, creating an irregular 

distribution.  Because this irregularity violates assumptions of normality, some fear that OLS 

estimates will be biased and instead utilize Tobit models for censored data. However, others have 

argued that because Tobit models assume that some zeros represent unobserved negative values, 

they are inappropriate for time use data as respondents cannot spend fewer than zero minutes in 

an activity.  Unlike Tobit, OLS coefficients sum to zero and the intercepts sum to 24 hours. 



Additionally, coefficients generated though OLS models remain stable whether generated from a 

single diary day or a weekly average (Gerhsuny & Egerton, 2006).  Therefore, I use OLS models 

for the multivariate analysis.  

Results 

By examining the effect of union type on division of household labor among parents, I 

provide evidence that gendered divisions of labor persist across union type. My first hypothesis 

addressed the impact of relationship type on household labor among parents. I show results by 

country in Table 2. In all countries, cohabiting parents spend fewer minutes in housework than 

do married parents. Married mothers spend the greatest number of minutes in household labor 

followed by cohabiting mothers. However among cohabiting parents, women still spend more 

time in household labor than do men. Cohabiting parents spend fewer minutes in housework in 

the US and Germany than do married parents. No link between cohabitation and housework in 

Norway, and a slight positive but nonsignificant relationship between cohabitation and 

housework in UK.  

In Table 3, I show results which address hypotheses 2 and 3, i.e. does the impact of 

relationship type on household labor vary by gender and national context? I eliminate results for 

Norway from this table due to the nonsignificance of coefficients (available upon request). 

Predicted number of minutes spent on housework are also shown by gender according to mean 

age for married (age 36) and cohabiting respondents (age 31) as well as whether the respondent 

worked on his or her diary day. Cohabiting mothers in all countries spend fewer minutes in 

housework than do married mothers, both on days worked and days off. Comparing countries, 

German mothers spend more time on housework than do women in the United States or the 

United Kingdom. Cohabiting fathers in the United States spend the least amount of time in 



housework compared to other groups. Countries with less gender equality and lower amounts of 

publicly funded child care (US and Germany) show more gendered divisions of time spent in 

household labor. Countries with greater gender equality and publicly funded child care show 

nonsignificant results.  
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