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Abstract 

Over the past decades, opposite-sex couples have moved away from the traditional “male bread-

winner model” towards a more egalitarian division of paid work. However, lockdown measures 

and the closures of schools and childcare services during the COVID-19 pandemic may have 

challenged egalitarian divisions of paid work, pushing couples into traditional breadwinning 

arrangements. This study investigates whether opposite-sex couples experienced short- and me-

dium-term relapses into traditional breadwinning arrangements during the COVID-19 pan-

demic. Logistic regressions models, applied to harmonized data from four country-specific rep-

resentative longitudinal studies fielded during the pandemic (Varhaiskasvatus (Finland), pair-

fam (Germany), LISS (the Netherlands), and the UKHLS COVID-19 study (the UK)), are used 

to estimate the probability of shifting into traditional breadwinning arrangements among oppo-

site-sex co-resident partners from different social strata. Results indicate a moderate re-tradi-

tionalization of breadwinning arrangements during the COVID-19 pandemic that did not appear 

to deepen pre-existing social inequalities in couples’ division of paid work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past few decades, female labour force participation increased significantly in most 

Western countries (Eurostat, 2020). Particularly, opposite-sex couples with children moved 

away from the traditional “male breadwinner model” (Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014), shifting 

towards more egalitarian patterns of dividing paid work (Lewis et al., 2008). However, the 

sudden and exogenous shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic may significantly impact the 

way mothers and fathers share employment. The encompassing lockdown measures enacted in 

many countries in the first phase of the pandemic to contain the spread of the SARS-CoV2 virus 

forced people to limit their movements and change their usual working patterns (Hale et al., 

2021). Many workers in non-essential occupations were obliged to work remotely, were put on 

short-work schemes, or were exempted from working altogether (Alon et al., 2020). At the 

same time, school and formal childcare closures caused an abrupt increase in the demand for 

unpaid household work and (child)care, thus forcing parents to re-organize their daily lives 

(Carlson et al., 2020; Manzo & Minello, 2020). 

These unprecedented changes potentially jeopardize couples’ previous egalitarian division 

of paid employment. While extant research clearly documents women’s higher risk of losing or 

reducing employment during the first stage of the pandemic, changes in breadwinning 

arrangements are less often analysed from a couple perspective (for an exception, see Quian 

and Hu, 2021). Given the centrality of intimate partnership and cohabitation with a significant 

other in adult life in most western societies (OECD 2024), studying how the division of paid 

labour within couples changes across stages of the pandemic, rather than analysing men’s and 

women’s separate risks of losing jobs or reducing working hours, is essential for gaining a 

better and more complete understanding of gendered pandemic precariousness, gender 

imbalances within and between households (Breuning et al., 2020), and any related long-term 

consequences (such as exclusion from later life employment or the risk of old age poverty). In 

this respect, it is particularly important to study whether women without tertiary education were 

more likely to lose economic power within the household, as has been found for pre-pandemic 
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times (Dotti Sani, 2018; Hook, 2017), thus increasing their vulnerability relative to their partner. 

Moreover, few studies examine whether couples’ changes were temporary (i.e., limited to the 

lockdown) or sustained, i.e. changes in the gendered division of paid labour in couples beyond 

the initial phase of the pandemic). Finally, while there are many single-country studies 

examining changes in women’s and men’s working hours (see, e.g., Berghammer and Riederer, 

2024; Brini et al., 2024; Collins et al., 2020), few studies investigate changes in couples’ 

division of paid labour across different institutional contexts. Given that European countries 

differ substantially with regard to both their pre-pandemic family and work regimes, and their 

unique responses to the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is worth investigating 

whether changes in breadwinning arrangements are country-specific. 

To address these gaps, this study contributes to extant COVID-19 pandemic literature by 

investigating the following research questions: (1) To what extent did couples’ breadwinning 

arrangements become more traditional during the pandemic? (2) Are the observed changes 

temporary, or sustained? (3) Does tertiary education (of the woman, or of both partners in a 

couple) function as a protective factor against changes towards more unequal divisions of paid 

labour during the pandemic? (4) Finally, do these changes and their educational correlates vary 

across different work-family regimes in Europe? 

In doing so, this study makes a number of contributions to the literature. First, theoretically, 

it examines classic explanations for the division of paid and unpaid labour (household utility 

maximisation (Becker, 1991) and couple-level bargaining (Manser & Brown, 1980), and 

enriches them with a temporal perspective: by considering the COVID-19 pandemic as an 

exogenous shock affecting all domains of life, the article ask whether the classic negotiation 

mechanisms regulating the division of paid work in couples may have been disrupted (or not) 

in an earlier and later stage of the pandemic. Secondly, it contributes to a better understanding 

of gendered economic inequalities during the public health crisis in 2020 and 2021 by 

examining them from a couple perspective, in particular leveraging on within-couple changes 

over time and drawing on harmonized longitudinal data that comprise information from both 
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partners in opposite-sex couples. Compared to a cross-sectional analysis of different couples, 

following the same couples over different pandemic periods has the advantage of purging our 

estimates of time-constant unobserved heterogeneity. This allows us to provide a more valid 

assessment of changes over time as the same units of analysis are considered, rather than 

combining information from different units. Finally, our contribution reflects on the theoretical 

assumptions and empirical findings using a comparative welfare state approach, by comparing 

four theoretically selected2 country cases that represent different welfare regimes (Nordic, 

Conservative-Corporatist, Liberal) with varying degrees of familism (de-familization, implicit, 

explicit) and unique pre-pandemic path-dependencies in incentivizing or disincentivizing an 

egalitarian division of paid labour by means of formal childcare provision, part-time 

employment protection, and taxation legislation. 

This study draws on data from four longitudinal studies: Varhaiskasvatus (ECEC) for 

Finland, pairfam for Germany, LISS for the Netherlands, and the UKHLS COVID-19 study for 

the UK. For each study, we select coresident partners (married or unmarried) aged ~20 to ~50 

in an opposite-sex partnership and in which at least one partner is employed in order to analyse 

their breadwinning arrangements pre-pandemic (before the first lockdowns, from spring 2019 

to March 2020), during the first lockdown or shortly thereafter (from April to July 2020), and 

at a later stage of the pandemic or post-pandemic (from winter 2020 to spring/fall 2021). 

 

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES 

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Changes in Couples’ Breadwinning Arrangements 

The term ‘Breadwinning arrangements’, which we use in this article to denote the division of 

paid work among couples, draws on the concept of breadwinning models grounded in feminist 

 
2 This research was conducted within the context of an externally funded international collaboration project 
(COVID-19 Policies for Gender Equality (CoPE)) and the selection of cases took place during the project planning 
phase (2020/2021). The choice of countries examined is primarily based on theoretical criteria (namely, the 
representation of different welfare regimes) and, secondarily, on the availability of national datasets that meet the 
following criteria: 1) being based on a probabilistic sampling methodology; 2) being longitudinal; 3) including 
relevant variables to the study of gender inequalities in employment; 4) including information on both partners. 
Due to the restrictive nature of the selection criteria, only few countries are suitable and accessible for the study. 

https://www.exc.uni-konstanz.de/en/inequality/research/projects/covid-19-policies-for-gender-equality/
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welfare state literature (e.g., Lewis, 1992) and originally refers to gendered constellations of 

paid and unpaid work. Lewis identifies variations of historical breadwinning models in Europe, 

including strong, modified, and weak male breadwinner models, accounting for women’s 

varying abilities to make claims on the welfare state as wives, mothers, and paid workers. Later 

conceptualizations of breadwinning models (e.g., Crompton, 2006, Ciccia and Bleijenberg, 

2014) suggest four dominant models that can be found in contemporary European societies: the 

male breadwinner model, comprised of couples in which the man works full-time and the 

woman primarily works in the home; the modified (or one-and-a-half) breadwinner model, 

comprised of couples where the man works full-time and the woman works part-time; equal 

earner couples, where both partners either work full-time or part-time; and the female main 

earner model, where the woman works more hours than the man or only the woman works (for 

a summary, see Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014). 

Previous studies show that opposite-sex couples increasingly shift towards more egalitarian 

patterns of paid work divisions over the past few decades (Lewis et al., 2008). However, the 

exogenous shock brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic may have impacted this ongoing 

process, bringing about potential re-traditionalization within couples, i.e., a return to 

breadwinning arrangements where the man is the main or only earner and the woman is 

economically dependent. 

Indeed, the extant literature on gendered consequences of the pandemic suggests women 

were overrepresented in economic sectors heavily affected by lockdown measures, such as 

hospitality or personal services (Alon et al., 2020; Mesiäislehto et al., 2022). Therefore, they 

may be more at risk of job loss or reductions in working hours, thus worsening their 

employment position relative to their partner. Recent evidence further highlights that women, 

especially mothers, have been less likely to find re-employment during the pandemic (Qian et 

al., 2023). In contrast, other studies suggest women were more likely than men to work in 

occupations deemed essential during the pandemic (Yerkes et al., 2020) and may have faced 
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lower risks of losing their jobs or being put on short work schemes, thus being more protected 

against a worsening of their employment position (Brini et al., 2024). 

To explain possible changes in breadwinning arrangements during the pandemic, various 

theoretical approaches are useful. Ideas grounded in household economics (Becker, 1991) and 

couple-level bargaining (Manser & Brown, 1980) are based on the notion of utility-maximizing 

actors and suggest that both absolute and relative (to the partner) economic resources (such as 

income, education, and labour market prospects) may determine individuals’ employment 

engagement and care load. In other words, both approaches conclude that the partner with 

higher resources is likely to work full-time, whereas the partner with lower resources is likely 

to work part-time or not at all in order to accommodate unpaid care work arising from the family 

situation (e.g., when having small children, or care-dependent family members). In this context, 

educational attainment is used as a time-stable determinant of both income and career chances, 

and as a signal of human capital that may remain active even when a person is temporarily not 

in employment (e.g., during the pandemic). 

Following this view, in a context of employment and economic uncertainty such as the one 

brought about by the pandemic, the partner with the weaker labour market connection (usually 

the woman) may be the one more likely to lose economic power within the couple. 

Simultaneously, gender role theories suggest women are more likely to respond to the increased 

care demand experienced during school and childcare closures, possibly by reducing their 

(hours of) paid work to accommodate the caregiving roles assigned to them via gender role 

socialization (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Consequently, their reduced employment 

participation can worsen their relative economic position in the couple. 

In the light of women’s weaker connection to the labour market and their role as primary 

caregivers, our first hypothesis assumes that a shift towards a more traditional breadwinning 

arrangement occurred during the pandemic (H1a). However, due to the temporary nature of 

lockdowns and the progressive return to normality, this traditionalization is expected to be 
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temporary, with couples being more likely to experience this type of transition in the earlier 

stage of the pandemic rather than in the later stage (H1b). 

 

Educational Gradients in Changes in Couples’ Breadwinning Arrangements 

Emphasis is placed on the role of education as the fundamental factor in household economic 

considerations and within-couple bargaining. This argument posits that the likelihood of 

transitioning into a more traditional breadwinning arrangement during the pandemic may hinge 

on the absolute and relative educational resources of women. In a situation of time scarcity, like 

that of the lockdowns, when partners and particularly parents were forced to reorganize their 

daily lives around new care and housework demands while maintaining their working hours, 

education may have acted as a key protective factor against losses in employment and economic 

power within the couple. 

From a conceptual standpoint, education provides men and women with human capital (i.e., 

knowledge and skills) that translates into greater labour market integration, especially for 

mothers (Dotti Sani & Scherer, 2018), more stable labour market positions, a higher level of 

emotional labour market attachment, higher earnings, and higher career aspirations (Altonji et 

al., 2012). Indeed, there are different reasons for which education can motivate employment - 

above and beyond economic returns. First, ceteris paribus, highly educated women are more 

likely to have intrinsic motivation to work, i.e., not related to external work conditions, 

compared to lower educated ones (Gruenberg, 1980). Thus, even if working conditions change 

and deteriorate, or if new needs arise at the household level, as during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

they have greater motives to continue working, potentially even trumping economic reasoning. 

Second, even beyond the personal fulfilment that comes from their job, higher educated women 

have invested in their education and therefore are more likely to find value in their employment 

position beyond the economic or fulfilment aspect (sunk cost fallacy argument). Third, higher 

educated women likely possess greater financial literacy to understand the short- and long-term 

risks of dropping out of the labour market. Finally, highly educated individuals often endorse 
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more egalitarian gender role attitudes which promote a more equally shared division of 

domestic work, as well as women’s labour market participation (Zoch, 2020). Taken together, 

these economic and attitudinal factors predispose tertiary-educated women not only to have 

faced the pandemic with a more egalitarian division of paid work (in the baseline period), but 

also to maintain their economic power in the household through their bargaining resources. 

Although mechanisms of household economic thinking and couple bargaining may have been 

largely offset during the exogenous shock of lockdown conditions, which dictates different 

working conditions and working time reductions, women’s tertiary education resources may 

nevertheless act as a protective factor against the shift to less gender-egalitarian breadwinning 

arrangements, or may promote a faster return to (full-time) employment and thus a recovery 

towards a more egalitarian division of paid work (Lyttelton et al., 2023). Thus, in both stages 

of the pandemic we expect that women with tertiary education are less likely to shift into more 

traditional breadwinning arrangements than women without tertiary education (H2). 

Women’s education alone may not be fully informative. Within the housework literature, 

scholars distinguish between absolute resources (i.e., women’s own education, income or 

occupation) and relative resources (i.e., her education, income or occupation in comparison to 

her partner’s; see Gupta, 2007). Following the latter perspective, we look at couples’ 

educational constellations, considering not only women’s education, but also their partners’, as 

the latter may reinforce or weaken the protective effect of women’s education. We distinguish 

between tertiary-educated homogamous couples (in which both partners have a high level of 

education), hypogamous couples (in which only the woman has tertiary education), 

hypergamous couples (in which the woman is not tertiary educated, but the man is), and non-

tertiary educated homogamous couples (in which neither has tertiary education). 

According to H2, tertiary-educated homogamous and hypogamous couples are less likely to 

shift into a more traditional breadwinning arrangement compared to other couples. The 

rationale is that tertiary educated women have high bargaining power (or in any case higher 

than their partner), which allows them to remain employed and shift some care work to their 
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partner. But amidst the educational constellations involving a higher-educated mother, who has 

the lower risk of transitioning into a more traditional breadwinning arrangement? The sudden 

increase in childcare and housework needs is generally more likely to fall to the woman because 

gender norms promote intensive mothering expectations, particularly among higher-educated 

women (Heilman & Okimoto, 2008). However, if the partner is tertiary educated too, we would 

expect a more balanced sharing of domestic responsibilities and emotional support of women’s 

employment. In contrast, men who are less educated than their partner may exhibit behaviours 

that have been described as “deviance neutralization” (Brines, 1994). More specifically, they 

may refuse to reduce employment to accommodate the increased care load despite (or better, 

due to) their smaller economic power within the couple, with the aim of re-establishing a 

gender-traditional division of work. Hence, we expect tertiary-educated women in 

homogamous couples, in which their partners have tertiary education too, to be the least likely 

to shift into more traditional breadwinning arrangements compared to women in all other couple 

educational configurations (hypogamous, hypergamous, and low-educated homogamous) (H3). 

 

STUDY CONTEXTS 

Couples’ breadwinning arrangements are shaped by societal norms and commonly held beliefs 

about paid employment, care work, and gender (i.e., gender cultures, see Pfau-Effinger, 2005; 

2012). Such beliefs are institutionalized in work-care regimes (Crompton, 2006), which 

implicitly or explicitly emphasize men’s and women’s roles as breadwinners or caregivers and 

shape opposite-sex couple’s division of paid and unpaid work along gender and educational 

lines (Pavolini & van Lancker, 2018; Javornik & Kurowska, 2017). Since institutional contexts 

are key to understanding divisions of paid and unpaid work, we study couples’ breadwinning 

arrangements throughout the pandemic in four European countries with differing institutional 

contexts, namely Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK. To highlight the uniqueness 

of their institutional backgrounds, in the following paragraphs we outline a number of 

similarities and differences between countries in pre-pandemic and pandemic economic 
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indicators and policy measures, which are likely to shape couples’ breadwinning arrangements 

and eventual changes due to the pandemic (see Table 1). 

Finland is characterized by high shares of female full-time employment, a large public 

sector, and work-family policies supporting the dual earner-dual carer model (e.g., publicly 

provided childcare, long and well-paid parental leave). The Netherlands is seen as the 

quintessential modified male breadwinner model: more than two-thirds of women – not only 

mothers – work part-time. This one-and-a-half earner model is firmly institutionalized at all 

levels of society and within firms (Wielers & Raven, 2013; Yerkes, 2009). Childcare quality 

has improved but remains relatively expensive compared to other European countries (Yerkes 

& Javornik, 2019) and paid leave schemes favour care predominantly provided by mothers. 

Germany witnessed significant transformations of its family policy in recent years (Van 

Winkle, 2020), transitioning from a male breadwinner model to a one-and-a-half earner model 

through a Scandinavian-oriented legislation of parental leave and the expansion of early 

childcare (Zoch & Hondralis, 2017). In the UK, mothers tend to work part-time or stop working 

after childbirth but, unlike the Netherlands, fathers are expected to work long, often unsociable 

hours (Chung & van der Horst, 2018). Also, childcare access remains problematic and its costs 

are prohibitive (Yerkes & Javornik, 2019), which makes the choice of breadwinning 

arrangements a much more class-based decision than in the other three countries (Dotti-Sani & 

Scherer, 2018). 

Besides the differences in pre-pandemic family and gender policymaking, the countries 

studied here took very different routes in pandemic containment (Hale et al., 2021), depicting 

path-dependent work-family policy choices. Pre-pandemic, women’s labour market 

participation was high in all four countries, characterised by high levels of part-time 

employment in Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK. In the period from 2019 to 2021, the 

labour market participation of women grew in Finland and the Netherlands, stagnated in 

Germany and remained relatively stable in the UK (see Table 1). Most European countries 

provided unprecedented social and economic support for workers during the COVID-19 
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pandemic, but these approaches differed significantly across countries. Finland and Germany 

had the most extensive pre-pandemic protection, which included short-time work schemes that 

were extended in access, coverage, and generosity. The Netherlands also had a short-time work 

scheme prior to the pandemic, but replaced it with a temporary wage-subsidy scheme, providing 

employers with extraordinary funding to cover wage and salary costs. The UK had no such 

protection prior to the pandemic and relied heavily on a furlough scheme, which led to 

temporary reductions in work hours for a large portion of the population (Zamberlan et al., 

2021, 2022). Indeed, information from the UKHLS COVID-19 study (used in this article) 

suggests that a large proportion of respondents who reported working fewer hours during the 

pandemic did so for reasons strictly related to the pandemic and associated closures, such as 

furlough arrangements, businesses affected by regulations or supply shortages, self-isolation, 

and caring responsibilities. The result in all four countries was a relatively stable unemployment 

rate, also for women. 

Childcare and school closures during the pandemic, crucially limiting parents’ opportunities 

for engaging in paid work, differed considerably across Europe. Especially in the first phase of 

the pandemic, Finland, like many Nordic countries, focused on keeping early childcare 

education and care services (ECEC) open, although effectively three-fourths of children stayed 

home during the first lockdown (Dobrotic & Blum, 2023). In contrast, Germany experienced 

the longest closure of our four countries, with ECEC closed for 12 weeks during the first wave 

and 10 weeks during the second wave of the pandemic. The Netherlands also implemented 

relatively long closures, with ECEC services closed for 8 weeks during both the first and second 

wave of the pandemic. The UK only closed ECEC during the first wave (for 10 weeks). 

The data available and our research design do not allow us to directly test differences across 

these countries (see the data section below). However, our general expectation is that the 

hypotheses developed in the previous section should find support across all four countries. 

Nonetheless, due to the institutional differences discussed above, it is plausible that re-
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traditionalization patterns (H1a and H1b) and the role played by higher education (H2 and H3) 

might vary in magnitude across the four countries. 

 

[Table 1 here] 

 

METHOD 

Data 

The analyses were based on data from four country-specific longitudinal studies. For 

Finland, we used data from the Varhaiskasvatus (early childcare and education) survey, which 

was collected and managed by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL). 

Varhaiskasvatus was a cohort study relying on a sample of parents of children born in October 

2015 (anchor children). For each sampled anchor child, one or both parents were asked to 

complete a questionnaire in the fall of 2016 (1st wave, when children were 1 year old), again in 

2019 (2nd wave, when children were about 4 years old), and in November 2020 (3rd wave, when 

anchor children were about 5 years old). Hence, all participating adults in Varhaiskasvatus were 

parents to a child of the age of 5 (which they might live with or not). Most parents of anchor 

children (about 80% of the sample) also had younger or older children. For this study, we used 

the 3rd wave (fielded November 2020) that contained an extensive COVID-module asking for 

prospective and retrospective information on, among other topics, parents’ employment 

situation in three stages of the pandemic: pre-pandemic, during the lockdown, and post-

lockdown. Retrospective information was collected for two timepoints: pre-pandemic (January 

2020) and during the lockdown (April 2020). Prospective information from the field date 

(November 2020) was used for information on the post-lockdown condition. We constructed a 

panel for these three time points that was nearly perfectly balanced. We restricted our analytical 

sample to women because the smaller share of fathers who answered the Varhaiskasvatus 

survey in November 2020 was selective with regard to educational level and their involvement 

in childcare. Hence, men’s reports were likely to be non-representative. We also restricted our 
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sample to women who were no longer in education, who were cohabitating with an opposite-

sex partner and among whom at least one of the two partners was in paid employment. Missing 

values in the variables on education, migration background, and number of children were dealt 

with using listwise deletion (around 33-35 observations, depending on the time point. See Table 

S.1a in the supplementary material). Overall, we had n=923 valid person-year observations in 

the first, lockdown, stage of the pandemic, and n=1013 in the second, post-lockdown, phase. A 

critical aspect of the Varhaiskasvatus dataset was that it can only be accessed and analysed from 

within the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) and thus could not be exported or 

merged with other datasets. As a result of this restriction to data access, each country dataset 

was analysed separately. 

For Germany, we relied on three waves of pairfam data (Huinink et al., 2011). The German 

Family Panel pairfam is a comprehensive, multi-actor longitudinal study that has collected 

annual survey data on 12,000 anchor persons belonging to three birth cohorts (1971-73, 1981-

83, 1991-93) as well as on their partners, parents, and children since 2008. We used information 

collected among anchor respondents from waves 11 (fielded November 2018-March 2019), 12 

(fielded November 2019-March 2020 and April-July 2020), and 13 (fielded November 2020-

March 2021). Our sample consisted of individuals who live together (married or unmarried) 

with their partner or spouse and at least one of the two partners is in paid employment, who 

reported having at least one child under the age of 18 in the household and who participated in 

wave 11 and at least one of the other two waves. We excluded students from the sample. After 

selection and listwise deletion of missing cases, the final sample size was equal to 2,272 

respondents in 4,874 person-time points. Details on the number of cases deleted due to sample 

selection and missing cases were reported in Table S.1b in the supplementary material. 

The Dutch analyses were performed using panel data from the Longitudinal Internet Studies 

for Social Sciences (LISS panel). The LISS panel contains a representative sample of 

individuals responding to online self-completion interviews on a monthly basis. To gather 

information on the three time points of interest, we made use of three waves of the ‘Effects of 
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the outbreak of the COVID-19 study’ (collected in March, April, and May of 2020 respectively) 

and two Work and Schooling modules embedded in the regular LISS panel (collected in 

April/May of 2019 and 2021 respectively). Further data were retrieved from two additional 

recurring LISS panel modules: (1) the core study (collected monthly, here we use the data from 

April 2019), containing respondents’ age and sex; and (2) the 2019 Family and Household 

module, containing data on household composition and children’s ages (collected in 

September/October). Data on partner work hours was not included in the LISS data, so we 

restricted the sample to cohabitating couples with co-resident minor children in which both 

partners were panel members and completed the questionnaires, thereby constructing dyadic 

measures of household breadwinning arrangements. Additionally, the sample was restricted to 

couples where at least one adult was in paid employment and to respondents 54 or younger at 

the start of the pandemic. After sample selection and the listwise deletion of missing cases in 

the variables included in the analysis (see Table S.1c), the number of households was 123, 

represented in n=384 household-time points. We discuss the potential limitations of this sample 

selection in the Discussion. 

For the United Kingdom we relied on the UK Household Longitudinal Study (henceforth 

UKHLS) wave 11 (University of Essex, 2022) and the COVID-19 study (University of Essex, 

2021). The latter was a repeated (panel) study from April 2020 based on the representative 

longitudinal household sample of the UKHLS. Individuals and households can be linked across 

all waves. We merged cohabiting opposite-sex partners to construct a household-level dataset 

containing self-compiled information about each couple member, as well as household 

characteristics. We restricted the sample to couples with dependent children living in the 

household in which both partners are between 20 and 54 years old and at least one of them is 

working in each period considered. We moreover selected a balanced sample in which each 

household is observed at all three time-points. After sample selection and the deletion of 

missing cases in the variables included in the analysis (outlined in Table S.1d) in the 

supplementary material), the number of households was 785, in n=2,355 household-time points. 
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Table 2 provides further details about the waves used to retrieve information on the three 

time points of interest in the four countries. 

 

[Table 2 here] 

 

Dependent Variable 

Our dependent variable was dichotomous and captured the change in the couple’s division of 

paid labour towards a more traditional breadwinning arrangement between pre-pandemic and 

two pandemic time points (lockdown and post-lockdown). To construct this change variable, 

we first created a categorical variable indicating a couple’s breadwinning arrangement for each 

time point, using information on both partners’ employment status. The variable distinguished 

four different breadwinning arrangements: (1) “male breadwinner” (the man works full-time, 

the woman does not work), (2) “modified breadwinner” or “one-and-a-half breadwinner” (the 

man works full-time, the woman works part-time), (3) “dual earner” (both partners work full-

time or part-time), and (4) “female breadwinner” (the woman works full-time, the man works 

part-time or does not work). We then identified individuals/couples whose breadwinning 

arrangement changed from the pre-pandemic baseline (T1) to T2 (lockdown) or T3 (post-

lockdown) to a more traditional one. These couples were assigned the value “1” whereas all 

other couples – including those who did not exhibit any change or changed towards a more 

egalitarian distribution of paid work – received the value “0”. 

As the starting point was always the pre-lockdown period (T1), our estimates captured short-

term (to T2) or medium-term (to T3) changes. A higher probability of change towards a more 

traditional arrangement in the first period (T1 to T2) than in the second one (T1 to T3) indicated 

re-traditionalization and subsequent recovery. In contrast, a lower probability of change 

towards a more traditional arrangement in the first compared to the second period pointed 

towards a persistent increase in re-traditionalization. Changes in breadwinning arrangements 

are illustrated in Table 3. 
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[Table 3 here] 

 

Main Explanatory Variables 

To test our hypotheses, we focused on two key explanatory variables capturing (i) the woman’s 

level of education and (ii) the combination of partners’ levels of education (i.e., the couple’s 

educational arrangement). The woman’s education was measured in all data sets as a categorical 

variable with the widely used ISCED classification. As we had very few observations for 

women with only primary or lower secondary education, and intermediate, vocational education 

is not common in the UK, to enhance cross-country comparability we dichotomized the variable 

to compare individuals with tertiary education versus all other educational levels (1=tertiary 

education, 0=else). We then used information on the partner’s education, measured and coded 

in the same way, to create a categorical variable capturing the couple’s joint educational level: 

non-tertiary-educated homogamous, hypergamous, hypogamous, and tertiary-educated 

homogamous couples. 

Some of the existing research on this topic has privileged couple members’ income, rather 

than education, as a crucial bargaining resource. However, including income in our models as 

the main explanatory variable or as a control would have been problematic for two reasons. 

First, as our focus was on a period of widespread changes in employment and working hours 

and hence changes in income, the latter does not represent a stable measure of relative position 

within the couple and bargaining power, as education did. Second, our dependent variable was 

a measure of work arrangement, and our main independent variable was education, both of 

which are predictors of income. Including income in our models would therefore have 

introduced a collider bias3. 

 

 
3 As a robustness check, we ran the models including a measure of relative or absolute income (depending on data 
availability) prior to the pandemic. Due to space limitations, the results of this check are reported in Tables S2a-d 
in the supplementary material. 
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Control Variables 

We controlled for factors deemed relevant for both educational achievement and labour market 

participation, namely age and migration background (native vs migrant). To further increase 

the precision of our estimates, we purged them from differences between households driven by 

childcare demands by including three dummy variables capturing whether the respondent lived 

with a child between ages 0 and 3, 4 and 6, or 7 years or older4. Summary statistics for all 

variables used in the models are presented in Table 4. Missing values on the control variables 

were dealt with using listwise deletion. Given the relatively low number of missing values in 

the control variables across all four data sets, we chose for listwise deletion of cases rather than 

a multiple imputation strategy, which can also lead to the overestimation of effects (De Waal 

et al., 2021). 

 

[Table 4 here] 

 

Analytical Strategy 

As anticipated, due to restrictions on access to the Finnish sample, it was not possible to pool 

the data and run models including country fixed effects and interactions. For this reason, all the 

models were run separately by country. To test our first hypothesis (H1), we investigated the 

breadth and significance of changes to a more traditional breadwinning arrangement between 

the pre-pandemic period (T1) and the lockdown (T2), and between the pre-pandemic period 

(T1) and the post-lockdown (T3). By means of a proportion test we verified whether there 

indeed was a transition to a more traditional breadwinning arrangement during the different 

phases of the pandemic, and in which phase it was more marked. To test H2, we then estimated 

two logistic regression models separately by country including a dummy variable capturing 

women’s level of education. This enabled us to verify whether women with tertiary education, 

 
4 To further test whether the results were driven mainly by childcare demands, we ran additional models selecting 
respondents without children. The results are reported in the supplementary material. 
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compared to women without tertiary education, were protected against shifts toward more 

traditional breadwinning arrangements (i.e. less likely to move in this direction). Finally, to test 

whether women in tertiary-educated homogamous couples had a lower likelihood of shifting 

into a traditional breadwinning arrangement than women in couples with other educational 

constellations (H3), we included the variable capturing the couple’s educational arrangement 

in a different pair of models. Since coefficients from logistic regression models are not 

comparable across models or samples (Mood, 2010), we present our findings as predicted 

probabilities and rely on average marginal effects (AME) to test whether differences between 

the groups of interest are statistically significant at conventional levels. The coefficients from 

the models are reported in Table A1 in the Appendix. 

 

RESULTS 

The results in Table 4 indicate notable variation in the risk of transitioning to a more traditional 

breadwinning arrangement. In Finland, we observed a higher risk of transitioning to a more 

traditional arrangement from T1 to T2 (16.6%) than from T1 to T3 (12.9%). The same pattern 

emerged in Germany, although the magnitude of the difference was smaller (13.6% from T1 to 

T2 and 11.3% from T1 to T3) and in the Netherlands (12.2% vs 9.4%). However, the difference 

between this risk across the two time points was statistically different from zero only in Finland 

(p≤0.01). These findings suggested that Finnish couples changed back towards the pre-

pandemic situation following the lockdown period. In the UK, the pattern was reversed, with a 

higher chance of a shift towards a more traditional arrangement occurring from T1 to T3 

(14.8%) than during the first period (9.6%), with the difference being significant at the 1% 

level. These bivariate results suggested that hypothesis H1a could be maintained in all 

countries, as we observed changes towards more traditional breadwinning arrangements during 

the pandemic overall. H1b was confirmed for Finland only. For the UK, we even found 

evidence of a later onset of re-traditionalization. The finding that re-traditionalization became 

evident only in a later pandemic stage may reflect earlier results on the British context, e.g. 
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Hupkau and Petrongolo (2020), that pointed out that men’s and women’s working hours were 

similarly affected in the first phase of the pandemic. 

To test our second and third hypotheses concerning the role of education, we turned to 

logistic regression models and focused our interpretation on predicted probabilities (with 

significance tests from the respective average marginal effects). Figure 1 depicts the results 

from the first model specification using woman’s higher education (upper panels) and the 

second model specification using couple’s educational constellation (lower panels). 

 

[Figure 1 here] 

 

The upper panels show predicted probabilities (with 95% confidence intervals) of 

transitioning into a more traditional breadwinning arrangement for both pandemic time points 

separately for tertiary-educated women (the black, filled dots) and for women who do not have 

tertiary education (the white, filled squares). Asterisks relate to the statistical significance and 

derive from models where we compute average marginal effects of the probability of 

transitioning to a more traditional breadwinning arrangement conditional on women’s 

education, where the reference category are women with less than higher education (“woman 

< tertiary ed.”). 

Predicted probabilities in the upper panel suggested that, with the exception of Germany and 

the Netherlands, women with tertiary education were somewhat less likely to transition to a 

more traditional breadwinning arrangement than women without tertiary education. However, 

these differences were not statistically significant with the exception of the Finnish sample and 

considering the change in breadwinning arrangements during the first stage of the pandemic. 

Overall, these results suggested rejecting H2, which assumed that women with tertiary 

education were better protected against transitions to more traditional breadwinning 

arrangements. 
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In the next step, we tested the hypothesis that the man’s higher education would play an 

additional protective role for women with tertiary education (H3). The results are presented in 

the lower panels of Figure 1, where the baseline category comprises homogamous couples with 

both higher education (“man tertiary ed., women < tertiary ed.”). The overall picture that 

emerges was at odds with our expectation. For the most part, the group of tertiary homogamous 

couples was not significantly less likely to shift into a more traditional breadwinning 

arrangement, compared to the other breadwinning arrangements. The only context that shows 

a trend pointing in the suggested direction was Finland, but the difference between tertiary 

educated homogamous couples and all other educational arrangements did not reach statistical 

significance. To sum up, our findings pointed to widespread changes towards more traditional 

breadwinning arrangements, which are not stratified by couples’ education. Thus, H3, too, was 

rejected. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The analyses presented above provide some answers the research questions we pose. In 

answer to our first research question (To what extent did couples’ breadwinning arrangements 

become more traditional during the pandemic?) our findings corroborate previous studies that 

indicate a decline of women’s employment participation (Alon et al., 2020; Mesiäislehto et al., 

2022), implying re-traditionalization. However, we find this risk to be relatively low (pooled 

average=~0.14). As regards the second question (Were the observed changes temporary, or 

sustained?), re-traditionalization appears to be stronger in the beginning of the pandemic (from 

the pre-pandemic period to the lockdown one) in all countries except the UK, where the 

transition to more traditional breadwinning arrangements continuously increased until the post-

lockdown period. Third, concerning whether tertiary education (of the woman, or of both 

partners in a couple) functioned as a protective factor against changes towards more unequal 

divisions of paid labour during the pandemic, we find no evidence of a protective role of 

women’s or their partners’ tertiary education. Re-traditionalization trends involved couples of 
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all social strata, thereby not deepening pre-existing social inequalities in couples’ divisions of 

paid work. The overall pattern that emerged irrespective of educational constellations may be 

interpreted as either an absence of the mechanisms suggested by the theoretical assumptions 

derived from household economics (Becker, 1991) and couple-level bargaining (Manser & 

Brown, 1980) as well as deviance neutralization mechanisms (Brines, 1994), or as indicating 

that both mechanisms partially offset each other. However, given the comparatively low case 

numbers in the German and Dutch data sets, we abstain from equating the absence of evidence 

to the evidence of absence. Finally, the cross-country differences that emerge point to the need 

to consider these work-care regimes within the broader welfare state context. Particularly in the 

UK, the liberal welfare regime that pre-pandemic already offered workers and families less 

protection than Finland, Germany or the Netherlands, could explain path dependencies of 

women’s more precarious economic situations being exacerbated by the uncertainty of the 

pandemic. 

Our findings should be read in light of their limitations, which mainly concern data 

availability and comparability. First, the datasets from the four countries that we used reflect 

information around the pandemic outbreak at different time points. Despite our efforts to 

harmonize the data, differences in the timing of the waves remain. We cannot discard the 

possibility that differences in the timing of data collection partly contribute to our findings of 

changes in breadwinning arrangements, especially for longer-term changes between T1 and T3. 

Indeed, data were collected during the second phase of the pandemic, which was characterized 

by a second, relatively strict lockdown in Germany including school closures and work-from 

home mandates. Moreover, during the second lockdown, school closures were longer than 

during the first lockdown (up to 4 months, as opposed to 10-12 weeks). In Finland, we relied 

on data collected in November 2020, where no strict measures were in place, but protective 

behaviours were recommended. In the UK, the measures taken were stricter than during the 

first phase of the pandemic in spring and summer 2020 (Hale et al., 2020), implying a higher 

burden on women. However, since the pandemic containment measures across different stages 
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and periods have been extensively tracked (Hale et al., 2020), we can interpret our findings in 

the light of the country-specific containment policies active at the same time. 

Second, in some countries, information on the ‘pre-lockdown’ period was collected 

retrospectively, which may lead to partially unreliable information (Hipp, 2020). However, 

such risk should be minimized by the questionnaires’ reference to a clearly defined period 

before the pandemic, namely January 2020 for the Finnish data and January/February 2020 for 

the British ones. 

Third, our measure on changes in breadwinning arrangements is based on the type of contract 

(part- or full-time) held by both partners. Although this choice is in line with existing research 

on the topic, we should acknowledge important cross-country differences in the meaning and 

implications associated with part-time contracts (Stovell & Besamusca, 2022). Moreover, given 

larger sample sizes, it would be interesting to test differences across more fine-grained 

educational groups. 

Fourth, the datasets draw on different samples: while UKHLS and LISS are general 

population studies, Varhaiskasvatus and pairfam rely on cohort samples of children and adults 

respectively. This made data harmonization and comparability challenging, particularly since 

it narrowed the age variation in the latter and fixed the age of the children in the former. 

However, we also found that ample variation in number and ages of children remained. 

Moreover, by controlling for relevant family and demographic characteristics, the risk of bias 

stemming from these sample particularities is minimized. 

A further data-related limitation stems from being unable to pool data from the four countries 

due to restrictions on the access of the Finnish dataset. Ultimately, this impeded the formulation 

and formal testing of hypotheses concerning cross-national differences and, in this respect, our 

analyses remain exploratory. Finally, the limited sample size for the Dutch case resulted in 

rather imprecise estimates for this country. However, even with these limitations, the added 

value of analysing four unique country cases weighed stronger in our view. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This study contributes to the expanding literature on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

gender inequality and, more specifically, on changes in breadwinning arrangements. First, we 

extend previous studies investigating short-term labour market participation fluctuations by 

analysing both short- and longer-term changes using longitudinal data. By doing so, we are able 

to provide a more informative account of whether changes in paid work and in breadwinning 

arrangements are temporary or more sustained. Second, we focus our analytical perspective on 

within-couple changes over time, extending previous studies that focus on cross-sectional 

comparisons between different couples or changes within individuals (particularly, women) 

without considering their partners’ characteristics. By following the same couples over different 

pandemic periods, we are able to provide more valid estimates of changes over time. Third, we 

test the buffering effect of tertiary education on gender inequality in paid work. This enables us 

to investigate how theoretical approaches pointing to absolute and relative resources as major 

drivers of partners’ division of work can explain breadwinning arrangements and their 

transformations in periods of shock, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, the present 

contribution is based on four different national data sources that were harmonized with the aim 

of providing comparable estimates across different countries. Harmonization was challenged 

by decentralized data collection during the pandemic, with surveys relying on pre-existing 

samples or new ad-hoc surveys that were designed for various purposes. The current study 

represents one rare case of successful harmonization of information based on different 

probability-based data collections around the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 

comparative case study approach helps to increase the understanding of changing gender 

relations within households across differing institutional contexts in a situation of societal crisis 

and fast implementation of encompassing and restrictive policies. 

To conclude, our findings suggest avenues for future research as well as potential policy 

suggestions. First, couple-based breadwinning changes may also run in the opposite direction, 

namely, transitions towards less traditional arrangements, including their longer-term 
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establishment. For example, women working in essential occupations during the pandemic may 

be more protected against a worsening of their employment position relative to their partner 

(Brini et al., 2024; Yerkes et al., 2020). Hence, future research could explicitly address whether 

this type of change occurred, and how, across different social strata. Second, with this temporal 

addition, future research could examine the role of changes in unpaid work at the couple level 

on other forms of gender inequalities, for example in terms of well-being. 

Our findings may also be relevant for policymakers. The country comparison has revealed 

surprising results. They show that even a Nordic country with its encompassing family policies 

to promote gender equality cannot fully protect women with lower education from disadvantage 

in economic participation. The same trend is found, albeit delayed, for the liberal regime in the 

UK. Since labour market absence diminishes the chance for adequate re-employment, pension 

contributions and social security eligibility, women’s labour market absence is a major driver 

of old age poverty and dependency. It remains to be examined whether a longer-term change 

may imply a persisting disadvantage or a larger economic scar than a shorter-term change. Such 

a systematic comparison is needed to make statements about the generalizability of our findings 

beyond the theoretical selection of four countries representing different European welfare 

regimes.  

Finally, the study of societal crises and unforeseen shocks on individuals’ lives remains 

important. In times of global markets, mobility and exchange of goods, pathogens spread 

quicker, and the risk of future pandemics remains heightened. Lockdown-like measures may 

also arise from climate change. Extreme weather events (such as heatwaves, floods) and climate 

shocks may lead to local lockdowns, school closures or mobility restrictions already in the near 

future. These measures impact family lives and gender equality, particularly if encompassing 

measures of school closures need to be implemented. Understanding under which couple and 

family policy contexts such measures lead to gender inequality is thus essential for designing 

policies that reduce risks for gender inequality and longer-term disadvantage both at the 

individual and contextual level. 
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Tables and figures 
 

Table 1: Pre- and pandemic-based comparative indicators on labour markets, employment protection, and ECEC closures. 
 

  FI DE NL UK 
(1a) Women’s labour force participation 
rate (16-54 year olds, in percentages; 
OECD, 2023) 

     

 2019 76.6 74.9 79.5 74.4 
 2020 76.6 74.5 79.8 75.0 
 2021 77.3 74.4 80.2 74.7 
(1b) Women’s part-time employment rate 
(less than 30 hours; 16-54 year olds, in 
percentages; OECD, 2023) 

     

 2019 17.4 35.4 56.4 34.9 
 2020 16.2 35.7 56.2 33.3 
 2021 20.0 34.8 54.1 31.7 
(1c) Women’s unemployment rate (16-54 
year olds, in percentages; OECD, 2023) 

     

 2019 6.3 2.8 4.6 3.7 
 2020 7.6 3.6 5.2 4.3 
 2021 7.2 3.3 4.5 4.3 
(2) Job retention schemes (OECD, 2020)      
 Pre-pandemic short-time work scheme 

already in place 
Yes Yes Yes No 

 Increased access and coverage Yes Yes No No 
 Increased generosity Yes Yes No No 
 Increased access for workers in non-

standard jobs 
Yes Yes No No 

 New short-time work scheme No No No Y 
 New wage subsidy scheme No No Yes No 
(3) Duration of ECEC and school closures 
(Blum & Dobrotic, 2021) 

     

 First pandemic wave (spring 2020) Open 12 weeks 8 weeks 10 weeks 
 Second wave (fall/winter 2020/2021) Open 10 weeks 8 weeks Open 
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Table 2: Data sources and waves used. 

 T1 

Pre lockdown 

T2 

Lockdown 

T3 

Post lockdown 

Finland  

Varhaiskasvatus survey 

January 2020 April 2020 November 2020 

 Covid module in the 

3rd panel wave 

(retrospective) 

Covid module in the 

3rd panel wave 

(retrospective) 

3rd panel wave 

Germany  

pairfam 

October 

2018*/March 2020 

May/July 2020 November 

2020/April 2021 

 Waves 11 and 12 Wave 12 Wave 13 

Netherlands  

LISS panel  

April/May 2019  March - May 2020 April/May 2021 

 Wave 12 Work and 

schooling module 

1st COVID-19 study Wave 14 Work and 

schooling module 

United Kingdom  

UKHLS and COVID-19 

study 

January/February 

2020 

April 2020 March 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

COVID-19 survey 

(April 2020 wave, 

retrospective); 

missing information 

on 

employment/working 

hours was retrieved 

from UKHLS wave 

11 (referred to 

2019/2020) 

COVID-19 survey COVID-19 survey; 

missing information 

on 

employment/working 

hours was retrieved 

from the January 

2021 wave 

*Data for wave 11 (2018/2019) are used only for respondents for whom we do not have information from the immediate 

pre-pandemic period of wave 12. 
 

 

Table 3: Dependent variable construction: Shaded cells indicate changes toward a more traditional 

breadwinning arrangement from T1 (pre lockdown) to T2 (lockdown) or T3 (post lockdown). 

T1 

Pre-lockdown 

breadwinning arrangement 

T2/T3 

Lockdown/Post-lockdown 
breadwinning arrangement 

 Male breadwinner 
Modified 

breadwinner 

Dual earner/ 

Female main earner 

Male breadwinner    

Modified breadwinner    

Dual earner/Female main earner    
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Table 4: Summary statistics by country (categorical variables: percentages; continuous variables: means (std. dev.)). 

 FI DE NL UK 
Change to a more unequal arrangement:     
Pre-pandemic to lockdown (T1→T2) 16.6 13.0 12.2 9.6 
Pre-pandemic to post-lockdown (T1→T3) 12.9 11.2 9.4 14.8 
Pr(Diff(T1→ T2 − T1→ T3) ≠ 0) p≤0.01 p>0.05 p>0.05 p≤0.001 
     
Pre-pandemic breadwinner model:    
Dual Earner 54.5 29.0 20.5 34.5 
Male Breadwinner 25.4 25.0 26.0 12.3 
Modified Breadwinner 12.7 41.8 48.0 48.7 
Female Main Earner 7.4 4.2 5.5 4.5 

     
Tertiary education (time fixed):     
Woman 79.4 42.4 45.4 65.8 
Man 59.5 49.0 47.7 60.2 

     
Couple’s Education (time fixed):     
Non-tertiary educated homogamous 15.6 38.0 39.7 21.2 
Tertiary educated homogamous 54.5 29.4 32.1 47.2 
Hypergamy (woman <tertiary, man tertiary) 5.0 19.6 15.3 13.0 
Hypogamy (man <tertiary, woman tertiary) 24.9 13.0 13.0 18.6 

     
Age of the woman (pre-pandemic) 36.9 (4.6) 39.4 (6.3) 42.2 (6.1) 41.6 (6.3) 
Migration Background (time fixed) 6.5 10.6 22.1 0.0 
Lives in urban area (time fixed) 96.4 70.7 48.1 78.6 
     
Children in the household (pre-pandemic)a:     
0-3 years old 44.2 23.0 19.1 21.0 
4-6 years old 97.4 22.4 13.7 29.9 
7 or older 4.6 52.1 75.2 92.7 
a In the Netherlands, the variable indicates the age of the youngest child in the household. 
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Figure 1: Predicted probabilities of transitioning to a more traditional breadwinning arrangement by women’s level of education (upper panels) and 
by couple’s educational arrangement (lower panels). 

 

Note: Regression results (log-odds) derived from full models including all controls, presented in Table 5. *** p≤0.001 ** p≤0.01 * p≤0.05 (asterisks refer to significance tests 
deriving from average marginal effects models; the baseline categories are “woman < tertiary ed.” for figures in the upper panel, and “man tertiary ed., women < tertiary ed.” for 
figures in the lower panel) 


