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INTRODUCTION

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 many organisations, including universities,
requested employees to work remotely. Subsequently the education sector saw a rapid move away
from classroom-based pedagogies towards distance learning (Aldossari and Chaudhry, 2021). It has
been recognised that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on men and women is different
(Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). This is no different in Higher Education.With the closure of schools
and pre-schools, women with children were faced with a sudden increase in childcare responsibilities
and household labour (Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). Domestic roles and responsibilities appear to
become less defined, the boundary between home and work became increasingly blurred (Alon et al.,
2020; Cui et al., 2020; Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). Household living spaces were transformed into
places of learning, childcare and work (Clark et al., 2020). There are indications that divisions
widened during the COVID-19 pandemic (Guatimosim, 2020; Minello, 2020).

Women already faced with the burden of educating children coupled with their own employment,
saw a sudden increase of childcare responsibilities and household labour forced by the lockdown.
This created work/family conflict and was more apparent to women (Alon et al., 2020; Biroli et al.,
2020; Carlson et al., 2020; Costoya et al., 2020; Power, 2020). This is likely to have led to a decrease in
engagement with paid employment, necessitating that women increase their overall workloads to
meet these emerging demands (Wang and Inoue, 2020; Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). Gender
inequality within the household is not a new concept; it is often noted as being two-fold, historically
known as the double burden (Hochschild and Machung, 2012). Research indicates that having
children is an important precursor to changes in workload (Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). The
impact is wide-reaching, leading to a decrease in psychological wellbeing and health difficulties, as
well as limiting career development and progression (Blau and DeVaro, 2007; Yildirim and Eslen-
Ziya, 2020). The following will explore whether or not the advent of COVID-19 pandemic and the
resultant changes to working practices have exacerbated these existing gender inequalities.

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

There are well documented and researched inequalities between men and women in the workplace
which existed long before the COVID-19 pandemic (Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya, 2020). These
inequalities stem in part from women’s role as mother and provider of childcare, and also
through idealised societal norms such as those associated with appearance. Women are more
likely than men to take career breaks associated with childcare, this places them at a double bind.
They may fall behind their peers in what remains traditional linear career progression models and
also have to take time in personal and professional development in order to recover lost ground (Blau
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and DeVaro, 2007). Women are then more likely to return to
work in part-time roles which may necessitate taking a backwards
step into their careers (Blau and DeVaro, 2007). Hochschild
(2012) argues that there is a division of labour associated with
‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ work, with women undertaking ‘caring’ or
‘nurturing’ work and men undertaking roles which require a
colder emotional approach. In addition, women are more likely to
be subject to direct or indirect discrimination in their working
lives (Peterson and Morgan, 1995).

The expectations of motherhood play an important role,
requiring women to conform (Nilson, 2015; Güney-Frahm,
2020). Such an idealised image begins during pregnancy and
continues post-birth, encompassing the caring role, healthy role
and working role. A possible impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
is that the combination of these roles is unattainable as a result of
social isolation (Güney-Frahm, 2020). The onset of the COVID-
19 pandemic has acted to exacerbate the disparity between
genders by putting pressure on women to achieve unattainable
socio-economic goals (Güney-Frahm, 2020). In the context of
Higher Education having to meet these expectations could lead to
an increased sense of failure, whether perceived or actual. These
neoliberalist views of motherhood roles act to increase
inequalities (Wang and Inoue, 2020; Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya,
2020).

Research notes that the COVID-19 pandemic led to an
increase in women as the main care provider alongside and to
some extent created by working from home as an employee
(Wang and Inoue, 2020). This included women as the main
provider of childcare, including the provision of home-schooling
in real-time adding to the burden. Women primarily undertake
domestic chores, such as cooking and cleaning, tasks which are
more intense during the lockdown period due to increased
occupancy in the home (Aldossari and Chaudhry, 2021). The
COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated change in working
practices such that the volume of work rapidly increasing. In
Higher Education for example, teaching and learning activities
had to be taken rapidly online, which required additional training
to learn the use of new technologies relevant to remote teaching.
In addition, teaching pedagogies also had to be adapted to
facilitate remote learning which also contributed to the volume
of work rapidly increasing.

Research conducted by Yildirim and Eslen-Ziya (2020)
demonstrated that the day-to-day routine of female academics
with children was disproportionately affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, women with children are academically
less productive than men (Collins et al., 2020; Lutter and
Schröder, 2020). This could relate to the conflict between the
demands of both roles, where womenmust prioritise childcare. In
family units with children, where the man is the main financial
provider, the women is expected to undertake additional roles
that the man cannot. Arguably, the COVID-19 pandemic has
required an increase in the need for ‘caring’ work which
Hochschild argues is more likely to be undertaken by women
(2012). This may have placed an additional burden, as this work is
allocated or delegated disproportionately to female members of
staff (Hochschild, 2012). COVID-19 has been at the top of Higher
Education agendas for the last 12 months. Although there are

established policies promoting gender equality, these have been
deprioritised. This may not have been a conscious decision but
time, energy and resources have been diverted (Yildirim and
Eslen-Ziya, 2020).

Development Activities and Career
Progression
Where boundaries between home and work are blurred women
may feel greater levels of stress and workplace burnout (Clark
et al., 2020). In addition, to domestic tasks, stress can also
originate in the workplace, through for example direct or
indirect discrimination or lack of opportunity to gain
promotion (Doyle and Hind, 1998; Knights and Richards,
2003). To mitigate this woman may move into less demanding
roles or reduce hours at work (Connolly and Gregory, 2008;
Wheatley, 2013). Higher Education has taken steps to support
employees during the COVID-19 pandemic, including putting in
place remote working arrangements (Nash and Churchill, 2020).
Nash and Churchills (2020) research conducted in Australia,
showed that whilst flexible working arrangements were often in
place, these were not necessarily consistently applied. The impact
could be a view that caring responsibilities are exceptional rather
than the norm. An unintended consequence is that caring
responsibilities become hidden, overlooked and thus not
deemed institutional priorities (Acker, 2006).

Working mothers were reported to work an increasing
number of hours in order to meet the demands of childcare
and the workplace during the lockdown phase of the COVID-19
pandemic (Jessen and Waights, 2020). This could suggest there is
limited time for additional activities such as those required for
career development, as the focus is on what is perceived as
essential or core tasks. Andersen et al. (2020) research denoted
that the research activities between men and women differed. For
example, they reported that 19% fewer women were named as
first author when compared to the same time in the previous year.
In addition, Kitchener (2020) and Viglione (2020) presented
anecdotal evidence suggesting women submitted fewer papers
to peer-reviewed journals, compared to men.

Aldossari and Chaudhry (2021) noted the difference in how
men and women see the transformed spaces; where men see
home as a restorative place whereas women see it as a place of
unpaid work, which may have led to feelings of inadequacy and
burnout. Inappropriate or unsuitable spaces to conduct work, or
having to work unsociable hours when children are asleep has
added to the burden (Clark et al., 2020; Nash and Churchill,
2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has arguably led to women
losing resources available to them and subsequently increasing
vulnerability to further losses, when compared to men (Peck
2020). These losses could be in relation to loss of earnings, or loss
of a job and highlights a resource poor position women held,
relative to men, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (Connolly and
Gregory, 2008; Wheatley, 2013). Academic productivity is
measured in part by the number of peer reviewed submissions.
This found a reduction in women submitting publications,
whereas men remained unaffected by the COVID-19
pandemic (Anderson et al., 2020; Collins et al., 2020; Lutter
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and Schröder, 2020). Productivity also encompasses aspects of
teaching and learning, which women may have conducted at
unsociable times to reduce interruptions (Jessen and Waights,
2020). Similar gender gaps were noted in broader populations,
indicating the COVID-19 pandemic has far reaching implications
for women in the workplace (Collins et al., 2020).

DISCUSSION

This paper explores the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
women working in academia, in particular the disproportionate
care burden of women resulting from the dispersed and isolated
family unit (Jessen and Waights, 2020). Research has highlighted
how the reality of working at home has disproportionally
impacted women with children. Quite simply, there is more
childcare to do, occupied houses require more cleaning and
meal preparation that cannot be completed by anyone else.
The gender gap has widened with these competing demands
(Alon et al., 2020; Biroli et al., 2020; Carlson et al., 2020; Costoya
et al., 2020; Power, 2020). The expectations of these roles and the
constraints surrounding them, including who should perform
them, may change the construct of motherhood (Güney-Frahm,
2020). As a result women have had to prioritise motherhood in
order to fulfil an idealised role (Collins et al., 2020; Lutter and
Schröder, 2020). This is likely to lead to a reduction in
productivity in their paid role and close career pathways. A
consequence may be a reversal of the progress in gender
equality agendas in Higher Education (Yildirim and Eslen-
Ziya, 2020). Disruption to the boundaries between work and
home are likely to continue in the short to medium term.

Therefore, moving forward Higher Education employers must
consider the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on women with
childcare responsibilities (Nash and Churchill, 2020). Higher
Education employers must ensure maximum flexibility for
staff in terms of when and how work is undertaken. This may
help women to restructure the time when work is undertaken and
allow that to be weaved in between childcare tasks. Given that this
paper concludes that the overall workload of women has
increased, they must be able to contribute by working outside
of traditional working hours and locations, with all of the
associated patriarchal connotations. In their internal
communication strategies Higher Education employers should
strive to create a culture where nonstandard working hours and
locations are accepted, embracing new ways of working. This
should perpetuate cultural change away from the traditional
concept of working hours which by its nature disadvantages
women who are having to provide childcare. More work is
needed in this area to ensure that initiatives, whilst well
intended, deliver. Higher Education employers should
undertake equality impact assessments both prior to and
importantly after such initiatives are put in place.

This paper has explored three key factors that led to a
disproportionate impact on women working in academia,
relative to men. These three key factors focus on the roles and
responsibilities of the transition of education to remote learning,
development opportunities, including career progression and the
gendered division of labour, including caring responsibilities (see
Figure 1). The findings indicate the gender gap in the context of
domestic tasks and factors that may influence career
development. Further research is required into the long-term
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on women working in
higher education. This is limited to a comparison of men and
women, pre and post COVID-19, further work should be carried
out to understand the effect on other groups and importantly,
intersectionality. This work should for example aim to
understand the impact on single sex or trans parents. Further
work also needs to be carried out to understand the level of
disadvantage that motherhood places within Higher Education
relative to other groups.
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FIGURE 1 | Three key factors that led to a disproportionate impact on
women working in academia, relative to men.
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