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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Gender Differentials in Times of COVID-19




WHY GENDER DIFFERENTIALS MATTER DURING THE PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic constitutes a large exogenous shock for economies and societies worldwide. The crisis affected policymakers, firms, and households to similar extents. Because of the health threat, the primary goal was to fight the dissemination of the virus. As a consequence, the society experienced drastic changes due to policy measures such as social-distancing rules, lockdowns, school and university closures, and restricted access to public places. Furthermore, vivid discussions on legal vaccination requirements drove a division of society, stimulated conspiracy theories (e.g., Bierwiaczonek et al., 2020; Pummerer et al., 2022), and political polarization (e.g., Hart et al., 2020; Kerr et al., 2021). Compliance to these policy measures is important to preserve a healthy society with functioning labor markets, access to human capital in schools and universities, which guarantees growth (Keser and Rau, 2022). Social sciences may provide valuable insights, as the success of these measures depends on individual behavior. In this respect, people's preferences (Campos-Mercade et al., 2021; Müller and Rau, 2021), their perception of the crisis, and their socioeconomics are important factors that influence behavior.

Social psychology and behavioral economics emphasize evidence of gender differences in preferences (Croson and Gneezy, 2009; Meyers-Levy and Loken, 2015) that may play a crucial role for the observed outcomes during the Corona crisis. Women are consistently found to be more risk averse (Charness and Gneezy, 2012), less competitive (Niederle and Vesterlund, 2007), and more prosocial (Eckel and Grossman, 1998; Branas-Garza et al., 2018) and empathic (Mesch et al., 2011) than men. Transferred to the pandemic, which constitutes a risky situation where egoistic behavior induces negative externalities on others, it follows that gender differences in compliance could exist. In line with this argument, it is found that women are more likely to wear a face mask (Capraro and Barcelo, 2020) and to agree and comply with restraining public policy measures (Galasso et al., 2020) than men. Focusing on the labor market during the pandemic recession, the decline in employment is more pronounced for women (Albanesi and Kim, 2021), as they spend more time at home for child care, which is in line with less competitive behavior—but also, and this should not be forgotten, with structural and normative differences.

The papers mentioned above are examples demonstrating how gender differences in behavior may impact the outcomes during the pandemic, regarding compliance and behavior on labor markets. This Research Topic extends this evidence, contributing to the literature by analyzing gender differentials and their consequences in times of the COVID-19 crisis.



THIS RESEARCH TOPIC

This Research Topic encompasses 10 articles that apply data from survey studies and online experiments to answer their research questions on gender differentials in the COVID-19 pandemic. The content ranges from contributions that analyze gender differences in the perception of remote teaching (Korlat et al.), in the perception of risk and the stability of risk preferences (Alsharawy et al.; Zhang and Palma), in partisanship Antinyan et al.), up to psychological aspects, such as symptoms of depression (Abreu et al.), and stress of expectant and postpartum parents (Tavares et al.). Further studies analyze the impacts of lockdowns on family life (Biroli et al.), and on potentially addictive behaviors (Attanasi et al.), as well as gender and wealth differences with respect to the allocation of scarce medical resources (Michailidou). Finally, Morgan et al. present a literature review on the different ways how all genders are affected by COVID-19.

Findings reveal that Austrian school girls report a higher perceived teacher support than boys (Korlat et al.). Regarding the perception of risk during the pandemic, Alsharawy et al. find in a US data set that women report greater fear and more negative expectations on health-related consequences of COVID-19 than men, while Zhang and Palma find in an MTurk study that general risk preferences of women and men and their difference seem to be stable during the COVID-19 crisis. Antinyan et al. show in their US survey experiment that exposing subjects to alternatives narratives on the causes of the pandemic increases the partisanship gender gap, since women become more liberal. Several papers report gender differences in the effects of countermeasures against the pandemic, and specifically lockdowns: Abreu et al. present evidence of German cross sectional data (“Live with Corona” survey), which suggests that COVID-19 and its countermeasures are associated with a stronger increase in aggression for men than for women. Tavares et al. find in a Portuguese online survey with expectant parents that men under lockdowns report higher levels of stress than those who were not exposed to lockdowns. Women reported higher levels of depression and more social support. Biroli et al. demonstrate in a survey study in Italy, UK, and the US that lockdowns also affected family life. They report that men took an increasing share of childcare, and especially grocery shopping. Women overall do more, and families with increased reallocation report greater tensions. Attanasi et al. show in a survey conducted in France that lockdowns may also affect gender-related potentially addictive behaviors. That is, women were more likely than men to report losing control of their usual diet and having increased smartphone usage, while no significant gender difference was detected for increased video game play. Furthermore, Michailidou focuses on differential treatment of men and women with respect to the (hypothetical) allocation of scarce medical resources among COVID-19 patients. In an online choice experiment with US participants, she finds that female and less healthy “patients” are treated preferentially, while people make no difference between more or less wealthy patients. Finally, in a review paper, Morgan et al. summarize how people of different genders are differentially affected by COVID-19 and why this is the case. The authors show that—while it is important to understand the different ways the groups are affected, discussing which group is most affected makes no sense.



SUMMARY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This Research Topic highlights the importance of a focus on gender when analyzing the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic. On the one hand, it turns out that in line with gender differences in economic preferences and personality traits, women and men perceive the crisis differently. This may affect their behavior in times of the crisis in a heterogeneous way in many domains (e.g., educational sector, labor market, households) that were subject to significant changes during the pandemic. On the other hand, the COVID-19 crisis has a different impact on women and men, which follows from their different situation in the labor market and the family. In this respect, the Research Topic demonstrates that gender differences—also beyond the male-female dichotomy—in the perception and impact of the crisis are ubiquitous. Norms and societal limitations affect these gender differences and their perception and effects. A better understanding of these mechanisms may help to tailor policies and information campaigns that address compliance, educational problems, political polarization, and well-being in lockdowns and beyond.
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