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Abstract: Partner co-presence and multitasking are two contextual characteristics of time use
that are commonly theorized to affect parental well-being. Although partner co-presence is often
assumed to promote greater well-being, multitasking is frequently conceptualized as an indicator of
time pressure. This study re-examines the relationship between these contextual characteristics
and parents’ enjoyment of childcare and housework. Using data from the U.K. Time Use Survey
(2014–2015), our results indicate that associations between partner co-presence, multitasking, and
enjoyment of unpaid work vary substantively depending on the type of task carried out. They also vary
by gender of the parent. Mothers reported greater enjoyment of housework and interactive childcare
with a partner present; however, this association did not extend to other types of childcare. Fathers’
enjoyment varied little by partner co-presence. Similarly, multitasking was a varied experience
depending on the types of activities parents combined. In some instances, combining unpaid work
activities (e.g., housework with childcare) was associated with lower enjoyment; however, combining
unpaid work with leisure was often associated with greater enjoyment. These results add nuance to
prior research on how the contextual characteristics of time use relate to parental well-being and
suggest that prior conceptualizations of partner co-presence and multitasking are incomplete.
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RESEARCH suggests that parenthood in the United Kingdom—as well as in other
high income countries—is an increasingly pressurized experience, stemming

from a cultural shift towards time-intensive, child-centered parenting (Hays 1996;
O’Brien et al. 2015) as well as the increasing prevalence of full-time working mothers
(Connolly et al. 2016; Office for National Statistics 2018). In the United Kingdom,
recent evidence suggests that, after taking sociodemographics into account, U.K.
parents are around 8 percent less happy than their nonparent counterparts (Glass,
Simon, and Andersson 2016). Theories of stress and well-being (e.g., Pearlin 1989)
provide a useful framework for conceptualizing parental well-being, suggesting
that parenthood exposes individuals to a variety of stressors that may negatively
influence well-being, such as increased demands on time, energy and finances,
additional work–family conflict, and greater role strain. However, the impact that
exposure to stressors has on parents’ well-being is mediated by factors including
the extent to which parents have access to social support and the coping strategies
they employ.

A growing body of empirical research has sought to understand the relationship
between parents’ time use patterns and their subjective well-being on a moment-to-
moment basis (such as stress, happiness, sadness) and to examine what aspects of
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parenting may be particularly associated with greater or lower well-being. These
studies have tended to focus exclusively on parents’ childcare time and time with
children (e.g., Meier et al. 2018; Musick, Meier, and Flood 2016; Roeters and
Gracia 2016). However, parenting responsibilities extend beyond the time parents
spend directly with their children, with parenthood increasing the burden of other
domestic responsibilities like cooking, cleaning, clothes care, and shopping (e.g.,
Craig 2006a) in addition to direct childcare time. This suggests that analysis of
parents’ experience of housework as well as childcare is needed to gain a better
understanding of how parents experience their parenting responsibilities.

Empirical investigations of parents’ moment-to-moment well-being in the U.S.
context have generally found that parents report greater enjoyment and meaning in
time spent with their children (Musick et al. 2016; Offer 2014; Offer and Schneider
2011). However, studies have also found that parents’ moment-to-moment well-
being varies by factors such as gender, the age of children, and the type of activity
carried out as well as contextual characteristics of time use (Mattingly and Sayer
2006; Offer 2014; Offer and Schneider 2011; Roeters and Gracia 2016).

Two contextual factors of time use that have garnered particular attention for
their potential to affect parents’ experience of their time spent on childcare and
housework include whether a partner is present during the activity and whether
parents are multitasking at the time. Research suggests that shared time within
couples is important for marital well-being (e.g., Hill 1988; White 1983; Zuo 1992)
and that, in general, couples report greater happiness when spending time together
(Flood and Genadek 2016). Partner co-presence is therefore often assumed to be
indicator of bonding and social support, which suggests a positive association
between partner co-presence and parental well-being. However, the empirical
literature is mixed on the extent to which having a spouse or partner present
during unpaid work activities is associated with enjoyment. Some studies identify
a positive association between partner presence and enjoyment of housework and
childcare for mothers but not for fathers (Sullivan 1996b, 1996a), whereas other
studies find a positive association for fathers’ well-being only (Roeters and Gracia
2016), and others find no association at all (McDonnell, Luke, and Short 2019).
Meanwhile, multitasking is often conceptualized as a strategy individuals use to
cope with excessive demands on their time and is often assumed to be a negative
experience. However, empirical evidence again is divided on the implications of
multitasking for well-being, with some studies identifying a negative association
(Craig and Brown 2017; Offer and Schneider 2011) and others finding no association
(Sullivan and Gershuny 2018).

A key limitation of most existing research on parental well-being and partner
presence and multitasking is that few studies consider whether these associations
vary depending on the types of activities carried out. Research on couples’ time
coordination and enjoyment of activities has found that women’s enjoyment of
traditionally female-typed housework tasks in particular (such as cleaning and
clothes care) benefits from performing these tasks alongside a partner, with the idea
that male partners in these instances are “helping out” with what are primarily
their partners’ responsibilities (Sullivan 1996a, 1996b). Therefore, it follows that
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parents’ experience of partner co-presence may vary depending on the type of
activity carried out and who takes primary responsibility for that task.

Similarly, previous investigations on the link between multitasking and parental
well-being (e.g., Offer and Schneider 2011) have often overlooked the possibility
that the experience of multitasking is likely to differ depending on the types of
activities that are paired together and whether parents are combining housework
and childcare tasks with a leisure activity or another unpaid work task. Furthermore,
the relationship between multitasking and parents’ moment-to-moment well-being
has been largely ignored in recent empirical literature, owing to the fact that the
majority of recent studies draw on the well-being module of the American Time
Use Survey (ATUS), which only collects secondary activity information for episodes
when a respondent reports that a children aged 13 or younger is in their care and
therefore precludes comprehensive analysis of multitasking.

This article seeks to reconcile conflicting results in prior empirical studies by
re-examining the associations between partner co-presence and multitasking and
parental well-being, taking into account the types of activities carried out. Using
data from the most recent wave of the U.K. Time Use Survey (UKTUS) from 2014 to
2015 (Gershuny and Sullivan 2017), we find that the relationship between partner co-
presence and multitasking and enjoyment of housework and childcare tasks differs
depending on the tasks carried out and that often these patterns vary by gender.
For partner presence, we find that mothers enjoyed housework and interactive
childcare more with a partner present but that the same pattern was not true
for more routine childcare tasks. Meanwhile, fathers’ enjoyment of housework
and childcare varied little by partner co-presence. For multitasking we found
that combining childcare and housework tasks with leisure activities was often
associated with greater enjoyment, whereas combining multiple unpaid work tasks
was not always associated with lower enjoyment and in some instances was actually
rated as more enjoyable than unpaid work that was single-tasked. These results
add nuance to prior research on the relationship between contextual characteristics
of housework and childcare time and parental well-being and suggest that prior
conceptualizations of partner presence as support and multitasking as time pressure
are incomplete.

Background

Parental Well-Being and the Process of Stress

Theories around stress and well-being suggest that the well-being gap between
parents and nonparents stems from the fact that parenthood exposes individuals to
a variety of stressors relating to the parenting role (Nomaguchi and Milkie 2017;
Pearlin 1989). These include parenthood-related strains like role overload, where
the demands of parenting exceed individuals’ capacity; inter-role conflict, where the
role of parenting conflicts with other roles (e.g., worker) embodied by an individual;
and role captivity, where parents may feel trapped by the responsibilities associated
with parenthood (Pearlin 1989, 1999).
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Parents experience and react to these stressors in heterogeneous ways, and
exposure to similar stressors may manifest differently in well-being outcomes
across individuals. As Pearlin (1989) argued, one reason for these differences is
heterogeneity in mediating factors like coping—the actions that individuals take or
the resources they possess and deploy to avoid or reduce the impact of stressors—
and social support—the relationships and social networks that individuals may rely
on for help in dealing with life’s problems. This article investigates the relationship
between two such possible mediating factors, multitasking and partner presence,
and parents’ well-being during childcare and housework activities.

Measuring Parental Well-Being

Much of the existing literature on parental well-being has focused on global mea-
sures of well-being, analyzing the relationship between parenthood and broad
self-assessments of happiness, overall life satisfaction, and feeling that things in
life are worthwhile. However, the inclusion of a variety of subjective well-being
measures in a number of national time diary survey instruments in recent years has
enabled the development of a growing body of literature that investigates parental
well-being on a moment-to-moment basis. These moment-to-moment measures
of well-being relate to respondents’ affect in particular moments in time or during
particular activities (Kahneman, Diener, and Schwarz 1999).

Empirical studies have found that global and moment-to-moment measures of
well-being tend to be associated (e.g., Lee et al. 2016) but only modestly so (e.g.,
Luhmann, Schimmack, and Eid 2011; Stone and Mackie 2013). Some theoretical
perspectives have argued that moment-to-moment measures of well-being have a
number of advantages over global measures. For example, Kahneman and Kreuger
(2006) argued that moment-to-moment measures of well-being minimize the effects
of the so-called “filter of memory,” as well as of social desirability bias, and therefore
may more accurately reflect an individual’s subjective well-being compared with
retrospective or global measures.

However, moment-to-moment measures of well-being are also conceptually dis-
tinct from global measures. As described by Stone and Mackie (2013:31), moment-
to-moment measures “are designed to capture emotions as they fluctuate from
moment-to-moment and in response to day-to-day events and activities. . . [and]
therefore aim to be reactive to a respondents’ immediate focus.” These measures
may capture a different domain of well-being compared with more global measures
such as life satisfaction, which reflect people’s abstract evaluations of their current
situation measured against their own values and expectations. This conceptual
distinction suggests that global and moment-to-moment measures of well-being
may be useful in answering different types of questions. In the context of measuring
parental well-being, although global measures may be useful for addressing ques-
tions about how parenthood changes one’s evaluation of life in general, moment-to-
moment measures are better suited for assessing how parents experience particular
moments, activities, or situations throughout the day.

Enjoyment of activities collected in time diary data constitutes one measure of
moment-to-moment well-being, offering a measure of the “process benefits” (Dow
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and Juster 1985) or “instant utility” that individuals derive from the activities they
carry out (Kahneman et al. 1999). Validation studies have shown that measures
of enjoyment correspond well with other measures of moment-to-moment well-
being like stress, fatigue, pain, happiness, and sadness. Comparing a five-item
average of the moment-to-moment well-being measures available in the American
Time Use Survey with a measure of enjoyment collected in earlier U.S. time diary
studies, Robinson (2013) found that subjective well-being measured in ATUS largely
replicated enjoyment ratings from previous surveys.

Childcare, Housework, and Moment-to-Moment Well-Being

Prior analysis of enjoyment in the United States and the United Kingdom has found
that individuals’ moment-to-moment well-being varies substantially by the types
of activities they carry out (Gershuny 2013; Sullivan 1996a; Musick et al. 2016; Offer
2014). For example, individuals tend to report greater enjoyment during leisure and
childcare activities and while socializing, and they report lower enjoyment during
paid work and housework (Gershuny 2013; Gershuny and Sullivan 2019). However,
research has also identified variation in moment-to-moment well-being even within
categories of tasks. For both housework and childcare activities, individuals tend
to report lower well-being during time-bound, routine, traditionally female-typed
activities (such as cooking, cleaning, and clothes care for housework and feeding,
bathing, and dressing children for childcare) than they do for other less routine types
of housework and childcare activities (Gershuny and Sullivan 2019; McDonnell et
al. 2019; Offer 2014; Sullivan 1996a).

Partner Co-presence

Parents’ relationships and the extent to which they have access to social support
are factors that likely influence parental experiences of housework and childcare
activities. One indicator of parents’ support may be the co-presence of a spouse
or partner during childcare or domestic work. Prior research has suggested that
spousal co-presence during childcare may serve as a source of both emotional
and instrumental support, making tasks less demanding and allowing parents to
interact and share the workload (Roeters and Gracia 2016; Roeters and Treas 2011).
In this way, partner co-presence may serve as a mediating factor, reducing the
negative effects of exposure to stressors and making tasks more enjoyable than they
would otherwise be.

However, partner co-presence has also been shown to have important gendered
dimensions and implications. Analyzing the proportion of individuals’ childcare
and housework time that was spent in coordination with one’s partner versus on
one’s own, Sullivan (1997), using U.K. data, and Craig (2006b), using Australian
data, found that fathers spent a substantially greater proportion of their unpaid
work time alongside their female partners, whereas women were much more likely
to do these tasks on their own. These results suggest that although men may
undertake some unpaid work, the primary responsibility for these tasks lies with
women, who serve a managerial role in planning and delegating unpaid work.
These dynamics have implications for how parents experience tasks shared with a
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partner. Using U.K. data, Sullivan (1996b, 1996a) found that women in heterosexual
couples enjoyed routine, female-typed housework tasks (including cleaning and
clothes care) and childcare more when these activities were coordinated with their
partners but that the same was not true for men, lending support to the notion that
men’s contributions to unpaid work may be done at women’s prompting.

Curiously, these results for childcare are not replicated in more recent research on
parents’ momentary affective well-being during childcare time in the U.S. context.
Roeters and Gracia (2016) found that a spouse’s presence during childcare time
was associated with lower stress levels and a greater sense of meaning but that
these differences were modest and exclusive to fathers. Meanwhile, McDonnell et
al. (2019) found that partner presence did not have a statistically significant impact
on happiness, stress, tiredness, or meaning during childcare for either mothers or
fathers. A key limitation of these studies, however, is that they do not consider
whether the role of partner presence differs by the type of childcare activity carried
out. Relative to fathers, mothers tend to carry out more of the routine, time-inflexible
aspects of childcare (Raley, Bianchi, and Wang 2012; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson
2004). It is possible that, as Sullivan (Sullivan 1996b, 1996a) found for housework,
partner co-presence during these childcare tasks in particular may be associated
with greater enjoyment among mothers.

Drawing on these prior studies, we address two research questions in this article:
1. Does partner presence serve as a mediating factor, making childcare and

housework tasks more enjoyable than they are in the absence of a partner?
2. Does this differ by gender and by type of activity carried out? Specifically, is

partner presence associated with greater enjoyment particularly for traditionally
female-typed tasks like core housework and routine childcare where gender gaps
in time allocation are greatest?

Multitasking

Sociological and popular conceptualizations often frame multitasking as a strategy
that individuals use to deal with excessive demands on their time. Describing mul-
titasking as a measure of “time-deepening,” Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie (2006:98)
argued that parents “try to gain time in their 24-hour days by multitasking—doing
more activities at once to fit everything into their lives.” Existing literature has
consistently found that women are more likely than men to multitask, particularly
when carrying out childcare or housework tasks (Offer and Schneider 2011; Sulli-
van 1997; Sullivan and Gershuny 2013, 2018). But a key tension in the literature is
whether women’s greater propensity to multitask unpaid work tasks stems from
women’s overall greater burden of unpaid work and subsequent time scarcity or
whether it is simply a function of women’s greater time spent at home and the
compatibility of housework and childcare tasks (Sayer 2007; Sullivan and Gershuny
2013). From the first perspective multitasking may signal role overload or role
conflict, whereas from the second perspective multitasking may simply reflect the
nature of housework and childcare tasks, which may facilitate the combination of
multiple tasks at the same time.
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Research has sought to resolve this tension by studying the relationship be-
tween multitasking and subjective measures of time pressure and well-being, but
the empirical evidence remains mixed. Using U.K. data, Sullivan and Gershuny
(2018) found that the proportion of the waking day spent multitasking was not
significantly associated with feeling rushed either for men or for women, after
controlling for time spent in paid and unpaid work and sociodemographic charac-
teristics. Meanwhile, Craig and Brown (2017), using data from Australia, found that
multitasking multiple unpaid work tasks was associated with greater time pressure
among mothers, whereas multitasking leisure time was unrelated to feelings of
rushedness.

One potential reason for the lack of consensus is that these studies consider the
association between multitasking and feelings of rushedness at the individual level
and do not examine how multitasking is experienced in the particular moments it
occurs. One exception is a study by Offer and Schneider (2011), who, using data
collected via the experience sampling method, found that multitasking was associ-
ated with increased stress and negative affect, particularly for mothers. However,
an important limitation to their study and its generalizability is that their sample
was composed of relatively affluent dual-earner couples. These findings have yet
to be replicated in nationally representative data, owing partly to the fact that the
American Time Use Study, which is commonly used to analyze parental time use
and well-being, only collects secondary activity information when respondents in-
dicate they are with a child aged 13 or younger. Another limitation is that Offer and
Schneider (2011) did not take into consideration what types of activities are paired
together when they are multitasked, which is likely an important determinant of
how parents experience the act of multitasking. Considering individual-level rather
than episode-level outcomes, for example, Craig and Brown (2017) found that
time spent multitasking unpaid work tasks contributed to feelings of being rushed,
whereas time spent multitasking leisure tasks did not. Furthermore, recent evidence
suggests the extent to which individuals feel they have control of the activities
they carry out when multitasking is strongly associated with how multitasking is
experienced (Bachmann, Grunschel, and Fries 2019).

Building on these studies, we investigate two further research questions:
3. Does the relationship between parents’ enjoyment and multitasking vary

depending on the types of activities that are paired together? In particular, does
enjoyment of a secondary leisure activity improve enjoyment of a less liked primary
activity? Is combining two unpaid work activities more or less enjoyable than doing
one unpaid work activity at a time?

4. Does the relationship between enjoyment and multitasking differ by gender
of the parent?

Data and Sample

We use nationally representative data from the most recent wave of the UKTUS
from 2014 to 2015 (Gershuny and Sullivan 2017), which contains a sample of more
than 2,000 parents with a child aged 16 or younger in the household. UKTUS is
a large-scale household survey consisting of a household interview, individual
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interviews, and two self-completion paper time diaries (covering one randomly
allocated weekday and one randomly allocated weekend day) for all household
members aged eight and older. The diary instrument consists of rows for each
10-minute period of the day, with separate columns where respondents record their
main activity during each time period, any secondary activities carried out, location
information, and co-presence of other individuals. Unlike earlier waves of data,
the 2014-to-2015 diary instrument also contains a column recording respondents’
enjoyment of their current activity for a random selection of respondents.

This episode-level indicator of respondents’ activity enjoyment is our outcome
of interest, providing a measure of the “process benefits” (Dow and Juster 1985)
respondents derive from their current activity. Enjoyment is scored on a scale from 1
(not at all enjoyable) to 7 (very enjoyable) and is treated as a cardinal variable in this
analysis. Fourteen percent of parents were not asked to record activity enjoyment
and were therefore not included in this analysis. Reflecting the focus of this analysis
on parents’ enjoyment of childcare and housework time, we limited our sample
to episodes where parents’ primary activity was either a housework or childcare
task.1 Finally, among respondents asked to record enjoyment, this information
was missing for 11 percent of housework and childcare episodes, which were
subsequently excluded from our sample.

Our final analytic sample consisted of 35,789 episodes, nested within 3,006 diary
days collected from 1,558 parents. Table 1 presents sociodemographic and family
characteristics of parents in our analytic sample, disaggregated by sex. Our sample
was composed of 58 percent mothers and 42 percent fathers, reflecting the fact
that our sample is limited to parents living together with their dependent children,
and the proportion of female lone-parent households far exceeds that of male lone-
parent households. Furthermore, because mothers spend more time on average on
childcare and housework and consequently have more episodes of childcare and
housework activities per day than fathers do, 72 percent of total episodes in our
sample were from mothers and 28 percent were from fathers.

Mothers in our sample were more likely than fathers to have a college degree
(37 percent vs. 32 percent, respectively), whereas fathers were more likely than
mothers to be employed (94 percent of fathers vs. 78 percent of mothers). Among
parents currently or ever employed, 42 percent of mothers and 40 percent of fathers
were employed in professional occupations. Mothers were younger than fathers on
average (39 vs. 41 years) and were less likely to be married or cohabitating with a
partner (82 percent vs. 96 percent). Parents had fewer than two children on average,
and around 44 percent of parents had a child younger than five years old in the
household.

Methods

To account for the multilevel nature of our data, we used two-level random intercept
models with robust standard errors where activities (level 1) were nested within
individuals (level 2). To explore the factors associated with parental enjoyment of
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Table 1: Descriptive characteristics of sample parents.

Mothers Fathers

College degree, % 36.8∗ 31.6
Employed (including self-employed), % 78.2∗ 93.5
Occupational class, %

Professional 42.1 40.2
Intermediate 27.1 29.8

Routine 30.9 30.1
Married/cohabitating 81.5∗ 96.4
Number of children, mean (standard deviation) 1.7 1.8

(0.8) (0.8)
Children aged less than five years in the household, % 43.4 46.8
Age, mean (standard deviation) 38.8∗ 41.0

(8.1) (8.2)
Number of individuals 900 658
Number of diary days 1768 1238
Number of episodes 25,651 10,138

Note: *p < 0.05: Mothers’ characteristics differ significantly from fathers’.

housework and childcare time, we used a base model (model 1), specified as

Enjoymentei = β00 + β1γei + β2χei + β3λei + β4ψei + β5ρ0i + β6 ϕ0i+ υ0i+ εei

for episode e and individual i, where υ0i is a person-level random error term. γei,
χei, and λei represent our three main independent variables of interest. γei is an
episode-level categorical variable indicating what type of housework or childcare
activity was carried out as the primary activity in a particular episode. Categories
include

• core housework (cooking, cleaning, and clothes care),

• nonroutine housework (including shopping, gardening, and household man-
agement),

• physical childcare (feeding, bathing, and dressing),

• interactive childcare (talking, reading, playing games with children), and

• other childcare (composed of child-related travel, supervisory childcare, and
unspecified childcare).

χei is a binary episode-level measure indicating whether a partner was present
during a particular episode. Finally, λei is an episode-level categorical variable
indicating whether the primary activity in an episode was carried out as a single
activity or whether it was multitasked with a secondary activity. The measure
distinguishes between single-tasked activities and those that were multitasked with
housework as the secondary activity, with childcare as the secondary activity, with
leisure as the secondary activity, and with other activities as the secondary activity.
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In addition to our main independent variables of interest, model 1 includes a
number of control variables. ψei represents a vector of episode-level control vari-
ables including episode duration, duration squared, and the time of day the episode
took place. ρ0i represents a series of day-level control variables including daily time
spent (in hours) on paid work, on leisure activities, and on sleep as well as whether
the episode took place on a weekday or weekend day. Finally, ϕ0i is a vector of
individual-level sociodemographic and household variables. These include age
(centered at the sample mean, 39.8), age squared, educational attainment (measured
as a binary variable indicating whether an individual has a college degree), occupa-
tional class, partner status (measured as a binary indicator of whether an individual
is single or married, civil partnered, or cohabiting with a partner), number of chil-
dren, and a binary indicator of whether the respondent has a child younger than
five years old in the household.

To explore the role of partner co-presence and multitasking in moderating or
exacerbating how parents feel during housework and childcare time, we extended
our base model (model 1) in two further models:

Model 2 analyzes whether partner presence improves or deteriorates parental
enjoyment of childcare and domestic tasks. It includes interactions between our
activity type variables and an episode-level binary variable indicating whether the
activity was carried out in the presence of a partner.

Model 3 explores whether multitasking influences parental enjoyment of house-
work and childcare activities. It includes interactions between activity type variables
and an episode-level five-category variable indicating whether the primary activity
was carried out as a single activity or whether it was multitasked with housework,
childcare, leisure, or other activities as the secondary activity.

Models 1 through 3 were initially run separately for mothers and fathers, then
run on a pooled sample of mothers and fathers with gender interactions for all
variables to assess whether gender differences were statistically significant. Sup-
plementary Table 1 in the online supplement provides descriptive statistics for
all individual-level, day-level, and episode-level variables included in our model,
separated by gender.

Results

Descriptive patterns of parents’ average enjoyment of and time allocations to house-
work and childcare tasks, presented in Table 2, show that although daily time
allocations to housework and childcare tasks varied considerably between mothers
and fathers—with mothers performing substantially more housework and child-
care than fathers in all categories except nonroutine housework—parents’ average
enjoyment of housework and childcare tasks did not vary much by gender for
most activities. Overall, parents reported relatively high levels of enjoyment of
housework and childcare activities, with an average score of 5.3 on a scale of 1 to
7. Parents—and mothers in particular—enjoyed core housework (which includes
cooking, cleaning, and clothes care) the least among housework and childcare activ-
ities, reporting an average enjoyment score of 4.7 for mothers and 4.9 for fathers.
This was followed by nonroutine housework (e.g., grocery shopping, yardwork,
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Table 2: Average parental enjoyment of and time allocation to housework and childcare.

Mothers Fathers
Enjoyment Minutes per day Enjoyment Minutes per day

Core housework 4.7∗ 148∗ 4.9 66
(1.1) (85) (1.1) (60)

Nonroutine housework 5.1 69 4.9 65
(1.1) (63) (1.0) (73)

Physical childcare 5.4 63∗ 5.5 26
(1.0) (82) (1.0) (41)

Interactive childcare 6.2 30∗ 6.1 21
(0.8) (42) (0.8) (36)

Other childcare 5.3 24∗ 5.4 15
(1.0) (32) (1.0) (30)

N 900 658

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations. *p < 0.05: Mothers’ characteristics differ significantly
from fathers’.

and household management), which averaged 5.1 for mothers and 4.9 for fathers.
Meanwhile, parents enjoyed interactive childcare (which includes activities such
as teaching, playing, and talking with children) the most, rating time spent on
interactive childcare 6.2 and 6.1 out of 7, respectively.

Table 3 presents results for our gender-specific base models as well as the p
values from our pooled model with full gender interactions (model 1). The results
for activity type confirm the descriptive patterns identified in Table 2. Controlling
for other factors in the model, both mothers and fathers reported greater enjoyment
while carrying out nearly all types of housework and childcare activities compared
with core housework. This was particularly true for interactive childcare time,
which mothers rated 1.35 points more enjoyable and fathers rated as 1.2 points more
enjoyable than core housework time.

Having a partner present during an activity was positively associated with par-
ents’ enjoyment of housework and childcare tasks. This association was particularly
true for mothers, who reported 0.15 points greater enjoyment of housework and
childcare episodes when a partner was present compared with episodes without
a partner around. The association was also positive for fathers; however, it was
smaller in magnitude, 0.06 points, and not statistically significant.

Whether activities were multitasked—and if so, the type of secondary activity
carried out—was significantly related to parents’ enjoyment of housework and
childcare primary activities. Mothers reported slightly lower enjoyment (0.06 points)
of childcare and housework time when multitasking with a secondary housework
task than they did when single-tasking, whereas fathers reported slightly higher
enjoyment, although neither estimate was statistically significant. Meanwhile,
multitasking with a secondary childcare or leisure task was associated with greater
enjoyment of primary housework and childcare tasks compared with when these
activities were single-tasked. Mothers enjoyed housework and childcare time
around one-fifth of a point more when it was combined with childcare or leisure.
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Table 3:Model 1 results: base model.

Gender
Enjoyment interaction
(1 = not at all; 7 = very much) Mothers Fathers p value

Activity type (ref: core housework)
Nonroutine housework 0.48† 0.00 < 0.01

(0.06) (0.08)
Physical childcare 0.69† 0.47† 0.01

(0.05) (0.07)
Interactive childcare 1.35† 1.20† 0.14

(0.06) (0.09)
Other childcare 0.62† 0.35† 0.02

(0.07) (0.09)
Multitasking (ref: single activity)

Secondary activity is housework −0.06 0.07 0.38
(0.06) (0.13)

Secondary activity is housework 0.21† 0.37† 0.10
(0.05) (0.09)

Secondary activity is leisure 0.22† 0.19† 0.60
(0.04) (0.05)

Secondary activity is other 0.01 0.14 0.11
(0.04) (0.07)

Partner present 0.15† 0.06 0.15
(0.04) (0.05)

Constant 4.46† 4.30† < 0.01
(0.20) (0.24)

Individual-level variance 0.77 0.73 0.75
Episode-level variance 1.37 1.16 1.30
Individual-level ρ 0.36 0.39 0.37
Number of cases 25,651 10,138 35,789

Note: Models control for episode duration, episode duration squared, time of day, daily time spent on
paid work, daily time spent on leisure activities, daily time spent on sleep, weekday vs. weekend day, age,
age squared, educational attainment, occupational class, partner status, number of children. and whether
respondent has a child younger than five years old in the household. Numbers in parentheses are standard
errors. *p < 0.05, †p < 0.01.

Meanwhile, fathers enjoyed housework and childcare nearly two-fifths of a point
more when multitasking with a secondary childcare task and nearly one-fifth
of a point more when multitasking with a secondary leisure activity. Although
the results suggest that fathers in particular enjoy housework and childcare time
that is multitasked with a second childcare activity, the interaction term between
multitasking and gender from our pooled model was not statistically significant.

The results for model 2, assessing whether the association between parents’
enjoyment of childcare and housework and partner presence differs by type of
activity, are presented in Table 4. To aid interpretation of the interaction terms, the
difference in mothers’ and fathers’ enjoyment of housework and childcare activities
by partner presence is shown graphically in Figure 1. In line with previous research
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Figure 1: Difference in parents’ enjoyment of housework and childcare activities by partner presence. Note:
Positive values indicate greater enjoyment of an activity while a partner is present compared with when he
or she is not present. Bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. Abbreviations: cc, childcare; hw, housework;
NR, nonroutine.

that suggests that women enjoy traditionally female-typed tasks more when done
together with their partners, who are thought to serve in a supporting capacity
(Sullivan 1996a, 1996b), mothers reported enjoying core housework around one-fifth
of a point more when a partner was present compared with core housework done
without a partner around. However, mothers also reported greater enjoyment of
nonroutine housework (which encompasses typically male-typed housework such
as yardwork or gender-neutral tasks such as household management and food
shopping) by around one-fifth of a point. Fathers’ enjoyment of housework tasks
did not vary statistically significantly by partner presence.

For childcare, mothers reported enjoying interactive childcare around one-fifth
of a point more when a partner was present than without a partner, but the same
was not the case for fathers. Meanwhile, neither mothers’ nor fathers’ enjoyment
of physical childcare and supervisory childcare differed statistically significantly
by partner presence. These results suggest that although the relationship between
partner co-presence and enjoyment does vary by the type of task being carried out,
the mechanism through which this association operates may not necessarily be
through which parent is primarily responsible for the task, as suggested in prior
research (e.g., Sullivan 1996a, 1996b).

Given that mothers in our sample were more likely than fathers to be single
(as discussed above in reference to Table 1) and single parents are substantially
less likely to report spending time in the presence of a partner, we tested whether
our results differed when we excluded single parents from our analysis. If the
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Table 4:Model 2 results: partner presence × activity type interactions.

Gender
Enjoyment interaction
(1 = not at all; 7 = very much) Mothers Fathers p value

Activity type (ref: core housework)
Nonroutine housework 0.48† 0.05 < 0.01

(0.07) (0.09)
Physical childcare 0.76† 0.50† < 0.01

(0.05) (0.08)
Interactive childcare 1.35† 1.31† 0.73

(0.06) (0.11)
Other childcare 0.64† 0.36† 0.04

(0.08) (0.10)
Partner present 0.21† 0.12 0.30

(0.06) (0.07)
Activity type × partner present

Nonroutine housework × partner present 0 −0.12 0.40
(0.10) (0.10)

Physical childcare × partner present −0.22† −0.07 0.25
(0.08) (0.11)

Interactive childcare × partner present 0 −0.21 0.19
(0.10) (0.13)

Other childcare × partner present −0.07 0.02 0.68
(0.13) (0.18)

Constant 4.44† 4.28† < 0.01
(0.20) (0.24)

Individual-level variance 0.77 0.73 0.75
Episode-level variance 1.37 1.16 1.30
Individual-level ρ 0.36 0.39 0.37
Number of cases 25,651 10,138 35,789

Note: Models control for multitasking, episode duration, episode duration squared, time of day, daily time
spent on paid work, daily time spent on leisure activities, daily time spent on sleep, weekday vs. weekend
day, age, age squared, educational attainment, occupational class, partner status, number of children, and
whether respondent has a child younger than five years old in the household. Numbers in parentheses are
standard errors. *p < 0.05, †p < 0.01.

association between episode partner presence and parental enjoyment among part-
nered parents differed from our main results, we would be concerned that our
main results reflect the association between partner status and enjoyment rather
than episode-level partner presence itself. However, the results of this robustness
analysis, presented in Supplementary Table 2 and Supplementary Figure 1 in the
online supplement, are virtually identical in magnitude and statistical significance
to our main results, providing reassurance that the associations identified pertain
to partner presence during an activity itself rather than parents’ partner status.

Table 5 shows the results for model 3 interacting our multitasking indicator
with activity type. Again, to ease interpretation of the interaction terms, the key
results from model 3 are presented in Figure 2. Our model 1 results suggested that
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multitasking did not appear to detract from parents’ enjoyment of housework and
childcare activities and that in some cases—for instance, where secondary activities
were leisure or childcare activities—parents reported enjoying time more while
multitasking than while carrying out a singular task. The results from model 3
indicate that the association between multitasking and parents’ enjoyment does
vary by which types of primary and secondary tasks are paired together.

We found that combining primary housework tasks with leisure activities was
associated with greater enjoyment compared with housework tasks that were car-
ried out as sole activities. But surprisingly, so was combining primary housework
tasks with childcare and even other housework tasks at times. Mothers enjoyed
primary core housework nearly 0.4 points more when multitasking with another
housework task and 0.3 points more when multitasking either with a secondary
childcare task or a leisure task relative to core housework that was single-tasked.
Similarly, fathers enjoyed core housework around one-half of a point more when
multitasking with another housework or childcare task and nearly 0.3 points more
when multitasking with a leisure task. For primary nonroutine housework, only
multitasking with a leisure activity was significantly and meaningfully more enjoy-
able than single-tasking nonroutine housework among mothers, who enjoyed the
task 0.2 points more when combining it with a leisure task. Fathers also enjoyed
nonroutine housework around a quarter of a point more when combining it with a
leisure activity and nearly one full point more when combining it with a secondary
childcare task.

When it came to primary childcare tasks, mothers enjoyed most types of child-
care more when they were combined with a leisure activity. Mothers enjoyed
physical childcare time around a quarter of a point more and enjoyed interactive
childcare time around 0.3 points more when combining these activities with leisure
rather than carrying these tasks out as single activities. The same pattern was
true for fathers, although the magnitudes of associations were smaller and not
statistically significant. Contrary to possible assumptions that carrying out multiple
childcare activities at the same time might be indicative of role overload, mothers
enjoyed physical childcare tasks one-fifth of a point more when combining these
activities with secondary childcare tasks. However, they enjoyed interactive child-
care one-fifth of a point less when combining it with secondary housework tasks.
Fathers, by contrast, reported enjoying other childcare activities (which include
supervisory childcare and child-related travel) more than a full point more when
combining these tasks with a secondary housework task than when single-tasking.

Taken together, these results indicate both similarities and differences in the
association between multitasking and parental enjoyment by gender. Both mothers’
and fathers’ primary housework time was improved by nearly any type of mul-
titasking when compared with single-tasked housework. However, for mothers,
adding housework as a secondary activity to primary childcare tasks was associated
with lower enjoyment in most instances, whereas this did not appear to be the case
for fathers, who actually reported greater enjoyment of some childcare tasks when
a secondary housework task was carried out alongside it.
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Table 5:Model 3 results: multitasking × activity type interactions.

Gender
Enjoyment interaction
(1 = not at all; 7 = very much) Mothers Fathers p value

Activity type (ref: core housework)
Nonroutine housework 0.49† 0.00 < 0.01

(0.08) (0.08)
Physical childcare 0.70† 0.51† 0.04

(0.05) (0.08)
Interactive childcare 1.40† 1.27† 0.25

(0.06) (0.10)
Other childcare 0.69† 0.44† 0.05

(0.09) (0.10)
Multitasking (ref: single activity)

Secondary activity is housework 0.39† 0.55∗ 0.59
(0.14) (0.25)

Secondary activity is childcare 0.33† 0.54† 0.10
(0.07) (0.10)

Secondary activity is leisure 0.26† 0.25† 0.93
(0.06) (0.09)

Secondary activity is other −0.02 0.10 0.23
(0.05) (0.08)

Activity type × multitasking
Nonroutine housework × secondary housework −0.39 −0.61 0.68

(0.28) (0.47)
Nonroutine housework × secondary childcare −0.21 0.41 0.06

(0.18) (0.28)
Nonroutine housework × secondary leisure −0.06 0.01 0.68

(0.10) (0.14)
Nonroutine housework × secondary other 0.14 0.17 0.87

(0.12) (0.15)
Physical childcare × secondary housework −0.60† −0.77∗ 0.68

(0.20) (0.36)
Physical childcare × secondary childcare −0.12 −0.29 0.50

(0.10) (0.22)
Physical childcare × secondary leisure −0.02 −0.13 0.58

(0.09) (0.17)
Physical childcare × secondary other 0.22 0.15 0.74

(0.13) (0.16)
Interactive childcare × secondary housework −0.60† −0.47 0.76

(0.17) (0.39)
Interactive childcare × secondary childcare −0.47† −0.54† 0.73

(0.12) (0.16)
Interactive childcare × secondary leisure 0.02 −0.21 0.17

(0.12) (0.12)
Interactive childcare × secondary other 0.11 0.00 0.70

(0.17) (0.25)
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Table 5 continued

Gender
Enjoyment interaction
(1 = not at all; 7 = very much) Mothers Fathers p value

Other childcare × secondary housework −0.57∗ 0.51∗ < 0.01
(0.22) (0.24)

Other childcare × secondary childcare −0.15 −0.35∗ 0.41
(0.16) (0.17)

Other childcare × secondary leisure −0.35† −0.27 0.69
(0.13) (0.14)

Other childcare × secondary other 0.17 0.12) 0.90
(0.31) (0.21)

Constant 4.43† 4.27† < 0.01
(0.20) (0.24)

Individual-level variance 0.77 0.73 0.75
Episode-level variance 1.37 1.15 1.29
Individual-level ρ 0.36 0.39 0.37
Number of cases 25,651 10,138 35,789

Note: Models control for partner presence, episode duration, episode duration squared, time of day, daily
time spent on paid work, daily time spent on leisure activities, daily time spent on sleep, weekday vs.
weekend day, age, age squared, educational attainment, occupational class, partner status, number of
children, and whether respondent has a child younger than five years old in the household. Numbers in
parentheses are standard errors. *p < 0.05, †p < 0.01.

Discussion

This article re-evaluates the relationship between parents’ enjoyment of housework
and childcare time and two contextual characteristics of time use that have garnered
particular attention in the literature: partner co-presence and multitasking. Using
time diary data from the United Kingdom and an empirical strategy particularly
suited to the task, we test whether the associations between partner presence,
multitasking, and subjective well-being differ across the types of housework and
childcare being carried out, with attention to heterogeneity by gender.

Our results for partner co-presence suggest that although partner presence is
associated with greater enjoyment of childcare and housework time, this association
was only statistically and meaningfully significant for mothers and did not apply to
all types of housework and childcare. Partner presence was associated with mothers’
greater enjoyment of core housework, nonroutine housework, and interactive
childcare but not physical childcare or other childcare. By contrast, variation in
fathers’ enjoyment of housework and childcare tasks by partner co-presence was
smaller and not statistically significant.

Although prior research has suggested that mothers’ enjoyment of female-typed
tasks is improved when (perhaps at women’s prompting) men “help out” with
these tasks (Sullivan 1996a; 1996b), this hypothesis was not entirely supported by
our results. Although mothers reported greater enjoyment of core housework with
a partner present, this was also true of more gender-neutral nonroutine housework
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Figure 2: Difference in parents’ enjoyment of housework and childcare activities by multitasking. Note:
Color-coded point estimates (and their respective 95% confidence intervals) show the difference in parents’
enjoyment when an activity is multitasked vs. single-tasked, disaggregated by secondary activity type.
Positive values indicate greater enjoyment of an activity while multitasking compared with single-tasking.
Abbreviations: cc, childcare; hw, housework; NR, nonroutine.

tasks. Meanwhile, neither mothers nor fathers enjoyed traditionally female-typed
childcare activities like physical childcare more with a partner present. It is possible,
however, that our conceptualization of female-typed tasks, which is based on the
amount of time men and women tend to devote to carrying out these tasks, fails to
take into account the extent to which women “project manage” even the tasks they
don’t ultimately carry out. Recent qualitative evidence on the cognitive division of
household labor suggests that even for tasks that are ultimately carried out by male
partners, women often take responsibility for anticipating and identifying the work
that needs to be done and monitoring its completion (Daminger 2019). In this way,
the mechanism through which partner presence is hypothesized to affect enjoyment
may be correct, but our conceptualization of what tasks are likely to be mothers’
responsibility may be insufficient.

Alternatively, there may be multiple mechanisms through which partner pres-
ence relates to parents’ well-being. For instance, one might theorize that mothers
enjoy interactive childcare more when a partner is present during that activity
not because fathers’ help relieves some of the mothers’ responsibility but because
fathers’ presence promotes family bonding. However, why this positive association
for interactive childcare does not appear to extend to fathers (in contrast with U.S.
evidence from Roeters and Gracia [2016]) remains an important question. Further
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research is needed to understand the mechanism through which partner presence
improves mothers’ enjoyment of some housework and childcare tasks but not oth-
ers and why this pattern is not observed among fathers. One potentially fruitful
course of study would be to examine the association between partner presence and
enjoyment while partners are carrying out the same activity versus when partners
are merely sharing the same space. Recent research suggests that important gender
imbalances exist in what partners do when they are together, with men more likely
to engage in leisure activities and women more likely to do domestic chores (Vagni
2019). Couple-level analysis distinguishing between partner co-presence during
an activity and partner co-production of that activity could provide further insight
into the relationship between partners’ time together and parental well-being.

For multitasking, our results suggest that parents’ experience of multitasking
does indeed vary depending on the tasks being carried out, a pattern that has
largely been ignored in empirical literature testing whether multitasking in general
is associated with negative affect (e.g., Offer and Schneider 2011). We investigated
whether combining two unpaid work tasks is associated with lower enjoyment
and whether combining an unpaid work task with a secondary leisure activity is
associated with greater enjoyment. However, our results suggest the relationship
between multitasking, activity type, and enjoyment is not so straightforward. We
found that parents—and especially mothers—tended to enjoy housework and
childcare tasks more when combining these activities with a secondary leisure
activity than they did when carrying activities out as single tasks. But when
it came to combining multiple unpaid work tasks, in some instances this was
associated with lower enjoyment, whereas in others it was associated with greater
enjoyment. For both mothers and fathers, nearly any type of multitasking was
associated with greater enjoyment of primary housework—even pairing these
activities with a second housework task. By contrast, mothers reported lower
enjoyment of interactive childcare when combining interactive childcare with a
housework task but reported greater enjoyment of physical childcare time while
carrying out two childcare tasks at the same time.

These results demonstrate a heterogeneity in parents’ experiences of multitasked
episodes that has often been overlooked. Whereas prior research has often framed
multitasking as an indicator of overwork and time scarcity (Bianchi et al. 2006; Offer
and Schneider 2011) or simply as an indicator of the compatibility of housework
and childcare activities and a product of total time spent at home (Sullivan and
Gershuny 2013, 2018), we offer a different conceptualization. Our results suggest
that in reality individuals may multitask for a variety of reasons, with different
implications for their well-being. In some cases, multitasking may be a way parents
try to fulfil multiple responsibilities in a short period of time, whereas in other
cases they may multitask an unpleasant or repetitive task with a more pleasant
one to increase their overall enjoyment. Our analysis of multitasking by activity
type provides a starting point in distinguishing between these different types of
multitasking, but further analysis could establish in greater detail what types of
multitasking episodes are detrimental to parents’ well-being and which are not
by assessing further heterogeneity by time of day, location, or multitasking in the
presence of other family members.
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There are likely many other factors that are important in shaping parents’ well-
being that are not assessed in this research. These include the demands of paid
work (including job quality, availability of paid time off and flexible work options,
and experience of work–family conflict), caring responsibilities for older family
members, the quality of relationships among the parents and between parents and
their children, access to childcare (including affordability of formal childcare options
and access to informal sources of childcare support from grandparents or other
family members), and access to wider community support networks. Whether and
how these factors relate to how parents experience their childcare and housework
responsibilities may provide greater insight into how parental well-being may be
improved and should be explored in future research.

Despite these limitations, the results from this analysis add nuance to existing
literature on how the contextual characteristics of time use relate to parents’ sub-
jective well-being during housework and childcare time. For instance, although it
is well established that core housework is among the least enjoyed activities that
individuals—and particularly women—carry out (Gershuny 2013; Gershuny and
Sullivan 2019), we find that even this disliked task is experienced as more enjoyable
when multitasking and, for mothers, when in the presence of a partner. Thus,
although parents may have limited control over whether to carry out the childcare
and housework required to sustain family life, this analysis suggests that changes
in the context in which these responsibilities are carried out may improve or worsen
parents’ experience of their parenting responsibilities.

Notes

1 Although some research analyzes parents’ experience of all activities carried out in the
presence of a child, regardless of whether it was identified as a childcare activity or not
(e.g., Musick et al. 2016), in UKTUS, it is only possible to identify tasks carried out in the
presence of children aged 0 to 7. We therefore focus our analysis on activities identified
as childcare rather than all activities carried out in the presence of a child.
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