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Women take on more childcare,
even when in full-time work: Poll

NUS study shows fathers recording the lowest amount of
time in caregiving and achievement-oriented activities

Professor Jean
Yeung says the
survey results
reflect the
"second shift”
at home that
working mothers
take on,
especially on
weekdays after a
full day of work.

Amelia Teng

Women are shouldering more child-
care responsibilities than men,
even if both parties are working
full-time, a new study has found.

Research from the National Uni-
versity of Singapore (NUS) has
shown that mothers spend twice as
much time with their young chil-
dren compared with fathers on
weekdays.

On weekends, the gap is smaller,
but mothers still clock in more time
on childcare than their husbands.

“As the children get older from
birth to six years old, the fathers’
time with them increases only
slightly,” said the study’s principal
investigator, Professor Jean Yeung.

These findings were from the
Singapore Longitudinal Early Devel-
opment Study, conducted by NUS’
Centre for Family and Population
Research, to examine children’s
early childhood development.

The Ministry of Education-
funded study completed its first
wave of data collection last year
from a nationally representative
sample of 5,021 Singaporean chil-
dren aged up to six and their pri-
mary caregivers.

Overall, on average, it found that
mothers spend three hours and 51
minutes directly engaged with
their child on weekdays, compared
with one hour and 44 minutes for
fathers.

Although fathers spend more
time with their child on weekends -
six hours and 8 minutes - this was

still lower than the 7.5 hours their
wives putin.

There were also variations: On a
weekday, almost a third of the chil-
dren have a father who put in more
than three-quarters of the time
their wives gave. Of this group,
about 21 per cent had fathers who
contributed equally or more than
the mother.

On the other hand, 37 per cent of
the children have a father who
spends less than a quarter of the
time the mother puts in.

Prof Yeung told The Straits
Times: “One thing that jumps out is
that on average, fathers’ time on
weekdays is almost the same
whether the mother is working or a
stay-home mum.”

These results were based on the
time diaries of 4,719 children who
lived with both biological parents.
Respondents — 95 per cent of
whom were mothers as they were
the primary caregivers of the child
- were asked to record each of their
children’s activities over 24 hours
on arandomly selected weekday as
well as onaweekend day.

They were also asked to fill in
with whom the child was involved
in eachactivity, ifany.

Face-to-face interviews were
done for all households. Almost
three-quarters of mothers and 97
per cent of fathers in the study were
working mostly full-time, and a
third of the households had a do-
mestic helper. A quarter of families
had agrandparent living with them.

The study also looked at five
broad types of childcare activities:

caregiving, play and companion-
ship, social activities such as going
out to visit family and friends,
achievement-oriented activities,
and travel.

Mothers spend more time with a
child than fathers acrossall five cat-
egories, with fathers recording the
lowest in caregiving and achieve-
ment-oriented activities. These re-
fer to reading, homework, or extra-
curricular lessons, amongothers.

But fathers do better in play and
companionship activities, particu-
larly in sports on weekends, com-
pared with other areas.

Prof Yeung said the results reflect
the “second shift” at home that
working mothers take on, espe-
cially on weekdays after a full day of
work. “I don’t think it’s because
women are biologically better at
multitasking; it’s a matter of cul-
tural and social expectations and
practices.”

This hasimplications for the qual-
ity of marriage and relationships in
the family, she added.

“When the paid and unpaid work-
ing hours for women are so high, it
leaves little personal time for rest
and leisure, and this can create high
stress and depression even among
mothers,” she said.

“We should not assume couples
are happy with such division of
labour,” she said, adding that gen-
der equality at home and in the
labour markets go hand in hand.

Prof Yeung is working on a paper
based on the study with her co-au-
thor, Dr Lee Jiyeon, a post-doctoral
fellow at NUS’ Centre for Family
and Population Research.

“We have to pay more attention
to encouraging more fathers’ in-
volvement at home especially on
the weekdays, in this era when

most women are working full-time
in Singapore,” said Prof Yeung.

Having fathers more involved
also benefits children’s develop-
ment, as research has shown. It can
also help reduce family tension and
conflict, and potentially increase
fertility, she said.

“Research also shows that fathers
are also happier when they’re more
involved with their children, and
sharing more activities with their
partners,” she added.

Another finding was that fathers
with higher levels of education or
higher socio-economic status
spend more time with their chil-
dren than other fathers in almost all
activities on both a weekday and a
weekend day.

These tended to be fathers with
highly educated working wives.

In particular, the fathers spend
more time with their children on
achievement-oriented activities. A
child whose home is a condominium
or landed property spends nearly
four hours a week with his or her fa-
ther on those activities, compared
with 38 minutes for those living in
HDBrental units, forinstance.

“Couples who are both highly edu-
cated have more egalitarian gender
relations, spend more equal time
with children, and behave more
like ‘co-pilots’ in the family rather
than having a division of labour that
treats domestic labour as the sole re-
sponsibility of a woman,” said Prof
Yeung.

With more parents working from
home due to the Covid-19 situation,
she expects fathers have chipped in
more for childcare and housework,
although attitudes and behaviour
donot change that rapidly.

“I do hope the social norms of
dads sharing greater parental re-
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sponsibility will form more quickly
asaresult,” she said.

Other family experts share simi-
lar sentiments.

Ms Skye Tan, family life specialist
from Focus on the Family Singa-
pore, said its own survey of fathers
from May 25 to June 7 found that
seven in 10 of them reported being
more involved with their families
during the circuit breaker period.

These fathers may be more will-
ing to explore flexible work down
the road, or have stronger resolve
to be more involved with their chil-
dren after work hours, she added.

Children learn about gender
norms and behaviours by watching
their parents, said Ms Tan.

“It’s often said that we parent like
howwe were parented... Parentsin-
fluence our kids’ future beliefs, atti-
tudes and actions in every area and
they are definitely watching - and
will, in turn, model - the examples
we are living out in front of them.”
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