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Abstract

This paper introduces a novel, scalable methodology to measure individual per-
ceptions of gaps in mental load—the cognitive and emotional burden associated
with organizing household and childcare tasks—within heterosexual couples. Using
original data from the TIMES Observatory in Italy, the study combines time-use di-
aries with new survey indicators to quantify cognitive labor, emotional fatigue, and
the spillover of mental load into the workplace. Results reveal systematic gender
asymmetries: women are significantly more likely than men to bear organizational
responsibility for domestic tasks, report lower satisfaction with this division, and
experience higher emotional fatigue. These burdens are underestimated by their
partners. The effects are particularly pronounced among college-educated and em-
ployed women, who also report greater spillovers of family responsibilities than men
during paid work hours. The perceived responsibility for managing family activi-
ties is more strongly associated with within-couple gaps in time use than with the
absolute time spent on their execution, underscoring the relational and conflictual

nature of mental load.
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Non technical abstract

This study explores an often invisible but significant aspect of everyday life: mental
load—the cognitive and emotional effort involved in managing household and care-
giving responsibilities. Unlike the measurable time spent on chores, mental load in-
cludes tasks like remembering appointments, planning meals, and coordinating child-
care. Though largely unrecognized, this burden shapes personal wellbeing, work-life
balance, and gender dynamics in the household.

Using original survey data from over 400 heterosexual couples with children under
11 in Italy, the study shows that women disproportionately bear this mental load. They
are more likely to feel responsible for organizing household and childcare activities, to
experience emotional exhaustion, and to continue thinking about these responsibilities
during paid work. This burden is especially high among working women with higher
education levels, indicating that the challenge of managing work and family intensifies
with competing demands.

A key innovation of the study is its new way of measuring mental load, focusing
on perceived responsibility, emotional fatigue, and cognitive spillover. By collecting
data from both partners, the researchers identify common perception gaps—many men
underestimate their partner’s role, highlighting how mental load is not only unequally
distributed, but also unequally acknowledged.

The findings show that mental load is closely tied to how couples divide their time.
Women who are main organizers also tend to do more housework and childcare. The
larger the imbalance, the greater the mental strain. Crucially, this mental load extends
into the workplace: many women report being preoccupied with household responsibil-
ities during work hours, a pattern much less common among men.

Overall, the study highlights mental load as a key driver of gender inequality in both
the home and the workplace. By offering a clearer way to measure and understand this
phenomenon, it provides useful insights for researchers and policymakers working to

promote more equitable household dynamics.
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1 Introduction

Although managing a household cannot be equated with managing a business, it simi-
larly demands substantial mental resources and time. However, unlike a manager who
typically maintains some emotional distance from the enterprise, the person responsi-
ble for a household is often deeply emotionally invested, which intensifies the strain and
fatigue associated with the role.

Managing a household entails a set of responsibilities often referred to as the “mental
load,” which includes both cognitive labor—the planning, organizing, and coordination
of everyday family tasks—and emotional labor—the sense of responsibility for the well-
being of others within the household (Dean et al., 2022). This paper contributes to the
limited but growing body of research showing that mental load is another crucial (yet
overlooked) dimension of gender inequality.

In recent years, time-use diary studies have significantly deepened our understand-
ing of household dynamics, particularly with respect to gender gaps in time use. This
body of research has consistently documented that women devote substantially more
time than men to unpaid work, both household chores and informal childcare—even
within dual-earner couples and in the most equalitarian countriesEI Because it is not
easily bounded in time or space—often occurring concurrently with other tasks and
running in the background of daily life—mental load remains largely invisible in con-
ventional time-use data (Offer and Schneider, 2011} Reich-Stiebert et al., [2023). Yet,
evidence exists that it is disproportionately borne by women and is linked to stress, fa-
tigue, lower productivity, lower well-being, and reduced relationship satisfaction (Offer,
2014 Ciciolla and Luthar,|2019; |Aviv et al., [2025;|Vitellozzi et al., |2025|.

In this paper, we propose a novel, scalable measurement approach to mental load
and integrate it into a new survey which for the first time combines mental load mea-
sures with detailed time use data collected through time diaries. Leveraging data from
415 heterosexual couples in Italy, we offer new evidence on the gendered distribution
of mental load and its correlates in everyday life and the workplace. The richness of
our data allows us to investigate mental load along three complementary dimensions

together with its relationship to time use allocation within the couple: (i) cognitive la-

lgee, among many others, Mencarini and Tanturri| (2004); |Anxo et al.| (2011); |Gimenez-Nadal and

Sevilla| (2012); Barigozzi et al.|(2023).



bor, proxied by who in the couple is perceived to be the main organizer of household
and childcare activities; (ii) emotional load, captured by self-reported fatigue for family
well-being; and (iii) spillover into the workplace, based on self-reports of thinking about
domestic responsibilities while at work.

We begin by focusing on the cognitive dimension of mental load, examining the gen-
dered distribution of two types of organizing responsibilities. Specifically, we consider:
(a) the management of household tasks (e.g., deciding what to cook, which groceries
to buy, overseeing cleaning, etc.); and (b) the organization of childcare activities (e.g.,
scheduling pediatric appointments, arranging after-school activities, etc.). We then ex-
amine how responsibility for these organizational tasks relates both to the time each
partner devotes to carrying them out in daily family life and to the gender gap in time
use at the couple level. We then examine how the perception of being the main organizer
is linked to individuals’ satisfaction with the division of these responsibilities. Next, we
turn to the emotional dimension of mental load, analyzing how these perceptions relate
to emotional strain, and whether unequal divisions of time devoted to the execution of
household and childcare tasks between partners help explain feelings of mental burden.
Finally, for employed respondents, we explore how cognitive labor spills over into paid
work, investigating whether individuals continue to mentally manage the household
during working hours.

Our results reveal striking gender asymmetries in the experience of mental load.
Women overwhelmingly assume responsibility for organizing household and childcare
activities: 63% of women report being the primary organizer, and 52% of men confirm
that their partner holds this role. However, this organizational burden does not trans-
late into higher satisfaction. On the contrary, women—especially those who are em-
ployed—report lower satisfaction with the division of organizing responsibilities. Men,
by contrast, tend to express satisfaction when their partner manages the organization of
household tasks, but are less satisfied when their partner is in charge of organizing chil-
dren’s activities. Importantly, we find that the division of organizational responsibilities
for household and childcare activities is closely tied to the actual time spent executing
those same activities. Specifically, women who organize more of a given activity also
tend to perform relatively more of that activity, underscoring how managerial and op-
erational tasks are often intertwined in the domestic sphere. This burden continues

beyond the home: among employed individuals, women are significantly more likely



than men to report thinking “very often” or “always” about the organization of family
responsibilities during paid work, pointing to a clear spillover of cognitive load into the
workplace.

Our results suggest that emotional load also falls disproportionately on women be-
cause female respondents report greater feelings of responsibility for their family’s well-
being and higher levels of fatigue associated with this role. These emotional costs are
especially reported by college-educated women, suggesting that higher education— pos-
sibly linked to more egalitarian beliefs or higher expectations—intensifies sensitivity to
unequal domestic arrangements. In our analysis, the strongest predictor of perceived
emotional fatigue is dissatisfaction with the division of organizational tasks, while the
strongest predictor of unequal sharing of managing responsibilities is the time-use gap
between partners in the execution of those activities. These findings suggest that mental
load—both in its cognitive and emotional dimensions—is a gendered burden and one
that extends into the workplace: employed women are more likely to report thinking
about household management during work hours, highlighting the spillover effects of
this invisible labor.

Contrary to common narratives suggesting that women derive fulfillment from or-
ganizing household activities, our results suggests that this responsibility is associated
with dissatisfaction and fatigue. Mental load emerges as a unequally distributed burden,
particularly among more educated women.

While prior studies have offered conceptual and qualitative insights (e.g.,|Offer|(2014);
Daminger|(2019)) or focused on maternal well-being (Ciciolla and Luthar|(2019); Dean
et al. (2022)), few have provided tools for systematic measurement. Recent work in
psychology has developed validated scales to assess the “invisible family load” using
mixed-methods designs (Wayne et al.,|[2023). However, these instruments remain lim-
ited to capturing individual perceptions and are not designed to link systematically
with partner-level time-use data, limiting their applicability in representative house-
hold studies. Our paper proposes a novel and scalable approach to measuring mental
load, that can be easily integrated into time-use surveys allowing for a more exhaus-
tive picture of gender inequalities within the couple. In Section |4, we outline how our

contribution advances the existing literature.



2 Data

2.1 TIMES data

This study relies on data from the TIMES Observatory (Osservatorio sull’Uso del Tempo
nelle Giovani Famiglie), a new and ongoing data collection project developed by re-
searchers at the University of Bologna, within the broader GRINS (Growing, Resilient,
Inclusive, and Sustainable) partnership. The TIMES project is designed to investigate
time use, paid and unpaid labor, and family dynamics in households with children, with
a strong focus on gender roles and intra-household responsibilities.

The sample is composed of couples with children under the age of 11EI It was re-
cruited ad hoc by a professional survey research company with extensive experience in
large-scale data collection. Participants were sampled to be representative of the popu-
lation of the Emilia-Romagna region, stratified by province, gender, employment status,
and urbanity of residence. Quotas also accounted for the distribution of children un-
der 11 by age group and geography. Data collection was conducted over twelve months
(December 2023 to December 2024), with monthly quotas to ensure temporal balance.
Respondents completed a socio-demographic questionnaire and two time-use diaries
(one weekday, one weekend day), using a web-based app developed specifically for the
project. Diary days were randomly assigned and matched across partners, following a
pre-specified randomization protocolEI

A key feature of the TIMES survey is that it collects data from both partners within
the same household, enabling unique insights into the joint dynamics of time allocation,
responsibility for household and care work, and perceptions of fairness and fatigue. To
measure mental load we included specific questions informed by the most recent litera-
ture on mental load (more detailed information on mental load variables can be found

below). To our knowledge, this is the first time that time diary data have been collected

2The sample includes cohabiting couples (regardless of gender) with at least one child under the age
of 11 living in the household. While the broader dataset (N = 1124) allowed for up to 25% of respondents
to participate individually—i.e., without their partner—this study focuses exclusively on couples in which
both partners completed the survey (N = 832). One same-sex couple is excluded from the analysis due to
limited representation in the sample. Sampling was stratified by province, gender, employment status, and

urbanity of residence, and also accounted for the distribution of children by age group and geography.
3Diary completion occurred within three days of the assigned reference date. Respondents were con-

tacted via email, WhatsApp, or SMS, and received a financial incentive of €20 for full individual participa-

tion (questionnaire + diaries), or €50 if both partners in the couple completed the full survey.


https://site.unibo.it/times/it
https://site.unibo.it/times/it

together with mental load measures. The data collection combines a detailed question-
naire with a time-use diary, employing a CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing)
methodology via a custom-developed web app. The web app is accessible via computer,
tablet, or smartphone, and is available in both Italian and English.

The survey proceeds in two stages. In the first stage, participants respond to a socio-
economic questionnaire covering— besides our new mental load questions—demographics,
work arrangements, division of labor, attitudes toward gender norms, fertility inten-
tions, and parental leave use. In the second stage, approximately two weeks later, par-
ticipants complete a time-use diary for two days (one weekday and one weekend day).
This diary captures primary and secondary activities, as well as who is present and in-
volved in each activity. This structure allows us to measure the intensity and distribution
of time spent in paid work, unpaid domestic and care work, leisure, and multitasking.

Our new measures of mental load contained in TIMES data are particularly well
suited to studying mental load as an invisible dimension of unpaid work. First, they al-
low us to understand the division of organizational responsibility within the household.
Second, they capture self-reported emotional outcomes—such as feelings of fatigue re-
lated to household and caregiving responsibilities—allowing us to explore how indi-
viduals experience the burden of these responsibilities, which time use diaries cannot
measure. Finally, by pairing perceptions of responsibility and fatigue with actual time-
use information, TIMES data enables a descriptive analysis of the interplay between the
cognitive and emotional burdens related to managing domestic and children’s activities

and the physical time spent on them (i.e., their execution).

2.2 Mental load in TIMES data

Mental load is a multidimensional construct encompassing both the cognitive and emo-
tional effort required to manage household and care responsibilities. In designing the
TIMES survey, we drew on recent conceptual developments in the literature to inform
our approach to measuring this largely invisible form of labor. Because the experience
of mental load is inherently subjective, our analysis centers on individuals’ own percep-
tions of organizational responsibility and emotional strain. These perceptions can vary
significantly both across and within households. This focus on subjective experience is
not only a methodological choice but a defining feature of our contribution: it allows

us to capture how mental load is lived, felt, and distributed as perceived by individuals



themselves.

First, our decision to focus on both cognitive and emotional aspects of household
labor is consistent with Dean et al. (2022), who argue that the defining feature of men-
tal load is the combination of “thinking work” (planning, managing, anticipating) and
its emotional weight. Similarly, Daminger| (2019) identifies anticipation, planning, and
monitoring as core components of cognitive labor, highlighting how these often precede
or accompany the physical execution of tasks. These insights guided our inclusion of
survey items that explicitly distinguish between who takes responsibility for organizing
daily activities (e.g., who thinks about and plans them), and how individuals feel about
this distribution.

Second, the literature underscores the gendered and affective nature of mental load.
Reich-Stiebert et al.|(2023), in their systematic review, emphasize the importance of mea-
suring not only task division but also the psychological cost associated with managing
household roles—particularly among women. To capture this emotional dimension, we
included items that ask respondents how much responsibility and fatigue they feel for
different domains of family well-being (e.g., children, partner, household, family as a
whole).

As a result, we focus on two key domains:

* Cognitive labor: the mental effort involved in planning and organizing domestic

and childcare activities.

* Emotional labor: the psychological effort associated with feeling responsible for

others’ well-being and the emotional toll this entails.

2.2.1 Measuring Mental Load

To measure mental load within the TIMES dataset, we rely on a set of self-reported indi-
cators designed to capture both cognitive and emotional labor. Appendix B reproduces
the English translation of the survey questions used to elicit the two dimensions of men-

tal load.

Cognitive labor is captured via questions on who organizes household and childcare
activities, satisfaction with the division of this organization, and—among employed re-

spondents—how often individuals think about these tasks during their workday.



A caveat is necessary here. As previously noted, mental load is difficult to delimit in
time and space, as it often occurs simultaneously with other activities and operates in
the background of daily life. Consequently, it is challenging to measure directly using
time diaries.

Our approach addresses this limitation by eliciting cognitive load indirectly—through
self-reports on who holds primary responsibility for organizing household and child-
care tasks, and how satisfied individuals are with this division. Rather than aiming to
objectively quantify the burden of cognitive labor, we intentionally focus on perceived
responsibility and emotional strain as experienced by individuals. This emphasis on
subjective perception is a core strength of our methodology, allowing us to uncover the
gendered dynamics of mental load as they are lived and internalized, even when not
externally visible or jointly acknowledged within the couple.

We capture cognitive load through three sets of variables:

1. Division of organizational responsibility: Respondents are asked who in their
household is primarily responsible for organizing household activities and chil-
dren’s activities, using a five-category scale ranging from “exclusively me” to “ex-

clusively my partner.”

Because cognitive load is predominantly borne by women (Daminger, 2019), we
will examine the dimensions of time use and family life associated with women be-
ing identified as the main organizers of household and childcare activities. In addition,
we will estimate separate regressions for women and men. Hence, our analysis
focuses on gendered asymmetries in cognitive load while accounting for both self-

perceived and partner-attributed responsibilityﬂ

2. Satisfaction with the division of organizational tasks: respondents rate their

satisfaction with the current division of organizational tasks for unpaid work-

4Qur analysis focuses on individual perceptions of gender gaps in mental load, rather than on agree-
ment within the couple about who is primarily responsible for organizational tasks. Specifically: (i) in the
women’s sample, the dependent variable equals 1 if the respondent reports being “exclusively” or “mostly”
responsible for the organizational task; and (ii) in the men’s sample, the dependent variable equals 1 if
the respondent reports that his partner is “exclusively” or “mostly” responsible. As a result, consistency
between partners’ responses is irrelevant for our indirect measure of cognitive load. However, since con-
sistency of partners’ responses is interesting per se and informative about partners’ overall awareness of
mental load, we present summary statistics on within-couple response consistency below Figure (I} in this

section, and in Appendix A.



household and children’s activities—on a scale from 0 (not at all satisfied) to 100
(fully satisfied). These variables allow us to assess perceived fairness and burden

in the allocation of cognitive labor.

3. Thinking about household organization at work: among employed respondents,
we include a question that asks how often they think about the organization of
household and childcare tasks during their workday. Answers range from “never”
to “always” on a 5-point scale. These items provide insight into how cognitive

labor extends beyond the home and intrudes on paid work time.

Emotional labor is captured through subjective feelings of responsibility and fatigue
related to various spheres of family life. Respondents are asked to rate, on a scale from

0 to 100, first how much responsibility and, then, fatigue they feel for:
* their children’s well-being;
* their partner’s well-being;
* the execution of daily activities; and
* the well-being of the family as a whole

These items allow us to capture the emotional costs associated with mental labor, par-
ticularly when it is perceived as burdensome.

While responsibility and fatigue are both important aspects of emotional labor, our
empirical focus is on fatigue, which more directly captures the emotional cost of mental
load. The underlying assumption is that feeling responsible does not necessarily con-
stitute emotional burden; rather, emotional load arises when this sense of responsibility
is experienced as fatiguing or psychologically taxing. In other words, it is not the act
of caring or being responsible per se, but the emotional toll of managing this role that
defines emotional labor.

Our main emotional load indicator consists of the mean score across the above-
mentioned four fatigue-related items as a summary measure of emotional load. A higher
average score on the indicator indicates a greater emotional burden associated with the
management of family life. This measure aligns with theoretical work highlighting how
the emotional component of mental load is shaped not only by what individuals do but

also by how they internalize and experience their responsibilities.
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2.3 Time use variables

The time use survey of the TIMES project includes two time-use diaries per respondent:
one referring to a weekday and one to a weekend day. Both days were randomly assigned.
Respondents had to register, through a web interface, all the activities performed in the
whole 24 h spectrum of the assigned day, selecting them from pre-determined lists. The
design of the time diary was based on the work by (Bigoni et al., [2025). Availability
of information on two types of days - quite rare in time use data collections- enables
to define weekly measures of time allocated to different categories of activities. The

categories we relate to mental load measures are:

* Household work: any time spent on meal preparation and clean-up, doing laun-
dry, ironing, dusting, vacuuming, indoor household cleaning, constructing or re-
pairing objects and goods for one’s own family, purchasing goods or services for

the family, managing family life (planning visits, budgeting, ...).

* Childcare: includes activities such as putting to bed/waking up, helping to eat/drink,
helping with bathing/dressing/- combing/preparing, reading, listening to the child
read, teaching to read, count, write, playing, watching cartoons, visiting museums,
exhibitions, theaters, going to the zoo, doing artistic activities, watching television,
films, series or programs, browsing the internet, doing manual and creative activ-
ities, going on trips and sports activities, storytelling, talking, listening, and dis-
cussing, organizing activities or events for the child (e.g., visits, birthday parties,
etc.), helping the child in various activities (e.g., preparing a backpack, tidying up
their things, etc.), supervising the child without interacting, waiting for the child,
accompanying the child (e.g., to the doctor, etc.), helping the child with homework,
discussing with teachers or other adults in official roles for both school-related and
extracurricular activities, medicating the child or taking them to the doctor, out-

door activities.

* Paid work: it includes all time spent working in the paid sector in primary, sec-
ondary, and overtime jobs, including time spent working from home, as well as
time spent commuting to/from work. The definition matches that of (Gimenez-

Nadal and Sevillal,[2012).

Household work, Childcare and Paid work were measured in terms of average daily

11



hoursﬂ considering only activities declared as primary activities by the respondent. Im-
portantly, thanks to the structure of the TIMES project we observe both partners and can
measure - for each of the three categories- the time gap within each couple participat-
ing to the survey. In the following the GAP measure is always defined as the difference

between the time allocated by the woman and that allocated by the man.

2.4 Summary statistics

First, we present summary statistics on socio-demographic characteristics (section 2.3.1),
then on mental load variables (section 2.3.2), and lastly on time-use related variables

(section 2.3.3).

2.4.1 Summary statistics on socio-demographic characteristics

Table|l|reports mean difference tests for key demographic characteristics and measures
of time use between men and women in the sample. Several significant gender differ-
ences emerge. Women are significantly less likely to be employed than men (70.4% vs.
93.2%) and less likely to work full time (77.4% vs. 96.1%). There are no differences in

the likelihood of holding a college degree nor in the years of education.

Table 1: Mean difference tests between men and women in socio-demographics.

Women Mean Men Mean Diff StErr P-value

Employed 415 0.704 415 .981 -.277  .024 .000
Working full time (=1) 389 774 279 961 187 .024 .000
Education: college (=1) 415 0.393 415 .398 -.005 .034 .888
Years of education 421 14.348 411 14.492 -.144 .202 477
Tot. number of children 415 1.379 415 1.388 -.009 .041 .812

Note: The table reports mean differences between men and women in time use and socio-demographic characteristics.

Reported variables include: employment status (1 = employed), full-time work status (1 = full-time), college or higher
education (1 = yes), years of education, and the number of children. The variable “Working full-time” is based only on
employed individuals (407 men and 292 women), of whom 18 men and 13 women did not report whether they were

working full- or part-time.

5This aggregate is calculated by the formula: (5*weekday+2*weekend)/7
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2.4.2 Summary statistics on mental load variables

In this section, we provide the distribution of our mental load variables and summary
statistics of the sample.

Figure [l{reports the distribution of responses to the questions ”"Who is responsible for
the organization of household activities?” and ”Who is responsible for the organization of chil-
dren’s activities?” separately for women and men (both 415). A clear gendered pattern
emerges: women are significantly more likely to report being primarily responsible for
these tasks, while men are more likely to report their partner to be in charge. For both
household and children’s activities, around 40% of women report they are “mostly” re-
sponsible, with a high share also stating they are “exclusively” responsible. In contrast,
the majority of men report that these responsibilities are either shared equally or fall pri-
marily on their partner. The share of respondents selecting “in equal shares” is substan-
tial across genders, but is consistently higher among men, suggesting a perception gap:
while many men believe tasks are equally divided, women are more likely to see them-
selves as the main organizers. These differences are statistically significant, as shown by

the non-overlapping confidence intervals in several response categories.

Figure 1: Division of organization of household and children’s activities.

Who's responsible for the organization of the HH activities? Who's responsible for the organization of the children's activities?
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The histograms report the distribution of responses from women and men to the questions “Who is responsible for the
organization of household activities?” and “Who is responsible for the organization of children’s activities?” N=830, of which

415 women and 415 men.
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We measure the perceived gender gap in cognitive load in the domain of household
and childcare organization, focusing on the woman as the main organizer and using two
binary indicators. These variables take the value of 1 when women report themselves
as the main responsible, and when men report their partner as the main responsible.
In our sample, 54.7% of women state that they are primarily responsible for organiz-
ing household tasks, while 42.65% of men report that their partner holds this role. For
the organization of children’s activities, 45% of women report being the main organizer,
compared to 35.9% of men who attribute this responsibility to their partner. This sug-
gests a possible overestimation by women or underestimation by men, which points
to perceptual asymmetries in how organizational responsibilities are recognized within
couples.

While our analysis focuses on individual perceptions, having data from both part-
ners enables us to document how these perceptions diverge within the same couple.
Table [6]in Appendix A shows the joint distribution of responses to the question “Who is
responsible for the organization of household activities?” from both women and their male
partners. Only about 64% of couples provide matching answers (i.e., values along the
diagonal), while in 36% of cases, partners disagree. These discrepancies are not sym-
metric: in 27% of couples, women report greater responsibility than acknowledged by
their partner (upper triangle), while in only 9% of cases the opposite occurs (lower trian-
gle). A similar pattern appears for the organization of children’s activities, as shown in
Table[7]in Appendix A. Here, close to 70% of couples provide consistent responses, but
when disagreement arises, women again tend to perceive themselves as more responsi-
ble than their partner does. This indicates a systematic under-recognition of women’s
cognitive labor in the family domain. These findings highlight the limitations of relying
on a single respondent. The distribution of cognitive load is not only unequal, but also
differently perceived by each partner—revealing mental load as both a gendered and

often invisible dimension of domestic life.
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Figure 2: Satisfaction with How the Organization of Household and Childcare Activities

Is Shared.
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The boxplots display the distribution of satisfaction with the division of organizational responsibilities for household (on
the left) and children’s activities (on the right), separately for men and women. Satisfaction is measured on a scale from

0 to 100. N=830, of which 415 women and 415 men.

Figure [2| presents the distribution of satisfaction levels with the division of orga-
nizational responsibilities for household and children’s activities. On average, women
report lower satisfaction than men. This pattern is consistent with the earlier finding
that women are more likely to identify themselves as the main person responsible for
these tasks. The distribution of women’s responses is more dispersed and skewed to-
ward lower satisfaction levels, indicating greater heterogeneity in their experiences. In
contrast, men’s satisfaction is more concentrated toward the higher end of the scale, es-
pecially regarding the organization of household activities.

Figures 1| and |2 reveal an important pattern: although women disproportionately
report being the main organizers of both household and children’s activities, this cogni-
tive responsibility does not translate into higher satisfaction. On the contrary, women
report significantly lower satisfaction with the division of organizational tasks compared
to men (t-test, p-value=0.000). This suggests that the gendered distribution of cognitive
labor is not only unequal but also potentially burdensome, particularly for women. The
findings highlight a disconnect between responsibility and contentment, suggesting a

connection with the emotional costs associated with uneven cognitive load.
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Figure 3: How often do you think about the organization of household and children’s

activities while at work.
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The bar charts show the distribution of responses to the questions “How often do you think about the organization of
household activities while working?” and “How often do you think about the organization of children’s activities while working?”
among employed women and men. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale ranging from Never to Always.

N=699, of which 292 women and 407 men.

As an additional dimension of cognitive load, we construct a binary indicator for
mental load spillover, coded as 1 if respondents report thinking “very often” or “al-
ways” about the organization of household or childcare activities during their workday.
Figure [3| reports gender differences in the mental load associated with household and
childcare responsibilities during paid work hours. This measure is particularly informa-
tive, as it captures the boundaryless nature of mental load: individuals may not be able
to fully disconnect from unpaid responsibilities, potentially affecting their productivity
or influencing economic decisions (Vitellozzi et al.,|2025).

Figure[3|reveals striking gender disparities: women are significantly more likely than
men to report thinking about both household and childcare organization often, very of-
ten, or always while working. These differences are especially pronounced in the context
of children’s activities, where over 30% of women report thinking about them very of-
ten, compared to just 10% of men. More precisely, in our sample 41.10% of employed
women report frequently thinking about the organization of household activities while

at work, compared to only 9.58% of men. For childcare activities, 47.26% of women
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report doing so, versus 13.51% of men. These gender gaps are statistically significant

(p-value 0.000).

Table 2: Mean difference tests in feeling of fatigue and responsibility between men and

women.
Women Mean Men Mean Diff St Err P-value
Resp. children’s WB 415 86.048 415 83.012 3.036 1.118  .010
Resp. partner’s WB 415 74.393 415 78.805 -4.412 1.369 .002
Resp. execution 415 79.788 415 72.814 6.974 1.327 .000
Resp. family’s WB 415 77.532 415 79.538 -2.005 1.926  .017

Responsibility (mean) 415 79.441 415 78542 .898  1.049 .392

Fatigue children’s WB 415 57.998 415 50.938 7.06 2342  .003
Fatigue partner’s WB 415 50.359 415 49.188 1.171 2.138 .584

Fatigue execution 415 64.082 415 56.75 7.333 1.877 .000
Fatigue family’s WB 415 58.983 415 56.034 295 2173 175
Fatigue (mean) 415 57.855 415 53.227 4.628 1926  .017

Note:The table reports mean differences between men and women in perceived responsibility and fatigue. Each outcome
is measured on a scale from 0 to 100 with respect to four domains: children’s well-being, partner’s well-being, execution

of daily activities, and family’s overall well-being. The table also includes the average score across these four items.

Table [2| presents average scores for men and women on a set of items measuring
perceived responsibility and associated fatigue across different domains of family life.
Each item is scored on a 0-100 scale, and the table reports the mean values by gen-
der, along with mean differences and results from t-tests for equality of means. On the
four items capturing perceived responsibility—covering children’s well-being, partner’s
well-being, execution of daily activities, and overall family well-being—women report
significantly higher scores than men for children’s well-being and for the execution for
daily activities. By contrast, men report a higher score of responsibility for their partner
well-being of the overall family’s well-being, although not significantly different from
women.

Larger gender differences emerge on the fatigue-related items. Across all four di-
mensions, women report higher levels of fatigue than men, with statistically significant
differences for concerns about children’s well-being and the execution of daily activi-

ties. The overall fatigue index is also significantly higher among women. These findings
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suggest that emotional load is not only unequally distributed but also more intensely ex-
perienced by women, particularly in domains closely tied to caregiving and daily man-

agement.

2.4.3 Time use and socio-demographic variables

Table 3: Mean difference tests between men and women in time use

Women Mean Men Mean  Diff StErr P-value
Daily hours spent in HH work 415 2.549 415 .808 1.741 .101 .000

Daily hours spent in childcare 415 2.488 415 1.59 .898 112 .000
Daily hours spent in paid work 415 3.163 415 5.619 -2.455 .219 .000

Note:The table reports mean differences between men and women in time use. Reported variables include the average

daily hours spent on housework, childcare, and paid work measured as reported in Section 2.3.

Table [3|reports mean difference tests for measures of time use between men and women
in the sample. Time use variables show stark gender differences, in line with the pat-
tern documented in the literature based on Italian time use data (Barigozzi et al.,[2023).
Women spend significantly more time than men on unpaid domestic work. On average,
women spend over 3 hours per day on household tasks compared to less than 1 hour for
men, and nearly 4 hours per day on childcare compared to less than 2 hours for men.
Conversely, men report spending over 6 hours per day in paid work, while women report
only around 2.2 hours. These differences are statistically significant and underscore the
unequal division of labor within the household. They also align with gendered patterns

of responsibility and cognitive load, which are explored throughout the paper.

3 Mental load and time spent in household and childcare activ-
ities

To better understand how our mental load measures relate to each other and to time al-
location, we estimate bivariate associations between each dimension of mental load and

examine their associations both internally and with the considered time use indicators.
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3.1 Cognitive Load

Division of organization of household and children’s activities

In this section, we relate the probability that the respondent perceives the woman as the
main organizer of household and children activities to the time she/he allocates to the
respective time use category, as well as to the time use gap between partners. To this

purpose, we estimate the following linear probability models:

Woman main organizer HH activities; = o + f; GAP HH work;+

+B,Time spent HH work; + ¢;

Woman main organizer children’s activities; = By + 1 GAP childcare;+
(2)

+B,Time spent childcare; + €;

where Woman main organizer HH/Children’s activities; is a dummy variable defined as
follows: for women, it equals 1 if the respondent reported being the main person respon-
sible for organizing children’s or household activities (specifically for women answering
“Exclusively me” or "Mostly me”); for men, it equals 1 if the respondent reported their
partner as being the main person responsible for these activities (specifically for men
answering "Mostly my partner” or "Exclusively my partner”)ﬁ The childcare and house-
hold work gap is calculated as the difference between the time spent on these categories
of ativities by the woman and the time spent by the man measured in hours spent per
day. Control variables include the respondent’s employment status, educational level,
and the number of children.

Each linear probability model is estimated separately for women and men. We es-
timate three models. In Model 1, we examine the association between the organization
of children’s activities and household activities with the amount of time devoted to the
same activities and gaps in time allocation between partners. In Model 2, we include
both categories of activities as covariate in the regression. Lastly, in Model 3, we include

the control variables.

®More specifically, we draw on the following questions from the socio-economic questionnaire: “Who is

responsible for the organization of household/children’s activities? The possible answers are: "Exclusively me,”

”» o ”» o P

"Mostly me,” ”In equal share,” ”Mostly my partner,” and ”Exclusively my partner”.
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Figure 4: Organization of household and children’s activities and time allocation
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The reported dependent variable is a binary indicator defined as follows: for
women, it equals 1 if the respondent reports being the main person responsible for organizing household and children’s
activities (i.e., selects “Exclusively me” or “Mostly me”); for men, it equals 1 if the respondent reports that his partner
holds the main responsibility for these activities (i.e., selects “Mostly my partner” or “Exclusively my partner”). In the
sample, 54.7% of women report being the main organizer for household activities and 45% for children’s activities, while
42.6% of men report their partner as the main organizer for household activities and 35.9% of children’s activities. The
gap in household (HH) work and childcare is the difference in daily hours spent by women and men (mean HH work gap
= 1.74 hours; childcare gap = 2.05 hours). Women spend, on average, 2.54 hours/day on HH work and 2.48 hours/day
on childcare, while men spend 0.80 hours/day on HH work and 1.58 hours/day on childcare.

Full results from our estimations are reported in Table[9)of Appendix A. Figure [4]re-
ports the plots of the coefficients of the models and it shows that the higher the time-use
gap between woman and men, the higher is the probability that the woman is identified
as the main organizer. This pattern is maintained in both household and childcare ac-
tivities and is observed in the responses of both women and men. Importantly, this asso-
ciation remains robust across alternative model specifications, including the sequential
addition of control variables such as total number of children, employment status, and
educational level (Table[9]in Appendix A).

Among women, the larger the gap in time spent on a task compared to their partner,
the more likely they are to report themselves as the main organizer of both activities.
Among men, the larger the gap in favor of their partner’s time contribution, the more
likely they are to report that their partner is the main organizer. In both cases, percep-

tions of who holds cognitive responsibility within the couple appear to align closely with

20



the observed differences in time allocation. The association is particularly pronounced
for childcare, where organizational responsibility is more frequently attributed to the
woman as the time gap widens. These results indicate that the management and exe-
cution of unpaid household work often coincide. Moreover, they suggest that cognitive
responsibility is socially recognized within the couple, thereby reinforcing gendered pat-

terns of time use.

Satisfaction with the organization of household and children’s activities

We then focus on partners’ satisfaction with the division of the organization of house-
hold and children’s activities. In the first specification, we include a dummy for whether
the woman is the main organizer of these activities to capture the perceived respon-
sibility for planning and coordination, which may affect satisfaction independently of
actual time use. In subsequent models, we include time spent in these activities and
the gap in time allocation between partners to disentangle the effect of organizational
responsibility from that of taking on the practical burden of the tasks. This allows us
to separately assess how being responsible for organizing versus carrying out the tasks

influences satisfaction with their division. We estimate the following specifications:

Satisf. organization CHILD, = B + f; Woman_main_organizer CHILD; 3)
3

+ B, Time spent childcare; + 3 GAP childcare; + ¢;

Satisf. organization.HH; = f + f; Woman_main_organizer HH,

(4)
+ B, Time spent HH work; + 3 GAP HH work; + ¢;

Each model is estimated separately for women and men. The dependent variable ranges
from 0 to 100, with higher values indicating greater satisfactionm

We estimate four models. In Model 1, we include a binary variable indicating whether
the woman is the main person responsible for organizing the activity. This captures the
potential cognitive or managerial burden associated with being in charge of planning
and coordination. In Model 2, we add the number of hours spent on the activity to iso-
late the effect of time allocation from that of organizational responsibility. This allows us

to disentangle whether satisfaction is more closely linked to doing the task or managing

7Specifically, we refer to the question in the socio-economic questionnaire: “On a scale from 0 to 100,

how satisfied are you with the division of the organization of children’s/household activities?”
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it. In Model 3, we include the within-couple gap in time allocation, which reflects per-
ceived fairness or imbalance in contributions. Finally, Model 4 adds socio-demographic
controls (employment status, education, number of children) to account for observable

heterogeneity across households.

Figure 5: Satisfaction with organization of household and children’s activities

a) Women's satisfaction — HH division b) Women's satisfaction — Children division
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The dependent variables are satisfaction scales
(0-100) for the questions: "How satisfied are you with the division of the organization of HH activities?” (women mean
= 67.27; men mean = 75.55) and "How satisfied are you with the division of the organization of children’s activities?”
(women mean = 71.48; men mean = 77.40). The gap in household (HH) work and childcare is the difference in daily hours
spent by women and men (mean HH work gap = 1.74 hours; childcare gap = 2.05 hours). Women spend, on average,
2.54 hours/day on HH work and 2.48 hours/day on childcare, while men spend 0.80 hours/day on HH work and 1.58
hours/day on childcare. The reported estimates are for the four models in which we gradually include additional control

variables.

Full results from our estimations are reported in Table [10| of Appendix A. Figure
reports the plots of the coefficients of the models. Among women, there is a negative
association between being the main responsible for organizing household or children’s
activities and reported satisfaction. This association is particularly evident as the time-
use gap increases: when women spend substantially more time than their partner on un-
paid domestic or childcare tasks, satisfaction with the division of responsibilities tends
to be lower. In other words, both being the main organizer and spending more time on
unpaid work are associated with lower satisfaction for women.

For men, satisfaction with the organization of household activities tends to be posi-
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tively associated with their female partner being the main organizer. By contrast, their
satisfaction with the organization of children’s activities is positively related to the time
they spent in childcare.

These patterns highlight the gendered asymmetries in how organizational responsi-
bility and time dedicated to household chores and childcare shape satisfaction. These
associations remain robust across alternative model specifications, including the sequen-
tial addition of control variables such as total number of children, employment status,

and educational level (Table[10]in Appendix A).

Thinking about the organization of household and children’s activities

Lastly, we investigate the third dimension of cognitive load: its spillover into the work-
place. Specifically, we study how often individuals report thinking “very often” or “al-
ways” about the organization of household and childcare activities while at work. As
formalized in Equations [5|and [6} we estimate four nested models to examine the corre-

lates of this mental preoccupation.

Think about HH activities; = f + f; Woman main organizer HH; + ¢; (5)

Think about childcare; = fy + f; Woman main organizer childcare; +¢; (6)

We begin by analyzing the association between thinking about domestic organization
during work hours and being the main person responsible for such organization. This
captures the boundaryless nature of mental load—the extent to which organizational
responsibilities spill beyond the home and into paid work contexts. To this end, we only
include in this analysis respondents who report to have a job. Specifically, the sample
includes 70.3% (N=292/415) working women and 98.07% (N=407/415) working men.
In Model 1, we include only the indicator for being (or, for men, having a partner
who is) the main organizer of household or childcare tasks. In Model 2, we add time
spent on the relevant unpaid task and in paid work. This allows us to assess whether the
correlation between organizational responsibility and spillover remains after accounting
for actual time investments. In Model 3, we add the within-couple time gap in unpaid
work, which may reflect imbalances in task-sharing and influence stress or perceived
fairness. Finally, Model 4 includes standard socio-demographic controls (number of

children, education, employment status).
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Figure 6: Thinking about the organization of children’s and HH activities at work
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The models are estimated on respondents who self-report to have a job (70.3%
(N=292/415) working women and 98.07% (N=408/415) working men.) The dependent variable is a binary indicator
equal to 1 if the respondent reports thinking “very often” or “always” about the organization of household or children’s
activities while at work. In the sample, 41.1% of women report frequent thoughts about household organization at work,
and 47% do so for childcare. Among men, the corresponding shares are 9.58% and 13.5%, respectively. The gap in
household (HH) work and childcare is the difference in daily hours spent by women and men (mean HH work gap =
1.74 hours; childcare gap = 2.05 hours). Women spend, on average, 2.54 hours/day on HH work and 2.48 hours/day on
childcare, while men spend 0.80 hours/day on HH work and 1.58 hours/day on childcare.

Full results from our estimations are reported in Table [l 1{of Appendix A. As shown
in Figure 6, women who report being the main organizer of household activities (Panel
a) or childcare (Panel b) are also more likely to report thinking “very often” or “always”
about these responsibilities during their workday. Among men, those who report that
their partner is the main organizer (Panel ¢ and d) are, on average, less likely to report
thinking frequently about organizational responsibilities at work, although this relation-
ship is not statistically significant. Conversely, the more time men spend on household
work, the more likely they are to report thinking about household organization while
working (Panel c), suggesting a potential experiential component to the mental load for
men. This association remains robust across alternative model specifications, including
the sequential addition of control variables such as total number of children, employ-
ment status, and educational level (Table[11]in Appendix A).

These patterns highlights the risk that mental load generates negative spillovers on

productivity and engagement at work—particularly for women—by taxing cognitive re-
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sources during paid work hours. Organizational responsibility does not end with ini-
tial planning; it requires sustained mental effort to monitor whether tasks are being
executed properly, anticipate potential disruptions, and adjust plans as needed. This
ongoing, invisible process of tracking and re-planning can fragment attention, increase
stress, diminish availability for demanding work-related tasks, and reduce productivity
(Ofter,[2014} Dean et al.,[2022} [Vitellozzi et al.,[2025).

Notably, the effort involved in organizing family tasks and the time spent carrying
them out are complementary. Our analysis shows that women who report being the
primary organizers also devote more time than their partners to household and child-
care tasks. Moving to double-earner couples, the cognitive burden operates alongside
the well-documented “second shift” (Hochschild and Machung, 2012), wherein working
women disproportionately shoulder the demands of domestic labor after formal work
hours. Empirical evidence consistently confirms that women spend more time on unpaid
domestic tasks than men, even in dual-earner households (Bittman et al.|2003jGimenez-
Nadal and Sevilla[2012} Barigozzi et al.|2023;Ferrant et al.[2014). Mental load intensifies
this inequality by extending the burden into cognitive space, creating a double strain of

time and attention.

3.2 Emotional Load

In this section, we explore the associationbetween perceived emotional load, satisfaction
with the division of the organization of household and childcare responsibilities, and
the time devoted to these activities.

To measure emotional load, we rely on four items from the socio-economic question-
naire in which respondents report how often they feel exhausted when thinking about:
(i) their children’s well-being, (ii) their partner’s well-being, (iii) their family’s overall
well-being, and (iv) the execution of daily tasks. We take the average of these items
to construct a summary measure of emotional fatigue, which serves as our dependent
variable.

We are particularly interested in whether emotional fatigue is correlated with dis-
satisfaction over how organizational responsibilities are divided within the household.
Satisfaction is interpreted here as a proxy for whether the organizational burden is per-
ceived as fair or sustainable—thus potentially indicating whether cognitive responsibil-

ities translate into emotional strain.
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We estimate the following regression:

Fatigue; = By + ; Satisf_HH;+ )
7
+ B,Satisf CHILD; + €;

In Model 1, we examine the correlation between satisfaction with the division of orga-
nizational responsibilities and emotional fatigue. In Model 2, we add time allocation
variables—hours spent on household and childcare tasks, as well as time in paid work.
This allows us to distinguish between emotional strain that stems from perceived orga-
nizational responsibility (cognitive load) and that which may be driven by the physical

time demands of task execution. Model 3 includes standard socio-demographic controls.

Figure 7: Feeling of fatigue and satisfaction with organization of children’s and HH

activities
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The feeling of fatigue is measured as the mean of four variables measuring, on
a scale from 0 to 100, the level of fatigue for four dimensions: children’s well-being; partner’s well-being; execution
of daily activities; and overall family’s well-being (women mean = 60.3; men mean = 57). Control variables include a
satisfaction scale ranging from 0 to 100 of the division of the organization of household and children’s activities; the time
spent on average in housework and childcare (women spend, on average, 2.84 hours/day on HH work and 3.06 hours/day
on childcare, while men spend 0.78 hours/day on HH work and 1.64 hours/day on childcare); the average time spent in
paid work; the employment status of the respondent; the total number of children; whether the respondent has a college
degree or not; and the region of residence. The reported estimates are for the four models in which we gradually include

additional control variables.
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Full results from our estimations are reported in Table [12| of Appendix A. Figure
shows the associations between perceived emotional fatigue and a set of key predictors,
separately for women (Panel a) and men (Panel b). The feeling of fatigue is measured as
the average of four items related to concern for children, partner, family, and daily tasks.
The models progressively add controls for time use and socio-demographics.

For women, emotional fatigue is strongly and negatively associated with satisfaction
regarding the organization of both household and children’s activities. This relationship
is robust across all three models and suggests that women who are less satisfied with
how these tasks are organized report significantly higher levels of fatigue. Time use
variables also play a role. The amount of time women spend in childcare is positively
associated with emotional fatigue, even after controlling for satisfaction. This indicates
that the actual burden of execution (the physical component of unpaid labor) contributes
to emotional strain beyond cognitive or organizational responsibilities. Time spent in
paid work also correlates positively with emotional fatigue, highlighting the potential
cumulative toll of balancing professional and unpaid domestic responsibilities.

For men, the patterns are generally weaker and less statistically significant. While
satisfaction with the division of household and childcare organization is negatively as-
sociated with emotional fatigue in Model 1, these associations attenuate as time use and
controls are added. Moreover, none of the time use variables show strong or consis-
tent correlations with men’s emotional fatigue. This suggests that men may be less af-
fected—emotionally and cognitively—by the way unpaid responsibilities are organized
and executed within the household, at least as captured by this set of measures.

Importantly, this association remains robust across alternative model specifications,
including the sequential addition of control variables such as the number of children,
the educational level, and the employment status (Table[12]in Appendix A).

Taken together with our earlier findings on cognitive labor, these results highlight
the importance of jointly measuring both the emotional and cognitive dimensions of
mental load. While cognitive load captures the burden of planning, monitoring, and
coordinating family activities, emotional load reflects the psychological toll of caring
and concern—particularly when individuals feel unsupported or dissatisfied with how
managing tasks are shared. The gendered pattern we observe—where both the mental
planning and emotional strain are disproportionately borne by women—reinforces the

notion that mental load is multifaceted and cumulative. Capturing these distinct but in-
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terrelated aspects is essential for a fuller understanding of how unpaid labor contributes

to gender inequality in both the private and professional spheres.

3.3 Focus on working women

Understanding how mental load manifests among working women is particularly im-
portant, as they must navigate the dual demands of paid work and unpaid domestic
responsibilities. To this end, we replicate all the analyses presented in previous sections,
restricting the sample to employed women. Full results are reported in Tables
and[15]in Appendix A. In this section, we summarize the most relevant trends.

When comparing the key indicators between employed and non-employed women
(see Table[8]in Appendix A), clear and substantial differences emerge in the distribution
of organizational responsibility. Non-employed women are far more likely to identify
themselves as the main organizer of both household and childcare tasks: 74% versus
47% for household work, and 71% versus 34% for childcare. These differences are large
and statistically significant at the 1% level, pointing to a meaningful reallocation of
cognitive duties when women engage in paid employment.

However, this shift in responsibility is not matched by a clear increase in satisfaction
with how planning tasks are shared. Employed women report slightly lower satisfaction
levels—between 2.5 and 4.3 points lower on a 0-100 scale—but these differences are
only marginally significant. This suggests that a reduced role in organizing tasks does
not necessarily lead to a stronger perception of fairness or balance within the household.

Emotional fatigue remains largely stable across employment status. Although non-
employed women report slightly higher levels of emotional strain, the difference (2.4
points) is small and not statistically significant. This indicates that, unlike cognitive

load, emotional burdens appear less responsive to shifts in time use or task delegation.

Cognitive load

We now turn to the relationship between time-use gaps and perceived cognitive respon-
sibility, replicating the analysis from Section [3.1|while restricting the sample to women
and accounting for employment status. Full results are presented in Tables [13|and
and illustrated in Figures[8|and[9]in Appendix A.

Across both employed and non-employed women, we observe a positive association

between time-use gaps and the probability of being identified as the main organizer of
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household activities. However, this relationship is stronger among employed women.
As the time-use gap increases—i.e., as the woman spends more time than her partner
on domestic work—the likelihood that she reports being the main organizer rises more
steeply. This sharper alignment may reflect the greater salience or perceived burden of
planning when time is scarce and competing demands from paid work are present.

Among non-employed women, the association is weaker, suggesting that time spent
on domestic tasks is less strongly tied to perceptions of organizational responsibility in
the absence of paid work.

A similar dynamic is observed when considering satisfaction with the division of
organizational tasks. In both groups, satisfaction tends to decrease as the time-use gap
grows, but this decline is more marked among employed women—particularly for child-
care responsibilities. This pattern suggests that time imbalances may be more frustrating
for those juggling paid work, while non-employed women may experience or interpret
these imbalances with more flexibility or acceptance.

Overall, these findings indicate that employment status conditions how time inputs
are translated into both perceived responsibility and satisfaction. The alignment be-
tween time spent and perceived cognitive responsibility appears stronger—and its con-

sequences more pronounced—among women who are also engaged in paid work.

Emotional load

We now examine the determinants of emotional fatigue, comparing employed and non-
employed women. Full results are presented in Table[15]and illustrated in Figure [L0]in
Appendix A.

While average levels of emotional fatigue are similar across the two groups, the fac-
tors associated with this burden differ depending on employment status. Among em-
ployed women, emotional fatigue is significantly associated with dissatisfaction regard-
ing the organization of household activities, suggesting that poor coordination of do-
mestic responsibilities contributes to emotional strain when combined with paid work.
By contrast, dissatisfaction with the organization of children’s activities does not show a
significant link to emotional fatigue in this group.

Among non-employed women, the pattern is reversed. Emotional fatigue is more
strongly linked to dissatisfaction with childcare planning, while the association with

household task coordination is weaker and not statistically significant. This may reflect
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the centrality of caregiving tasks in the daily routines of women not engaged in paid
employment, making disorganization in this domain more emotionally taxing.

To sum up, although working women tend to share organizational duties more equally
with their partners compared to non-employed women, this shift does not translate into
greater satisfaction. In fact, employed women appear more sensitive to imbalances in
time use and planning responsibilities, particularly in the domain of childcare. This
suggests that for women juggling work and family, unequal distribution of organiza-
tional tasks is a significant source of dissatisfaction—possibly because they expect not
only help in performing tasks, but also greater involvement from their partners in plan-

ning and managing them.

3.4 The source of mental load: time spent or within couple time-gap?

The distinction between absolute time and the within-couple time gap is conceptually
relevant for understanding mental load. Absolute time captures the executional bur-
den—the physical hours spent on unpaid work—which might intuitively link to mental
strain. However, the time gap reflects inequality or imbalance, which is central to men-
tal load as a relational and gendered experience. A woman may spend many hours on
childcare, but it is the fact that she does more than her partner that signals dispropor-
tionate cognitive responsibility and potentially affects well-being and satisfaction. Both
dimensions—burden and imbalance—contribute to the lived experience of mental load
and thus must be considered jointly in empirical analyses.

Based on the regression results of Section 3.1 displayed in Table [9)in Appendix A,
Tables[4and 5| present F-tests assessing the relationship between self-reported organiza-
tional responsibility (i.e., being the main organizer of household or children’s activities)
and the two key dimensions of time use: (i) the absolute time spent on the activity and
(ii) the gender gap in time use between partners.

To interpret the outcome of the test, it is useful to rewrite the models estimated in
Section 3.1 with a general notation encompassing both types of activities, but differenti-

ating the models for female and males respondents. For the female sample we have:

Woman main organizer; = 8y + 1 (woman time; —man time; )+

+fp,woman time; + €;
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While for the male sample the model becomes:

Woman main organizer; = 8y + 1 (woman time; —man time; )+
9)

+foman time; + €;

Consider Table 4| first. For women, the gender gap in household work is significantly as-
sociated with being the main organizer (Model 1 and 2 - HP2), but the woman’s own absolute
time spent is not (HP1). This suggests that women’s perception of organizational responsibility
is shaped more by how much more they do relative to their partner than by how much time they
spend per se. For female respondents, HP3 corresponds to the assumption that only the man’s
time matters, for the mental load of the woman, and this hypothesis is strongly rejected.

For men, both the absolute time spent in household work (Model 1 and 2 - HP1) and the time
gap significantly predict whether men report their partner as the main organizer. This indicates
that men interpret cognitive responsibility through both lenses—how much they do as well as
how unequally it is shared. For males respondents HP3 corresponds to the assumption that only

woman’s time matter, and this is strongly rejected.

Table 4: Hypotheses testing - organization with division of HH activities and time allo-

cation
Model1 Model 2 Model 3
Female sample Prob>F Prob>F Prob>F
HP 1: Time spent in HH work (8,) = 0 0.8644  0.7384 0.8452

HP 2: Gap in HH work (1) =0 0.0140 0.0360 0.1271

HP 3: Gap in HH work (;) = — Time spent in HH work ()  0.0000 0.0000 0.0040

Male sample Prob>F Prob>F Prob>F
HP 1: Time spent in HH work (8,) =0 0.0375 0.0509 0.1002
HP 2: Gap in HH work (,) =0 0.0000 0.0001 0.0001

HP 3: Gap in HH work ($;) = Time spent in HH work (f;) 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001

Table |5| mirrors the analysis for children’s activities and confirms a similar pattern. For
women, in all models, the gender gap in childcare is the significant predictor of perceived or-
ganizational responsibility, while their own time spent in childcare is not. This pattern supports
the idea that relative contributions, not just workload, shape perceptions of mental load. HP3 is
not rejected in Model 3, providing some indication that the man time dedicated to childcare can
be a driving force diminishing the woman mental load.

For men, the greater time in childcare gap strongly correlates with men identifying their
partner as the main organizer, whereas the absolute own time does not contribute to the mental

load of their female partner. HP3 that only the woman time matters is again rejected.
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Table 5: Hypotheses testing - organization with division of children’s activities and time

allocation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Female sample Prob>F Prob>F Prob>F
HP 1: Time spent in childcare (f;) = 0 0.5332 0.4787 0.2257
HP 2: Gap in childcare (;) =0 0.0012 0.0028 0.0077
HP 3: Gap in childcare (1) = — Time spent in childcare (f;) 0.0013 0.0052 0.1134
Male sample Prob>F Prob>F Prob>F
HP 1: Time spent in childcare (f;) = 0 0.6915 0.7297 0.6545
HP 2: Gap in childcare () =0 0.0002 0.0007 0.0007

HP 3: Gap in childcare () = Time spent in childcare (5;) 0.0031 0.0082 0.0096

4 Mental Load: the State of the Art

While the concept of mental load has gained increasing attention across disciplines, its empirical
measurement remains inconsistent and fragmented. A growing body of work has begun to define
and quantify this form of invisible labor, yet existing approaches vary significantly in terms of
definition, operationalization, and scalability.

Early contributions, such asDaminger|(2019), offer a rich qualitative framework that identi-
fies mental load as composed of anticipation, planning, decision-making, and monitoring. How-
ever, her method, based on in-depth interviews with heterosexual couples, remains exploratory
and non-scalable, lacking a standardized survey tool for broader implementation. Wayne et al.
(2023) develop a structured and validated 9-item scale to measure what they term invisible fam-
ily load, disaggregated into managerial, cognitive, and emotional dimensions. Their instrument
is modular and suitable for survey use, and importantly, it includes emotional labor explicitly.
Nonetheless, their data is collected from only one respondent per household, limiting the ability
to compare perceptions within couples -a central feature of our approach.

Dean et al.| (2022) offer a conceptual contribution, advocating for a redefinition of mental
load that explicitly includes both cognitive and emotional labor. They highlight the invisible,
enduring, and boundaryless nature of this form of work and suggest its integration into time-
use surveys. However, their work is theoretical and does not propose a directly implementable
empirical strategy. In contrast,|Offer|(2014) uses an experience sampling method to track mental
labor in real time across different life domains. While this provides valuable insights on gendered
spillovers between work and family, the method is intensive, open-ended, and difficult to scale
for use in large, general-purpose surveys.

Haupt and Gelbgiser|(2024) use existing time-use retrospective questions from the Genera-
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tions and Gender Survey (GGS) as proxies for cognitive household labor. Their approach inno-
vatively links mental load to family—work conflict but does so using indirect attribution, rather
than directly capturing individuals’ perceptions of mental effort and planning responsibilities.

Finally, |Vitellozzi et al.| (2025) take an experimental approach, priming mental load via
videos and time diariesﬁ to measure its impact on productivity in low-income areas in Kenya.
While their study provides valuable insights into the economic consequences of mental load, it
is designed for experimental contexts and not intended for generalizable survey use.

Our contribution differs from previous research along several key dimensions.

From a conceptual point of view, we define mental load as the cognitive and emotional pre-
occupations related to organizing, anticipating, and coordinating household tasks, integrating
both instrumental and affective components.

We implement a new set of structured survey items that ask both partners in a couple who is
responsible for thinking about and planning recurring domestic activities. This dual-perspective
approach allows us to quantify intra-household divergences in mental load attribution. In other
words, by combining self- and partner-reported data, our framework enables the study of percep-
tion gaps in the attribution of invisible labor—a novel angle largely absent in existing quantitative
literature.

Our instrument is designed to be modular and easily integrated into existing survey infras-
tructure. In contrast to qualitative interviews or experience sampling, our method is replicable
and suitable for large-scale population studies.

In summary, while previous research has deepened our understanding of mental load, this
paper introduces a scalable, survey-ready tool that captures both the cognitive and emotional di-
mensions of mental load from the perspective of both partners in a couple. This dual-respondent
structure opens new avenues for studying how mental load is perceived, distributed, and justi-
fied within families.

This study represents an initial step toward analyzing the important and often overlooked
dimension of gender inequality in mental load. In the present paper, we make only partial use of
the rich information collected from both partners. Specifically, among the explanatory variables,
we focus on gender gaps in time use measured at the couple level. The important issue of po-
tential tensions between partners in managing family responsibilities—along with discrepancies
in their perceptions of the division of labor and the associated burden—falls outside the main
scope of this analysis. An anticipation in this direction is provided in Appendix A; on this point,

see also our discussion in the concluding section.

8Time use data were collected through 24-hour recall diaries administered during the interview, using

a module adapted from the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) (Alkire et al.,|2013).
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5 Conclusion

This paper offers a novel analysis of mental load within families leveraging a unique dataset
that includes both partners in 415 heterosexual couples with children under 11. Drawing on
recent theoretical developments, we distinguish between cognitive and emotional dimensions of
mental load and propose original indicators to capture them through self-reported perceptions
of organizational responsibility, emotional fatigue, and cognitive spillovers into the workplace.

Our findings highlight clear gender asymmetries across all dimensions. Both women and
men are more likely to report that, in their couple, the female partner bears primary responsi-
bility for organizing household and childcare activities. Women express lower satisfaction with
the division of this responsibility and report higher levels of emotional fatigue. They are also
substantially more likely than men to think about the organization of unpaid work while at their
paid job, shedding light on the “boundarylessness” of cognitive labor. These patterns are con-
sistent across multiple indicators and reflect both the gendered allocation of responsibilities and
the invisible nature of mental load. Our results inform the policy debate on how integrating
cognitive dimensions into measures of unpaid labor can be crucial to fully capturing the scope
and persistence of gender inequality.

Our analysis shows that women who report being the primary organizers also spend more
time than their partners on household and childcare tasks. In other words, when women spend
significantly more time than their partners on household and childcare tasks, they also bear
greater organizational responsibilities. In this respect, our study suggests that the gender gap
in unpaid work—measured through time use—can serve as a proxy indicator of cognitive load.
Researchers working with time use data can therefore reasonably infer that larger gender gaps
in unpaid work correspond to higher levels of cognitive load borne by women.

Importantly, our dyadic data allow us to compare male and female reports within the same
couple, showing that partners frequently diverge in their perceptions of who is responsible for
organizing unpaid work. These discrepancies provide compelling descriptive evidence of how
mental load is not only unequally distributed, but also unequally recognized. In this respect,
our paper complements recent work on the quality of partner relationships within households.
Roman and Rodriguez|(2023) investigate how having children affects couples’ relationship qual-
ity. Using a novel measure, they document a sharp and lasting decline in relationship quality
immediately after childbirth. They attribute this effect to increased household specialization, as
traditional gender-based roles tend to re-emerge after birth, regardless of the pre-existing divi-
sion of tasks. Our findings suggest that part of this decline may stem from male partners’ lack of
awareness of the cognitive and emotional burdens experienced by mothers, which, in turn, may
contribute to increased tension within the couple. In future work, we aim to provide a deeper
understanding of how mismatched perceptions and expectations may contribute to household

conflict and (dis)satisfaction.
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Our results indicate that inequality within couples is multidimensional, with interlocking
disparities that mutually reinforce one another. Relational asymmetries—ranging from the del-
egation of organizational tasks to the unequal burden of execution—contribute to women’s emo-
tional exhaustion and may spill over into their professional lives, affecting their labor market
outcomes. These cognitive spillovers add a further dimension to the disadvantages women face
in the labor market—one that has largely been overlooked. It is well established that employers
often anticipate reduced working hours from women after motherhood. Our findings suggest
that employers may also perceive mothers as less effective workers, even when they maintain
their labor supply, due to the cognitive and emotional burdens associated with family responsi-
bilities. This perception extends the impact of unpaid care work beyond labor supply, shaping
further employer expectations and hiring behavior, and thereby possibly reinforcing gender dis-
parities on the demand side of the labor market.

The words of Lord Kelvin—“When you can measure what you are speaking about, and express it
in numbers, you know something about it; but when you cannot measure it, when you cannot express it
in numbers, your knowledge is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind”—capture why mental load has
long been disregarded. What cannot be measured is easily dismissed, even when its burden is
deeply felt by those who carry it.

Our work gives form and visibility to a hidden burden that disproportionately affects women,
whether or not they are in paid employment. Naming and measuring mental load is a necessary
first step. Only by recognizing it as real and consequential can we begin to see it as another layer
of inequality—often invisible, but deeply felt.

This recognition opens new avenues for policy design, particularly around work-life reconcil-
iation, caregiving support, and gender-sensitive organizational practices. Future research could
build on our indicators to assess the effectiveness of such interventions—not only in reducing the
time devoted to unpaid work, but also in alleviating its cognitive and emotional load. However,
what happens within the home—the division of unpaid work and the sharing of organizational
responsibilities—is not easily shaped by policy. Moreover, work-family reconciliation measures
do not necessarily help women break free from traditional gender roles as primary caregivers
and guardians of family well-being. The only lasting remedy lies in cultural change: disman-
tling gender norms and enabling couples to share all parenting, domestic, and organizational

responsibilities equally.
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Appendices

Appendix A

In this Appendix, we report additional estimations not included in the main text and the tables

with full estimates presented in the paper.

Table 6: Perception of division of the organization of household activities

Respondent / Partner Exclusively Mostly = Both ~ Mostly Exclusively = Total
Mother Mother equally Father Father

Exclusively mother 22 27 14 1 0 64
(5.30) (6.51)  (3.37) (0.24) (0.00) (15.42)
Mostly mother 4 94 60 5 0 163
(0.96) (22.65) (14.46) (1.20) (0.00) (39.28)
Both equally 1 25 148 0 0 174
(0.24) (6.02) (35.66) (0.00) (0.00) (41.93)
Mostly father 0 4 4 4 1 13
(0.00) (0.96)  (0.96) (0.96) (0.24) (3.13)
Exclusively father 0 0 1 0 0 1
(0.00) (0.00)  (0.24) (0.00) (0.00) (0.24)
Total 27 150 227 10 1 415

(6.51) (36.14) (54.70) (2.41) (0.24)  (100.00)

Notes: Frequencies are shown on the first row of each cell; percentages (of the total sample) are in parentheses below.

Columns represent the partner’s responses; rows represent the female respondent’s self-assessment. Diagonal cells in-
dicate agreement between partners on who is primarily responsible for the organization of household activities. The

female respondent’s answer is used as the benchmark and compared with her partner’s perception.
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Table 7: Perception of division of the organization of children’s activities

Respondent / Partner Exclusively Mostly =~ Both ~ Mostly Exclusively = Total
Mother Mother equally Father Father

Exclusively mother 9 7 4 1 0 21
(2.17) (1.69)  (0.96)  (0.24) (0.00) (5.06)
Mostly mother 3 99 60 4 0 166
(0.72) (23.86) (14.46) (0.96) (0.00) (40.00)
Both equally 0 30 181 8 0 219
(0.00) (7.23)  (43.61) (1.93) (0.00) (52.77)
Mostly father 0 1 4 1 1 7
(0.00) (0.24)  (0.96)  (0.24) (0.24) (1.69)
Exclusively father 0 0 2 0 0 2
(0.00) (0.00)  (0.48)  (0.00) (0.00) (0.48)
Total 12 137 251 14 1 415

(2.89) (33.01) (60.48) (3.37) (0.24)  (100.00)

Notes: Frequencies are shown on the first row of each cell; percentages (of the total sample) are in parentheses below.

Columns represent the partner’s responses; rows represent the female respondent’s self-assessment. Diagonal cells indi-
cate agreement between partners on who is primarily responsible for the organization of children’s activities. The female

respondent’s answer is used as the benchmark and compared with her partner’s perception.

Table 8: Mean difference tests in mental load variables between working and non-

working women

Unemp. Mean Employed Mean  Dif StErr P-value

Responsible organization HH activities 123 0.740 292 466 274 .052 .000
Responsible organization children’s activities 123 0.708 292 .343 365  .051 .000
Satisfaction division of organization of HH activities 123 70.512 292 65.907 2.502 1.85 .067
Satisfaction division of organization of children’s activities 123 74.529 292 70.202 4.327 2.288  .060
Feeling of fatigue (emotional load) 123 59.541 292 57.145 2.395 292 413
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Figure 8: Woman main organizer of HH activities and time allocation - working vs non-
working women

a) HH Activities — Employed Women c) Children Activities — Employed Women
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Notes: The variable of interest is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the respondent reports being the main responsible for

the organization of HH activities. In our sample, 56.5% of unemployed women and 43.5% of employed women report
being the main organizer of HH activities.
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Figure 9: Satisfaction with the organization of HH and children’s activities - working vs

non-working women

a) HH division — Employed Women b) HH division — Unemployed Women
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The dependent variable is a satisfaction scale
(0-100) for the question: "How satisfied are you with the division of the organization of children’s activities?” (employed

women mean = 64.06; unemployed women mean = 64.7).
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Figure 10: Emotional load - working vs non-working women

a) Emotional load — Employed Women b) Emotional load — Unemployed Women
o _exix
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Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The feeling of fatigue is measured as the
average score of four variables assessing fatigue across different dimensions: children’s well-being, partner’s well-being,
execution of daily activities, and overall family well-being, all measured on a scale from 0 to 100 (employed women

mean = 59.2; unemployed women mean = 61.5).
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Table 12: Gender differences: feeling of fatigue

Women

1 )

3)

Mean feeling of fatigue

Men
(1) (2)

(3)

Mean feeling of fatigue

Satisfaction - CHILD -0.237%*  -0.230** -0.112 -0.455%%  -0.4397%*  -0.355**
(2.70) (2.60) (1.15) (3.84) (3.66) (2.81)
Satisfaction - HH -0.232*%*  -0.238** -0.232* -0.070 -0.078 -0.040
(2.80) (2.83) (2.59) (0.67) (0.73) (0.34)
Hours spent in HH work -0.266 0.293 0.870 1.116
(0.39) (0.43) (0.61) (0.80)
Hours spent in childcare -0.234 -0.457 -0.846 -0.641
(0.40) (0.77) (0.84) (0.65)
Hours spent in paid work -0.805 -0.495 -0.463 -0.392
(1.80) (1.03) (1.05) (0.93)
Unemployed 0 0
() ()
Full time -4.066 7.670
(1.23) (1.50)
Part time -0.409 23.38**
(0.10) (2.98)
Total Number of Children 12.99%%* 14.39***
(7.82) (6.99)
College Degree or more 7.303** 0.665
(2.98) (0.26)
Constant 90.44*%*  94.18%*  64.83*** | 93. 71 96.29*  58.02***
(23.89) (19.42) (9.64) (15.33) (14.16) (5.88)
Observations 415 415 415 | 415 415 415

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The feeling of fatigue is measured as the mean of

four variables measuring, on a scale from 0 to 100, the level of fatigue for four dimen-

sions: children’s well-being; partner’s well-being; execution of daily activities; and overall

family’s well-being (women mean = 60.3; men mean = 57). Column (1) includes the lev-

els of satisfaction with the division of household and children’s activities. Column (2) adds

the HH work gap, the respondent’s hours spent on HH work, the childcare gap and hours

spent on childcare. Column (3) further includes controls for employment status (employed

= 1), number of children, and a dummy for having a university degree or higher. The same

model specifications apply to the male sample.
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Table 15: Feeling of fatigue: employed vs.

unemployed women

Employed Women Unemployed Women
1) (2) 3) (1) (2) 3)
Mean feeling of fatigue Mean feeling of fatigue
Satisfaction — Child -0.164 -0.153 -0.056 -0.525%%  -0.527** -0.313
(1.71) (1.56) (0.50) (2.80) (2.69) (1.59)
Satisfaction - HH -0.321%%*  -0.325"**  -0.302** 0.056 0.063 0.021
(3.51) (3.49) (2.84) (0.31) (0.35) (0.13)
Hours in HH work 0.043 0.545 -0.973 0.099
(0.05) (0.58) (0.94) (0.10)
Hours in childcare -0.192 -0.921 -0.077 0.794
(0.24) (1.13) (0.09) (0.85)
Hours in paid work -0.601 -0.492 -0.586 0.101
(1.16) (0.98) (0.43) (0.07)
Part time 4.178
(0.47)
Total number of children 11.64*** 16.54***
(5.52) (5.41)
College degree or more 7.151% 7.724
(2.36) (1.98)
Constant 89.83*** 92.21*** 63.70%%F | 94.71***  98.38%**  53.71%*
(21.55) (15.63) (5.58) (10.99) (10.90) (4.11)
Observations 292 292 292 123 123 123

Note: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.10. The feeling of fatigue is measured as the mean of
four variables measuring, on a scale from 0 to 100, the level of fatigue for four dimensions:
children’s well-being; partner’s well-being; execution of daily activities; and overall fam-
ily’s well-being (employed women mean = 54.93; unemployed women mean = 58.77). Col-
umn (1) includes the levels of satisfaction with the division of household and children’s ac-
tivities. Column (2) adds the HH work gap, the respondent’s hours spent on HH work, the
childcare gap, and hours spent on childcare. Column (3) further includes controls for em-
ployment status (employed = 1), number of children, and a dummy for having a university

degree or higher. The same model specifications apply to the unemployed women sample.
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Appendix B

In this section we report an English translation of the exact questions used to measure Mental
Load taken from the socio-economic questionnaire filled by the participants. The questionnaire

was administered in Italian using a CAWI methodology.

Measuring Mental Load

The following questions concern the organization of family life. The organizational work of daily
family life includes both the planning of domestic tasks (e.g., thinking about what to cook for
dinner, what to buy at the supermarket, when to do the laundry, etc.) and the management of
children’s activities (e.g., remembering doctor’s appointments, organizing their social life, en-
rolling them in summer camps, etc.). Note that “organizing” differs from “executing” domestic

and family tasks, and that these roles can be carried out by different people.

Questions

Question 1-5 referred to socio-demographic and household composition.

Question 6: Thinking about your household (Select only one answer per row)

Exclusively Mostly Shared Mostly my Exclusively

me me equally  partner my partner
Who is responsible for organizing [] [] [] [] []
household tasks?
Who is responsible for organizing [] [] [] [] []

activities related to co-residing children?

Question 7: (Asked only to those who are employed) Considering the family organization tasks you
usually perform, how often do you think about them during a typical workday? (Select only one

answer per row)

Never Occasionally Often Very often Constantly

Organization of household tasks [] [] [] [] []

Organization of childcare activities [] [] [] [] []
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From this point on, for some questions, you will see a slider like this:

0 ] 100

Figure 11

Please use the slider to indicate a value between 0 and 100, according to your answer.

Question 8: How satisfied are you with the following? (0 = Not at all, 100 = Completely)
* Division of responsibility for organizing household tasks

* Division of responsibility for organizing childcare activities

Question 9: Regardless of how many and which organizing tasks you are responsible for, how

responsible do you feel for the following? (0 = Not at all, 100 = Completely)
* Well-being of co-residing children
* Well-being of your partner
* Execution of daily life tasks

* Maintaining balance within the family

Question 10: For each area of responsibility listed below, indicate how much it causes you fatigue

and/or stress (0 = Not at all, 100 = Completely)
* Well-being of co-residing children
* Well-being of your partner
* Execution of daily life tasks

* Maintaining balance within the family
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