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Executive Summary

This year the research undertaken for the Real
Choices, Real Lives report on girls’ time use is
based on interviews with a cohort of 92 girls and
their caregivers in nine countries around the world,
taken together with historical analysis of data
collected from the same group of girls over the last
18 years. Through the experiences of girls in their
own words, this research provides a snapshot of
how girls around the world are splitting their time
between their various responsibilities and activities
as they navigate the transitions from school to
further education and the world of work, and from
adolescence to adulthood. Our research explores
the drivers and motivators that shape girls’ time use
— and examines the impact of the gendered care
divide on how girls split their time, and on their
opportunities, wellbeing and aspirations.

Real Choices, Real Lives is a unique longitudinal
and qualitative research study of Plan International
that has been tracking the lives of 142 girls in nine
countries around the world since their births in 2006
until now, in 2024. The study has conducted annual
in-depth interviews with girls and their caregivers in
order to understand girls’ daily realities,
experiences, attitudes, challenges they face, and
hopes for the future. The study aims to
understand the root causes of gender
inequality, and how girls around the world are
socialised into gendered social norms that
shape their opportunities, behaviours, and
attitudes. Through Real Choices, Real Lives we
are afforded the privilege of hearing from girls in
their own words; their voices, experiences, and
recommendations for change provide unique insight
not often gleaned from large-scale quantitative
studies and inform Plan International’s work around
the world.

Around the world, adolescent girls experience many
competing demands on their time. As they transition
from adolescence to adulthood girls are navigating
how to split their time between completing their
education and developing skills for the futures,
engaging in paid work to further their economic
independence, performing unpaid care work in their
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homes and communities, investing in hobbies and
friendships, participating in community life and
developing leadership skills, and finding adequate
time for rest and relaxation to support their mental
health and wellbeing. Many girls around the world
are deeply time-poor — because they are trying to
balance so many demands on their time, they lack
the ability to allocate sufficient time for important
activities forcing them to make difficult trade-offs
and sacrifices. This can have profound impacts on
their educational and career pathways, their health
and wellbeing, and their aspirations for the future.
Notably, girls’ unpaid care responsibilities take up
large portions of their day and can prevent them
from engaging in other activities.

Unpaid care work is the time that individuals spend
performing tasks in the home, including cooking,
cleaning, collecting water and fuel, and caring for
others such as children, ill family members or older
people — and many more.! Motivated by its focus on
investments in the development and wellbeing of
others,? care work is essential for individual,
community and societal wellbeing; it sustains our
standard of living and maintains the fabric of
relationships within families and communities.?
Unpaid care work is unpaid because it arises out
of these relational and social obligations; it is
work because it requires time and energy from
those who provide it; and it is care because it
serves people and their wellbeing.* However,
pervasive gender norms mean that this work is
overwhelmingly performed by girls and women.

From the experiences of the Real Choices, Real
Lives cohort girls we learn that they are inducted
into gender roles of unpaid care from a young
age, and often internalise unequal divisions of
labour in their homes as being ‘natural’ or ‘just
the way things are’.



“l do a lot sometimes. Especially when
there is no school. | frequently get orders...
[l get asked to do] things at the farm. The
lifting of rice. Then I get water from here
and deliver it to those working in the fields.
Or maybe cook food and then deliver it to
the farm. When I cook, | also do the laundry.
Then, I run when | get ordered on the farm.”

— Jasmine, age 18 (2024), the Philippines

The girls’ unpaid care work is also informed by
household composition and poverty. However,
there is a critical intersection between gender
norms and these factors. The make-up of a
household may dictate the amount of work that
must be done in a home, but gender norms
construct the expectation that this work will be done
by girls and women. Poverty may limit a
household’s access to time- and labour-saving
devices, infrastructure, and services, but gender
norms dictate that this additional labour is divided
along gendered lines.

“My brother doesn't do the housework
because there are so many of us girls in the
house”

—Alice, age 17 (2024), Benin

Our research finds that the issue of unpaid care
work stems less from the fact that girls perform
care work, but from the sheer amount of this
work girls must perform due to an unequal
gendered division of care labour — and the
impact that this inequality has on girls’ ability to
spend time on other pursuits.

The way that girls split their time has profound
implications for the opportunities available to them,
and has far-reaching impacts on their health and
wellbeing, leisure time, ability to participate in
community, and their aspirations for the future.
Many of the Real Choices, Real Lives girls’ have
experienced disruptions to their education due to
unpaid care work — some report not having enough
time to study and performing poorly on tests, others
have missed days or weeks or classes, and a few
have abandoned their education altogether.
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“l used to have more time but now | have
more household responsibilities because
my brother and sister aren’t living here. |
am always late for school as is evident
because I had to retake my class.”

— Anti-Yara, age 15 (2021), Togo

Others feel that they do not have the time they
need to develop skills they need for their
futures, such as by taking on apprenticeships;
others report being extremely time poor because
they juggle a heavy care load alongside their
education or work. When they become
overstretched, our research suggests that girls are
more likely to compensate by spending less time on
leisure activities and rest. This is having a negative
impact on their health and wellbeing, with many
girls reporting feeling lonely, isolated and stressed.
A lack of ability to socialise and participate in
hobbies deprives girls of opportunities to build
social networks, participate in community life, and
develop leadership skills.

“I have enough time to study English and
do more housework [...] but | don’t have
much time to meet my friends... Some of
my male relatives do not do any housework
and don’t study hard too”

— Davy, age 16 (2023), Cambodia

The ways girls spend their time also influences
their aspirations. Over the years many of the girls
have aspired to careers in care professions (such
as nursing or teaching) - this is based on the female
role models they have around them and the career
paths that appear to be feasible and attainable for
women and shaped by the gender norms they grew
up with that designate caring work as being
associated with women'’s roles. Some girls exercise
their agency in pursuing activities that will further
their aspirations — and are making decisions about
their time use in order to prioritise their education or
spend time building vocational skills. However, our
research finds that this must be reinforced by
enabling environment that allow girls to make
decisions about how they split their time.
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“As far as my responsibilities are
concerned, everything has changed
because | have too many subjects to study
to be able to do housework. | don't do any
housework; | do my studies”

—Annabelle, age 16 (2023), Benin

As the Real Choices, Real Lives girls - now 17 and
18 years old - navigate their late adolescence
transitions from school to the world of work, and
from childhood to adulthood, they are optimistic
about the future. Through historical analysis, we
can see that over the years the girls have observed
—and in some cases, begun to challenge — the
gendered division of labour in their homes and its
impacts. From the experiences shared cohort girls
around the world, we learn what they need to
support them to exercise their autonomy and
agency in making decisions about their time use
that allow them to prioritise their interests,
education, goals for the future, and wellbeing.
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These recommendations include ways that
governments, communities, schools and other
decision-makers can:

e Recognise the care work performed by girls
and the value of these contributions to their
households and communities;

e  Take practical steps to reduce the amount of
care work that girls must perform through
the provision of time- and labour-saving
devices, technology and services;

e Redistribute care work within households
and communities by championing gender
transformative education and initiatives that
address gendered social norms and promote
men and boys’ greater involvement in care;

e And represent the voices of girls in all
levels of decision-making to ensure that their
needs and interests are represented in policy
design and implementation.

“I'd like to be a strong, determined person,
who doesn’t give up on her dreams, who
persists until she gets what she wants.”

— Bianca, age 17 (2024), Brazil

vii



1. Introduction

Around the world, adolescent girls experience many
competing demands on their time. As they transition
from adolescence to adulthood, girls are navigating
how to split their time between completing their
education and developing skills for their futures;
engaging in paid work to further their economic
independence; performing unpaid care work in their
homes and communities; maintaining hobbies and
friendships; participating in civic life and developing
leadership skills; and finding adequate time for rest
and relaxation to support their mental health and
wellbeing. Many adolescent girls around the world
struggle to balance their numerous competing
activities and responsibilities, leading to them feel
over-stretched, stressed, and needing to make
difficult trade-offs and sacrifices in order to prioritise
their time use.® This can have profound impacts on
their educational and career opportunities, their
health and wellbeing, and their aspirations for the
future.

This report seeks to address a critical research gap
by adopting an intersectional approach and learning
from adolescent girls around the world towards
understanding girls’ experiences of how they are
dividing their time across their various activities and
responsibilities, what motivates and drives their time
use — and how this has changed over the course of
childhood and adolescence - and what the impacts
are on their lives. Critically, this report aims to
learn what support girls require as they navigate
their late adolescence transitions: from
childhood to adulthood, and from school to
employment; and to be well-prepared to achieve
their aspirations and goals.

Time-use research is used to understand the
activities that people are engaged in over a 24-hour
period, and the impact that this has on individuals’
daily realities, perception of opportunities available
to them, life-course transitions, their contributions to
family and society, and how they navigate and
negotiate norms and power relations.® While this
research explores adolescent girls’ time use broadly
across all of their activities, we have a distinct
focus on unpaid care work given the significant
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impact that this has on the wider picture of girls’
time use. Unpaid care work, described in the
Executive Summary (above), is the time that
individuals spend performing housework, providing
direct care for children and others, and doing
voluntary work in the community for friends,
neighbours or the community at large. Care work is
valuable and essential for individuals, communities
and societies — however, it is also socially
constructed and unequally distributed. Prevailing
gender norms in many societies dictate that the
majority of care work is shouldered by girls and
women. This is intimately linked to broader social
norms about women and men’s participation in and
value to society.’

Globally, girls spend 160 million more hours per day
on household chores than boys of the same age,® on
tasks including cooking or cleaning the house,
shopping for the household, fetching water or
firewood, washing clothes, and caring for other
children in the household.® Longitudinal analysis of
Real Choices, Real Lives data reveals that children
are inducted into gender norms about unpaid care
from a very young age — first through observing and
imitating their parents’ dynamics and division of
labour, and later through explicit instruction and
direction from their caregivers. Gender norms also
intersect with other circumstances to drive girls’
unpaid care work; key determinates include
household composition,*® poverty and access to
time- and labour-saving infrastructure and
services,'! and the level of agency and decision-
making autonomy that girls have. Our research finds
that girls’ care work often goes unrecognised within
households and societies; it is minimised or
rendered invisible by being framed as ‘help,’ as
training for their futures as wives and mothers, or as
the ‘natural’ role for girls and women.

The gendered division of unpaid care work has
serious implications for girls’ time use more broadly
— it critically influences the amount of time that they
have available for other pursuits and shapes and
reinforces their beliefs about what roles and
pathways are available to them. When girls are
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responsible for heavy care workloads, they have
less time available to attend school, do their
homework and engage in learning opportunities; to
develop skills that will support their future economic
participation and independence; and to engage in
civic activities that support their social empowerment
and advance their rights and interests.'? High levels
of care responsibilities also leave girls time-poor?? -
often leaving girls with less time available for leisure,
rest, health and self-care. Finally, the ways that girls
time can also shape their aspirations and the
opportunities that they feel are available to them for
their futures; this impacts their ability to enact their
agency in pursuit of their goals.

Plan International recognises that unpaid care work
overwhelmingly affects many aspects of girls’ and

women'’s lives throughout their lifecycle. We believe
that unpaid care work must be formally recognised
and appropriately valued as work, and investments
must be made in infrastructure and public services
such as education, healthcare and social protection
in order to reduce the level of care work performed
by girls and women and promote their
empowerment, rights and wellbeing. Plan
International believes that social norms change
which redistributes the responsibility of unpaid care
from girls and women to boys and men is essential
to achieve gender equality, and that we must centre
the voices of girls and women in conversations
about unpaid care work and gendered time use
more broadly to ensure that their needs and
interests are represented and their
recommendations for change are amplified.

The importance of recognising and valuing unpaid care is enshrined in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGSs),
under target 5.4. This target, which falls within the goal of achieving gender equality and empowering all girls and
women, outlines the importance of public services, infrastructure and social protection policies — as well as social
norms change around the gendered division of labour within households and society — towards reducing and
redistributing the unpaid care labour.*®> The inclusion of this target in the Sustainable Development Agenda for 2030,
which was adopted in 2015, was a significant step in recognising that the inequitable and gendered distribution of
unpaid care work is a major barrier to achieving gender equality.

1.1 About Real/ Choices, Real Lives

Real Choices, Real Lives is a longitudinal and
qualitative research study that has been tracking the
lives of more than 100 girls in nine countries around
the world since their births in 2006. Through annual
in-depth interviews with the girls and their caregivers,
the study explores the girls’ daily realities, attitudes
and aspirations for the future. The study aims to
document the social, economic, cultural and
institutional factors that influence girls’ lives and their
opportunities. Real Choices, Real Lives has a distinct
commitment to understanding the root causes of
gender inequality, and to exploring how girls’
attitudes and behaviours are influenced by their
families and communities at different stages of their
development. By asking questions about beliefs,
values and expectations, the study aims to uncover
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how gendered social norms and behaviours are
created and sustained or shift over time.

Real Choices, Real Lives is a unique ongoing
methodology that can distinctly uncover the gender
and social norms that influence girls’ time use from
their early childhood to their late adolescence. With
18 years’ of data on the cohort girls’ lives, daily
experiences, and the challenges they navigate, Real
Choices, Real Lives provides insights into the
lifecycle of girls with a level of of depth that many
larger quantitative studies cannot always replicate; it
has allowed Plan International to track and monitor
girls’ different experiences of gender norms across
their lifespans, as well as the attitudes and behaviour
of the families and communities they are part of. Over
the years, Real Choices, Real Lives has generated
rich and nuanced material about the cohort girls



around the world which has been used applied more
broadly to girls across the nine countries at the
national level, and even globally.

The Real Choices, Real Lives cohort girls are from
nine countries, in three regions of the world: Benin,
Togo and Uganda in Africa; Cambodia, the
Philippines and Vietnam in Southeast Asia (SEA);
and Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and El Salvador
in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). All girls

Figure 1: Real Choices, Real Lives Cohort Study Map

Real Choices, Real Lives
Cohort Study Map

@ DOMINICAN REPUBLIC
ELSALVADOR

BENIN
® veanoa

This year 92 girls? participated in annual data
collection on the topic of their time use and how they
balance their responsibilities, activities, rest and
leisure pursuits. By exploring the historical data
collected over the girls’ lifespans, we gain unique
insights into how girls’ time use has changed over
time as they move through childhood and
adolescence, and how gender norms have influenced
how they split their time between education,
remunerated and unremunerated work, rest and
leisure, and unpaid care work. By charting individual
girls’ lives and experiences over time, Real Choices,
Real Lives is also uniquely placed to reveal the
nuances in how girls negotiate demands and

within each of the nine countries were sampled to be
from among the poorest households within each
country. Over the years, the study has gathered data
on a vast array of topics and themes, including
education, health (including sexual and reproductive
health and rights), hunger, protection and violence,
girls’ activism and participation in civic spaces,
climate change, the ways in which girls are
challenging gender norms, and many others.

pressures on their time, enact agency, and form
aspirations for their futures.

A unique feature of Real Choices, Real Lives is that
we are afforded the privilege of hearing from girls in
their own words about their daily realities, their
experiences, their choices and opportunities, their
aspirations for the future, and how they have
navigated gender norms throughout their lives. In this
report, we hear directly from girls around the world
about how they spend their time and what influences
this; the impacts of their time use on their education,
economic participation, health and wellbeing, and
aspirations; and their recommendations for change.

2 Plan International recognises that gender is a multidimensional concept, which influences people’s identities and expressions in many ways, and that gender identity goes
beyond a binary field of ‘female’ and ‘male’. The participants in this study were assigned female at birth, based on their sex characteristics. For the purposes of this study, ‘girls’ is

used as an umbrella term.
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1.2 Scope and aim of this report

Over the years, data collection from the Real
Choices, Real Lives cohort has indicated that the
majority of the girls — all aged 17 and 18 years old —
are extremely time-poor. They are splitting their time
between their school attendance and homework;
paid work to contribute to the family income or
support their own expenses; unremunerated work
relating to the household income (for example,
working on the family farm without pay); and care
responsibilities including significant levels of
household chores and direct care for young siblings
and other family members. Many of these demands
on their time — particularly their unpaid care
responsibilities — are driven by gendered norms and
expectations.

The intention of this report is to provide evidence to
inform Plan International’s work on gender norms,
girls’ time use, and the impact of unpaid care
responsibilities on girls’ educational and employment
pathways, opportunities and aspirations. We seek to
achieve the following aims:

e  Establish how the cohort girls, now 17 and 18
years old, are spending their time — including
how they are splitting their time between their
various responsibilities and obligations. We aim
to understand what the girls and their
caregivers think of their time use, as well as to
understand how the girls’ time use has changed
over the course of their childhoods and
adolescence.

e Understand what the influences and drivers are
of how girls are spending their time, and how
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these may have changed over their live
courses.

e  Explore the impact of girls’ time use — and
particularly their unpaid care work — on their
educational performance and attainment, their
ability to engage in skills development and paid
work, their health and wellbeing, their capacity
to participate in community life and build social
networks, and their leisure time.

e Learn about the ways in which girls’ time use
informs their aspirations for the future and their
perceptions of what opportunities are available
and achievable.

e  Provide information and recommendations on
the support that adolescent girls need as they
navigate their late adolescent transitions,
informed by the experiences and needs of the
cohort girls.

While there is a well-established body of research
on gender norms and unpaid care work, we advance
the evidence base by exploring these topics
specifically in relation to adolescent girls, by drawing
on 18 years of historical data that allows us to
document trends in girls care responsibilities over
their lives, and by offering the unique contribution of
hearing the views and experiences of girls in their
own words. This rare access to the voices of girls
themselves allows for a far more nuanced picture of
the complex ways in which negotiate their time use
which cannot be gleaned from large-scale
quantitative studies. Using real life examples, this
study brings girls’ voices to the fore and
complements other reports by Plan International and
the wider gender equality and girls’ rights movement.



2. Literature Review

In 1995, the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) called
for regular implementation of time-use surveys to
understand the differences in how women and men
around the world used their time,® - including how
they split their time between economic participation,
physical activities, health and dietary habits, rest and
leisure activities and unpaid care work.'” As a result
of the BPfA, there has been a significant increase in
national time-use studies which has contributed to
our understanding of gendered time-use and time-
poverty around the world.*®

For girls around the world — including the girls in the
Real Choices, Real Lives cohort — their time is split
across a multitude of activities and responsibilities. It
is the question of the proportion of time spent across
these various activities that is the focus of this
research, as well as the impacts of this time split on
girls’ education, economic participation, health and
wellbeing, and aspirations. Critically, the amount of
unpaid care work that girls carry can and does have
a significant impact on the wider picture of their time
use — that is, the more time they spend on unpaid
care work, the less time they have available for other
pursuits.

2.1 Unpaid care work: key definitions
& debates

Unpaid care work® includes the time that individuals
spend performing housework such as cooking,
cleaning, collecting water and fuel;*° caring for other
people such as children, ill family members, and
older people;?® and voluntary community work for
friends, neighbours or the community at large such
as working in a community kitchen or providing
childcare for neighbours. 2222 Unpaid care work
includes both direct and indirect activities; directs

activities are those that involve direct care of
persons (such as feeding or bathing a child,
supervising others), while indirect care includes
domestic work that serves an individual’s care needs
(for example, cooking, cleaning, collecting
firewood/water).

While data varies from country to country, studies
show that more than three quarters of unpaid care
work is performed by women?3 - and women
carrying the majority of household care labour
whether or not they are also engaged in
remunerated work outside the home. This means
that women are often working a ‘second shift’ and
tend to do more hours of ‘total work’ than men.2*
This contributes to women’s high levels of time
poverty which is defined as an inability to allocate
sufficient time for rest and leisure forcing individuals
to make difficult trade-offs and sacrifices.?525.¢.d
Oxfam estimate than when unpaid and paid care
work is taken together, globally women do the
equivalent of six weeks’ a year of full-time work more
than men.?’

There is a comprehensive body of literature on
unpaid care work, exploring its impact on women’s
economic participation and independence,?® and
their physical and mental health and wellbeing.?%3°
Systematic reviews have also been conducted on
time-use surveys to understand trends in unpaid
care work around the world3'3? and there is a large
and ever-growing body of work which explores how
care work can be appropriately valued.®334 While
much of this literature centres on the experiences of
adult women, an emerging body of literature has
begun to focus on girls’ unique experiences of
unpaid care labour and the distinct impacts of
this work on girls’ lives.

°The terms ‘unpaid care work’, ‘unpaid care’, ‘domestic work’ and ‘unpaid care and domestic work’ are sometimes used interchangeably in the literature to refer the

services provided within a household or community for its members.

¢ There is a great deal of literature on time poverty and its impacts. Some scholars focus on the economic impacts of an individual having a time deficit — restricting
their analysis to the impact of time spent away from income-generating activities. Others broaden the definition beyond monetary terms and include the time impact of
being unable to allocate time for rest and leisure. These debates are captured in: UN Women (2021) Measuring Time Use: An Assessment of Issues and Challenges in
Conducting Time-Use Surveys with Special Emphasis on Developing Countries, Mexico City: The Global Centre of Excellence on Gender Statistics and UN Women,
pp.34-36. Available at: https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Publications/Measuring%20time%20use.pdf. Accessed: 25/06/2024.

9 We recognise that the concept of ‘sufficient time’ is subjective and is informed by normative social behaviours and attitudes which vary between contexts. It is also
shaped by individuals’ health and wellbeing needs, capacities, and interests. What may be ‘sufficient time’ for one person will not necessarily be enough for another.

plan-international.org


https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Publications/Measuring%20time%20use.pdf

A significant portion of unpaid care work literature
focuses on different conceptual frameworks for
understanding the gendered nature of this work,3®
with scholars arguing that the organisation of unpaid
care work within households and communities is
shaped and enforced by gendered social norms that
align certain types of work with ‘femininity’ and
‘masculinity.”®%37 Feminist literature on unpaid care
work also explores the intersecting drivers and
determinants of this gendered division of care work.
These factors include the technology available within
the household, the availability and cost of substitutes
to undertake the housework, the make-up of families
and households, the economies of scale derived
from different family arrangements, and the role of
income (and control or decision-making power over
use of that income) in bargaining out of
housework.®® For example, studies have highlighted
that hours of unpaid care work — particularly indirect
care work such as collecting water and firewood —
are significantly higher in rural areas and among
poorer households that lack access to basic
infrastructure (such as mains-supplied water) and
labour-saving devices (such as electricity for
refrigeration, which reduces the need for daily food
shopping).®®

This body of work has placed an emphasis on the
‘burden’ of unpaid care work that leaves girls and
women time poor, unable to participate fully in civic,
political and social activities of their communities
and unable to participate in the paid economy on an
equal basis with men, thus contributing to income
poverty.*® However, some argue that this conception
of unpaid care work is reductive, as it focuses solely
on the negative aspects of care (the ‘burden’)
without appropriate attention paid to the notion of
care as a social responsibly,*! or to the relational
aspects of caring and the positive outcomes and
benefits for both recipients and providers of care.*?

Social care literature, on the other hand, focuses on
the wellbeing that care produces.*® It emphasises
that care work is essential for individual, community
and societal wellbeing.** Scholars argue that this
work sustains our standard of living and maintains
the fabric of relationships within families and
communities.*> We can therefore understand that
care work is motivational and relational and can
produce significant benefits for not only the
recipients but those providing the care. The issue of
unpaid care work as a ‘burden’ therefore stems less
from the nature of the work itself, but from the
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amount of this work, and from its unequal gendered
division — and the impact that this inequality has on
girls’ and women’s ability to spend time on other
pursuits: education, economic empowerment, civic
participation and leadership, and rest and leisure.

Thus, we come to the definition of unpaid
care work: it is unpaid because it arises out
of these relational and social obligations; it
is work because it requires time and energy
from those who provide it; and it is care
because it serves people and their
wellbeing.*

2.2 Girls' time use globally: what does
it look like?

Around the world, girls spend their time on a
multitude of responsibilities and activities. They may
attend school, do homework and study outside of
school hours; and engage in income-generating
work to build their skills, contribute to the family
business or farm, and develop financial
independence. They sleep and perform personal
care tasks; socialise, engage in leisure activities,
and build social networks; and they participate in
their communities and develop leadership
capabilities. Girls also spend a significant amount of
their time on unpaid care work — which impacts the
time that they have available for these other
essential activities.

Globally, girls aged 5-14 spend 550 million hours
every day on domestic care work, with 14-year-old
girls spending an average of 9 hours per week on
care responsibilities — however in some regions and
countries this number is twice as high.*” By the age
of 19, girls spend between three and four hours a
day on domestic and caring work.*® The most
common tasks performed by girls include helping
with cooking or cleaning the house, shopping for the
household, fetching water or firewood, washing
clothes, and caring for other children in the
household.*® Localised studies also highlight
contextually specific responsibilities that girls may
hold — such as farming-related tasks.>° A more
recent study found that girls in rural areas have a
significantly higher unpaid care workload than those
living in urban contexts due to the lack of access to
basic infrastructure, time- and labour-saving
devices, and non-perishable foods.5!



Research highlights the disparity between the
unpaid care work performed by girls and boys. A
2016 UNICEF study found that, globally, girls spend
160 million more hours per day on household chores
than boys their age.5? In the same year, the Young
Lives longitudinal research study found that girls
aged 5-9 years spend 30 per cent more time on

chores than boys of the same age, which
increases to 50 per cent more time when girls
reach 10-14 years;* this demonstrates that trends
around how unpaid care work is dividing within the
home are established from a young age, and
become entrenched within family dynamics.

Figure 2: Percentage of time spent on unpaid care work by region and gender (age 15+)

25%

20%

15%

10%

0
5% 6%
0%

North and West Africa Eastern and Southern

Africa

Women and girls

Source: Hanna T. et al (2023) ¢

Research has also explored the ways that
household tasks are divided between male and
female children. Studies have found that girls are
more likely to be engaged in care activities in the
home, such as cooking, cleaning and childcare,>45°
as these are considered to prepare them for the
responsibilities they will hold as adolescents and
adults.%® Boys, on the other hand, are more likely to
be tasked with outdoor chores like collecting
firewood or herding animals, and their
responsibilities in the home are less likely to be
framed as training for their future roles.>” Studies
have also found that boys tend to be relieved of
domestic chores as they get older®® — and
particularly once they are engaged in paid
employment — whereas as girls get older their share
of household responsibilities increases, regardless
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Latin America and the  East and South-East
Caribbean Asia

mMen and boys

of whether they also have remunerated work
outside of the home or not.5%6°

Critically, the work that girls perform in the home is
often not recognised as care or labour - instead, it
tends to be described as ‘help’ or an everyday part
of childhood which undermines the value of their
contributions.®:%2 Qualitative interviews conducted
as part of Young Lives, found that that children
themselves did not consider the labour they
performed in the home to be ‘work’, and did not
consider themselves as ‘carers’ or ‘caregivers’
despite carrying heavy responsibility loads.53
Historical analysis of the Real Choices, Real Lives
dataset — which will be explored in this report —
corroborates research on this topic. Young Lives
also found that parents tend to report that their
children do less household labour than the children

¢ Figure 2 is developed using data from Hanna, T. et al (2023) Forecasting Time Spent in Unpaid Care and Domestic Work — Technical Brief, Frederick S Pardee Centre for

International Futures and UN Women, p.5. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/technical-brief-forecasting-time-spent-in-unpaid-care-and-

domestic-work-en.pdf, Accessed: 09/04/2024.
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themselves report. Researchers tend to rely on
adults’ accounts as these are deemed “more
trustworthy”;4 this therefore has the potential to
skew our understanding of children’s levels of
unpaid care work.f

2.3 What influences girls’ time use?

Key factors that influence girls’ time use, and in
particular the amount of time that they spend on
unpaid care work, include household make-up and
demographics; poverty and access to quality
infrastructure; and — most significantly — gender
norms. “It’s just the way it is” is often the reason
given by the Real Choices, Real Lives cohort girls
and their families for why girls carry a greater
amount of household chores and care
responsibilities.®® In societies across the world,
patriarchal social norms prescribing this care work
as a ‘woman’s domain’ and therefore a woman’s
‘natural’ role within a household.®® Research
suggests that this unequal distribution of care
labour is linked to broader social norms about
women and men’s participation and value in society,

and how these values shape and form social
institutions.®” The value placed by society on care
itself also influences how it is distributed and
shared. Because care work occurs in the private
sphere it increasingly came to be considered a non-
economic activity % and - over time — seen as
though it were not work at all.%° This has led to a
devaluation of care work, which in turn means that it
is often passed on to people who are in less
powerful positions; in the case of households, care
work is often passed on to women and children.
Doing this care work can then reinforce individuals
being in a less powerful position, by reducing their
time and opportunities.

Gender norms around roles for girls and boys (and
women and men) are reproduced and reinforced at
the household level, with girls taught from a young
age that domestic chores are an inevitable part of
being a girl. These norms dictate how household
responsibilities are assigned and divided between
girls and boys, and the rationale that family
members use to explain why certain roles and tasks
are more closely aligned with ideas of ‘femininity’
and ‘masculinity.””®

"There are various possible explanations for discrepancies in time use reported by children and parents, including social desirability or that parents are simply unaware of
the extent of their children’s level of care work performed, especially if they are extremely time poor themselves, and if their children (particularly eldest daughters) have
been performing this care work for so long that it has become routine and invisible as ‘work’. Please see Rost, L. (2020) Measuring children’s time use: Insights from mixed-
methods research in northern Uganda, Journal of Time Use Research, 15(1), p.56. Available at: https://jtur.iatur.org/home/article/5479295b-8e8e-4164-be8d-

ad29df107dc1., Accessed: 10/04/2024.
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Box 2: Gender norms, child marriage and unpaid care work

Research suggests that the make-up of
households is a key factor in determining girls’
levels of unpaid care work — particularly birth
order and sibling composition (i.e. whether a girl
has siblings and, if she does, where she falls in
the birth order among them),®® and whether there
are family members who are more likely to require
care (e.g. young children, older relatives, or ill or
disabled family members).8* Other demographic
factors also play a role in determining girls’ care
workloads: girls who grow up with parents who
have lower levels of education, and whose mother
is in full-time paid employment are more likely to
have high levels of care work — as they tend to
take on responsibilities at a young age to replace
their mother’s care labour in the home.?® The
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same is also true for girls growing up in female-
headed households where the mother is in full-
time employment and the household is not
located near extended family,® and for girls born
to mothers who had their first child at an early
age.¥”

Girls and women living in poverty spend
significantly more time on unpaid care work that
those in wealthier households. They are less able
to afford time- and labour-saving infrastructure
such as mains-supplied water, electricity,
appliances such as fuel-efficient stoves, washing
facilities, and cleaning equipment. Significant time
and energy spent on collecting water and fuel is a
consequence of poverty — where infrastructure


https://plan-international.org/uploads/2022/02/glo-cefmu_policy_brief-final-io-eng-jan21-1.pdf

such as piped-in water does not exist, girls and
women engage in compensating labour such as
collecting water multiple times per day —
sometimes from very distant sources. Access to
quality, affordable and socially acceptable
childcare is another critical determinate of care
labour levels. Evidence suggests that the lack of
access to childcare services and paid parental

leave are key hurdles for girls and women to
pursue decent work and quality education.®8.8°
Furthermore, in some contexts social norms are a
barrier to accessing childcare services when
these are available, due to gendered perceptions
that direct care of children should not be
outsourced.®

Box 3: The climate crisis and unpaid care responsibilities

2.4 Impact of unpaid care work on
girls

The unequal gendered distribution of unpaid care
work among children has profound and detrimental
impacts on girls’ lives. Not only does it perpetuate
gender and economic inequalities, but high and
unequal levels of unpaid care work have serious
implications for girls’ time use more broadly —
particularly for their education journeys, including
school attendance and their ability to do their
homework assignments.®® As girls get older, the issue
of unpaid care work becomes increasingly important

— with the cohort girls now in late adolescence, and
transitioning from secondary education to paid
employment and further education and training, their
time use has a critical impact on their social, civic,
and economic participation.

2.4.1 Education and skills development

Girls who undertake a large amount of unpaid care
work have lower rates of schooling than their peers.®’
Plan International recognises that where girls spend
a disproportionate amount of time on unpaid care

9 All cohort girls in the study have been assigned pseudonyms; their real names do not appear in this report.
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domestic work, this leaves them with less time to
study and attend school, affecting their performance
and influencing their confidence, aspirations, and
future opportunities.®® In 2017, Real Choices, Real
Lives found that girls’ “curriculum of chores” was
causing them to be late or absent from school, and
have difficulty finding the time to complete their
homework.%® Other studies have found that lateness,
absences, and uncompleted homework due to unpaid
care responsibilities leads to poor academic
performance and grade repetition.°>" School
closures during COVID-19 lockdowns were also
found to be associated with increased care
responsibilities for adolescent girls — patterns which
remained in place when schools reopened.%!

Heavy care workloads can also undermine girls’
confidence and learning aspirations. When girls’
unpaid care work causes them to miss school and
repeat grades this can lead to even poorer
attendance and academic achievement. This in turn
can lead to drop-outs as girls lose interest in classes
or feel frustrated or embarrassed that they have
fallen behind their peers and as their parents start to
feel that their daughter’s school attendance is
futile.19? This impedes girls’ opportunities and ability
to acquire new skills, and undermines their chance of
building self-confidence necessary to enact their own
agency and challenge gender stereotypes.'*® School
absences and drop-outs also impacts girls’ future job
prospects; lower levels of educational attainment are
associated with a transition to vulnerable and
informal work.1%* This undermines girls’ future
earnings and has a strong impact on gendered
poverty.10°

2.4.2 Transition to economic participation

The gender gap in unpaid care work is the main
reason given by women for why they are not in the
labour force'®® - and the foundations for this are laid
in adolescence. Unpaid care work determines
whether a young woman is able to complete her
education and whether she is able to transition into
remunerated employment.'®” As a result of unpaid
care responsibilities, many women are unable to take
on any paid work — with studies indicating that,
globally, 42 per cent of women of working age are

outside of the paid labour force due to unpaid care
work.108

Unpaid care work also influences young women'’s
choice of occupations, and limit what type of jobs
they can take on. As result of unpaid care pressures
on their time, young women are often forced to
accept non-standard employment offers at the
margins of the formal labour market, or in the
informal economy.*% This is because choosing to, or
being obligated to, prioritise unpaid care work
requires a level of flexibility — typically requiring
women to take on part-time or casual employment to
allow them to accommodate their other
responsibilities. This has significant implications for
women’s earning potential over the course of their
entire careers, and also represents lost opportunities
for skills development and training,*° for building
agency and leadership capacities,*'* and for building
a sufficient pension to support their retirement.'? As
a result, women are more vulnerable to income
poverty, are less able to accumulate wealth, and are
more likely to be poorer and more vulnerable in old
age.113

Motherhood increases women’s unpaid care
workload and decreases their earning potential. In all
regions of the world, women with dependent children
earned less on average than women without
dependents — and less than men with dependents.'4
Among women with children, the female economic
participation rate drops to 53 per cent, compared to
around 61 per cent among women without
children.t'> While there are a number of factors that
contribute to these figures, a significant one is the
unequal gendered division of care work that
increases for women with every child that she bears.

2.4.3 Health and wellbeing

A high level of unpaid care work leaves girls and
women time poor, and unable to meet their basic
needs for rest, personal care and leisure. Time
poverty makes girls and women less likely to seek
medical care, promotes poor nutritional choices and
exercise habits, and can impose significant mental
stress.'1® Time poverty therefore has a deleterious
impact on girls’ and women'’s health.17:1® Care

" One study found that girls who spend 28 hours or more per week in domestic and care work were found to spend 25 per cent less time at school than those who perform less
than ten hours of unpaid care work per week. Please see: Rose, P. (2021) Exploring the School to Work Transition for Adolescent Girls, REAL Centre, University of Cambridge.
Available at: https://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/centres/real/publications/School%20to%20Work%20Transition%20for%20Adolescent%20Girls %20Full%20Report.pdf.

Accessed: 20/08/2024.

plan-international.org

1"


https://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/centres/real/publications/School%20to%20Work%20Transition%20for%20Adolescent%20Girls%20Full%20Report.pdf

responsibilities can also pose physical risks — girls
who must travel long distances to collect water or
firewood can become at heightened risk of
violence,*'® especially in humanitarian contexts such
as internal displacement camps (IDCs).1?° Girls also
report injuries such a cuts from splitting wood or
chopping for food preparation, fumes from cooking
with firewood, and burns from cooking.'?!

Girls’ care responsibilities also leave them with less
time available for rest and leisure — including play.
Enshrined in the Convention of the Rights of the
Child (CRC),*?? Plan International believes that the
right to play is essential for children’s cognitive
development, health and wellbeing, building
resilience and relational skills, and exploring the
world around them.*?3 Leisure time is also important
for wellbeing and happiness,*?* and for advancing
gender equality. Through play, children are able to
explore and challenge traditional gender norms and
roles and build self-esteem and self-confidence.

2.4.4 The relationship between time use,
aspirations & agency

In childhood and girlhood studies, the concept of
‘agency’ is understood as children’s ability to
construct and determine their own social lives, and to
exercise their rights to participation and autonomy.*?>
Time poverty results in adolescent girls being less
able to participate fully in social and political
activities; it can prevent them from entering debates
about social policy, standing for decision-making
bodies, participating in youth leadership committees,
or exercising their right to vote.??® This reduces girls’
and women’s agency and leadership opportunities,
and often means that their priorities and views are
not represented in institutions that are responsible for
shaping economic and political structures, making
public policies, and allocating budgets that influence
their lives.'?” Plan International believes that it is vital
for girls to have opportunities to strengthen their
agency, confidence and leadership skills; this will
help them to realise their full potential and reach
decision-making levels in both business and politics,
ultimately contributing to more gender-equal
societies.!?8

Aspirations, agency and girls’ time use are intimately
connected and have a circular relationship. The way
that an individual spends their time can dictates their
perception of the options that are available to them
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for their future. This determination of what is feasible
in turn shapes individuals’ aspirations, as people tend
only to aspire to things that they consider to be
attainable based on their circumstances and
resources.'?°This influences time use, as individuals
make choices about the activities that they undertake
in pursuit of achieving their goals.'3® For example, if a
girl spends time on vocational training on tailoring,
then she may perceive that a future as a tailor is a
feasible career option. Because she believes this
aspiration is achievable, she prioritises her time
building her sewing skills and spends less time on
other activities. The more time she invests in building
these capacities, the more a career in tailoring is
reinforced as an attainable goal — creating a
continuous feedback loop. Time poverty can
therefore restrict girls’ aspirations, as it denies them
the opportunity to invest time in pursuit of their goals
and limits their perception of what options are
available to them.3!

An unequal gendered distribution of chores can
reinforce gender norms and socialise girls into
believing that domestic duties are the only roles that
girls and women are suited for. Studies show that
these perceptions of what are considered ‘masculine’
and ‘feminine’ career paths are formed at an early
age'®2 — meaning that when girls are observe
unequal divisions of labour in the home and spend a
larger portion of their own time on unpaid care
responsibilities compared with their brothers, this can
lower their self-esteem and narrow their ambitions.33

A lack of peer networks and role models can restrict
livelihood choices for girls and create expectations
and norms about what roles are appropriate for
adolescent girls. Around the world, women make up
67 per cent of the global care workforce — which
includes professions such as childcare; nursing,
midwifery and other healthcare; care for older
persons; and domestic cleaning work.'3* With these
examples around them in society, together with the
large share of unpaid care work that the girls perform
in their homes, it is possible to see how girls can
develop the perception that careers in care
professions are more accessible and feasible than
other paths. Not only can this limit girls’ awareness of
the full range of opportunities open to them it can
also lead to poorer economic opportunities - because
care work is devalued across societies and
economies, many of these professions are
characterised by low status and pay, poor working
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conditions, and high rates of informality and
exploitation.*3

2.5 Men's engagement in unpaid care

Finally, it should be noted that gender norms around
unpaid care work harm boys and men as well as girls
and women. While care work being prescribed as a
‘woman’s domain’ causes and contributes to the
impacts for girls described above, this gendered
norm also creates social barriers to men assuming
care-giving roles.*3 A study in Uganda found that
gender norms around male identity encouraged men
to see unpaid care work as being in conflict with
notions of masculinity and traditional male identities,
which supports the idea that as boys reach puberty —
and thus manhood — gendered social norms dictate
that they must abandon care work.'*” By preventing
boys from engaging in household chores, they are
not being exposed to valuable lessons about
household upkeep and maintenance — but more
importantly, they are being denied the opportunity to
engage in an inherently relational activity that
advances the wellbeing of both the giver and receiver
of care. Men who are actively involved in care are
more likely to feel satisfied with their lives and have
better physical and mental health.13813°

Men’s engagement is not only good for women and
men — it is also good for children. Higher levels of
caring and involvement by fathers is associated with
positive outcomes for children include more
openness to questioning traditional gender roles,
better physical, better physical and mental health,
greater ability to build positive relationships with
peers, higher self-esteem and life satisfaction, fewer
behavioural problems, and lower rates of
criminality.14° By challenging and dismantling gender
norms around unpaid care work, we therefore have
the opportunity to redistribute some of the workload
from girls to boys, thus not only providing girls with
the time to engage in other essential activities for
their development and welfare, but also providing
boys with the opportunity to take on this important
relational work, which will have benefits for them and
their future children.
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2.6 How should we appropriately
value girls’ unpaid care work?

2.6.1 The benefits of care

Care work is essential for individual, community and
societal wellbeing; it benefits the recipient, the
provider, and society at large. The care provided by
families is one of the most important determinates of
early childhood development, and is significantly
associated with children’s learning skills, educational
achievement and quality of life through to adulthood.
Scholars have therefore noted that there is a risk that
if we view caring work solely through the lens of it
being a ‘burden’, the result will be an overly
protectionist approach (rather than a balanced,
gender-equal approach) that undermines children’s
agency.

Scholars point out that the reality is that of the
maijority of the world’s children growing up in low- and
middle-income countries are active co-participants in
welfare and constructions of family life.1** Article 31
of the African Charter on Children’s Rights (ACCR)
states that children have responsibilities towards their
families and society, and should be required to play a
roles within these as part and parcel of being
members of their communities and citizens of their
countries.'#? This instrument highlights the relational
aspect of care, as well as a relationship between
rights and duties.'*® The implication behind the
Charter is that household responsibilities are the first
building block in children becoming a valuable
member of society, contributing to the achievement of
social cohesion and national solidarity.144

While the inclusion of duties in the ACCR has
attracted criticism from some scholars, others take
the view that the Charter contemplates a form of
active participation of children in reproducing positive
and cohesive familial and society relations — a way
that children express agency.'#® Studies have also
explored the ways that children express agency
through unpaid care work in order to benefit
themselves directly or indirectly. The Young Lives
study found that many children reported benefiting
from performing domestic work — citing that this freed
up their parents or elder siblings to engage in
remunerated work (which benefited the whole
family),'4¢ earned them social acceptance and
recognition, and provided them with psychological
satisfaction — they were proud to be able to make a
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useful contribution to the household.*” Research
demonstrates that some children believe their unpaid
care responsibilities help them to develop skills for
their futures.4814° Findings from the Real Choices,
Real Lives study corroborate this: our 2023 research,
‘Climate Change and Girls’ Education,’ found that
many girls who had taken on paid work or additional
household responsibilities felt that they had learned
valuable time management skills as a result.*>
T