A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF REMOTE EMPLOYEES’
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harmonization among remote workers in Romania, with a focus
on gender as a social structure. The paper s goal is to discover
the personal activities performed by employees during remote workdays and
the associated gendered discourses. The study employed a qualitative
approach, utilizing semi-structured interviews to explore the subject. Data
was collected through video call interviews with 22 parents working full-time
remotely or in hybrid arrangements. The sample was selected using quota and
snowball sampling techniques. The research identifies a significant time bind
conflict for women, who often juggle household chores and childcare,
alongside professional duties during remote workdays, experiencing stress
and guilt as a result. In contrast, men typically prioritize leisure, and delegate
childcare responsibilities, underscoring a disparity in how domestic tasks are
shared. The study reveals that the time bind conflict forces women to adjust
and develop practices, such as carrying out professional and domestic work
activities simultaneously, or doing housework and childcare during work
breaks in the remote working days. Our study highlights that such practices
can significantly heighten women’s stress suggesting that future research
should focus specifically on stress levels among remote workers. The paper
reveals that, while remote work offers many potential benefits, it can
disadvantage women. To ensure that remote work truly supports the
harmonization of work — personal life for both men and women, inclusive
work structures are needed to address these gender-specific challenges.
Keywords: remote working; gender; work — life harmonization; division of
household labor; childcare; leisure.

T his study explores the gender dynamics of work — life

INTRODUCTION

Our motivation for this study comes from recognizing the importance of
work — life harmonization for both men and women. Considering the evolving
nature of work towards flexible work structures, such as remote working, and
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drawing from sociological studies, we are eager to discover the gendered dynamics
of work — life harmonization for remote workers in today’s Romania. Work — life
issues are explored in the literature through various concepts that, while similar,
take on different nuances, depending on their context. As we purposely choose the
work — life harmonization concept, we believe it may require clarification.

The concept of work — life harmonization implies managing work and life
collaboratively, unlike the ideas of balance or integration, which suggest handling
them separately (Piderit 2007). This study supports Piderit’s view promoting
harmonization as a collective effort involving the economic sector, families, and
institutions. We consider that work — life harmonization requires “time work”
(Flaherty 2003), efforts to adjust one’s own or others’ time management to
organize life. This process involves harmonizing professional work, household
duties, childcare, and leisure through collaboration and various tools and practices.
This paper aims to explore remote workers’ practices in achieving work — life
harmonization.

In order to achieve this aim, we continue this introduction with a brief
examination of Romania’s broader context, focusing on how remote work interfere
with family life, household labor, childcare, and gender as a social construct.
According to the existent studies, telework adoption in Romania is among the
lowest in Europe (Vasilescu 2023; Simionescu 2024), with only 6,6% of
employees working remotely in 2021. Moreover, women tend to work remotely in
a higher level than men, and remote working likelihood increases with parenthood,
particularly among women, emphasizing the gendered nature of remote work in
Romania (Simionescu 2024). Factors contributing to the low level of remote
working in Romania include a workforce dominated by low-skilled labor and
limited organizational support for telework (Vasilescu 2023) (Suciu and Petre
2022). Vasilescu (2023) further identifies other challenges associated with remote
working in Romania, such as increased mental health strain, workload, and family
responsibilities, issues that disproportionately impact women.

These challenges and the gendered nature of work in Romania, mostly faced
by women, are related to the cultural expectations related to family life, specific to
the country’s context. As the literature shows, the family institution in Romania
continues to be considered the most important, compared to work, or to other areas
of one’s life, like leisure time, politics, or religion, irrespective of gender (Popescu
2009; Simionescu 2024). Moreover, even if the Romanian family values support
women’s participation in the labor market, this responsibility is doubled by the
overall support of the housewife image of women (Popescu 2009), and has
implications over the division of household and childcare labor.

Research on household and childcare labor division in Romania indicates that
traditional gender roles remain prevalent, though some shifts toward equality were
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noticed in the recent years, especially related to the childcare activities. Studies
show that women predominantly handle household tasks like cooking, laundry, and
cleaning, while men take on roles mainly involving home repairs (Chipea 2000);
(Apostu 2015). According to the 2018° Gender Barometer, 80% of women identify
themselves as primarily responsible for household tasks like laundry and ironing
(80% of women), food preparing (77% of women), dishwashing (73% of women)
and house cleaning (71% of women), while only about 25% of men consider
themselves as main owner for these activities (Grunberg, Rusu, and Samoila 2018).
In childcare, Romanian mothers typically manage daily care and educational
duties, while fathers contribute to specific tasks like school drop-offs or shopping
(Popescu 2009).

Considering the work — life harmonization (Piderit 2007) and time work
(Flaherty 2003) concepts™ explanations, along with the brief contextualization of
the intersections between remote work, household labor, childcare and gender in
Romania, we observe that there is a gap in the existent qualitative study of how
these aspects interfere with the remote work. While remote work remains relatively
uncommon in Romania, its gradual rise suggests potential for future growth.
Therefore, this paper’s main objective is to discover the personal activities
(household labor, childcare, leisure) performed by respondents on the remote
working days, and to analyze how these activities and the respondents’ discourses
about them vary by gender, considering gender as a social structure. To achieve
this aim, the following sub-objectives are:

O1: Identify and categorize the personal activities performed by employees
during remote working days, with a focus on household labor, childcare and leisure
activities.

02: Analyze and compare the respondents’ discourses regarding performing
personal activities during remote working days, with a focus on gender-based
differences in attitudes and experiences.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Gender Theory

This study examines gender theory through a sociological lens, focusing on
how remote work, household and childcare labor, and leisure are influenced by
gendered societal structures. It reviews literature highlighting the distinction
between sex and gender, a concept that gained prominence since second wave of
feminism, notably through Simone de Beauvoir’s assertion that “We are not born,
but we become women” (Beauvoir 2006), emphasizing women’s needs for
autonomy and shared growth with men. Margaret Mead reinforced this by stating



226 MARIA SIMIONESCU (VLASCEANU) 4

that “Gender differences are a cultural creation” (Mead 1961), rather than biology,
a view supported by Judith Butler’s gender performativity concept (Butler 2004),
and Erving Goffman’s symbolic interactionism (Goffman 1963). These theories
collectively argue that gender is produced and expressed through social
interactions, varying widely across different cultures.

The gender theory study is critical not only for understanding how gender is
produced, but also for its consequences. Gender is an institutional system of social
practices that categorizes individuals into distinct groups, namely men and women
(Ridgeway 2004). This categorization based on gender is produced and reproduced,
perpetuating social inequalities rooted in the division of labor among men and
women, whether within households, between partners, or through occupational
segregation. The materialist feminism (Delphy 1978) argues that both capitalism
and patriarchy exploit women. From our perspective, contemporary work
structures, such as remote working, may exacerbate this dual oppression,
intensifying the challenges women face in harmonizing work and family
responsibilities.

Gender and Household and Childcare Labor

Authors such as Hochschild, Coltrane, and Oakley refer to the relationship
between gender and work, in both domestic and professional settings. Coltrane
argues that women and men perform tasks as expressions of femininity and
masculinity, respectively, with men often reinforcing their roles by avoiding certain
activities (Coltrane 1989). His study of 20 dual-earner couples with school-aged
children revealed that “gender is produced through rough everyday practices and
how adults are socialized by routine activity” (Coltrane 1989). His findings suggest
that when domestic duties are shared equally, fathers can develop “maternal
thinking” (Coltrane 1989), leading to a shift in the social meaning of gender away
from personality, and toward social interaction. We agree with the social meaning
of gender in the division of domestic work, and admire the findings on how routine
activity socializes individuals in performing and assuming household chores and
childcare. However, we believe that Coltrane’s use of the concept of maternal
thinking reflects the assumption that caregiving is fundamentally feminine. We
disagree with this view, as gender theory proves that caregiving roles are socially
constructed.

To reinforce this view, we draw on Ann Oakley’s perspective that skills
associated with domestic tasks, such as ironing, are shaped by socialization, and
emphasizes that both men and women are equally capable of performing these
tasks (Oakley 1974). Moreover, as women worked to move beyond the traditional
housewife role, and joined the workforce, the power dynamics within couples
resulted in “second shift” (Hochschild 2012). This concept refers to the additional
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unpaid housework women do after their paid employment. Through her interviews
with women, Hochschild observed this increased burden, and called it a “time bind”
(Hochschild 1997), which describes the conflict between work and family time,
particularly for women. This conflict often leads to the feeling of not having
enough time to meet both career and family responsibilities adequately, forcing
women to develop strategic practices to manage this imbalance.

Hochschild argued that “Work has become home and home becomes work”
(Hochschild 2014) as the stressful home life made individuals choose to work,
rather than stay home to perform domestic and childcare activities. Through their
innovative data collection of objective and subjective measures of stress, Damaske,
Smyth and Zawadzki confirm the Hochschild’s hypothesis, proving that not only
the stress levels at work are lower, but combining work and home activities
increases the overall stress experienced by both men and women (Damaske,
Smyth, and Zawadzki 2014). This finding leads us to believe that the new ways of
working, such as remote work, may increase stress levels for those engaged, due to
overlapping responsibilities into the same time and place.

Gender and Remote Working

Exploring the professional life, we find it relevant to discuss how the
progress made in technology in the recent decades has shifted the ways of working,
from traditional, on-site working towards remote work. This shift has been
popularized even more during COVID-19 pandemic, becoming the best solution
for business continuity in a pandemic world (Vasilescu 2023). Post-pandemic,
many organizations continue to offer remote working, supporting employees in
benefiting from reduced commute time and better work — life balance (Osnowitz
2005). However, recent studies revealed that, during COVID-19 lockdown, when
lots of employees worked remotely, women took on more domestic
responsibilities, while men increased their paid work, leading to an unequal
division of household labor (Waddell, Overall, Chang, and Hammond 2021).

Considering Waddell’s research findings, along with evidence from the
introduction chapter that women tend to work remotely more than men, especially
with the appearance of children in their lives (Simionescu 2024), we believe that
remote work may exacerbate the imbalance in household and childcare
responsibilities for women. This arrangement often leaves them bearing the
“second shift” (Hochschild 2012), by doubling their responsibilities, “having in
fact two jobs, one on the professional market and one at home” (Popescu 2009).
Although the modern workforce is becoming more inclusive, and remote work can
save time by eliminating commuting, it also risks overburdening remote working
women, as we understood from the existing literature. We believe this overload can
have a significant impact, from limiting career aspirations, to creating feelings of
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guilt or alienation, especially for women who want to have it all (both professional
and personal fulfillment).

METHODOLOGY

Considering the main scope and the objectives of the research, we have
decided upon two research dimensions, both with multiple subordinate indicators,
as presented in Table no. 1.

Table no. 1

Operationalization of concepts

Objective Dimensions Indicators

Remote working habits

Household labor activities
performed during remote
working days

Personal activities
performed during
To discover the personal activities | remote working days

Childcare activities
performed during remote
working days

(household labor, childcare, leisure)
performed by respondents on the remote
working days, and to analyze how these
activities and the respondents’ discourses

Leisure activities
performed during remote
working days

Men’s discourses about
performing personal
Discourses about | activities during remote
performing personal | working days

about them vary by gender, considering
gender as a social structure.

activities during remote | Women’s discourses about
working days performing personal
activities during remote
working days

Method, Technique, and Research Tool

This study follows a qualitative approach to gain a thorough, in-depth
understanding into the complexities of harmonizing the time between work, family,
and leisure activities during remote working days. The purpose is to comprehend
and interpret the dynamics of this harmonization, as well as to explore the
experiences and discourses surrounding these practices. To obtain the sociological
data, we have opted for the sociological investigation method, by utilizing the
intensive interview technique. This method was chosen for its ability to unveil
detailed insights into the personal activities (household labor, childcare, leisure)
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performed by respondents on the remote working days, and the respondents’
discourses about them.

As previously used by other researchers in their studies (Coltrane 1989;
Hochschild 2012), the in-depth opinion interview research technigque enabled us to
discover the distinct practices employed by remote-working parents in order to
harmonize the remote work, while juggling household responsibilities and leisure
time. Additionally, the paper aimed to investigate whether and how the
respondent’s discourses differ based on gender. The selected instrument for this
research was the semi-structured interview grid (presented in the Appendix 2). The
advantage of using the semi-structured interview grid was related to the flexibility
to introduce additional questions as needed during the interview process (Chelcea
2001). To establish a closer connection with the respondent, an individual research
approach was adopted. This involved conducting unique interviews with each
respondent via a single video-call meeting, allowing for the exploration of their
opinions, narratives, and attitudes at that specific time.

The Procedure of Collecting and Analyzing Empirical Data

The study utilized a qualitative method involving 22 interviews, 12 with
mothers and 10 with fathers, to explore the phenomenon among remote workers.
The interviews were conducted through face-to-face video calls, primarily via
WhatsApp and Teams, from October 2023 to March 2024. One interview was
conducted in person at a restaurant, to prevent interruptions and ensure comfort.
The preference for online interviews stemmed from the study’s focus on remote
workers, allowing a cost-effective and convenient method (Irani 2019) that still
captured non-verbal reactions, critical for understanding the participants’
experiences. The use of video call interviews effectively merged the benefits of
traditional in-person and phone interviews, aligning well with the remote work
nature of the participants.

The interviews were recorded with participant consent using the Voice
Memos application, chosen for its high-quality audio and storage capabilities. The
research considered theoretical recommendations (Babbie 2010) for organizing
information, with data being transcribed, organized, coded, and interpreted to fulfill
the research purpose. The non-verbal data (gestures, facial expressions,
interjections), were noted and then analyzed alongside verbal responses, allowing
for a better interpretation of respondents’ experiences and attitudes. Moreover, the
non-verbal reactions observed during the interviews helped us in refine our semi-
structured interview guide during the interviews, by prompting follow-up
questions, whenever verbal or non-verbal cues suggested ambiguity or raised new
issues within the respondents’ narratives. The data was organized according to
research dimensions, and coded for synthesis based on thematic categories
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identified in the concept operationalization section. The tool used for this step was
Microsoft Excel.

The Research Universe

The research targeted individuals raising children with their partners who
were engaged in either teleworking or hybrid working arrangements. Most
participants were based in Bucharest, predominantly living in apartments, with a
few residing in Bucharest’s suburbs or smaller cities in Romania, typically in
houses. All respondents had higher education degrees, with roughly half holding
bachelor’s degrees, and the other half possessing master’s or doctoral degrees.
They worked in various sectors, such as IT, human resources, education, reporting,
and finance, with about half holding managerial positions. Most respondents
worked full-time (40 hours per week), while only one worked part-time (30 hours
per week).

By the teleworking form of working, we define the activity of performing job
duties from a location different than the employer’s place of work, by using
information and communication technology (Parlamentul Romaniei 2021). Hybrid
working refers to the policy adopted by certain organizations to allow employees to
split their work between the office and remote locations, and was the work
arrangement of three-quarters of the study’s participants, while the remaining
quarter exclusively teleworked.

Most respondents were married, with only one engaged, and the average
couple relationship duration was 13 years, ranging from 4 to 20 years. The study
focused on partners with children, motivated by the increased household
responsibilities associated with child-rearing. The 22 participants collectively had
32 children in total, aged between 6 months and 13 years. Inspired by Coltrane’s
(1989) research on household labor division among couples with school-aged
children, this study specifically included families with children under 14 years old
to explore the dynamics of juggling household and childcare labor and leisure time
during remote working days.

The Interview Sample

Given the actuality of the studied topic, we faced challenges in acquiring
statistical data on teleworking or hybrid working individuals in Romania. As
already mentioned in the Introduction chapter, there were only 6.6% of the
employed population which worked remotely in 2021 (Simionescu 2024). This
made it difficult to find suitable participants. To address this, quota sampling and
snowball sampling were employed, based on specific criteria, such as being a
parent and a remote or hybrid worker. Quota sampling was appropriate for the
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study because the universe of research is heterogeneous and vast, while snowball
sampling helped expand the pool by encouraging respondents to recommend others
from their network. Most participants of this study were either directly contacted
by us, or referred through us by our network and the snowball sampling method.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Personal Activities Performed During Remote Working Days

To discover the respondents’ practices related to work-life harmonization on
remote working days, we investigated their daily routines and activities. This
included examining their habits, daily schedules, and the specific activities they
engage in during breaks, while working remotely. The most encountered narrative
about their remote working habits was that their days varied greatly depending on
work demands. We also encountered some exceptions from this narrative, as a few
respondents mentioned that their days are usually very busy, while others
mentioned that busy days are very rare, and that they usually manage to perform
personal activities during the remote working days.

Remote work seams to provide a fruitful context for work — life
harmonization (Piderit 2007), as little over three-quarters of the respondents
admitted they are engaged in personal tasks during the workday. The performed
activities mainly refer to laundry, childcare, and leisure (sleeping late, reading,
going to the gym, or watching movies). There were also some respondents, mostly
women, who mentioned vacuum cleaning (manual or robots), dishwashing,
cooking, or grocery shopping activities, but to a smaller degree as compared with
the first three activities mentioned above.

Household Labor

Half of the respondents who mentioned they performed personal activities
during their work schedule mentioned that they take care of laundry. The laundry
activities refer mostly to starting the washing machine during the day. This task is
followed by another one, respectively putting the clothes to dry. In one case a
hybrid working respondent mentioned also about doing the third step as well,
respectively ironing the clothes. As the woman mentioned, she manages to perform
this task during the work call meetings in which she doesn’t need to speak:
“Ironing is what | do during in the meetings if | don 't have to talk and just listen,
I can easily iron laundry” (A., woman, 40). The respondent mentioned during the
interview that, while her husband prefers working from the office, she prefers a
hybrid work arrangement. This allows her to enjoy the social interaction of office
days, while using remote work days to complete household tasks, such as
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vacuuming and laundry. She explained that, by managing these chores during the
week, she can avoid having to do them on weekends, providing her with more
leisure time. By her explanation, she offered an example of time work (Flaherty
2003).

We also encountered another narrative from a woman who seemed to judge
herself harshly for failing at simple household task, specifically forgetting to take
the laundry out of the washing machine when it is over, as she focuses on her
work: “During my work breaks, which are very, very rare, | start the washing
machine and drier, it’s a matter of a few minutes but anyway | am failing terribly
at this, I forget the clothes in the machine. [...] There are days when those
3 minutes that I use to put my child’s laundry to wash matter so much because after
I have clothes to dress him. If | didn 't wash them, | wouldn’t have (A, woman, 32).
The respondent expressed feelings of guilt for not completing simple tasks, like
laundry, despite recognizing they only take a few minutes. This guilt was paired
with a strong sense of responsibility to ensure her child’s needs were met. She told
us that, while her husband works on-site and sometimes travels for work, she
works remotely in a senior HR role at a very results-driven organization, and she is
also performing secondary work activities in some evenings. Throughout the
interview, she appeared stressed, frequently checked her laptop, and mentioned
needing to end the call for an urgent meeting. This highlights the pressure she feels
while working from home, by having the means to perform household labor, but in
the same time, for not having the time to do it, leading to self-criticism over her
parenting.

The home cleaning activities that around a quarter of respondents, mostly
women, mentioned they sometimes perform during the remote working days refer
to dusting and vacuum cleaning, either traditionally or by starting the robot vacuum
cleaner. One woman, working on a hybrid schedule in a multinational company,
told us that she tries to manage her overall workload to be able to vacuum clean
during her remote working day: “The day of working from home I try to be the day
of vacuuming. Since we have a cat, we must do it about 2 times a week”
(A., woman, 40). Another woman, mother of three, working in an NGO for
multiple projects, mentioned her strategic practice of effective working by aligning
her household labor tasks with her job meetings: “I work on the idea of simplifying
and working efficiently. Before | have a meeting, | start the dishwasher and the
washing machine. If I have a 30-minute break, | vacuum clean the house. These are
simple things, but they can do a lot. It’s not like if you have a break, there’s
nothing you can do. Doing this helps me a lot.” (A. M., woman, 35). She considers
that it’s a pity not to make the most out of the work breaks, and by that she refers to
household labor activities.
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A male respondent, working fully remotely, while his wife works only from
the work site, explained that he took on household cleaning tasks during remote
working days because his wife was unable to do them: “The problem is that, for
1 year and a half, my wife has an incipient form of asthma. She has developed an
allergy and, physically, she can no longer help me clean the house. | vacuum clean
and wash the house weekly [...] | cannot say that | wanted to clean the house, but
she developed this allergy to dog hair and it’s for real, it’s not a joke, she even
went to the doctor” (L., male, 38). During the interview with L., he mentioned that,
because he works at his job very effectively and only remotely, he can perform
personal activities during his work schedule. Besides vacuum cleaning, he also
does the dishes, plays on the console, goes to Karate or prepares his child lunch
sometimes. This case confirms Coltrane’s argument that men often reinforce their
roles by avoiding certain activities. However, L. doesn’t avoid these activities, he is
involved in the household labor, but he avoids to associate himself with those
tasks, justifying his involvement with other reasons, such as his wife’s asthma.

As already mentioned by the literature on division of household labor in
Romania, (Chipea 2000), (Popescu 2009), (Apostu 2015), (Grunberg, Rusu, and
Samoila 2018), the study shows that women are still associated with a primary role
for household labor and childcare. Performing cooking activities was rarely
mentioned by men attending this study. Regarding this activity, women mentioned
that being able to put some food in the oven or prepare a soup in the morning
represents a great advantage: “l throw a packet of food in the oven, it is a small
activity, but it matters in the grand scheme of things” (A., woman, 32). Women
usually told us that even these activities take only a few minutes to perform,
especially when automatic appliances are used, their importance means a lot for the
daily or weekly household and childcare routines. Hearing their discourses, we
noticed how they tend to minimize the effort of doing these cooking activities,
especially as they mentioned performing multiple household labor activities in
parallel with their work meetings, tasks, and deadlines. This overload can
accumulate and lead to chronic stress or guilt, as some women experienced.

What we find insightful is how women mention expressions such as “take
advantage” or “make the most of it” in their narrative, as remote working offers a
true benefit that it’s a shame not to use. For example, a female respondent recently
returned from the 2 years maternity leave and who works entirely from home,
while his husband works mostly from the office, mentioned: “l can start the
washing machine and the drier. At lunch, I can prepare something quick, like a
salad or an omelet, or using the miracle pot I can quickly prepare a chicken stew.
How long it takes you? 15 minutes to prepare it and, anyway, we have a one-hour
lunch break. It is a time that you can use well. Also, there is the commute time to
the office you save as well [...] If | went to the office, | would not get to cook. | take
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advantage of this time, this hour between 9-10 in the morning, if I am at home |
can cook a soup and leave it to cool and then put it in the fridge [...]. These are
details, but they matter” (I., woman, 33).

This “taking advantage of time” narrative relates to ‘“second shift”
(Hochschild 2012) that women face, as they, in fact, perform time work (Flaherty
2003) to harmonize personal and professional responsibilities by using the remote
working opportunities. While remote work can be seen as a saving solution, we
believe it may actually increase the pressure on women to manage both home and
work tasks simultaneously, potentially worsening their situation. In this context, we
argue that remote work can lead women to experience dual oppression, as
described by Delphy (1978), stemming from both patriarchy and capitalism.

Care Work

Childcare is common for remote workers, with about half of those who
engage in personal activities during work hours reporting that they perform
childcare. A female respondent who works full remotely and whose husband works
in a demanding, on-site job told us her experience: “When I'm home, my mother-
in-law takes them outside to play. It’s a little chaos because they both (children)
come over me, they always want something, only the hour they watch TV is quiet
and, when they 're home, | know | ’'m not productive” (O., women, 40). Similarly,
another woman working on a hybrid schedule in a multinational company shared
her experiences of managing work while her children was home during the summer
holidays from kindergarten: “He stayed at home and it was more complicated, we
took 2 weeks off and we also took him to his grandparents, we tried to make a
program as much as possible, with many cartoons” (L., women, 41). To remain
productive while working from home with children, parents often use strategic
practices, like having their children watch cartoons or taking them to play outside.
However, the most encountered solution is leaving the children with grandparents
or a babysitter, but grandparents are the most common choice for respondents.

Supervising the children, feeding them, and putting them to sleep are
activities that only a few respondents perform during their remote work, as these
activities require a lot of time and energy for the parents. On the other side, an
encountered activity during remote work is commuting to rapidly take or pick up
the children to/from school, kindergarten, extra-curricular activities, or
grandparents. For example, this woman that works only remotely, while her
husband works only from the office site explained that, despite usually having high
volume of work herself, she is the one picking up the child from school: “Between
these work sessions, | also take the big child from school. It happens to me to have
some meeting calls during this time, and | just join the call from the car, from my
phone to listen” (O., woman, 40). Both men and women mentioned they often
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drive during work calls where they are not required to speak, or work on their
laptops in various locations, like parking lots, coffee shops, and libraries.

Setting Boundaries to Unplug from Work — Leisure Activities

Unexpected findings about remote working habits reveal that some
employees use their remote work time to engage in leisure activities, whenever
their workload permits. Out of the personal activities that the respondents
mentioned they perform during their remote working days, around a third of the
respondents mentioned they perform leisure activities. Since usually during the
work week days the children are at school or kindergarten, the work breaks of
remote workers gain various forms, such as sleeping late, performing morning or
evening gym/ karate classes, reading, watching movies on streaming platforms,
playing on a console, or having a coffee with a neighbor.

A father of two under 2 years children, whose wife is currently on maternity
leave, shared that even with her at home and a hired babysitter, managing childcare
for both children is still challenging. Although a second babysitter would have
been helpful, he chose to be more involved himself, due to the financial costs. He
works on a hybrid schedule, and mentioned that during breaks from remote work,
he values the opportunity to rest and sleep: “I wake up just half an hour before the
work program starts. | try to sleep as much as possible, it’s because of fatigue with
children” (S., male, 40). Similarly, a mother working fully remotely in a leadership
role at a well-known IT corporation shared that, while she appreciates remote work
for saving two hours of daily commuting, time she currently spends with her
8-year-old son, she misses the social interaction from the office. To address this,
she has developed a habit of having coffee with a female neighbor when their
schedules align: “When my neighbor works from home, | have a coffee with her,
but if I have days with many call meetings, | don’t manage to do this” (R., woman,
40). These two stories highlight how these respondents perform time work
(Flaherty 2003) to meet both their needs for social interaction or rest with their
professional responsibilities, demonstrating effective work — life harmonization
(Piderit 2007).

Analyzing gender-wise, the proportion of men and women doing leisure
activities during work breaks is similar, with both men and women engaging in
leisure activities during their work breaks. However, analyzing the overall
distribution of personal activities performed during the remote working days,
women generally engage in household labor and childcare activities during their
work breaks, while men engage in leisure, childcare, and only dishwashing, as a
household chore. In conclusion, examining leisure time in the context of work —
life harmonization reveals diverse perspectives. However, it’s evident that leisure
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time holds significant value, serving as an opportunity for relaxation, physical
exercise, self-care, and connection with the loved ones.

Gendered Discourses about Performing Personal Activities during
Remote Working

Analyzing the gender differences regarding performing personal activities
during the remote work, we discovered that women often feel responsible for using
effectively the extra time (gained from work breaks and no commuting) to perform
household chores and childcare duties. In contrast, men generally view remote
work as a benefit for them to be able to spend more time with their children,
engage in leisure activities or offer their support, if needed. They typically don’t
feel responsible to use the extra time gained with remote work to get involved in
household labor, such as food preparing, laundry, home cleaning or other
administrative tasks.

Women are the only ones who said they prepare meals during the remote
workdays, highlighting the concept of “time bind” (Hochschild 1997), where they
experience conflict between work and family time. This time bind leads to a crunch
time, where primarily women feel they do not have enough time to meet both
career and family responsibilities adequately, leading them to develop specific
practices to manage this conflict. One practice is performing domestic work during
work breaks, such as preparing a soup in the remote workdays mornings, so it can
cool until noon to be able to put it in the fridge, or use the oven or air fryer before a
call to have food ready while they work. Another practice is multitasking, ironing
during a work call that doesn’t require them to speak. Women are also primarily
responsible for doing laundry, including running the washing machine, dryer, and
occasionally ironing. Men reported doing laundry during remote work only rarely.

From the interviews, it appears that both men and women working remotely
engage in childcare activities to a similar extent. Despite their distribution seems
similar, their discourses about this experience differ. Working while the children
are at home was described by women as “weird” (A., woman, 29) “chaotic”
(O., woman, 40), “complicated” (L., women, 41), “unproductive” (O., woman, 40)
or “throw all the balls in the air and see what falls" (A., woman, 32), while men
describe this experience differently. Men mentioned that when the children are
home during their workdays, they ask the grandparents or babysitter to take care of
the children.

A man in a senior managerial role shared that, although he is expected to
work fully from the office, he has an informal agreement at work allowing him to
start later in the day. He remains available via phone or laptop most of the time,
including weekends and holidays. His routine involves waking up late due to
staying up at night to read or work, checking emails from home, going to the gym,
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and then heading to work after lunch. Despite his flexible schedule, he mentioned
that during his child’s school breaks, either his mother or his wife (on her remote
workdays) take care of the child: “On vacation, she (child) stays with the
grandparents or if A. (wife) works from home, she stays with her, she gives her
something to do, generally if she works from home she stays with the child, if I
stay, | can’t stay because I have to leave [...] to go to the gym and then to work”
(A., male, 42). His perspective and time work (Flaherty 2003) illustrates a form of
work — life harmonization that prioritizes personal needs.

These perspectives shows that remote working has a double standard
regarding childcare availability, because mothers work from home with their
children around, when it is the case, while fathers don’t do it as much, asking for
someone else to cover for their part. This gendered way of perceiving the remote
working days with children reflects the time bind, which is felt primarily by
women, as they are perceived, by men and by themselves, as main caregivers. As
already stated in the existed literature that the work and home responsibilities
combined increase the individual’s level of stress (Damaske, Smyth, and Zawadzki
2014), and now confirmed by our findings, women feel a higher level of stress to
balance dual responsibilities. In contrast, from the conversations with men about
spending time with their children during the remote workday, it seems that they
perceive it more as a benefit, rather than a responsibility. They discuss how
beautiful is to be able to leave the office room to see, hug and Kiss the children
during a work break.

Three remote working fathers told us about their childcare experience time
during the remote workday:

“When he wakes up, if I don 't have to work, | go to him because it’s a cuddle
time and it’s pleasant, I think I spend half an hour with him” (S., male, 36).
“It’s the simple fact that | go to the kitchen, make myself another coffee, and
see the children. It’s nice to come and they see me and grab my leg to take
them in my arms and kiss. It’s like an extra benefit for me, and there may be
cases when an urgent situation may appear, and | am needed during the
day.” (R., male, 32).
“I still take breaks during the day, I leave the office room, I talk to the
children. These are 5-minute breaks to unwind my legs [...] but that is all 1
do, I work until the evening” (C., male, 40).

Despite the three fathers have a similar context at home, as their wives do not
work, both S. and R.’s wives being on 2-year maternity leave and C.’s wife being a
stay-at-home parent, the C. discourse differentiated from the other two. While S.
and R. feel content with their current arrangement, C. shows a sense of guilt, as he
resents working long hours and not spending enough time with his child. During
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the interview, he mentions that despite working fully remotely, he activates in a
very demanding environment that requires his full attention during the work hours.
Although he appreciates being well-compensated, he admitted feeling regret over
working long hours, and not spending enough time with his child.

In conclusion, the analysis of gender dynamics in remote work shows that
women typically bear a greater burden of household and childcare responsibilities
than men. Women often feel a strong duty to use their time efficiently for
household chores and childcare. In contrast, men generally see remote work as a
benefit to spend more time with their children, and to engage in leisure activities,
without feeling responsible to handle household tasks, or be the primary care taker
during their work schedule. While both genders engage in childcare during remote
workdays, women often express more overwhelming sentiments about working
from home with children present, whereas men tend to delegate these
responsibilities and enjoy more relaxed interactions with their children during
breaks.

CONCLUSIONS

To discover practices that enhance work — life harmony for remote workers,
we focused on two research dimensions: the personal activities remote workers
engage in during workdays and their discussions about these practices, with a
consideration of gender differences. Regarding the first dimension, we discovered
that remote work provides a propitious context for work — life harmonization, as
approximately three-quarters of respondents engage in personal activities during
work hours. They predominantly involve in household chores, childcare, and
leisure activities such as reading or physical exercising. Some other respondents,
mostly women, also mentioned performing tasks like vacuuming, dishwashing,
cooking, pet care or others.

A few women report feeling guilty for not meeting their own expectations for
domestic work due to prioritizing their professional responsibilities. This guilt
emotion is related to the Hochschild (1997) time bind conflict, and it is a burden
specifically mentioned by women. Women often mention cooking activities,
particularly highlighting the advantage of the remote working days to cook,
especially by using automatic pots or cooking machines. To face the Hochschild
(2012) second shift, women often perform time work (Flaherty 2003) to align
cleaning or cooking tasks with work schedules, optimizing their time schedules.

During remote workdays, childcare is a common activity, but to stay
productive, they use strategic practices, like letting children watch TV, play
outside, or stay with grandparents or babysitters. Parents often commute for school
drop-offs or pickups, and some work and have work calls from cars or versatile
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locations. The unexpected findings on remote working habits revealed that many
employees value the ability to engage in leisure activities when their workload
permits, proving that the organizations that offer remote work truly play their part
by providing a context for employees to enhance their work — life harmonization
(Piderit 2007). About a third of respondents engage in leisure activities, like
sleeping late, attending gym classes, reading, or socializing when work demands
are low.

Concerning the second dimension, the comparison of the men’s and women’s
discourses on performing personal activities during remote working days, the study
reveals that women often feel a heightened sense of responsibility to effectively
utilize the time gained from remote work and they primarily allocate it to
household chores and childcare duties, and less on leisure. On the contrary, men
tend to view remote work as a benefit to spend more time with their children, and
to engage in leisure activities, without feeling as responsible for household tasks as
women do. This highlights a disparity in how household labor and childcare
responsibilities are shared, suggesting that men do not equally share these
responsibilities, often prioritizing their well-being and leisure time. Therefore, the
pressure of the second shift (Hochschild 2012) is felt by women in a higher level,
thus creating the “time bind” (Hochschild 1997) conflict, stress and, a feeling of
guilt.

Both men and women engage in childcare during remote work, but they
express different sentiments about the experience. Women often feel overwhelmed
by the challenge of balancing childcare and professional productivity, highlighting
the difficulties they face when they must work while the children are home. In
contrast, men tend to better delegate childcare responsibilities, and enjoy the
occasional time spent with their children during work breaks. This difference in
tone illustrates how the burden of the second shift (Hochschild 2012) often falls
more heavily on the women. Having in mind this difference of approach, we can
argue that the men encountered in the study do not equally share the childcare
responsibilities with the women, and implicitly, did not develop the sense of
ownership on childcare labor or, as the author calls it, “maternal thinking”
(Coltrane 1989). In contrast, they delegate childcare to remain professionally
productive, without putting their well-being at risk for meeting multiple roles at
once.

Our research confirms the traditional division of household and childcare
labor already mentioned by existing studies in Romania (Chipea 2000), (Popescu
2009), (Apostu 2015), (Grunberg, Rusu, and Samoila 2018), (Simionescu 2024),
showing the increased burden of the “second shift” (Hochschild 2012) is mostly
experienced by women. Despite the fact that remote work offers flexibility and an
opportunity for work — life harmonization, women still feel the “time bind”
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(Hochschild 1997) conflict, as they mentioned they lack time to adequately meet
career and family responsibilities. The study reveals that this conflict forces women
to develop strategies, such as carrying out professional and domestic work
activities simultaneously, or doing housework and childcare during work breaks to
manage their overall responsibilities while working remotely. Performing
professional work followed by domestic work at home increase the stress levels, as
already demonstrated by Damaske, Smyth and Zawadzki (2014). Our study aims to
highlight that women’s practices we encountered in our research (multitasking or
skipping proper work breaks) can significantly heighten women’s stress. We
suggest that future research should focus specifically on stress levels among remote
workers.

In conclusion, while remote work offers many potential benefits, it can also
disadvantage women. Delphy (1978)° view of women experiencing dual
oppression by capitalism and patriarchy remains relevant in the context of remote
work in Romania, where working remotely may worsen rather than alleviate their
situation. As stated in the introduction, our study was motivated by the recognition
of the importance of work — life harmonization, seen as a collective effort
involving the economic sector, families, and institutions (Piderit 2007), a process
that require “time work” (Flaherty 2003). To ensure that remote work supports
genuine work — life harmonization for both men and women, further research is
needed to develop inclusive remote work structures that address these gender-
specific challenges, such those presented in this study.



241

A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF REMOTE EMPLOYEES' WORK — LIFE

19

seX [smoy 08—0S HAM 1 Iogeuewr ofdoad uonednpy 22I52p §,10J00(] | IevIom swm g | Ieiom swn-[ng [ ¢ | permewr [isereyong [ 7€ | N
s (o) o)
sex |smoy ge—0¢ HAM T 1o8euewr odoad I 20132p S I0)SBIN Tsiom oum—yred | mszom sum-yred 1 | petmew |3soreyong | ¢c | W
ON | SImoy 60t HAM Togeuewr ofdoad 11 9aI8op s Jofeyoed | owogje Aels | IeIomawn-[ny [ ¢ [ perrew | eurdure) [ o | I
ON [smoyez—07 HAM T3 Iageueur ojdoad ki1 o2139p s I9)seI | 1oxIom owin [0y | 1oyzom surn-[ny | g | petrrewr [3sereyong [ 8¢ [ A
ON [smoy 6£—0¢ HAM TI0J 1o5euewr ojdoad uononpold 0sprA [ 9213ep s Jofeyoeg | IoxIom owin [0y | JoyIom surn-[nj | [ [ petrewr [isereyong [ oy | 4
ON | SINOY 6£—0¢€ HAM 1I0J IOJNQIIUOD [BNPTATPUL Buneaurduy 90150p S JOJoUoRy | IoSIOM own [[0J | IoIoM own-[ng | ¢ | perewr | eurdwe) | ov | o
ON |smoy 6£—0¢ OdM nx_owmmﬁzm% 9%40C IOINQTIIUOS [RTPTATPUT 1I 20130p s J0JoYORg WD IoyIom swm-[y | € | peumrewr |3sereyong | of | A
ON |smoye7—07 OdM ﬁowﬁﬂmg 0406 1e8euewr ojdoad 11 20130p s JoTeyoRy | IeyIom swn ] | IeyIom swin-Tiy | 1 | perrrewr |jsereyong | v | W
ATrep
$9 SINOT q 1o3euewr sjdosd 90139p s JofeyoRy | IoxIoM Surl IONIOM SUIT- STITRUL nso
A 7 08-0S OdM %05 % HAM %0 I 11 P s Jo[eyoey | 1o 0y ! O-Mg | € | pet & se | d
ON [SIOy 6£—0¢€ | OJAM Joom 1od sKep ¢—z [I0JnquUOd [enpIATPUT SOUBUT] 20139p S JOJoyoRyg i) IoyIoM owm-[y | ¢ | pededus [isereyong | oy | A
seX |smoy e—0r | OdM Joom 1od sAep ¢—¢ [10inqinuos renpratpur | seomoserueumy | oo13ep s Iojsejy | Ioyiom sum g | rerom owm-[ng [ 1 | permewr | teyumpop | 67 | 4
ON [smoy 6p—0p | OAM Noom 12d sAep ¢—7 [IOINQIQUOD [eNPIAIPUT | SS0mMOsaI UWNE | 22I39p s Io)sey | Ioxiom owin [y | Joygom aurn-[nj | [ [ petmrewr [isereyong [ 11 [ 4
ON [smoy 6t—0F | OAM Joom 12d sKep ¢—¢ 1o8euenr ojdoad suonerxdO 22189p s Jojeyoed [ Iestom awm [ [ 1eiom swm-Tng [ 1 [ perrewr [isereyong [ ¢ | 4
SOTJATRUY
ON [smoy 6—0F | OAM Yoom 1od sAep ¢—7 |I10JnqIUOD [ENPIATPUT - m:uww dor ereq oa13op s 10)sR | ToxIom owin [0y | oyTom surn-[my | [ | petrrewr |3sereyong | oy | g
ON [smoy 601 | OJdM Yoom 1od sAep ¢—7 |I0JnqIIUOD [ENPIATPUT SOURUT oa180p s Jofeyoeq | 1otom awm [ | 1exiom swm-Tng [ 1 | permrewr |isereyong | €€ | A
ON [sInoy 6£—0¢ | OAM JYoom Tod skep ¢~z [Ionqmuos fenpratpur | yoddns 1ewoisny) | oo18ep s Iojsejy | IoxIom awin [0 | Joyzom surp-[nj | ¢ [ petmrewt | epaasx) | oy | 4
SOATUY -
ON |smoy g¢—0€ | OdM guour 1ad sAep 7—1 1o8euew sjdoad 2 Sunodor e 20132p s I9)SBI WID Ioyiom surn-Tny | 1 | petmewr |jsereyong [ of | W
S | SINOU 08—0S | OAAN wpuour 1od sKep 7— |I0JNqU)uod [BNPIATPUL 11 20189p S JOJoUdRY | JoSIOM own [[0J | IoNIOM oWn-[[ng | | | peruewr |)samyong | ¢¢ | 4
ON [smoy 60t | OdM Juour 1ed sAep 7—1 [I0JnqINUOD [eTPTATPUT 11 201329p s Jojsejy | Ieviom sum g | rerom owm-[ng [ 1 | permewr [isereyong [ ¢ | g
ON [smoy6z—07 [OdM puour 1od sep 7—1 [I0INqLIUOD [enpIAIPUT | SS0mMOseI UBWINE | 92I8ap s Iojsey | Ioxiom awin [y | Jostom aur-[j [ [ [ petmrewr [isereyong [ €€ [ 4
ON [SINOy 08—0S | HA wpuour 1od s£ep 7—1 mauardenue uoneonpy 92139p S IISBJA WNID mausidonue T [ petmrear [3sereyong [ zg | A
ON [smoy ee—0¢ | HAM wpuour 1od sAep 7—] Iageuewr ojdoad uoneonpy 22189p §,10)00(] | IoxIom owin [[ng | 1oyzom surn-[ng | [ | petrreur [3sereyong [ 8¢ [ A
73
g g e 5 £ g g o)
g| % 2 s o 3 2 g ~| E | 2
= = o . = =y e
m g g g : g 5 -] E| F > |ele
= e 5] 1] 2 g = - S o ]
= jan = = & & S = 7 2, o =
= 3 e = 2 ‘e g = g
B % P g 2 £ 2 = 2 &
2 E g % = E s g g
2 S = S T = =2 = 3
| % 3 # 2 2 E
= @ 7o =
sanspeIey)) dydesdowaq-owog s spdwes oy |
1 xipuaddy




242 MARIA SIMIONESCU (VLASCEANU) 20

Appendix 2

Semi-Structured Interview Grid (main topics)

A. Socio — Demographic profile

Al. What is your gender?

A2. What is your age?

A3. Can you tell me what is the area of residence and the city you live in?

A4. What is your marital status?

A5. How many children do you have and how old are your children?

A6. Apart from your partner and children, do you live with anyone else?

B. Employee profile

B1. What is your current employment status? But your partner’s one?

B2. What is the last level of education you have graduated?

B3. What industry do you work in?

B4. What is the function/role you are currently activating in?

B5. Do you have a leadership position?

B6. On average, how many days do you work from home per week/month? How would you
characterize this working arrangement?

B7. On average, how many hours do you work per week?

B8. Do you also carry out secondary work activities, in addition to the function already
discussed?

C. Personal activities performed during remote working days

C1. How does your usual remote working day look like? What is your usual schedule?

C2. Tell me about the habits you have on the remote working days. How does your day start?
How do you take work breaks? What do you do during breaks?

C3. Do you manage to perform any other activities, non-work related in the remote working days?

If yes: What kind of non-work-related activities do you usually manage to slip into the
schedule when you are working from home?

C4. Do you perform any household labor activities during remote working days?

If yes: What kind of household labor activities do you usually manage to slip into the schedule
when you are working from home? How do you feel about performing these activities during remote
working days?

C5. Do you perform any childcare activities during remote working days?

If yes: What kind of childcare activities do you usually manage to slip into the schedule when
you are working from home? How do you feel about performing these activities during remote
working days?

C6. Do you perform any leisure activities during remote working days?

If yes: What kind of leisure activities do you usually manage to slip into the schedule when
you are working from home? How do you feel about performing these activities during remote
working days?

C7. Please tell me about your experience and habits with working from home when the
child/children are also at home. How do you manage to supervise them during your working hours?
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cest studiu exploreaza dinamica de gen a armonizarii dintre
muncd §i viata personald in randul angajatilor la distanta din
omdnia, cu un accent pe abordarea genului ca structurd
sociala. Scopul lucrarii este de a descoperi activitdtile personale desfasurate
de angajati in timpul zilelor de lucru la distanta si discursurile lor, in functie
de gen. Cercetarea a avut o abordare calitativa, folosind interviuri semi-
structurate pentru a explora subiectul. Datele au fost colectate prin interviuri,
prin apeluri video, cu 22 de parinti care lucreaza cu norma intreagd de la
distanta sau in mod hibrid. Esantionul a fost selectat folosind tehnica de
esantionare pe cote si tehnica bulgarelui de zdapada. Cercetarea identifica un
conflict legat de timp in cazul femeilor, care adesea jongeaza cu treburile
casnice si ingrijirea copilului, impreund cu sarcinile profesionale, in timpul
zilelor de lucru la distantd, resimgind stres si vinovdtie ca urmare a acestui
conflict. In schimb, barbatii acordd prioritate petrecerii timpului liber si
deleagd responsabilitatile de ingrijire a copilului, acest fapt subliniind o
diferenta in modul in care sunt impartite sarcinile casnice. Studiul dezvaluie
ca acest conflict legat de timp obliga femeile sa se adapteze si sa dezvolte
practici, cum ar fi desfasurarea simultand a activitatilor profesionale si de
muncd casnicd, sau efectuarea treburilor casnice si de ingrijire a copiilor in
pauzele de lucru cand lucreaza la distanta. Studiul nostru evidentiaza ca
astfel de practici pot creste semnificativ stresul femeilor, sugerdnd cd
cercetarile viitoare ar trebui sa se concentreze in mod special asupra
nivelurilor de stres in randul lucratorilor la distantda. Lucrarea dezvaluie cd,
desi munca la distanta ofera multe potentiale beneficii, poate dezavantaja
femeile. Pentru a ne asigura ca munca de la distantd sprijind cu adevarat
armonizarea vietii profesionale cu cea a vietii personale atdt pentru barbati,
cdt si pentru femei, sunt necesare structuri incluzive de muncda care sd
adreseze aceste provocadri specifice genului.
Cuvinte-cheie: telemunca; gen; armonizarea muncd — viatd personald;
diviziunea muncii casnice; ingrijirea copiilor; timp liber.
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