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Abstract

Objective: To explore women’s perceptions of changes in specific food habits at
home, specifically the food budget and shopping, and food preparation, during
the COVID-19 period.

Design: Non-probabilistic, exploratory study. Participants completed an online
self-administered questionnaire. Perceptions of food habit changes were mea-
sured on a five-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). Data analy-
sis was conducted in STATA v16.0.

Setting: Chile.

Participants: Adult women between 25 and 65 years old (12 2047).

Results: Of the participants, 72 % were responsible for cooking, 69 % for buying
food and 85 % for child care. Difficulties in organising and doing food budget
works were observed in groups with a lower educational level, lower income
and single mothers with children. Younger participants, dependent workers,
women from biparental families with children and those in mandatory quarantine
perceived more changes in their food shopping and budget management tasks.
Participants more educated, with higher income and non-mandatory quarantine
perceived to cook and eat healthier. Older participants perceived minor changes
in their food preparation tasks at home; in contrast, more educated women and
women from biparental families with children perceived more changes. If women
were in charge of the kids or grocery shopping, more food environment changes
were noticed.

Conclusions: Women perceived changes in their food environments. Some of
these changes are perceived worse in the more vulnerable population. COVID-
19 presents a challenge for the food system and gender perspectives. This infor-
mation should be considered in the design of food-related interventions.
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Nowadays, the COVID-19 crisis affects every country in the
world at different levels. Most countries, including Chile,
have adopted extraordinary measures to avoid the spread
of the virus. In March 2020, Chile started to promote sani-
tary measures such as a quarantine system and the reduc-
tion of people’s displacements by closing schools and
commercial centres. Furthermore, authorities encouraged
employers to adopt flexible working hours and promote
teleworking”. These measures carry out the disruption
of people’s routines which affect different areas of their
lives, including food and nutrition.

The sanitary measures implemented by the authorities
are adequate to prevent new COVID-19 infections.

*Corresponding author: Email pagalvez@uchile.cl

However, they have an impact on the modification of food
environments®?. These food environments are understood
as the contexts in which consumers relate with the food sys-
tem to make their own choices about food acquisition,
preparation and consumption”; they would daily affect rou-
tine activities that shape people’s diet. Food environments
are influenced by physical, political, economic, and socio-
cultural factors®. It has been highlighted that how people
relate to the food system had never been affected by such
a great event as the current pandemic®®, affecting the sup-
ply and demand chain of products, with the vulnerable and
low-income families affected most®”. Among the food envi-
ronments, one that has been notoriously affected is the
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domestic food environment, defined as the one developed
athome®. Due to the exposure of family groups to forced or
voluntary quarantine, school and preschool shutdowns, tel-
eworking, special food shopping hours, among other fac-
tors, the environment inside the houses has changed. In
addition, this environment is affected by economic factors
such as people losing their jobs, family structure and func-
tioning, and stress in family members®, which could be
magnified during lockdown periods due to social isolation,
fear and uncertainty!?. In consequence, family members
could modify their food-related behaviours inside their
homes. Some studies have already evaluated changes in
food consumption habits during the lockdown in the USA,
Europe and Chile, highlighting a rise in the general con-
sumption of food™ and an increase in unhealthy food
consumption®1?.

Historically, from a social perspective, it is considered
that women are responsible for the home food environ-
ment, including family care and domestic chores manage-
ment'¥ such as food planning, grocery shopping, cooking
and cleaning'?. In Chile, before the pandemic, national
reports indicated that women do more work hours (paid
and not paid) than men (about 2 h more per day)?®.
Women spent about double the time than men, doing
unpaid domestic work™, which has been seen in other
countries in Latin America’®. Additionally, in our country,
96 % of women declared that they are the principal care-
givers of their children, in comparison with only 1-4 % of
men"”. The gender gap in the distribution of domestic
duties is accentuated after 25 years of age, a stage of life that
coincides with the most productive work period and with
the years of pronounced fertility for women™®. In the con-
text of the current health crisis, some reports have indicated
that Chilean women devoted 9 h more per week than men
to perform tasks such as cooking, cleaning and laundry®;
22-23 % of women increased their daily care workload by
more than 8 h, compared to 13-3 % of men®®; and 9 % of
women indicate that they are not doing paid work due to
the need for time to care for children or sick relatives, v.
0-7 % of men®,

Women have been particularly exposed to the conse-
quences of COVID-19. More women than men have lost
their jobs; most women have informal jobs such as vendors
or maids, jobs that are most affected during the sanitary cri-
sis and more gender violence has been seen during this
timeY. This, added to the extra house duties performed
by women during the COVID-19 period, placed them in
an especially vulnerable position while facing all the chal-
lenges of the food home environment.

Finally, modifications in the domestic food environ-
ment could influence women’s role as the ones ‘respon-
sible for family feeding’. This situation could directly
affect the way their families are fed and nurtured®?,
impacting food security for the entire family, which could
lead to an increase in malnutrition®. Factors such as the
loss of economic access to food, difficulty accessing

9/10.1017/51368980021002639 Published online by Cambridge University Press

M-F Jara et al.

healthy food and fresh products®, the rise of some food
prices® and having all the family together most of the
day at home could have a significant impact in the way
women and their families manage their domestic food
environment. A national survey conducted by the
Chilean Government during the pandemic showed an
increase in food insecurity, especially in the most impov-
erished homes with women as heads of the family®®. This
increase could be related to the economic crisis due to the
sanitary crisis, which is also related to greater job insecu-
rity and reduced incomes?42>.

Due to the novelty of the current global situation, it is
interesting to study the impact of this sanitary, economic
and social crisis in the domestic food environment area,
considering women’s perceptions of changes in their
workload as they are responsible for this environment.
These perceptions could contribute to understanding
women’s role in periods of crisis and help the public
health authorities include a gender perspective in the
development of policies directed to overcome malnutri-
tion problems and food security in our population. In this
context, this study investigates how the COVID-19 pan-
demic affects the domestic food environment in Chile
by exploring women’s perceptions of changes in specific
food habits at home, specifically the food budget and
shopping, and food preparation, during the COVID-19
period. Additionally, we explore the differences between
these perceptions among women with different socio-
demographic characteristics.

Methods

Study design and participants

This study was conducted with a transversal, non-probabi-
listic design. Adult women between 25 and 65 years old liv-
ing in Chile were invited to participate voluntarily. Due to
displacement restrictions derived from sanitary measures, it
was decided to collect data using an anonymous and self-
reported online survey, accessed through any smart device
with an internet connection. In Chile, 87-4 % of homes have
access to the internet®®.

This questionnaire was available for 1 month (from 15
May to 15 June 2020). The invitation to participate in this
survey was promoted using the most used social media
platforms among the population, such as Facebook,
Instagram and WhatsApp; emails were sent to the univer-
sity associates (e.g. community organisations, employees
and community leaders). We received a total of 2272
answers, but after cleaning the database from duplicates
and from those who did not meet inclusion criteria, we
worked with data from 2047 participants. This figure was
higher than the ones registered in other studies with a sim-
ilar methodology?’?®. No incentive was offered to partic-
ipants for answering the questionnaire.
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Data collection

We developed a self-reported online questionnaire with
closed questions. This instrument had two sections, as
we described below.

Evaluation of the women’s perception of changes in
Jfood-related habits

We developed a five-point Likert scale (1. strongly agree, 2.
agree, 3. neither, 4. disagree, 5. strongly disagree) and with
an option of not answering the statement. The Likert scale
was divided into two subscales considering the following
themes: (1) perceptions about food expenditure and pur-
chase (eight statements); and (2) perceptions about food
preparation (thirteen statements). Items for each subscale
were elaborated based on previous literature in the topic
and experiences suffered by women who the team works
with. The statements represented possible daily situations
that women could be living in during the COVID-19 pan-
demic time. To each answer, we assigned one to five points
to the answer according to the positive or negative direc-
tionality of the statement. No score was assigned to the
‘doesn’t answer’ option with the intention of not modifying
the total number in the score obtained in each subscale.
Thus, the maximum score possible to obtain for the percep-
tions about the food expenditure and purchase subscale
was 40 points, while the subscale of perceptions about food
preparation had a total of 65 points. The lower the score
obtained in each subscale, the greater was the perception
of changes regarding their experiences before the pan-
demic outbreak, meaning a worsening of the food
environment.

Socio-demographic variables

Using this same instrument, socio-demographic data, such
as age, the maximum educational level reached, level of
income, family type, employment situation before the
pandemic and place of residence, were collected. In
Chile, a partial and dynamic confinement system has been
implemented by geographical area, that is why partici-
pants were also consulted about their confinement status
when answering the survey. Age was categorised in quar-
tiles to facilitate the statistical analysis. The educational
level was categorised into four groups: primary—secon-
dary education, technical education (short-cycle tertiary
education), undergraduate education (bachelor degree
or equivalent) and postgraduate education. Incomes per
home were categorised in per capita income quintiles,
based on the classification used by the Ministry of
Social Development and Family in Chile®, then this
amount was calculated in American dollars (USD) using
as a reference the dollar rate during the last trimester in
Chile®?. The family type was categorised into three
groups: family without children, biparental family with
children and single mother with children, based on the
typology used by the National Statistics Institute of
Chile®?. The employment status was categorised into
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three groups: employee, self-employed and unemployed.
The confinement status was categorised into three groups:
mandatory isolation (legally enforced), voluntary self-
isolation (not legally enforced) and no isolation.
Additionally, the participants were asked if they were
the main ones responsible for unpaid domestic labour
such as purchasing and preparing food and caring for de-
pendent people (children and elderly) at home.

Data analyses

We used descriptive analysis for informing levels of partic-
ipants’ agreement with each statement; answers were
grouped in three categories: ‘in agreement’ (answers 1
and 2), ‘undecided’ (answer 3) and ‘in disagreement’
(answers 4 and 5). The results were expressed in absolute
(1) and relative (%) frequency tables and in the median and
interquartile rate (ps—p7s).

Data were non-normally distributed. Therefore, to
determine the association between the level in which
women agree with the statements and their socio-demo-
graphic characteristics, non-parametric statistic tests were
used. The scores obtained from the Likert-type scale state-
ments were added to each section. The Mann-Whitney test
was used to compare between two groups, and the
Kruskal-Wallis test was used to compare three or more
groups, applying the post hoc Bonferroni test afterward
to determine among in which groups were the most signifi-
cant result differences. Rates of P < 0-05 were considered
statistically significant. For the statistical analysis, the
Stata v16.0 software was used (StataCorp.).

Results

Participant’s characteristics

The women’s characteristics can be found in Table 1.
Median age was 36 years old (p,s: 31 years old — prs:44
years old). A high percentage of the sample lived in the cen-
tral zone of the country (87 %), had undergraduate or
graduate studies (86 %), a high rate of income (66 %), were
performing paid work before the pandemic (86 %) and
belonged to families with sons or daughters (60 %). A
93-5 % of the sample was on voluntary or mandatory isola-
tion at the moment of answering the survey.

Regarding the unpaid domestic work and care, the
women from this sample were the ones primarily respon-
sible for cooking (72 %) and buying food (69 %). In homes
with children, it was observed that women were also in
charge of the childcare (85 %), and this was a higher per-
centage in biparental families (86-5%) compared to sin-
gle-parent families (81-4 %). Finally, 46 % of the surveyed
women stated that they had maids to help with the home
tasks before the pandemic, which dropped to 9 % during
the lockdown.
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of participants (n2047)

n %

Age (years)

25-34 890 43-48

35-44 681 33.37

45-54 294 14.36

>55 182 8-89
Residence area

Centre 1781 87-01

South 224 10-94

North 42 2.05
Education level

Primary—secondary 71 3-47

Technical education 221 10-80

University 1082 52-86

Postgraduate 673 32.87
Quintile of monthly income per capita

l'and Il (< 211 USD per capita) 218 10-73

Il (212—-324 USD per capita) 184 9.06

IV (325-555 USD per capita) 282 13-88

V (> 556 USD per capita) 1347 66-32
Family type

No children 826 40-43

Couple with children 943 46-16

Lone mother with children 274 13-41
Employment status

Employee 1348 67-61

Self-employee 368 17-98

Unemployed 295 14.41
Confinement status

Mandatory isolation (legally enforced) 1055 51.54

Voluntary self-isolation (not legally enforced) 858 41.91

No isolation 134 6-55

Perceptions about food expenditure and purchase

A 42-7 % of the surveyed women perceived greater difficul-
ties managing and organising the budget during the pan-
demic period, and 48-02 % of them stated to have looked
for new strategies to make their budget work (online sup-
plementary material, Supplemental Appendix 1). In both
statements, women from low educational level
(P <0-001), with a lower income (P<0-001) and single
mothers with children (P < 0-001) perceived more difficul-
ties and economic challenges while accessing food. No sig-
nificant differences were found among groups of different
age, employment status or confinement status.

Regarding food shopping, most of the participants per-
ceived to have spent more money on food (67-12 %) and
buying more significant amounts of food (71-47 %) com-
pared to the period before COVID-19 (online supplemen-
tary material, Supplemental Appendix 1). Women from
groups with a lower age (P < 0-001) and dependent work-
ers (P < 0-00D) perceived spending more money and buy-
ing more food. In terms of physical access to food, most of
them stated that it was harder for them to go out and shop
(72:94 %), and more than half of the sample declared to
have used digital platforms with delivery service to buy
food (51-93 %). Participants with a higher educational level
(P<0-001), with a higher income (P < 0-:001), from bipar-
ental families with children (P < 0-001) and with enforced
isolation (P < 0-001) perceived more difficulties to go out to

9/10.1017/51368980021002639 Published online by Cambridge University Press

M-F Jara et al.

shop and, then, they used more digital tools for getting
food. No significant differences were found among other
socio-economic variables.

The total median score in the food expenditure and pur-
chase section was 20 (p,s:15-p-5:25). The median score
according to the different socio-demographic variables
can be observed in Table 2. According to the participants’
age group (P < 0-05), different perceptions were observed;
young women between 25 and 34 years old perceived
more significant changes compared to women over 55
years old. It was observed that women from biparental
homes with children perceived more changes than women
from homes without children (P < 0-05); women who were
dependent workers were the ones who perceived more
changes (P<0:05); the same situation was observed in
women in a legally enforced isolation (P<0-05)
(Table 2). There were no significant differences when com-
paring among women of different educational levels nor
income levels.

In the analysis of the total score obtained in this scale,
according to variables related to domestic work and unpaid
childcare, it was observed that women who oversaw child-
care perceived more changes than women who were not in
charge of children (2<0:001). In addition, women in
charge of food shopping perceived more changes in their
routines during the lockdown than those who were not in
charge of it (P < 0-05) (Table 3).

Perceptions about food cooking and preparation
Regarding food cooking and preparation, most of the
women perceived that they had cooked more (78:02 %),
had spent more time in the kitchen (78-60 %), had prepared
different meals during the day (66-49 %) and had spent more
time thinking about which meals to prepare (66-15 %) than
before the pandemic (online supplementary material,
Supplemental Appendix 1). Women from the older age
group (P < 0-001), of lower educational levels (P < 0-001),
from low-income levels (P < 0-001), women without chil-
dren (P<0-00D), self-employed women (< 0-001) and
those without isolation (P < 0-001) perceived fewer changes
in their routines related to these topics.

In terms of their diet quality, most of these women
agreed in their perception of having prepared more
home-cooked meals than before (79-04 %). However,
47-8 % perceived having a healthier diet at the survey time
than before the COVID-19 period (online supplementary
material, Supplemental Appendix 1). Women with a higher
educational level (£ < 0-001), with a higher income level
(P <0-001D) and those who were in quarantine (voluntary
or mandatory; P <0-05) perceived that they were eating
healthier during pandemic period than the comparison
groups. No other differences were found between groups
of different ages, family types or employment status.

The total median score in this section scale was 36
(p25:30-p75:43). The median score according to the differ-
ent socio-demographic variables can be observed in
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Table 2 Total score obtained in the food shopping and budget scale, and the food cooking and preparation scale by socio-economic variables

(n 2047)

Total score in the food shopping and
feeding budget scale

Total score in the food cooking
and preparation scale

Median P25—P75 Median P2s5—P7s
Age (years)*
25-34 19 15-252 36 30-432P
3544 20 15-252b 35 29-422
45-54 20 15-262P 37 30-45°
> 55 21 16-28° 41 34-46°
P-value 0-0180 0-0001 <0-001
Education level*
Primary—secondary 21 14-33 41 31-482
Technical education 20 15-26 38 31-453b
University 20 15-25 36 30-43°
Postgraduate 19 15-25 35 30-42°
P-value 0-2800 0-0020
Monthly income per capita*
< 211 USD per capita 20 15-26 37 30-45
212-324 USD per capita 19 15-25.5 37 29-45
325-555 USD per capita 20 16-25 37 29-44
> 556 USD per capita 20 15-25 36 30-43
P-value 0-6609 0-6399
Family type*
No children 20 15-262 39 32-452
Couple with children 19 14-24P 34 29-41°
Lone mother with children 19:5 14-252b 36 29-45°
P-value 0-0012 0-0001 <0-001
Employment status*
Employee 19 15-252 36 30432
Self-employee 20 15-27° 38 31-46°
Unemployed 20 16-252P 36 30422
P-value 0-0340 0-0088
Confinement status*
Mandatory isolation 19 14-252 36 30432
Voluntary self-isolation 20 15-25P 36 30432
No isolation 20 17-2620 40 34-45°
P-value 0-0333 0-0016

p2s: percentile 25; pzs: percentile 75.

*P-value presented is for the Kruskal-Wallis test for a difference in perceptions among the categories in socio-demographic characteristics. Bonferroni test was used for

multiple comparison.

ab.eMedian values within a cell column with unlike superscript letters were significantly different at P < 0-05 level.

Table 2. For this section scale, differences were observed
in the perception of women from different ages
(P<0:001); women over 55 years old perceived fewer
changes compared with the other age groups. Also, in this
scale, differences were found between groups of varying
educational levels (P < 0-05) and of varying family types
(P<0-:00D). Women with a higher education level and
women from biparental homes with children obtained
lower scores, meaning that they perceived more signifi-
cant changes in their food preparation routines. We also
found differences according to their employment status
(P<0-05) and their confinement status (P < 0-05), with
self-employed women workers and those who are not
in isolation perceiving fewer changes in their food prepa-
ration routines (Table 2). There were no significant
differences for this section scale when comparing the
score values with different income levels.

In the analysis of the total score obtained in this scale
according to variables related to domestic work and unpaid
childcare, significant differences in perception were observed
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between women who oversaw childcare and the ones who
did not (P < 0-001), as among those who were in charge of
food shopping (P < 0-05) or food cooking (P < 0-001) and
those who were not (Table 3). It was shown that women
who stated being in charge of these domestic work and child-
care duties were the ones who perceived more changes in
their food preparation habits during the lockdown.

Discussion

This research aimed to explore women'’s perceptions about
the impact of COVID-19 lockdown in their home food envi-
ronment, specifically regarding the task of buying and pre-
paring food. To our knowledge, this is a pioneer study
about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in people’s
homes from the women’s point of view, especially in
Latin America. In this way, this study contributes to under-
standing changes in specific food-related habits during a
crisis that includes long lockdown periods.
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Table 3 Total score obtained in the food shopping and budget
scale, and the food cooking and preparation scale by the
housework tasks (n 2047)

Total score for the item
of food cooking and
preparation scale

Total score in the food
shopping and feeding
budget scale

Median P25—P75 Median P25—P75

Children primary caregiver*

Yes 19 14-24 34 28-41

No 20 16-26 39 33-45
P-value 0-0000 <0-001 0-0000 <0-001
Elderly primary caregiver*

Yes 19 14.5-24.5 37 3043

No 20 15-25 36 30-43
P-value 0-3673 0-8890
Main in charge of buying*

Yes 19 15-25 36 30-43

No 20 16-26 37 31-44
P-value 0-0047 0-0297
Main in charge of cooking®

Yes 19 15-25 35 2942

No 20 15-26 41 33-45
P-value 0-1591 0-0000 <0-001

p25: percentile 25; p75: percentile 75.

*P-value presented is for the Mann—Whitney test for a difference in perceptions
among the categories in distribution of housework and unpaid care tasks.
Median values were significantly different at P < 0-05 level.

This study confirms that most women were in charge of
unpaid tasks related to caring and home management dur-
ing this pandemic period. We found that most of the sur-
veyed women put themselves as the person in charge of
the tasks of buying food (69 %), cooking food (72 %) and
child caring (85%). This women'’s role inside the family
was already observed before the COVID-19 period®?,
and it has been recently described in other studies con-
ducted in Europe®®3%®  during this pandemic period.
Evidence has suggested that part of the home tasks can
be shared between men and women. However, most of
the extra work during the pandemic period has fallen on
women®-39. Concern has been expressed in this regard
since the increase of domestic tasks and caring workload
can impact women’s ability to perform a remunerated
jobB3337_ A survey conducted during the pandemic in thir-
teen countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, includ-
ing Chile, shows that women are more likely to lose their
jobs than men, due to the increase in childcare tasks and
the social norms that make women the primary ones
responsible for those tasks®®. These difficulties for having
paid jobs could be diminishing the total family income, par-
ticularly in families with children of preschool age who can-
not independently undertake distance education®.
Besides, this heavy unpaid workload leads to higher levels
of stress and other mental health problems®”. In Chile,
55-8 % of women indicate that their mental health has wors-
ened during the months of the health crisis, while only
42:8% of men estimate the aforesaid®”. This study did
not collect information from men to compare how they
are affected by the pandemic time. Future studies should

9/10.1017/51368980021002639 Published online by Cambridge University Press

M-F Jara et al.

consider men’s opinions on how this period has affected
their contribution to the household chores.

Women perceived their home food environment as hav-
ing changed during this pandemic period. Younger partic-
ipants and those in quarantine perceived more food
environment changes, having more food budget and
preparation problems. Other food environments in con-
stant relationship with the home food environment have
also been affected by this pandemic“*—*®_ Therefore, it is
understandable that women perceived more difficulties
reaching different food environments during the lock-
down. These changes in food environments were per-
ceived as the worst by younger women, with a more
frequent need to cook. In this sense, results from research
conducted in Europe showed that older adults perceived
fewer changes in their eating routines"*¥. However, in
these European studies, most older participants were older
than 65 years old (older than our participants); they could
have had similar food routines at home before the pan-
demic. In our study, it is likely that women over 55 years
old had more experience managing home tasks than youn-
ger participants. Additionally, probably younger women
are more used to eating out, and during the pandemic, res-
taurants (as part of one of the food environments®) have
limited capacity to work; in consequence, younger women
are forced to manage food more at home. Data from the
USA indicated that people from 20 to 29 years old are those
who eat more calories from food outside their houses“>.

Our participants noted changes in their routines to
acquire food, manage the food budget, and in food cooking
and preparation habits. Women in our sample who were
from lower educational levels, lower incomes and single
mothers with children perceived to have faced more signifi-
cant financial difficulties accessing food. This finding is cor-
related with the data provided by the Government of Chile
in which it was demonstrated that more disadvantaged
groups are the ones that suffer more food insecurity®%49,
Similar evidence has been shown globally, leaving the most
impoverished people more greatly affected by changes in
the food system, especially in the food access due to
COVID-19, This situation is worse in homes with women
as head of the household, having a greater probability of
suffering food insecurity on all its levels?%4%47)_This finding
highlights the importance of securing food access to the
most vulnerable groups and the relevance of incorporating
gender perspectives when developing public policies
related to this topic.

It is interesting to highlight that even when our sample
skewed towards highly educated and high socio-economic
households” women, they still perceived changes during
this quarantine. It is probable that this situation is because
most women in our sample were used to working outside
of home most of the day or having a helper who did most of
the house duties. But due to sanitary measures, they have to
be at home all day with no helper, doing the paid and
unpaid work at the same time.
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On the other hand, it has been shown that most women
declared to have prepared more homemade meals
(79-04 %), and only a small number of women declared
to have increased their consumption of fast-food meals
(1270 %). The tendency to cook more and the minor con-
sumption in restaurants or the minor consumption of fast
food have been shown also in European countries"®®
and in a study of families from the USA® and Canada™?.
This trend could be taken as an opportunity to improve
the diet quality through food and nutrition education.
However, there is no certainty that these habits will con-
tinue once the sanitary measures start to ease.

Although most women from this study declared cooking
more homemade meals, less than half of the participants
(47-78 %) perceived to be eating healthier. This situation
was perceived as worse by women with lower incomes.
Another study in Chile showed similar results. In this,
women declared eating more food than before the pan-
demic, and only 35 % of them perceived having a healthier
diet, although most of them declared cooking more at
home™?. In a study conducted in UK adults, most surveyed
participants indicated having worse diets and having prob-
lems with weight managing strategies during the pandemic,
especially in those with higher BMI®®. Mental health prob-
lems were also associated with overeating during lock-
down®®. Additionally, a recent study reported that the
increase of energy consumption during the lockdown
was higher in women than men®V. All this evidence is rel-
evant considering that in Chile, as in other parts of the
world, obesity and morbid obesity prevalence is higher
in women than in men®?, and it is expected that, due to
the extensive lockdown, obesity issues could be exacer-
bated in the adult population®®. Furthermore, concern
has been expressed regarding eating habits because the
consumption of unhealthy diets impacts susceptibility to
COVID-19 and recovery®?.

Finally, in the current study, women who were the pri-
mary caregivers of children perceived more changes in
their food-related behaviours than women who were
not. Women from biparental families with children seemed
to be the most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. As
schools have been closed during the pandemic period,
children are at home all day with their mother taking care
of them. A similar situation happened with women’s part-
ners: some are teleworking from home, and others lost their
job. Consequently, women probably are taking care of both
children and partners during the COVID-19 period. Some
evidence has shown that during quarantine periods,
parents, especially mothers, are under stressful experien-
ces trying to balance their work, personal lives and care
for their children®®. Also, as parents are losing their jobs,
family, and especially mothers, could be more worried
about feeding their family. Another study that evaluated
changes in families’ home food environments shows an
increased parents’ concern about children becoming over-
weight and thus increased controlling feeding practices
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during the confinement, especially in families with low
food security reported®. These findings highlight the
importance of supporting programmes and policies that
provide access to nourishing meals to families with
children.

Facing the post-pandemic period seems a challenge;
policies with a gender approach should be implemented
by the governments. For example, educational campaigns
must reinforce the role of the whole family in the house
tasks, not just women. Companies should understand that
women have this double burden of work and should imple-
ment some measures for allowing women more flexibility
in the office hours without affecting their salaries or job sta-
tus, especially in households where young children are
present. In this same sense, there have been recommenda-
tions for ensuring universal access to childcare centres
where children also can receive food during the day"®.
Governments should create laws to protect women’s
jobs®Y. Furthermore, it has been recommended to give
direct economic incentives to women for helping them
to face home food environment challenges during and after
the pandemic®?. Reinforcing food subsidies would also
contribute to facing the food insecurity that can happen
as a consequence of the COVID-19 crisis.

Even though this research provides useful data for mak-
ing future decisions, it has some limitations similar to those
from other studies with an online methodology. The first
limitation is that we created the instrument for reaching
the study goal, and it has not been validated before. A sec-
ond limitation is related to the population who could access
this survey. Since the primary access was through a device
with an internet connection, this could have limited the par-
ticipation of women from more vulnerable groups who
may not have had the resources to access the survey while
it was available. It is necessary to evaluate other method-
ologies to collect information from these populations
who are at a higher risk of food insecurity and other health
problems due to the pandemic. Finally, even though the
sample is larger than others from similar studies, it was
not reached through a probabilistic sample, with groups
with lower educational level and lower incomes underre-
presented if the sample distribution is compared to the real-
ity of the country®®. Consequently, the results of this study
should be analysed with caution.

Conclusions

Women from our study perceive changes in their home
food environment. Younger women, women in quaran-
tine, women who were dependant workers and those from
biparental homes with children perceived more changes
than their counterparts regarding their food environment.
Women from the low-incomes and low-education catego-
ries stated having faced more difficulties managing their
food budget during the pandemic. These women
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perceived fewer changes in their food preparation tasks at
home. Women who were in charge of the domestic tasks
declared having perceived more changes in their food
environment.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the measures to prevent
its spread present a variety of challenges for the families. As
the main person in charge of the home food environment,
women face several difficulties interacting with other food
environments and the food system. This interaction seems
worst in women from low socio-economic levels. This sit-
uation should be addressed from an interdisciplinary per-
spective to guarantee the availability, accessibility and
affordability of a healthy diet to all families in crisis periods.
Additionally, these aspects should alert authorities and
healthcare planners about the importance of including gen-
der perspectives during the development of food interven-
tions during the pandemic and future periods of sanitary,
economic or social crisis.
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