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Biological essentialism, gender ideologies, and the division of 
housework and childcare: comparing male carer/female 
breadwinner and traditional families
Mariana Pinho and Ruth Gaunt

University of Lincoln

ABSTRACT
The present study examined the role of individuals’ social psychological 
characteristics in the division of housework and childcare responsibilities, 
comparing parents in role-reversed arrangements with parents in a more 
traditional division of roles. A sample of 353 parents with young children 
completed extensive questionnaires. As hypothesized, participants in role- 
reversed arrangements expressed more egalitarian gender ideologies and 
had a lower tendency to endorse biological essentialist beliefs compared to 
participants in a traditional division of roles. The findings further showed that 
parents’ gender ideologies and biological essentialism were interrelated and 
predicted their involvement in childcare and housework. Finally, maternal 
gatekeeping mediated the effect of mothers’ gender ideologies and biologi-
cal essentialism on their involvement in housework and childcare. The find-
ings shed light on the underlying mechanisms by which parents’ ideologies 
shape the division of family work and can lead to more equality in the home.
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Over the past few decades, men’s and women’s lives have become increasingly similar with women’s 
increased participation in the labor force (McGuinness, 2018) and men’s increased involvement in 
housework and childcare (Kan et al., 2011; Negraia et al., 2018; Sullivan et al., 2018). Nevertheless, 
women continue to bear the main responsibility for family labor (Horne et al., 2018; Negraia et al., 
2018; Sullivan et al., 2018). While a growing body of research has attempted to understand and explain 
the gender gap in the allocation of family roles (e.g., Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Sullivan, 2019), it 
has mainly focused on parents’ economic resources and structural constraints (e.g., Hook, 2012; 
Sullivan & Gershuny, 2016). As a result, much less is known about the operation of social psycholo-
gical mechanisms in couples’ division of responsibilities.

The current study aims to explore the role of parents’ social psychological characteristics, namely 
their gender ideologies, biological essentialist beliefs and women’s maternal gatekeeping tendencies. 
To this end, the associations between these characteristics and involvement in housework and child-
care will be examined in a sample of British parents with young children. In addition, the ideologies 
and beliefs of parents in two distinct types of parenting arrangements will be compared: those in 
a traditional arrangement, where the mother is the primary caregiver and the father is the primary 
breadwinner, and those in a role-reversed arrangement, where the father is the primary caregiver and 
the mother is the primary breadwinner.

Despite the number of role-reversed couples being relatively small, a steady increase in their 
prevalence has been registered over the last decades (Boyer et al., 2017; Kramer & Kramer, 2016; 
Latshaw, 2011; Livingston, 2018). Nonetheless, relatively little is known about the social psychological 
characteristics of couples who reverse roles. By focusing on individuals who adopt these 
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unconventional arrangements and contrasting them with parents who adopt a more traditional 
division of roles, this study aims to reveal how ideologies and beliefs guide individuals’ involvement 
in childcare and paid work within different family contexts.

Gender ideologies, biological essentialism and the division of family roles

The gender ideologies model argues that men’s and women’s beliefs regarding gender drive the 
division of family roles (Coltrane, 1996; Deutsch et al., 1993; Hochschild, 1989). This approach 
suggests that couples with traditional gender ideologies allocate tasks and roles along traditional 
lines such that the father takes on the role of breadwinner while the mother is the primary caregiver. 
By contrast, couples with egalitarian ideologies divide tasks more equally, leading to greater paternal 
involvement in childcare. In line with this approach, several studies found that mothers’ (Gaunt, 2006, 
2019; Pinho & Gaunt, 2020) and fathers’ (Fischer & Anderson, 2012; Gaunt, 2019; Karre, 2015; Pinho 
& Gaunt, 2020) egalitarian attitudes are related to more equal division of childcare and housework, 
such that fathers with egalitarian gender ideology are more involved in childcare and housework 
mothers are less involved (Fetterolf & Rudman, 2014; Gaunt, 2006; Poortman & Van Der Lippe, 2009). 
Yet other studies failed to support this association (e.g., Rhoads & Rhoads, 2012). Research demon-
strates that role-reversed or equal-sharing couples hold more egalitarian ideologies than traditional 
couples (Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Fischer & Anderson, 2012) and perform housework and childcare 
tasks according to their family role rather than prescriptive gender norms (Chesley & Flood, 2017; 
Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Pinho & Gaunt, 2019).

Compared to gender ideologies, biological essentialist beliefs can be considered relatively more 
implicit as they refer to beliefs about men’s and women’s predisposition to parenthood (Park et al., 
2015). According to Bem (1993), biological essentialism rationalizes and legitimizes gender polariza-
tion by treating it as inevitable consequences of the intrinsic biological natures of women and men. 
Consequently, biological essentialism perpetuates a concept of inevitability of different treatment, 
expectations and roles for men and women and naturalizes gender inequalities (Bem, 1993). 
According to biological essentialist beliefs, pregnancy and lactation generate a stronger, intuitive 
drive in women to nurture and enhance their ability to parent. Men’s lack of such experiences implies 
an absence of such primitive drive to care for their children, and instead portrays fatherhood as 
a learned behavior (Bem, 1993; Park et al., 2015). Essentialist beliefs increase in the presence of 
physical changes in women which are related to motherhood (pregnancy, breastfeeding, etc.) (Park 
et al., 2015, 2010). Research demonstrates that women who did not go through visual changes in the 
process of becoming mothers, such as adoptive mothers, were viewed in less essentialist terms than 
women who did (Park et al., 2015). Nevertheless, adoptive mothers were still viewed in more 
essentialist terms than adoptive fathers (Park et al., 2015).

Biological essentialist beliefs suppose gender differences beyond the physical characteristics, 
assuming that men and women are born with different predispositions for different roles (Rudman 
& Glick, 2008). Couples’ beliefs of biological differences and their implications seem to be used to 
justify their division of childcare (Deutsch, 1999). Parents who endorse essentialist beliefs tend to have 
a less egalitarian division of childcare, in which women spend more time as care providers and 
perform more childcare tasks while men’s participation is reduced (Gaunt, 2006; Riina & Feinberg, 
2012). Evidence from qualitative studies show that primary caregiving fathers seem to possess less 
biological essentialist beliefs than primary breadwinning fathers and believe that men are equally 
capable of parenting (Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Solomon, 2014).

It is therefore hypothesized that primary caregiving fathers and primary breadwinning mothers will 
exhibit greater tendency to endorse egalitarian gender ideologies (Hypothesis 1a) and lower tendency to 
endorse biological essentialist beliefs (Hypothesis 1b) compared with parents in traditional division of 
roles. Moreover, it is hypothesized that parents’ gender ideologies and biological essentialist beliefs will 
be related to their levels of involvement in housework and childcare. Specifically, mothers’ egalitarian 
gender ideologies (Hypothesis 2a) and lower biological essentialism (Hypothesis 2b) will predict their 
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lower involvement in housework and childcare and their partners’ higher involvement. Similarly, 
fathers’ egalitarian gender ideologies (Hypothesis 2 c) and lower essentialist beliefs (Hypothesis 2d) 
will predict their higher involvement in housework and childcare and their partners’ lower involvement.

Maternal gatekeeping and the division of housework and childcare

Maternal gatekeeping is generally defined as a set of attitudes and behaviors that discourage 
a collaborative effort between men and women in family work by limiting fathers’ opportunities to 
fully engage in caring for their home and children (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Fagan & Barnett, 2003; 
Gaunt, 2008). Several studies have stressed the influence of this dynamic factor, showing the impor-
tance of mothers’ views and behaviors in facilitating or inhibiting fathers’ involvement in childcare 
and housework (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018). 
Allen and Hawkins (1999) argued that due to women’s lower social and economic status and limited 
opportunities in the workforce, expertise in housework and childcare can serve as a valuable source of 
power and self-esteem which facilitates gatekeeping behaviors. However, maternal gatekeeping should 
not be conceived as deliberate or intentional.

Different dimensions of maternal gatekeeping were recognized (Allen & Hawkins, 1999), namely 
standards and responsibilities, maternal identity validation and differentiated family roles. The stan-
dards and responsibilities dimension refers to the mother’s monopolized behavior over the responsi-
bility for family work, translating into her performing the majority of tasks as she perceives herself to 
hold higher standards (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018). Maternal identity 
validation denotes a need for positive appraisal of the maternal role, while differentiated family roles 
refers to gender ideologies related to what is expected to be done by men and women (Allen & 
Hawkins, 1999; Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018).

Previous studies have shown that mothers’ traditional gender ideologies and biological essentialism 
predict higher tendencies for gatekeeping (Gaunt, 2009; Kulik & Tsoref, 2010; Meteyer & Perry-Jenkins, 
2010). Maternal gatekeeping, in turn, has been identified as a predictor of the division of family work 
(Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018; Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2008). Specifically, research has demon-
strated that the standards and responsibilities dimension of maternal gatekeeping predicted lower father 
involvement (Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018), and maternal identity validation was associated with 
mothers’ higher involvement in childcare (Cannon et al., 2008; Gaunt, 2008; McBride et al., 2005).

Qualitative research has also demonstrated that female breadwinners and equal-sharers were able 
and willing to let go of maternal gatekeeping behaviors, allowing their partners to be fully involved in 
housework and childcare (Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Pruett, 1987). Facilitated by lower endorsement of 
traditional gender ideologies and biological essentialism, reduced gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors 
appear to lead to a more equal division of family work (Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Gaunt, 2009).

It is therefore hypothesized that primary breadwinning mothers will exhibit lower gatekeeping 
tendencies than primary caregiving mothers (Hypothesis 3a), and that overall mothers’ endorsement 
of maternal gatekeeping will be positively correlated with their higher time investment and greater 
share of childcare and housework tasks compared to their partners (Hypothesis 3b). Furthermore, 
maternal gatekeeping is expected to mediate the relationships between mothers’ gender ideologies and 
biological essentialism and their involvement in childcare and housework. That is, the mothers’ gender 
ideologies (Hypothesis 3 c) and biological essentialism (Hypothesis 3d) will have indirect effects on 
both partners’ time investment in childcare and share of childcare and housework tasks, mediated by 
gatekeeping. Overall, it was predicted that the less mothers endorse traditional gender ideologies and 
essentialist beliefs, the lower their maternal gatekeeping tendencies, which in turn result in a more 
equal allocation of childcare and housework responsibilities.
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Work and childcare in the UK

Our hypotheses were tested in a sample of British parents with young children. Despite having one of 
the highest employment rates in Europe for women (Eurostat, 2020), the United Kingdom is 
characterized by a male-breadwinner/part-time female-caregiver model, as reflected by the relatively 
large proportion of women in part-time jobs (McGuinness, 2018; Office for National Statistics, 2020). 
In recent years, 53% of British mothers of pre-school children worked part-time and 26% of mothers 
stayed home to provide childcare (Office for National Statistics, 2018, 2019). These patterns can partly 
be explained by the high costs of childcare services in the UK (Organisation for Economic Co- 
operation and Development, 2017), lack of state provision of childcare for small children and social 
disapproval of full-time employment for mothers (Phillips et al., 2018). Childcare services cost British 
families 33.8% of their income (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016), 
representing a constraint on families’ ability to freely choose their family and work arrangements 
(Thompson & Ben-Galim, 2014).

Method

Participants

Data were collected from 353 British married or cohabiting heterosexual parents (203 women and 150 
men) with at least one child aged 5 years or younger. Participants’ ages range from 22 to 62 (M = 35.90, 
SD = 5.42). The age of the youngest child ranged from one month to 5 years (M = 1.83, SD = 1.12) and 
the number of children in the family ranged from 1 to 5 (M = 1.62, SD = .75).

Although the sample represented a broad range of socioeconomic and educational backgrounds, 
most participants identified as white (92%) and the sample included an overrepresentation of educated 
parents (86% had an academic degree). Most parents worked in lower managerial and professional 
sector (93%) and earned up to £38,200 a year (65%). Participants’ work hours range from 0 to 80 per 
week (M = 27.92, SD = 16.16), with mothers working from 0 to 60 hours per week (M = 29.56, 
SD = 13.33) and fathers working from 0 to 80 weekly hours (M = 25.67, SD = 19.21).

To compare participants in role-reversed and traditional arrangements (Hypotheses 1a, 1b and 3a), 
participants were identified as either primary caregivers (71 women and 56 men) or primary bread-
winners (57 women and 52 men) based on their and their partner’s weekly hours of paid work and 
childcare. Participants who worked at least 10 weekly hours less than their partner and provided 
childcare at least 10 weekly hours more than their partner were defined as primary caregivers. 
Conversely, participants who worked at least 10 weekly hours more than their partner and provided 
childcare at least 10 weekly hours less than their partner were defined as primary breadwinners.

The allocation to study groups was validated through self-identification, by asking participants to 
report who is the primary caregiver in their family (on a scale from 1 = My partner is the primary 
caregiver to 5 = I am the primary caregiver) and who is the primary breadwinner in their family (on 
a scale from 1 = I am the primary breadwinner to 5 = My partner is the primary breadwinner). 
Additionally, participants reported the percentage of family income they contributed relative to their 
partner (on a scale from 0% to 100%).

Participants’ self-identification confirmed their classification to the study groups, with those 
classified as primary caregivers based on time investment also reported that they assume this role in 
their family while those classified as breadwinners reported that their partners are the main caregivers. 
Similarly, those classified as breadwinners also reported that they assume this role in their family and 
earn a larger proportion of the family income while those classified as caregivers reported that their 
partners are the main breadwinners and that they earn a smaller proportion of the family income.

Participants whose division of labor did not include two distinct family roles were eliminated from 
the group comparison analysis. The majority of those participants were semi-traditional couples in 
which both partners worked for pay while still maintaining a traditional female-caregiver/male- 
breadwinner division.

4 M. PINHO AND R. GAUNT



Measures

Time investment
To assess time investment in work and childcare, participants were asked to indicate the number of 
hours they and their partners worked for pay per week, and the number of weekly hours in which they 
and their partners were the sole care providers for their child.

Involvement in childcare and housework tasks
The division of housework and childcare was assessed using a “Who-does-what?” measure of task 
performance (Gaunt & Pinho, 2018; Gaunt & Scott, 2014). The scale included 24 tasks and the 
participants were asked: “In the division of labor between you and your partner, which of you does 
each of these tasks?” Responses were indicated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = Almost always my 
partner, through 3 = Both of us equally to 5 = Almost always myself. Participants also had the option to 
rate 9 when the task was not applicable to their child, and such responses were treated as missing data. 
The who-does-what scale includes four sub-dimensions (Gaunt, 2005): housework (e.g., cooking, 
cleaning, laundry), physical care (e.g., feeding, dressing, bathing, putting to bed), emotional care (e.g., 
playing, helping with social/emotional problems), and responsibility (e.g., planning activities, choos-
ing daycare, taking to the doctor, providing sick care). Average scores for items in each sub-dimension 
were computed to obtain the participant’s score on involvement in the four types of housework and 
childcare. Cronbach’s alpha for the four sub-dimensions were .74, .83, .83, .91, respectively. An average 
of all childcare tasks was also calculated to create a total score in involvement in childcare. Cronbach’s 
alpha for this measure was .95.

Gender ideologies
Participants’ ideologies about gender were measured via a scale adopted from Gaunt (2006), which 
includes five items reflecting traditional and non-traditional ideologies (e.g., “Men and women should 
share housework when both are employed”). Responses were indicated on a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree and were recoded so that a higher score reflected more 
egalitarian attitudes toward gender. The item “Marriage is a partnership in which spouses should share 
the economic responsibility for supporting the family” was eliminated to increase internal reliability of 
the scale. The average score for the remaining four items was computed in order to measure the 
respondent’s gender ideology. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was .68.

Biological essentialism
Parents’ perceptions of men and women as being essentially different in their predispositions to 
parenthood was assessed using Gaunt’s (2006) measure. The scale is composed of seven items 
reflecting different views of mothers’ and fathers’ inherent abilities to perform childcare (e.g., 
“Mothers are instinctively better caretakers than fathers”; “Fathers have to learn what mothers are 
able to do naturally in terms of child care”). Responses were indicated on a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree and recoded so that a higher score reflected higher 
biological essentialist beliefs. The average score for the seven items was computed in order to measure 
participants’ biological essentialist beliefs. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was .85.

Maternal gatekeeping
Mothers’ tendency for gatekeeping was measured via Allen and Hawkins (1999) instrument. It consists 
of three separate dimensions: (a) Standards and responsibilities is assessed with five items regarding 
whether mothers hold higher standards for housework and childcare (e.g., “I have higher standards 
than my husband for providing child care”). (b) Maternal identity confirmation is assessed with four 
items concerned with the extent to which the mothers associate their maternal identity with observable 
competence in family work (e.g., “When my children look well-groomed in public, I feel extra proud of 
them”). (c) Differentiated family roles is composed of two items assessing mothers’ expectations and 
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beliefs about men’s enjoyment and capabilities for doing family work (e.g., “Most women enjoy caring 
for their children and homes, and men just don’t like that stuff”). Participants used a 4-point scale that 
ranged from 1 = Not at all like me to 4 = Very much like me. All responses were coded so that a high 
score reflected higher maternal gatekeeping tendencies. The respondent’s average score on each 
dimension was computed. Cronbach’s alphas for these dimensions were .81, .76 and .56 respectively. 
The average of all 11 items was also calculated to obtain a total gatekeeping score. Cronbach’s alpha for 
the overall maternal gatekeeping scale was .83.

Socio-demographic variables
Participants indicated their age, occupation, level of education and ethnic background. Gender and 
age of the participants’ youngest child, as well as the number of children in the household were also 
assessed. Participants also reported their individual annual income on a nine-point scale ranging from 
1 (less than £7,000) to 9 (more than £52,000) and the percentage of family income they contributed 
relative to their partner.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through advertisements in children and community centers, playgrounds 
and playgroups across the United Kingdom. Recruitment was also made online through numerous 
parenting websites, web forums, blogs and social media. Participants were asked to complete an online 
questionnaire on the ways in which families organize work and childcare. To determine their 
eligibility, the participants indicated if they had children, how old their youngest child was and if 
they lived together with their child and the other parent. Participants who had more than one child 
were asked to answer the questions regarding their youngest child. The completion of the question-
naire took 20 minutes on average. Participants were then thanked and debriefed. Participation in the 
study was voluntary and anonymous.

Results

Preliminary analysis

Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson correlations among gender ideologies, biological essential-
ism, involvement in housework and childcare, maternal gatekeeping (for women only) and socio- 
demographic variables are presented in Table 1. In addition to age, the effects of parents’ income and 
education were examined. Correlation analyses were conducted on the full sample separately for men 
and women.

The correlations among gender ideologies and biological essentialism were moderate; r = −.39 for 
women and r = −.47 for men. The analysis showed that women’s gender ideologies were negatively 
correlated with performance of childcare (r = −.26, p < .001), housework (r = −.15, p = .04) and their 
own childcare hours (r = −.22, p = .002) (see Table 1). This indicates that the more egalitarian 
ideologies the mothers had, the less they were involved in childcare and housework. On the other 
hand, mothers’ biological essentialist beliefs were positively correlated with their performance of 
childcare (r = .41, p < .001), housework (r = .24, p = .001) and their own childcare hours (r = .20, 
p = .005), proposing that the more they endorsed biological essentialism, the higher was their 
involvement in childcare and housework. Table 1 also shows that childcare hours performed by 
women’s partners were negatively correlated with biological essentialism (r = −.20, p = .004), suggest-
ing that the more women endorsed biological essentialist beliefs, the fewer childcare hours their 
partners provided.

Results in Table 1 further demonstrate that men’s gender ideologies were positively correlated with 
their performance of childcare (r = .23, p = .005) and negatively correlated with their partners’ hours of 
childcare (r = −.26, p = .001). These results suggest that the more egalitarian the father’s gender 
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ideologies, the greater their involvement in childcare and the lower was their partners’ involvement. 
Additionally, men’s biological essentialism was negatively related with their performance of childcare 
(r = −.30, p < .001) and positively related with their partners’ hours of childcare (r = .24, p = .004), 
indicating that the more essentialist beliefs they endorsed, the lower was their involvement and the 
greater was their partners’ involvement in childcare.

The associations between maternal gatekeeping and women’s performance of childcare, housework 
and hours of childcare were low to moderate. As can be seen in Table 1, maternal gatekeeping was 
positively associated with women’s performance of childcare (r = .23, p = .001), housework tasks 
(r = .33, p < .001) and the amount of time they invested in childcare (r = .19, p = .008). The results 
indicate that mothers’ greater gatekeeping tendencies were associated with higher involvement in 
childcare and housework and a less equal division of childcare tasks.

Table 1 illustrates that mothers’ and fathers’ hours of care were moderately and negatively related to 
hours of care by their partners. The intercorrelations among involvement measures of task perfor-
mance and hours of care were generally moderate to strong ranging from .45 to .70.

More educated women tended to hold more egalitarian gender ideologies, and men and women 
with higher levels of education tended to be less involved in childcare and housework. In addition, 
women’s and men’s education levels were also correlated with their age (r = .16, p = .024; r = .21, 
p = .011, for women and men respectively) and income (r = .28, p < .001; r = .24, p = .004, for women 
and men respectively). Consistent with previous studies, men’s income was negatively correlated with 
their involvement in childcare (tasks, r = −.22, p = .008; and hours of involvement r = −.19, p = .021) 
(Aldous et al., 1998; Pinho & Gaunt, 2020).

Gender ideologies, biological essentialism and involvement in childcare

Our first hypothesis suggested that compared with participants in a traditional division of roles, 
participants who maintain role-reversed arrangements would exhibit greater tendency to endorse 
egalitarian gender ideologies (Hypothesis 1a) and lower tendency to endorse biological essentialism 
(Hypothesis 1b). To test this prediction, gender and role differences in participants’ gender ideologies 
were examined using a 2 (Gender: Male vs. Female) x 2 (Role: Primary Caregiver vs. Primary 
Breadwinner) ANOVA (see Figure 1). This analysis revealed a main effect of gender, F(1, 
229) = 5.90, p = .02, indicating that women (M = 4.47) had more egalitarian gender ideologies than 
men (M = 4.28). This main effect was qualified, however, by a Gender x Role interaction, F(1, 
229) = 9.84, p = .002. As predicted, breadwinning women and caregiving men (M = 4.58 and 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between the study variables.

Fathers’

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M SD

(1) Gender ideologies – -.47*** .23** .12 -.04 -.26** .12 -.03 .13 – 4.31 0.64
(2) Biological essentialism -.39*** – -.30*** -.16 -.12 .24** -.04 -.03 .06 – 3.54 0.86
(3) Childcare tasks -.26*** .41*** – .70*** .59*** -.61*** -.07 -.19* -.12 – 3.08 0.63
(4) Housework -.15* .24** .67*** – .61*** -.49*** .04 -.21* -.22** – 3.19 0.97
(5) Childcare hours – self -.22** .20** .48*** .45*** – -.23** .03 -.15 -.19* – 25.27 19.50
(6) Childcare hours – partner .05 -.20** -.57*** -.47*** -.09 – -.09 .14 .10 – 22.28 18.87
(7) Age .09 -.10 -.03 -.12 -.14* .04 – .02 .21* – 37.32 6.66
(8) Education .20** -.04 -.15* -.21** -.29*** -.05 .16* – .24** – 6.19 2.05
(9) Income -.01 .07 -.10 -.13 -.14 -.05 .15* .28*** – – 5.10 2.46
(10) Maternal gatekeeping -.25*** .40*** .23** .33*** .19** -.11 -.17* -.13 .06 –

Mothers’ M 4.46 3.44 3.59 3.63 23.87 18.80 34.87 6.76 5.85 1.94
Mothers’ SD 0.59 0.75 0.66 0.92 17.73 17.96 4.01 1.72 2.16 0.53

Higher scores on gender ideologies indicate higher levels of egalitarian beliefs; for all the other measures higher scores reflect higher 
levels of the construct. Correlations for fathers are presented above the diagonal; for mothers, below the diagonal. *p < .05; 
**p < .01; ***p < .001.
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M = 4.42 respectively) had more egalitarian gender ideologies than caregiving women and breadwin-
ning men (M = 4.36 and M = 4.15 respectively). Within the caregiving role, women (M = 4.36) and 
men (M = 4.42) reported similar levels of egalitarian gender ideologies, F(1, 226) = .27, p = .60; while 
a significant difference was found among breadwinners, where women (M = 4.58) indicated higher 
egalitarian gender ideologies than men (M = 4.15), F(1, 226) = 14.21, p < .001.

A similar analysis was conducted on biological essentialist beliefs (see Figure 2). This analysis yielded no 
main effects of role or gender (F(1, 228) = .07, p = .78; F(1, 228) = .31, p = .58, respectively), but a significant 
Gender x Role interaction, F(1, 228) = 20.17, p < .001. Also as predicted, breadwinning women and 
caregiving men showed lower tendency to endorse biological essentialism (M = 2.24 and M = 2.27 
respectively) than caregiving women and breadwinning men (M = 2.69 and M = 2.78 respectively).

The second set of hypotheses suggested that parents’ gender ideologies and biological essentialist 
beliefs would be related to their levels of involvement in housework and childcare. Specifically, 
women’s egalitarian gender ideologies (Hypothesis 2a) and lower endorsement of essentialism 
(Hypothesis 2b) would predict their lower involvement in housework and childcare and their partners’ 
higher involvement. Similarly, men’s egalitarian gender ideologies (Hypothesis 2 c) and lower essen-
tialist beliefs (Hypothesis 2d) would predict their higher involvement in housework and childcare and 
their partners’ lower involvement. To test these hypotheses and determine the contribution of gender 
ideologies and biological essentialism to each form of parental involvement, a set of multiple regres-
sion analyses was conducted for fathers and mothers separately. Table 2 indicates that the regression 
equations of mothers’ involvement in childcare tasks and hours spent in childcare on the gender 
ideologies measure (Model 1) were significant overall and accounted for 5%-7% of the variance. 
Gender ideologies was a significant predictor in these equations, suggesting that women’s egalitarian 
ideologies predicted their lower share of childcare tasks and hours. Similarly, the regression equations 
of fathers’ involvement in childcare and their partners’ hours spent performing childcare on the 
fathers’ gender ideologies measure were also significant, accounting for 5%-7% of the variance (see 
Table 2, Model 1). Specifically, the more men endorsed egalitarian gender ideologies, the greater was 
their share of childcare tasks and the fewer hours their partner provided childcare.

3.5

4

4.5

5

srehtaFsrehtoM

Egalitarian Gender Ideologies

Caregiver
Breadwinner

Figure 1. Gender ideologies by family role and gender.
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To assess the contribution of biological essentialism to involvement in childcare, a series of multiple 
regression analyses were conducted, in which biological essentialist beliefs were entered in the second 
step (Model 2). Table 2 indicates that the regression equations for mothers’ involvement in childcare 
and housework on biological essentialist beliefs (Model 2) were significant and accounted for 6%-18% 
of the variance in maternal involvement. Biological essentialism was a significant predictor in all three 
regression analyses. The more biological essentialist beliefs mothers held, the higher was their 
involvement in childcare and housework tasks and the fewer the number of hours during which 
their partners were the sole care providers for their child.

1.5

2

2.5

3

srehtaFsrehtoM

Biological Essentialism

Caregiver
Breadwinner

Figure 2. Biological essentialism by family role and gender.

Table 2. Hierarchical regression analyses predicting involvement in childcare from gender ideologies, biological essentialism and 
maternal gatekeeping.

Childcare tasks Housework Childcare hours – self
Childcare hours – 

partner

Model 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3

Women
Gender ideologies -.26*** -.12 -.12 -.14* -.06 -.30 -.22** -.17* -.15* .05 -.03 -.04
Biological essentialism – .36*** .34*** – .21** .11 – .13 .09 – -.21** -.20*
Maternal gatekeeping – – .07 – – .27*** – – .10 – – -.03
R2 .07*** .18*** .18*** .02* .06** .12*** .05** .06** .07** .01 .04* .04*
F(3,196) 14.45*** 8.69*** 4.77** 2.76*
Men
Gender ideologies .23** .11 – .12 .06 – -.04 -.12 – -.26** -.20* –
Biological essentialism – −.25** – – -.13 – – −.17 – – .15 –
R2 .05** .10** – .01 .03 – .01 .03 – .07** .09** –
F(2,146) 8.04*** 1.97 1.82 6.78**

Standardized beta coefficients are reported. Model 1: Gender ideologies only. Model 2: Gender ideologies entered first, followed by 
biological essentialism. Model 3: For women only, gender ideologies and biological essentialism are followed by maternal 
gatekeeping. *p < .05, two-tailed; **p < .01, two-tailed; ***p < .001, two-tailed.
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Table 2 indicates a similar pattern of results for fathers. The regression equation for fathers’ 
involvement in childcare tasks on biological essentialism (Model 2) was significant and accounted 
for 10% of the variance in fathers’ involvement. Fathers’ higher endorsement of biological essentialism 
predicted their lower involvement in childcare tasks. The more fathers believed that men and women 
were essentially dissimilar in their predispositions to parenthood, the less involved they were in 
childcare tasks. Overall, these results provided support for hypotheses 2a-2d.

Maternal gatekeeping and involvement in childcare

The third set of hypotheses suggested that primary breadwinning mothers would exhibit lower 
maternal gatekeeping tendencies than primary caregiving mothers (Hypothesis 3a), and that mothers’ 
endorsement of maternal gatekeeping would predict their higher time investment and greater share of 
childcare and housework tasks compared to their partners (Hypothesis 3b). Additionally, it proposed 
that maternal gatekeeping would mediate the effect of mothers’ gender ideologies and biological 
essentialism on their involvement in childcare and housework.

Role differences in mothers’ gatekeeping tendencies were examined using independent sample 
t-tests (see Figure 3). As hypothesized, primary breadwinning women exhibited lower tendency for 
maternal gatekeeping overall (M = 1.80, SD = .49) than primary caregiving women (M = 2.10, 
SD = .52), t(123) = 3.31, p = .001, d = .60; as well as, in the measurement components related to 
standards and responsibilities (M = 1.52, SD = .56 for breadwinning women and M = 1.86, SD = .64 for 
caregiving women), t(123) = 3.14, p = .002, d = .57; and maternal identity validation (M = 2.38, 
SD = .69 for breadwinning women and M = 2.69, SD = .74 for caregiving women), t(123) = 2.35, 
p = .02, d = .42; but not on the differentiated family roles component of maternal gatekeeping, t 
(123) = 1.54, p = .13, d = .28 (M = 1.36, SD = .66;M = 1.54, SD = .64, for breadwinning and caregiving 
women respectively). These results provide support for Hypothesis 3a by suggesting that primary 
breadwinning mothers had lower tendency than primary caregiving mothers to manifest maternal 
gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors.

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Maternal
Gatekeeping (total)

Standards and
Responsibilities

Maternal Identity
Validation

Differentiated
Family Roles

Primary Caregiving Mothers

Primary Breadwinning Mothers

Figure 3. Maternal gatekeeping by mothers’ family role.
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Maternal gatekeeping was also entered in a third step to the regression analyses to determine its 
contribution to the division of roles beyond that of gender ideologies and essentialism (Hypothesis 
3b). As shown in Table 2 (Model 3), gatekeeping tendencies were a significant predictor of the variance 
in mothers’ involvement in housework. The higher mothers’ tendencies to gatekeeping were, the 
greater was their share of housework tasks compared to their partners’.

As indicated in Table 1, greater tendencies for maternal gatekeeping were associated with more 
traditional gender ideologies and biological essentialist beliefs. We hypothesized that the mothers’ 
gender ideologies (Hypothesis 3 c) and biological essentialism (Hypothesis 3d) would have indirect 
effects on both partners’ time investment in childcare and share of childcare and housework tasks, 
mediated by maternal gatekeeping.

To assess these hypotheses, we evaluated a series of simple mediation models following the 
methods developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). These analyses were conducted using the 
PROCESS program (Model 4; Hayes, 2013) with bias-corrected bootstrap estimates and 95% 
confidence intervals. Table 3 illustrates the results of the mediation analyses. These results indicate 
that gender ideologies and biological essentialism had indirect effects on mothers’ performance of 
housework. These effects were mediated by maternal gatekeeping and were significant, as indi-
cated by bootstrap confidence intervals entirely below zero (95% CI [−.22, −.05]) for gender 
ideologies and entirely above zero (95% CI [.07, .22]) for biological essentialism. The results 
obtained also indicated that gender ideologies had a significant negative indirect effect on mothers’ 
performance of childcare tasks, mediated by maternal gatekeeping, as indicated by bootstrap 
confidence interval entirely below zero (95% CI [−.11, −.01]). These results provide support for 
the hypothesized mediation process in the effect of gender ideologies and biological essentialism 
on mothers’ involvement in housework and childcare tasks, but not on mothers’ nor fathers’ hours 
of care.

Discussion

The present study sought to examine the role of parents’ social psychological characteristics in the 
division of housework and childcare responsibilities. It also compared parents in role-reversed 
arrangements with parents in a more traditional division of roles. The findings supported the first 
set of hypotheses regarding parents’ gender ideologies and biological essentialism. In line with our 
hypotheses, participants in role-reversed arrangements expressed more egalitarian gender ideol-
ogies and lower endorsement of biological essentialist beliefs compared to participants in tradi-
tional arrangements. Believing that men and women are not designated for different tasks and are 
equally able to nurture, enables parents in role-reversed arrangements to divide their roles 
accordingly and share family work more equally (Deutsch, 1999; Pinho & Gaunt, 2019).

The findings further showed that parents’ gender ideologies and biological essentialism were related to 
their involvement in childcare and housework. In line with our second set of hypotheses, the more women 
endorsed egalitarian gender ideologies and the less they endorsed biological essentialism, the smaller was 
their share of childcare and housework tasks, the less time they dedicated to it and the more hours their 
partners performed childcare. Also consistent with our hypotheses, men’s greater endorsement of egalitar-
ian ideologies and essentialist beliefs was related to their greater participation in childcare and housework 
and with their partners dedicating fewer hours to childcare. However, egalitarian ideologies and essentialist 
beliefs did not predict men’s involvement in housework tasks. One possible explanation might be that 
egalitarian ideologies and essentialist beliefs center more around childcare, which is at the core of social 
prescriptions of parenthood, and not necessarily housework. When compared to childcare, housework is 
often hidden, not as cherished and usually involves unpleasant tasks whose reward is mainly extrinsic. For 
example, previous studies found a link between increased parental oxytocin levels and contact behaviors 
with children (Apter-Levi et al., 2014; Feldman et al., 2011), suggesting that involvement in childcare brings 
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intrinsic rewards to parents. The same does not appear to be true for involvement in housework. 
Consequently, change toward men’s increased involvement in housework is slower, even among men 
with egalitarian ideologies (e.g., European Institute for Gender Equality, 2020; Evertsson, 2014).

The findings allowed for an understanding of the contribution of participants’ gender ideologies 
and biological essentialist beliefs to their involvement in childcare and housework. Participants’ 
biological essentialism brought the largest contribution when explaining their involvement in child-
care and housework. Therefore, findings related to the participants’ beliefs that men and women are 
equally able to nurture appear to explain to a greater degree parents’ involvement in childcare, 
housework and the amount of time dedicated to such tasks. Although previous research (e.g., 
Corrigall & Konrad, 2007; Gaunt, 2019) supports the proposed direction of associations, alternative 
directions or the effect of other factors cannot be excluded. As a result, it is possible, that mothers’ and 
fathers’ involvement in childcare or their sociodemographic backgrounds (e.g., education) shaped 
their endorsement of gender ideologies and biological essentialism.

The third set of hypotheses regarding the role of gatekeeping in the division of childcare was also 
supported. The results suggested that primary breadwinning mothers exhibit lower tendency to 
manifest maternal gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors than primary caregiving mothers, supporting 
our hypothesis and adding to previous literature (Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018; Kulik & Tsoref, 
2010). Although the pattern of results was in the expected direction, a role difference in the dimension 
of differentiated gender roles was not significant. The lack of significant differences could be possibly 
attributed to the relatively high levels of education in the sample, including that of women in 
traditional parenting arrangements, as highly educated women tend to have more egalitarian gender 
beliefs (Carriero & Todesco, 2018; Mannino & Deutsch, 2007). Furthermore, an argument could be 
made that the standards and maternal identity validation dimensions characterize better the concept 
of gatekeeping than the ideologies dimension as they inhibit father’s participation to a greater extent.

Also in line with our hypothesis and previous research (Cannon et al., 2008; Gaunt, 2008; Gaunt & 
Pinho, 2018), the endorsement of maternal gatekeeping was associated with mothers’ greater involve-
ment in childcare and housework. Finally, maternal gatekeeping mediated the effect of mothers’ 
gender ideologies and biological essentialism on their involvement in housework, partially supporting 
our hypothesis. Change toward closing the gender gap appears to be much slower for housework than 
childcare. In the UK mothers continue to perform significantly more housework than fathers 
(European Institute for Gender Equality, 2020). One reason might be that women are aware of the 
importance of fathers being highly involved in childcare and their beliefs regarding the relevance of 
father’s role encourage higher involvement of men in childcare (Adamsons & Pasley, 2016; Fischer & 
Anderson, 2012). However, they may unconsciously remain more reluctant to share household chores.

Although gender ideologies and biological essentialism had indirect effects on the division of 
housework and childcare tasks, their effect on mothers’ or fathers’ time investment in childcare was 
not mediated. This may indicate that gatekeeping is mainly expressed in the overall household and 
childcare tasks rather than in time investment in childcare. That is, whereas traditional ideologies and 
biological essentialism affect couples’ decisions on time investment in paid work and childcare, 
gatekeeping tendencies are mainly displayed in the performance of day-to-day tasks and routines.

Limitations and future directions

Although our study is the first to the best of our knowledge to explore the role of gender ideologies and 
biological essentialism in maternal gatekeeping and the division of childcare among parents in role- 
reversed and traditional arrangements, there is much room for further developments and methodo-
logical improvements in this area. First, our sample was characterized by an overrepresentation of 
middle class, well-educated parents who identified as White British. Highly educated and higher- 
income families are less prone to endorse traditional gender attitudes (Doucet, 2013; Karre, 2015) and 
it is therefore possible that the variance and levels of gender ideologies, biological essentialism and 
maternal gatekeeping in this study were relatively low. A more heterogeneous sample with a greater 
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representation of less educated parents from a lower socioeconomic background may reveal stronger 
relationships of maternal gatekeeping with gender ideologies, biological essentialism and involvement 
in childcare. Moreover, a more diverse sample would allow for the exploration of the role of ethnicity 
and culture in parenting practices and ideologies. In addition, the sample was restricted to hetero-
sexual married or cohabitating couples who were parents of a young child, excluding other family 
structures (e.g., divorced, single, same-sex parents, etc.).

The reliance on self-report measures represents another methodological issue as single-source self- 
reports could be affected by social desirability and are thus less reliable than observations or 
a combination of multiple sources of data. Future research would benefit from integrating diverse 
measurement methods, including direct observations in the home setting.

While the findings from the current study focused specifically on gender ideologies, essentialism, 
and gatekeeping, couples’ allocation of roles results from a complex combination of factors including 
structural and relational processes. Although our analysis controlled for a number of sociodemo-
graphic characteristics, relational ones were not taken into account. In particular, some studies attest 
to the importance of relationship quality (e.g., Lee & Doherty, 2007; Schieman et al., 2018) and 
relational equality (e.g., Martell & Roncolato, 2020) in the allocation of responsibilities. Other studies 
showed that perceived fairness in the division of family work affects women’s happiness and marital 
quality (e.g., Dew & Wilcox, 2011), especially among egalitarian women and women in nations with 
high levels of gender equity (Greenstein, 2009; Kluwer et al., 1997). Future studies would therefore 
benefit from examining the role of relational equality and perceived fairness in conjunction with 
gender ideologies to obtain a more complete understanding of the division of family roles.

Overall, the findings from this study strengthen the accumulating evidence of the important role 
played by gender ideologies, biological essentialism and maternal gatekeeping in the division of 
childcare and housework (e.g., Aldous et al., 1998; Gaunt, 2019; Gaunt & Pinho, 2018). They shed 
light on the underlying mechanisms by which parents’ ideologies shape the division of family work 
and can lead to more equality in the home.
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