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Abstract

The persistence of gender inequalities in the division of paid and unpaid work poses an important ques-

tion for gender socialization research: what matters most for the intergenerational transmission of gender-

role attitudes, parental own attitudes, or parental behaviours? Recent explanations in cultural economics

suggest that intentional attitudinal transmission is the main driver of cultural reproduction. In line with

classical sex-role learning models, we contend, however, that what parents do is at least as important as

what parents say for gender-role transmission. Using data for British children aged between 11 and 15 we

estimate the independent influence of each of these two socialization channels on children’s attitudes to-

wards the sexual division of labour (ASDL). We show that both parental attitudes and parental behaviours

are crucial in the formation of children’s ASDL, and that parental influences are stronger when they oper-

ate through same-sex dyads. We also show that mothers’ time out of the labour force is a stronger pre-

dictor of children’s ASDL than either mothers’ or fathers’ own attitudes. Finally, analysis of a subset of the

children followed into their early adult lives shows that ASDL formed in childhood have significant and

lasting consequences for both adults’ gender attitudes and their behaviours.

Introduction

With increasingly egalitarian attitudes and a steady in-

crease in women’s labour market participation over the

last 40 years, the persistence of a gendered division of

paid and unpaid work in Western nations is a puzzle.

Ridgeway (2011), for example, notes that the unequal

distribution of paid and unpaid work occurs despite

changes in overall female labour market participation,

legislation outlawing discrimination, and widespread

views that girls and boys should have the same opportu-

nities. A key contributory factor is likely to lie in inter-

generational transmission of more traditional attitudes

to the division of labour, which are important predictors

of behaviour both in the private and the public spheres.

Understanding how these attitudes are transmitted over

generations is therefore a crucial question for gender

stratification research.

Both classic socialization models in sociology

(Bandura, 1977; Acock and Bengston, 1980; Alwin,

1984; Okamoto and England, 1999) and cultural trans-

mission models in economics (Fern�andez, Fogli and

Olivetti, 2004; Escriche, 2007) have emphasized the im-

portance of parental socialization in the formation of
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gendered preferences and beliefs. But empirical research

on the subject is still fragmented and suffers from a

number of limitations.

First, despite a host of empirical evidence showing

significant correlations between parental characteristics

and children’s gender-role attitudes, we still know little

about the precise channels and mechanisms involved in

early preference transmission (Cunningham, 2001a;

Reskin, 2003). This problem largely stems from data

limitations, which have often led researchers to draw on

adult samples to address socialization processes ex-

pected to take place during childhood (e.g. Fernandez

and Fogli, 2009; Farré and Vella, 2013).

Secondly, empirical research has typically empha-

sized women’s gender attitudes, how they are shaped

and how they affect women’s supply of work. Hence,

the transmission of gender attitudes from mothers to

daughters has received special attention (Moen,

Erickson and Dempster McClain, 1997; Cunningham,

2001a,b; van Putten, Dykstra and Schippers, 2008;

Fernandez and Fogli, 2009; Cipriani, Giuliano and

Jeanne, 2013). By contrast, men’s role in the process of

gender-role transmission has been relatively neglected

(but see Fern�andez et al., 2004; Davis and Wills, 2010;

Polavieja and Platt, 2014).

Thirdly, recent research on the intergenerational

transmission of gender attitudes, particularly transmis-

sion models in economics, tends to assume an active

mode of parental socialization (Bisin and Verdier,

2001). Yet children may also learn from parents’ passive

enactment of gender roles, even when such enactments

contradict parents’ stated attitudes. In other words, chil-

dren might learn from what parents do as much as from

what parents say (Eagly,Wood and Diekman, 2000;

Cunningham, 2001a; Hitlin, 2006). Identifying the rela-

tive importance of enacted and stated socialization is in-

creasingly important as people’s stated gender attitudes

and those revealed in their behaviours often diverge

(Hochschild and Machung, 1989).

Fourthly and finally, evidence linking research on the

formation of attitudes in childhood with their conse-

quences for subsequent division of labour is scant, due

to researchers’ dependence on concurrent adult samples.

Yet to show that transmission processes play a role in

the reproduction of gender inequality, it is essential to

find evidence linking childhood attitudinal transmission

to adult attitudes and behaviours, and this requires lon-

gitudinal data.

Our research addresses these limitations by investi-

gating the early transmission of attitudes towards the

sexual division of labour (ASDL) from parents to their

11- to 15-year-old children, using data from the British

Household Panel Survey from 1994 to 2010. We focus

on parental attitudes for which we have corresponding

behaviours and this allows us to identify the influence of

both parents’ stated and parents’ enacted gender roles

on children’s ASDL. We can thereby gauge the relative

importance of behavioural and attitudinal forms of cul-

tural transmission. Drawing on previous research on

the formation of sex-typical occupational preferences

(Polavieja and Platt, 2014), we also investigate the

relative influence of homolineal transmission (same-sex

parent–child dyads) and heterolineal transmission (op-

posite-sex parent–child dyads). In addition, we follow

children into their early adult lives and show that early

transmission of ASDL from parents to children has in-

deed significant consequences for both children’s stated

and children’s enacted gender roles as adults.

Framework

Parental Attitudes and Behaviours as Two
Distinctive Transmission Channels

Explaining the persistence of gender inequalities in the

division of paid and unpaid work in post-industrial soci-

eties remains a challenge. Women still bear the brunt of

household chores across the globe (see e.g. OECD,

2012). Estimates for Britain show that there has been

very little change over the past two decades in the per-

centage of couple households dividing household chores

along traditional gender lines (Scott and Clery, 2013).

Moreover, although female labour force participation

rates have increased significantly in the last 30 years,

much of this is part-time. Even though British women’s

overall employment between the ages of 16 and 64

reached 67 per cent in 2013, over two-fifths of that was

part-time, compared to 13 per cent of men’s employ-

ment (ONS, 2013). As a result, women still devote on

average 100 minutes less per day to paid work than

men, while they do around 5 hours more housework and

13 hours more family care per week (Clery and Scott,

2013: pp. 126–129). These data speak of a persistent

division of labour across gender lines. Although this

phenomenon is certainly not unique to the United

Kingdom, Britain makes an interesting case study, as it

combines high gender gaps in both unpaid and paid

work time due to its comparatively high rates of part-

time employment among mothers. Evidence from the

early 2000s indicates that by the time their baby is

around 9 months old around 48 per cent of UK mothers

are in paid work, but three-quarters of these work part-

time (Dex and Joshi, 2004). Mothers’ employment rate

increases as children age, but remains dominated by
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part-time work. In 2004, mothers with children aged 0–

4 had part-time employment rates of 38 per cent, with

21 per cent full-time (Walling, 2005), while among

those whose youngest child was aged 5–10, 50 per cent

were in part-time work, with 27 per cent full-time. For

those whose youngest child was secondary school age

(11–15), 42 per cent were in part-time and 38 per cent

in full-time work.

Meanwhile, there has been a substantial decline in

traditional gender attitudes around the world (Inglehart

and Norris, 2003; Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004). In

Britain, for example, close to half the population in the

mid-1980s agreed that ‘a man’s job is to earn money; a

woman’s job is to look after the home and family’; this

figure went down to 13 per cent by 2012 (Scott and

Clery, 2013: p. 119). Significant declines in gender trad-

itionalism have also been found in other dimensions of

gender attitudes, albeit at a slower pace.1

This contrast between stated attitudes and the actual

division of labour between the sexes means that a con-

siderable number of people might be expected to display

traditional gender roles even though their stated gender

attitudes are not traditional.2 At the same time, while

traditional attitudes have declined over time they appear

to be stabilizing among more recent cohorts (Cotter,

Hermsen and Vanneman, 2011; Scott and Clery, 2013).

Even if there is some tendency for attitudes or prefer-

ences to change with life events and policy context

(Baxter et al., 2015; Gangl and Ziefle, 2015), and for be-

haviours and attitudes to converge to reduce dissonance

(Festinger, 1957), it is clear that it is possible for individ-

uals to maintain attitudes that are at odds with their ac-

tions.3 The gap between behaviour and attitudes

alongside the persistence of traditional attitudes allows

us to investigate the relative influence of attitudinal and

behavioural mechanisms of cultural transmission that

results in continuing gendered inequalities in the public

and the private spheres.

In the last decade the study of socialization processes

has experienced a certain revival in the social sciences,

as economists have developed formal models of cultural

transmission (Bisin and Verdier, 2001; Escriche, 2007).

In these models parents are assumed to purposively

transmit their own beliefs, preferences, and values to

their offspring because they hold these values, prefer-

ences, and beliefs to be true and/or beneficial to their

children. Behaviours and attitudes are assumed to be

congruent (Fern�andez et al., 2004). This process is

known as vertical transmission.4

Vertical transmission models thus assume that par-

ents wish to pass on their own cultural traits to their off-

spring and that they devote a certain socialization effort

to this end. Some form of verbal instruction or exhort-

ation is therefore implied (see e.g. Farré and Vella,

2013). We note that these models resemble early sym-

bolic interactionist approaches in sociology in that both

view socialization as a process whereby an actor conveys

‘indications to another person as to how he is to act’

(Blumer, 1966: p. 537 in Starrels and Holm, 2000).

Vertical transmission models, then, expect a signifi-

cant correlation between parents’ and children’s stated

values.

Research on the intergenerational transmission of at-

titudes has consistently shown that there is indeed a

strong correlation between children’s attitudes and those

of their parents (Cunningham, 2001b; Vollebergh,

Iedema and Raaijmakers, 2001; Moen et al., 1997; Min,

Silverstein and Lendon, 2012; Rico and Jennings, 2015).

Yet this evidence does not in itself constitute proof of in-

tentional transmission. Classical socialization theories in

both social psychology (e.g. Bandura, 1977) and soci-

ology (e.g. Thornton, Alwin and Camburn, 1983; Eagly,

1987) have long stressed that parents not only serve as

‘verbal persuaders’ but crucially as role models to their

children (Moen et al., 1997). Parental sex-typical behav-

iours can thus have an independent socialization influ-

ence on children’s ASDL because they allow children to

make associations between gender and the performance

of particular kinds of work (Cunningham, 2001a) and

because they provide children with crucial information

about the social constraints under which men and

women carry out their lives (Eagly et al., 2000). By

observing their parents’ behaviours in both the domestic

and the public spheres children learn about the social

distribution of constraints and opportunities between

the sexes, discover socially prescribed gender roles and

form expectations about the costs of deviating from sex-

typical behaviour (Polavieja, 2012). This implies that

parental sex-typical behaviours can act as a powerful

channel of gender-role socialization independently of

what parents say. In a world of increasing incongruence

between enacted and stated gender roles, gauging the

relative influence of vertical attitudinal transmission and

behavioural sex-role learning becomes a crucial question

for gender-socialization research.

We also wish to examine the role of fathers and

mothers as distinct socialization agents. Some classical

versions of socialization theory argue that the influences

of the same-sex parent are particularly important in the

transmission of gender-role attitudes (Johnson, 1975;

Lynn, 1969 in Cunningham, 2001a). According to these

theories we should expect stronger cultural transmission

through same-sex parent–child dyads than through

opposite-sex dyads. The question of the sex specificity
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of transmission channels has, however, received little at-

tention in the gender socialization literature (but see

Cunningham, 2001a; Polavieja and Platt, 2014).

Instead, the study of maternal influences has clearly pre-

dominated over the study of fathers’ role as cultural

transmitters (Moen et al., 1997; Cunningham, 2001a;

Gupta, 2006; van Putten et al., 2008; Fernandez and

Fogli, 2009; Cipriani et al., 2013).

In summary, two main empirical predictions can be

derived from the arguments discussed above. First, we

expect both parental attitudes and parental behaviours

to exert an influence on children’s ASDL, and second,

we expect that transmission effects are stronger when

operating through same-sex parent–child dyads. Joint

estimates of behavioural and attitudinal transmission

are scant in the literature (but see Cunningham, 2001a,

b; Hitlin, 2006). Moreover, because different authors

work with different measures, findings are not compar-

able across studies. Hence, we do not hold any a priori

expectation as to the relative strength of attitudinal ver-

sus behavioural transmission on children’s ASDL. Yet

we note that if behavioural sex-role modelling exerts a

significant independent influence on ASDL, vertical

transmission models that focus simply on attitudes

offer only a partial account of cultural transmission

processes.

The Enduring Influence of ASDL

Transmission models assume that the formation of

ASDL in early life has an enduring impact on children’s

attitudes and behaviours as adults. It is precisely because

early transmission processes are assumed to have such

impact on adult outcomes that they are considered rele-

vant for the social reproduction of gender inequality. At

the same time, evidence suggests that people change

their gender attitudes in adult life in response to context,

partners, and/or as a result of experiencing particular

life events, such as marriage/cohabitation, employment,

or the birth of the first child (Bulanda, 2004; Baxter

et al., 2015; Gangl and Ziefle, 2015). This evidence is

consistent with theoretical approaches in social psych-

ology and life-course research that see socialization

as a lifelong process and stress the continuing

socializing potential of small-group interactions, con-

textual influences, and peer effects (for a review, see

Correll and Ridgeway, 2003; Elder et al., 2003). The

question of whether early ASDL have an enduring im-

pact in adult life thus bears great theoretical importance.

Yet this question has not been sufficiently investigated

in empirical research due to a paucity of long-term lon-

gitudinal surveys (but see e.g. Moen et al.,

1997; Cunningham, 2001a, b; Corrigall and Konrad,

2007).

We are able to follow a subsample of young children

into their early adult lives and this allows us to test, first,

whether childhood ASDL are significant predictors of

adult attitudes, and, second, whether childhood ASDL

are significant predictors of adult behaviours. We focus

on two behaviours: (1) the amount of housework people

do as adults, and (2) the labour market attachment of

women. Because the expected relationship between

childhood ASDL and adult attitudes and behaviours is

likely to be mediated by endogenous family, educa-

tional, and occupational decisions (Vella, 1994; Starrels

and Holm, 2000; Cunningham et al., 2005; Kroska and

Elman, 2009), it is important to test these associations

without family, educational, and occupational controls.

In accordance with early socialization models, we expect

that the intergenerational transmission of gender-role at-

titudes will reveal itself in enduring associations between

children’s gender-role attitudes and their attitudes and

behaviours as adults.

Data and Methods

We use the British Household Panel Survey, a study of

around 5,000 households living in Great Britain in

1991, whose adult members were first surveyed in 1991

and followed annually till 2008, after which they were

incorporated in the UK Household Longitudinal Study

(UKHLS; University of Essex, 2009, 2013; Knies, 2014).

All those from the original households continue to be

interviewed even if they move or separate. All minors

living in original households or born to original sample

members are themselves core members of the panel and

become eligible for the adult interview when they reach

age 16. From 1994 (wave 4), a self-completion youth

questionnaire for 11- to 15-year-olds was added to the

study.

Around 4,600 children responded to the youth ques-

tionnaire and provided valid information on our key

measure of gender role attitudes at least once between

BHPS waves 5 and 18.5 Using unique identifiers that

matched relationships across household members, we

linked these children’s responses to data provided by

their parents (co-resident natural or step parents) in the

adult questionnaire. We focus our analysis primarily on

young people living in couple parent families. This is be-

cause we are interested in the independent influence of

mothers and fathers on their sons and daughters. Our

main sample therefore comprised those 2,859 sons and

daughters (1,387 girls and 1,472 boys) who were both

living in couple parent families and had valid own and
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parental responses on gender role attitudes variable, and

non-missing values on other variables. Single-parent

(overwhelmingly lone mother) families are likely to have

a rather different influence on their children’s attitudes

in the absence of a father. However, for completeness,

we additionally repeat the analysis with 897 young peo-

ple living in lone-mother families.

We further linked the boys’ and girls’ responses to

their own subsequent responses to the main (adult)

interview, where available. We restricted the sample to

those who responded to the BHPS/UKHLS adult inter-

view at age 22 or above (oldest was aged 30, mean age

25). As many of our respondents had not reached age 22

at the latest wave in our analysis, this reduced our sam-

ple of sons’ and daughters’ adult behaviours and atti-

tudes to a subset of 302 men and 328 women with valid

responses on the dependent variables. For those who

provided responses at multiple interviews post-22, we

concentrate on the latest response (as furthest from their

childhood attitudes). Because young people in the UK

typically leave university at 21, this restricted sample

captures the post-education period. Indeed, only 7 per

cent of this adult sample were studying, while over

three-quarters were in full-time work (86 per cent of

sons, 63 per cent of daughters). Around 28 per cent had

obtained a degree, which is in line with expectations for

this cohort. Respondents are moving from the direct in-

fluence of their parents; and just under 19 per cent were

co-resident with either or both parent(s) when their

adult outcomes were measured (see Online Appendix,

Table A1).

Dependent Variables

The question on gender role attitudes that we exploited

provided direct information about attitudes towards the

division of labour between spouses. Hence, it provided a

potentially direct route from observed behaviour (of

parents) to own enacted behaviour. It was one of a small

suite of questions dealing with a range of family atti-

tudes and took the form:

Do you personally agree or disagree . . . “A husband’s

job is to earn money; a wife’s job is to look after the

home and family”

The five response categories ran from strongly agree (1)

to strongly disagree (5) with neither agree nor disagree

in between. We recoded these from �2 (least traditional)

toþ2 (most traditional).

We used this as the dependent variable for the ana-

lysis of intergenerational transmission of ASDL. This

measure of ASDL was asked of the young people at

seven waves of the BHPS youth panel, namely waves 5,

6, 9, 10, 11, 15, and 18. Since, in addition, children

enter and leave the youth panel over time, while some

children had multiple responses on this measure, over 40

per cent had only one valid response. To maximize the

distance between parent and child responses as far as

possible, for those 58 per cent who provided a response

on more than one occasion we used the latest response.

For robustness we also re-estimated the models using the

average response (see Online Appendix, Table A3). This

did not change our findings. The correlation between

the two measures was 0.91 for boys and 0.90 for girls.

For evaluating the influence of young people’s gender

role attitudes on their adult ASDL we used the same

question, which was asked in the adult questionnaire at

BHPS waves 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, 15, 17, and at UKHLS

wave 2 (i.e. BHPS wave 19). For adult behavioural out-

comes we used a simple measure of the number of

housework hours, derived from the same question used

to construct the parental housework distribution meas-

ure (see below). In addition, for women we measure la-

bour market attachment as participation in full-time

work (30þhours per week). Around 63 per cent of

daughters in our adult sample were in full-time work,

with a sizeable share (18%) in part-time work and a fur-

ther 9 per cent looking after home and family (see

Online Appendix, Table A1).

Explanatory Variables

Parental attitudes were measured using the same ques-

tion as for sons’ and daughters’ ASDL. We primarily

used parental responses from during the period that the

young person was completing the youth questionnaire,

either prior to or concurrent with the child’s response.

We used the earliest measure of parental ASDL within

that period to maximize the gap between the measures

of parents’ and children’s gender role attitudes and re-

duce issues of reverse causality. In around 90 per cent of

cases we were able to measure parental ASDL during

the period the child responded to the youth question-

naire, and therefore between 0 and 6 years before the

young person responded. In the remaining 10 per cent of

cases we used earlier parental ASDL, up to a maximum

of 14 years before the child’s response. We used a single

measure of ASDL that met these criteria. The correlation

between this single measure of parental ASDL and aver-

age responses across all observations was 0.78 for moth-

ers and 0.77 for fathers.

To differentiate the separate and combined influence

of mothers’ and fathers’ attitudes, we created a 4-fold

categorical variable of attitude combinations. This
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of estimation samples

Mean/

proportion

Minimum Maximum Standard

deviation

Variables measured in sons’ and

daughters’ youth (aged 11–15): N¼ 2859

Child ASDL �0.75 �2 2 1.16

Boy �0.46 �2 2 1.17

Girl �1.06 �2 2 1.06

Parental traditional ASDL

Both traditional 20.4

Mother traditional, father not 14.0

Father traditional, mother not 22.6

Both non-traditional 43.0

Average share of child’s youth mother spent as ‘housewife’ 0.20 0 1 0.34

Mother in full-time work at time child’s ASDL measured 0.28 0 1 0.45

Housework inequality (hours) 14.6 �30.5 75.0 12.3

Parental ASDL/behaviour congruencea

Mothers’ congruence of ASDL with full-time work

Mother consistent traditional 29.6

Mother consistent non-traditional 23.0

Mother traditional ASDL non-traditional behaviour 5.4

Mother non-traditional ASDL traditional behaviour 42.0

Mothers’ congruence of ASDL with per cent time housewife

Mother consistent traditional 16.0

Mother consistent non-traditional 51.8

Mother traditional ASDL non-traditional behaviour 19.0

Mother non-traditional ASDL traditional behaviour 13.2

Mothers’ congruence of ASDL with housework inequality

Mother consistent traditional 18.5

Mother consistent non-traditional 40.0

Mother traditional ASDL non-traditional behaviour 16.5

Mother non-traditional ASDL traditional behaviour 25.0

Fathers’ congruence of ASDL with mothers’ full-time work

Father traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 35.1

Father non-traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 20.3

Father traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 8.0

Father non-traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 36.6

Fathers’ congruence of ASDL with mothers’ per cent time housewife

Father traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 17.5

Father non-traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 45.2

Father traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 25.6

Father non-traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 11.7

Fathers’ congruence of ASDL with mothers’ housework inequality

Father traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 23.6

Father non-traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 36.9

Father traditional ASDL mother non-traditional behaviour 19.6

Father non-traditional ASDL mother traditional behaviour 19.9

Highest parental qualification

University 20.3

A’ levels or equivalent (age 18) 35.1

O’ levels or equivalent (age 16) 34.5

Less or none 10.1

Survey wave child’s ASDL measured 12.8 5 18 4.2

(continued)
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covered whether both parents were ‘traditional’ (0), the

mother was traditional and the father was not (1), the

father was traditional while the mother was not (2), and

neither were traditional (3). Answers were deemed to be

‘traditional’ if the respondent agreed, strongly agreed, or

neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement. We in-

terpreted this middle response as ‘traditional’, given the

strong and explicit nature of the statement. ‘Non-trad-

itional’ responses, therefore, were in disagreement with

the statement. Both parents being non-traditional

formed our reference category. By these means we could

capture the independent and combined effect of mothers

and fathers—ascertaining whether both their attitudes

‘mattered’ and whether they mattered equally for sons

and daughters.

Parental behaviour was measured in three ways.

First, we measured the proportion of the time the

mother had spent as a housewife during the period that

the young person was observed in the youth question-

naire (per cent time as a housewife). At each annual

interview respondents were asked: ‘Please look at this

card and tell me which best describes your current situ-

ation?’, with ‘looking after family and home’ as one of

the options. We calculated the proportion of times the

mother selected this option out of all the annual obser-

vations of her activity status over the period.

Secondly, we measured inequality in the distribution of

housework between husbands and wives (housework in-

equality). Each parent was asked: ‘About how many hours

do you spend on housework in an average week, such as

time spent cooking, cleaning and doing the laundry?’. They

then provided a number of hours. While this is clearly an es-

timate, and subject to the limits of self-reporting, it has the

advantage that the report is made by each parent about

themselves. However, it is worth noting that, by giving spe-

cific examples of what comprises housework, it may lead to

some domestic tasks carried out more by one partner than

the other being excluded from estimates. We used the differ-

ence between housework hours of mothers and fathers ra-

ther than the number of hours contributed by the mother so

as not to confound the measure with different tastes for tidi-

ness. Thirdly, we measured whether the mother was in full-

Table 1. (Continued)

Mean/

proportion

Minimum Maximum Standard

deviation

Variables measured in sons’ and

daughters’ youth (aged 11–15): N¼ 2859

Age of child when ASDL measured 13.7 11 16 1.3

Number of siblings 1.1 0 7 1.0

Whether sibling under 5 in household 0.07 0 1 0.25

Whether older siblings in household 0.12 0.33 0 1

Variables measured in sons’ and daughters’

adulthood (aged >21): N¼ 630 (328

for daughters and 302 for sons)

Sons’ and daughters’ adult ASDL �0.99 �2 2 1.03

Son �0.87 �2 2 1.05

Daughter �1.12 �2 2 0.99

Sons’/daughters’ total adult housework hours 6.6 0 84 6.7

Age when adult ASDL measured 25.1 22 30 2.5

Daughters’ full-time labour market participation 0.58 0 1 0.49

Correlation between sons’/daughters’

childhood and adult ASDL

Correlation

coefficient

Sig

All sons and daughters 0.30 0.000

Sons’ attitudes 0.33 0.000

Daughters’ attitudes 0.33 0.000

Notes: Weighted statistics; unweighted counts. aTo construct these measures, attitudes are assigned traditional or non-traditional as in the main measures.

Behaviours are considered traditional if: (a) mother not in full-time work, (b) mother spent more than mean time as a housewife, (c) housework inequality between

mother and father is more than the mean, and are deemed non-traditional otherwise.

European Sociological Review, 2016, Vol. 0, No. 0 7

 at U
niversidad C

arlos III on A
ugust 5, 2016

http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: either 
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text:  &ndash; 
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: &percnt;
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/


time work at the time child’s ASDL was measured. Full-time

was measured as 30 or more hours per week.

We additionally included a number of covariates linked

to parental attitudes and behaviours. Specifically, we

included parental education, the number of children in the

family, the presence of children under 5, and the presence

of an older sibling. Parental education consistently emerges

as a crucial variable influencing children’s social values as

well as parental attitudes and behaviours (Moen et al.,

1997; Judge and Livingston, 2008; Davis and Greenstein,

2009). Given the importance of parental education we,

therefore, estimated regression models before and after

controlling for it. We used the dominance approach to clas-

sifying parental education, that is, taking whichever was

higher of mothers’ or fathers’ highest qualification, and

coded to a four-category variable with no qualifications as

the reference category. The other categories were Ordinary

(O’) levels or equivalent, typically obtained at age 16;

Advanced (A’) levels or equivalent, typically obtained at

age 18, and University degree or above. Our results were

unchanged by using either fathers’ or mothers’ education

instead.

The number of children in the family and whether

there is a child aged under 5 are likely to be associated

with both mothers’ labour supply and the degree of par-

ental traditionalism, with more traditional couples tend-

ing to have larger families. We included a continuous

measure of number of children and a dummy for

whether there was a child under 5. We also included a

dummy for whether there was an older sibling in the

household, since birth order has been linked to differ-

ences in attainment and expectations (Booth and Kee,

2009).

As additional controls we included the child’s age

when their attitudes were measured and the wave in

which the measurement took place. We thereby control

for any secular changes in attitudes across the period of

the study, as well as the patterning of ASDL by age.6

Table 1 presents descriptives of all variables for the

analytic sample. We see that fathers tend to be more

traditional in their attitudes than mothers, and sons than

daughters. We also see that there is a substantial level of

traditional behaviours: mothers on average spend a third

of the secondary school years of their children as a

housewife, and, in line with national statistics, fewer

than half of them are in full-time work when their chil-

dren’s attitudes are measured. Housework inequality is

also evident, with mothers reporting on average 14

more hours of housework than their partners. These

variations lead to a range of patterns of attitude and be-

haviour congruence and incongruence across fathers and

mothers, which are broken down in the table. Finally,

we note that there is a moderate and statistically signifi-

cant correlation between children’s ASDL and the atti-

tudes they hold as adults (around 0.33).

Analytical Approach

We estimated Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) models, re-

gressing children’s gender role attitudes on both parental

behaviour and parental attitudes, in turn and together,

to estimate the associations with parental ‘saying’ and

‘doing’. Our treatment of ‘saying’ and ‘doing’ required

the assumption that attitudes and behaviours varied

across parents, and that they could hold attitudes that

were incongruent as well congruent with behaviours.

Our model is also predicated on attitudes and behav-

iours exercising independent effects. The distribution of

fathers’ and mothers’ attitude–behaviour congruence

across the three behavioural measures is illustrated in

Table 1. We see that, depending on the measure, 37–45

per cent of fathers and 32–47 per cent of mothers had

behaviours that were apparently misaligned with their

attitudes.7 In additional analysis we explored the associ-

ations between these measures of (incongruence) and

children’s gender role attitudes (see Online Appendix,

Tables A2a–c). Since that analysis indicated that the re-

lationship between behaviours and attitudes was addi-

tive, we retained the current specification.
We then explored if the relationships between paren-

tal behaviour and attitudes and children’s attitudes were

robust to the inclusion of parental education. We esti-

mated separate models for boys and girls in all instances.

All analyses controlled for child age and wave and the

additional covariates, and were weighted using the

cross-sectional weights for the wave at which child’s

ASDL was measured.

For estimating the effect of sons’ and daughters’ child-

hood attitudes on their adult attitudes and behaviour

we regressed their adult attitudes, amount of housework,

and, for women, their labour market attachment

(being in full-time work) on their childhood attitudes.

Moreover, since we were interested in the enduring im-

pact of childhood attitudes, and disentangling that part,

which was mediated by adult attitudes, we estimated the

impact of childhood ASDL on respondents’ adult behav-

iour net of adult ASDL. This also shed light on the extent

to which adult ASDL potentially adapts to circumstances.

We controlled for age at the time the outcome was

measured and applied the cross-sectional weight for that

wave.

We present results for standardized coefficients (Tables

2 and 3). For robustness we also estimated models with

unstandardized coefficients, and clustered to adjust
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standard errors for repeat observations within households.

This did not change the findings (see Online Appendix,

Table A3). We also estimated the models using ordered

logits in place of OLS (see Online Appendix, Table A4).

The results were consistent with the findings we present

here.

Findings

Table 2 below shows the results of a series of regression

models that estimate the effect of parental variables on

children’s ASDL. Model 1 tests for the effect of parental

stated traditionalism as revealed by their own reported

ASDL. This model shows that boys are more affected by

their fathers than by their mothers: fathers’ traditionalism

influences boys even if mothers are not traditional, while

mothers’ traditionalism only influences boys if fathers are

also traditional. This suggests homolineal transmission is

stronger than heterolineal transmission for boys. Girls, on

the other hand, seem to be influenced by the traditional-

ism of both parents to a similar extent. That is, each par-

ent’s level of traditionalism is significantly correlated

with girls’ ASDL independently. In other words, for girls

the homolinearity hypothesis does not seem to hold—but

see full model. Model 1 also shows that for both boys

and girls the combined effect of mothers’ and fathers’

ASDL is stronger than individual parental effects.

Model 2 tests for behavioural sex-role modelling by

introducing information on the housework division of

labour between spouses, the proportion of time spent as

a housewife by mothers, and whether mother was work-

ing full-time. For boys, share of time as a housewife and

inequality in the distribution of housework between the

parents are both significantly associated with more trad-

itional attitudes, while having a mother in full-time

work is associated with less traditional attitudes, albeit

only at the 10 per cent level. For girls, mothers’ time out

of the labour force and, at the 10 per cent level, having a

Table 2. The influences of parental attitudes and behaviour on children’s ASDL, standardized coefficients from OLS mod-

els (t statistics)

Parent ASDL Parent behaviour Combined 1Parental education

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

Parent traditionalism

(Ref.¼both non-traditional)

Both traditional 0.191*** 0.170*** 0.134*** 0.097** 0.114*** 0.072*

(6.45) (5.23) (4.24) (2.76) (3.63) (2.14)

Mother traditional, father

non-traditional

0.021 0.095** 0.003 0.065* 0.004 0.059*

(0.75) (3.27) (0.11) (2.26) (0.14) (2.08)

Father traditional, mother

non-traditional

0.092** 0.089** 0.072* 0.054þ 0.059* 0.043

(3.09) (3.11) (2.39) (1.84) (1.98) (1.47)

Mother in full-time work �0.059* �0.046þ �0.041 �0.031 �0.031 �0.033

(�2.01) (�1.67) (�1.39) (�1.13) (�1.09) (�1.24)

per cent period mother is

housewife

0.142*** 0.197*** 0.125*** 0.175*** 0.102** 0.141***

(4.51) (5.57) (3.88) (4.85) (3.15) (4.04)

Housework inequality 0.087** 0.044 0.070* 0.032 0.075* 0.026

(2.71) (1.11) (2.21) (0.78) (2.37) (0.72)

Parental highest education

(Ref.¼none)

University �0.244*** �0.276***

(�5.47) (�6.10)

A’ levels (age 18) �0.215*** �0.206***

(�4.45) (�3.87)

O’ levels (age 16) �0.223*** �0.211***

(�4.72) (�3.99)

Observations 1472 1387 1472 1387 1472 1387 1472 1387

Adjusted R2 0.074 0.113 0.087 0.137 0.101 0.143 0.121 0.173

Notes: Standardized beta coefficients; t statistics in parentheses. þp < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Models also include survey wave, age (when

ASDL measured) older and younger siblings, and presence of a child under 5 in the household. Data are weighted using the cross-sectional weight for the wave at

which the outcome was measured.

European Sociological Review, 2016, Vol. 0, No. 0 9

 at U
niversidad C

arlos III on A
ugust 5, 2016

http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1093/esr/jcw037/-/DC1
http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1093/esr/jcw037/-/DC1
Deleted Text: FINDINGS
Deleted Text:  &mdash;i.e.
Deleted Text:  &ndash; 
http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/


mother in full-time work are significantly associated

with their ASDL, but parental housework inequality is

not.8 On the other hand, mothers’ time as a housewife

seems to have a greater influence on boys’ ASDL than

the distribution of housework between spouses.

Model 3 combines both stated and enacted parental

gender roles. While the picture remains similar, the in-

fluence of parental attitudes is reduced. In addition, the

size of the effect of having a mother in full-time employ-

ment reduces and becomes non-significant. Model 3

allows us to compare the strength of the estimated coef-

ficients for ‘saying’ and ‘doing’ mechanisms. We can see

that maternal role modelling exerts the strongest influ-

ence on girls. The effect of one standard deviation in-

crease in mothers’ time out of the labour force has a

larger impact on daughters’ ASDL than the effect of hav-

ing two parents with traditional attitudes. Maternal role

modelling also exerts a strong influence on sons. Its ef-

fect is similar, if slightly smaller in size to that of having

two parents with traditional attitudes, and almost twice

as large as having only a father with traditional atti-

tudes. These findings suggest that behavioural sex-role

modelling is a crucial mechanism of gender-role

socialization that has independent effects on children’s

ASDL regardless of parental stated attitudes. This is an

important finding.

Model 4 shows that parental education plays an im-

portant role in the formation of children’s ASDL,

though part of this effect is mediated by parents’ own at-

titudes and behaviours, as we would expect (Davis and

Pearce, 2007). Once we control for parental education,

the independent effect of fathers’ traditionalism on girls’

ASDL is no longer statistically significant. In other

words, for the same level of parental education, we find

no evidence that girls’ ASDL are influenced by their

fathers’ attitudes alone. Fathers’ attitudes only influence

daughters’ if in line with mothers’ attitudes. Conversely,

boys’ attitudes are not independently influenced by their

mothers’. The picture is thus one of homolineal trans-

mission in stated attitudes for both sons and daughters.

By contrast, mothers’ share of time as a housewife exerts

a strong influence on sons’ as well as daughters’ ASDL,

regardless of parental education. Housework inequality

only influences boys—though of course in this they

could be influenced by their father’s approach to house-

work as much as their mothers’.

Table 3. Sons’ and daughters’ attitudes as children and adults and their association with adult attitudes and behaviours at

age 22–30, estimates from regressions on adult ASDL and behaviours

Panel A: sons

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Adult ASDL Adult

housework

Adult

housework

Adult

housework

Child ASDL 0.329*** �0.139* �0.129*

(6.08) (�2.44) (�2.12)

Adult ASDL �0.075 �0.032

(�1.30) (�0.53)

Observations 302 302 302 302

Adjusted R2 0.117 0.004 0.018 0.016

Panel B: Daughters

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Adult

ASDL

Adult

housework

Adult

housework

Adult

housework

Adult

FT work

Adult

FT work

Child ASDL 0.216*** 0.166** 0.122* �0.137* �0.104þ

(3.96) (3.00) (2.19) (�2.46) (�1.85)

Adult ASDL 0.229*** 0.203*** �0.149**

(4.26) (3.71) (�2.67)

Observations 328 328 328 328 328 328

Adjusted R2 0.042 0.052 0.026 0.063 0.013 0.031

Notes: Standardized beta coefficients; t statistics in parentheses. þp < 0.10, *p< 0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. All models control for respondent’s age at the

time the outcome was measured. All models weighted using the cross-sectional weights for the wave at which the outcome was measured.

10 European Sociological Review, 2016, Vol. 0, No. 0

 at U
niversidad C

arlos III on A
ugust 5, 2016

http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text:  &ndash;
http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/


Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the effects of both parental

attitudes and parental behaviour (measured as the per

cent mothers’ time as a housewife) on their sons’ and

daughters’ ASDL. Though the effects are modest, the

patterns, and the relative weight of attitudes and behav-

iour, are clear.

We also explored the patterns in lone-parent families

to ascertain if mothers have a greater influence on their

sons in the absence of a father (see Online Appendix,

Table A6). The findings again indicate that mothers’ at-

titudes influence their daughters but not their sons. We

also found that mothers’ share of time out of the labour

market influenced sons’ but not daughters’ attitudes.

Daughters (but not sons) were less traditional the more

housework their (lone) mothers did. It is likely that the

dynamics around care, work, and gender roles play out

rather differently in lone-parent families, a question that

merits further separate investigation.

The Long-Term Consequences of Early ASDL

So far, we have provided strong evidence of both attitu-

dinal and behavioural transmission of ASDL between

parents and children. But this leads to an obvious ques-

tion: does early transmission of ASDL influence chil-

dren’s attitudes and behaviours in adult life? The answer

is not obvious, particularly since gender-role attitudes

have undergone rapid transformation during the obser-

vation window at the societal level. This could make

children’s early ASDL particularly volatile and inconse-

quential for adult life (see Min et al., 2012).

We follow a subsample of 630 children into their

early adulthood (defined as aged over 21). We test

whether early ASDL are significantly associated with

both stated and enacted gender roles in adult life. Stated

attitudes are measured using the same variable as for the

earlier analysis, that is, ASDL, while enacted gender

roles are measured using the following two indicators:

(1) the hours of housework respondents do;9 and (2) for

women respondents only, their labour market attach-

ment (measured as participation in full-time work).

Results are presented in Table 3, with sons’ adult out-

comes in the top panel and daughters’ adult outcomes in

the bottom panel.

Our findings show, in line with the correlations in

Table 1, that children with more traditional ASDL in

early adolescence are more likely to hold traditional atti-

tudes later in life (see model 1, Table 3). In addition, for

women, both their childhood attitudes and their adult

attitudes are associated with their subsequent behaviour,

whether we look at housework or labour market attach-

ment; while for men, it is only their childhood attitudes

that are significantly associated with their adult supply

of housework. This may suggest developing inconsist-

ency between men’s stated attitudes and behaviour that

we can trace back to early socialization processes. Such

inconsistency is likely to have implications for the per-

sistence of gendered inequalities in paid and unpaid

work, even in the face of increasing expressed egalitar-

ianism. We are also able to show that the influence of

childhood ASDL is not fully mediated by adult ASDL

for women.

These findings are consistent with our theoretical

contention concerning the significance of early (primary)
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Figure 1. Relationship between parental ASDL and sons’ ASDL

at different values of per cent time mother spent as a house-

wife, estimates from OLS regression model.

Notes: Child ASDL measured on a scale from �2 (non-trad-

itional) toþ2 (traditional).
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Figure 2. Relationship between parental ASDL and daughters’

ASDL at different values of per cent time mother spent as a

housewife, estimates from OLS regression model.

Notes: Child ASDL measured on a scale from �2 (non-trad-

itional) toþ2 (traditional).
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socialization and with the assumption of transmission

models: early influences of parental attitudes and behav-

iours have later consequences for sons’ and daughters’

own attitudes and behaviours. Socialization is conse-

quential. However, given the wider context for the ex-

pression of egalitarian attitudes, and the substantial

degree of observed misaligned attitudes and behaviours,

we would not expect the influence of early attitudes on

later attitudes to be the sole (or even the main) route by

which childhood socialization influences subsequent

gendered behaviour. Among women, we also see some

independent role for adult attitudes on behaviours over

and above the influence of childhood socialization.

Childhood socialization and adult adaptation—or life

course socialization—would, therefore, both seem to be

associated with daughters’ behaviours in adult life,

within the limitations of our measures. The fact that

women’s adult attitudes (net of childhood attitudes)

show more consistency with their adult behaviours than

those of men accords with existing work demonstrating

how women modify their attitudes to align with their

circumstances (Moen et al., 1997; Cunningham et al.,

2005; Corrigall and Konrad, 2007; Baxter et al.,

2015).10 At the same time, we are able to add to such

work, by showing the persisting influence of early so-

cialization processes (see also Moen et al., 1997;

Cunningham, 2008). These findings provide significant

evidence that the mechanisms involved in early transmis-

sion of ASDL have long-term consequences and hence

play a crucial role in the process of cultural

reproduction.

Discussion and Conclusions

This study has a number of implications for both theory

and research. First, we show that both parental attitudes

and parental behaviours exert an independent socializ-

ing influence on children’s preference formation. While

this finding is hardly news for sociological research (see

e.g. Cunningham, 2001a, b; Hitlin, 2006), we have

stressed the importance of conceptualizing behavioural

and attitudinal sex-role transmission as two distinctive

modes of cultural reproduction in the current societal

context, which is characterized by sizeable incongruence

between sex-role attitudes and behaviours. In this con-

text, the question of what matters most, parental atti-

tudes or parental behaviours, acquires special

sociological relevance. Our study suggests that behav-

iours, particularly mothers’ time as a housewife, could

be more important than parental attitudes in the forma-

tion of adolescents’ ASDL. This finding also has implica-

tions for cultural transmission models employed by

economists. In light of our findings, the assumption

of intentional transmission should be revised because

children appear also to learn from unintentional gender

displays.

Secondly, although most previous literature on the

transmission of gender attitudes has disproportionally

focused on mother–children transmission, our research

shows that what fathers do as well as what they say also

matter a great deal in the process of preference forma-

tion, particularly for boys. These findings highlight an

obvious but often neglected point: fathers matter in the

cultural transmission of gender attitudes, with conse-

quences not only for the division of labour within their

families but also for subsequent generations.

Thirdly, we find that transmission channels are sex-

specific: fathers’ attitudes affect sons (regardless of

mothers’ attitudes) but only influence daughters if in

line with mothers’ attitudes, while mothers’ attitudes af-

fect daughters (regardless of fathers’) but only influence

sons if in line with fathers’ attitudes. We also explored

whether mothers’ attitudes were a greater influence on

sons in lone-mother households. We found this not to be

the case, but mothers’ share of time as a housewife con-

tinued to be influential. The way in which the dynamics

of paid and unpaid work, and their role in influencing

children’s attitude formation, play out in lone-parent

families deserves, however, further dedicated study.

Finally, we confirmed that attitudes formed in child-

hood, summarized using prospective measures that are

not confounded by adaptation to partnership or labour

market context, do persist into adult life and have meas-

urable consequences for behaviours. We have thus

shown how intergenerational transmission of spoken

and enacted gender roles has the potential to impact

gender relations in adults’ lives and is likely to be part of

the cause of persistent inequalities in paid and unpaid

work. Following sons and daughters further into adult-

hood and identifying the pathways for both the reten-

tion and adaptation of gender-role attitudes will be a

valuable future extension of these findings.

In sum, we have argued, as well as shown, that inves-

tigating intergenerational gender-role transmission in a

world of increasingly incongruent gender roles requires

addressing both active (saying) and passive (doing)

forms of gender-role enactment. Considering these two

paths as distinctive routes of cultural transmission sheds

light on gender socialization research. Moreover, we

have demonstrated the role of the intergenerational

transmission of attitudes and thereby behaviour in con-

tributing to the persistence of gendered inequalities in

paid and unpaid work over time.
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Notes
1 For example, Scott and Clery (2013: pp. 120–

122) show that between 1989 and 2012 the

proportion of people in the UK thinking that

‘pre-school children suffer if their mother works’

fell from 46 to 30 per cent, while the propor-

tion expressing the view that ‘family life suffers

when the woman is employed full-time’ fell

from 42 to 27 per cent (see also Braun and

Scott, 2009).

2 Parents may also hold traditional values but dis-

play non-traditional roles (e.g. full-time labour

market participation), thus sending equally

mixed signals to their children.

3 Hakim (2000) argues that attitudes are likely to

be influenced by processes of social desirability

and do not reflect people’s (true) preferences.

However, the extent that they feel bound to

conform is still relevant. The contrast between

stated and enacted ASDL could alternatively be

shaped by the actions of spouses/partners

(Bulanda, 2004; Schober and Scott, 2012), and/

or reflect larger societal constraints on individ-

ual choices, as stressed by much of the existing

literature on gender inequality. Investigating the

causes of the mismatch is beyond the scope of

this paper.

4 Horizontal transmission, by contrast, refers to

cohort changes in attitudes that also shape chil-

dren’s attitudes. We do not treat horizontal

transmission in this paper.

5 Gender role attitudes were asked in seven waves

of the BHPS youth questionnaire, starting at wave

5, but were not asked in the youth questionnaire

of wave 2 of UKHLS (‘BHPS wave 19’).

6 The full model with coefficients for all covari-

ates is provided in the Online Appendix (Table

3). Girls’ and boys’ traditionalism appears to

decrease with age, but increase with cohort, net

of age. While these findings are intriguing,

properly addressing issues of cohort change are

beyond the scope of the current paper.

7 These percentages are calculated by adding the

bottom two rows of each of the Parental ASDL

/ behaviour congruence measures in Table 1 to

get the total incongruence. E.g. 42.0 5.4 gives

47 per cent, the upper bound for mothers and

19.0 13.2 gives 32 per cent, the lower bound

for mothers.

8 Mothers’ time as a housewife seems to exert a

somewhat greater influence on daughters’ ASDL

than on sons’; however, we cannot directly

compare results across the two models.

Additional analysis, pooling boys and girls, and

interacting sex with the other covariates, does

not indicate that the patterns for girls are dis-

tinct from those for boys (see Online Appendix,

Table A5).

9 Ideally, we would have liked to measure house-

work inequality in couples rather than the indi-

vidual supply of housework. But three-quarters

of respondents in our subsample have not yet

formed cohabiting couples. Moreover, we can

only identify 62 men and 91 women in our

adult sample who are married or cohabiting and

for whom we have information on their partners.

Those who have entered cohabiting relationships

by a relatively early age will, anyway, tend to

be a selected sample, since the very decision to

form a cohabiting couple is likely to be endogen-

ous to respondents’ attitudes and behaviours

(Cunningham et al., 2005). Future waves of the

UKHLS will allow us to follow these young peo-

ple further into their adult lives.

10 Even if our sample of parents (in couples)

showed that mothers and fathers had similar

levels of attitude-behaviour incongruence, this

does not imply that we would expect compar-

ably similar levels of attitude-behaviour incon-

gruence among their sons and daughters as they

follow their own pathways through adult life in

terms of relationship and family formation.
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