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In the United States, women continue to spend more time than men do on household labor
and childcare (Parker & Wang, 2013). Although these gender disparities in time use are
lamented in the media as inequitable (Miller, 2020; Rao, 2019), differences in men’s and
women’s preferences may help explain the disparities. In the current study, emerging adults
(N ⫽ 323) and middle-aged adults (N ⫽ 113) reported (a) the degree to which they like or
dislike 58 different household tasks and 40 different childcare tasks; (b) how they would
prefer to split up each task with a partner; and (c) their ideal prioritization of work and
family. In both samples, male–female differences in enjoyment of household and childcare
tasks paralleled male–female differences in task-split preferences. For example, men liked
home maintenance and yard care more than women did, and, in turn, leaned more toward
wanting primary responsibility for those tasks than women did. Although there were some
household tasks that men liked much more than women did and there were some household
tasks and childcare tasks that women liked much more than men did (e.g., decorating the
home, shopping for the children), there was not a single childcare task that men liked more
than women did. Our findings imply that aims of gender equity across the board may be
difficult to achieve and may also work against partners’ individual preferences.
Public Significance Statement
In this study, men and women differed in their ideal prioritization of work versus family
and in how much they liked engaging in various childcare and household tasks. Men
and women also preferred more responsibility for tasks they enjoyed more (such as
scheduling and coordinating for women, and home fixes and maintenance for men).
Societal goals of parity in how men and women spend their time may be shortsighted,
given distributional differences in men’s and women’s preferences.
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Since the 1970s, female representation in the
workforce has increased in the United States, and
American citizens have grown increasingly accustomed to and accepting of women working outside the home (Donnelly et al., 2016). Contempo-

rary U.S. adolescents and adults alike hold
positive attitudes toward working mothers and
dual-earner households (Donnelly et al., 2016).
At the same time, U.S. women are still much
more likely than their male counterparts to be
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stay-at-home parents (Livingston, 2018; Parker
& Wang, 2013) and to work part-time. Among
Americans who are employed full-time, women
work fewer hours than men do (U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2015). Meanwhile, women
spend more time than men do on household and
childcare tasks (Bianchi et al., 2000; Milkie et
al., 2002; Parker & Wang, 2013). The division
of labor is imbalanced even in dual-earner
households (Manlove & Vernon-Feagans,
2002), including households in which one or
both partners hold a college degree or favorable
attitudes toward gender equality (Brenan,
2020). Even among tenure-track faculty with
small children who have paid parental leave
available, mothers report doing far more childcare than fathers do (Rhoads & Rhoads, 2012).
New York Times writer Claire Cain Miller,
referring to various Gallup statistics showing
that women are more likely than men to take the
lead on a variety of household and childcare
tasks (Brenan, 2020), suggests that “(young
people today) . . . are holding on to traditional
views about who does what at home” and are
“no more likely than older couples to divide
household chores equitably” (Miller, 2020).
The recurring gender disparities in time use
have been described as a product of “sticky”
and “prescriptive” beliefs about gender (Miller,
2020), with essentially no acknowledgment of
the possibility that disparities in time spent on
childcare and housework could be linked to
distributional differences in male and female
temperaments (see, e.g., Miller, 2020; Rao,
2019; Zalis, 2018). However, from an evolutionary perspective, men and women have systematically different natures that parallel the
sex-specific challenges they have faced over
the long span of history. That is, in accord with
the logic of parental investment theory (Trivers,
1972), women have evolved to be more child
and home-care oriented than men have.
The logic and implications of sex differences
in parental investment have been laid out in
detail by evolutionary scientists (Buss, 2019;
Geary, 2021; Stewart-Williams, 2020; Trivers,
1972). Human females have a limited supply of
gametes compared with males, who have essentially a limitless supply, and females have a
minimum obligatory investment in offspring
that is much larger and at least 9 months longer
than males’ is. In other words, there is a massive
difference between human males’ and human

females’ minimum obligatory investment in
offspring, and this sex difference is seen across
the animal kingdom and in humans’ closest
primate cousins. Thus, over the long span of
evolutionary history, human females did not
enhance their reproductive success by increasing their number of mates but instead by ensuring the health and vitality of a limited number of
offspring. According to this logic, human females (like females in other mammalian species) have evolved a strong maternal disposition
to care for offspring. As summarized eloquently
by Steve Stewart-Williams (2020), selection has
equipped human females with not only the
physiological apparatus for maternal care, but
also the psychological drives that are necessary
to operate it successfully—that is, strong communal tendencies (Geary, 2021).
The challenges that human males have faced
over history differ from those of females, and
they reinforce psychological differences in male
and female temperaments (Buss, 2019). Ancestral males confronted the challenge of paternity
uncertainty and the accompanying possibility of
investing in other males’ offspring, as well as
the challenge of competing with other males for
sexual access to a limited supply of reproductively valuable females. According to this logic,
males have evolved a relatively weaker disposition to invest in offspring and a stronger agentic disposition that supports the development of
attributes that would have facilitated their success in intrasexual competition, including physical prowess, risk-taking, and drive for status
and resources (Geary, 2021).
As reviewed elsewhere (Browne, 2013), personality and evolutionary psychologists have
documented a variety of sex differences that
coincide with the logic of evolved sex differences in temperament. For example, differences
in activity, physicality, and risk-taking (generally stronger in males) appear very early in life;
differences in interest in caregiving, infants,
dolls, and person-oriented fantasy play (generally stronger in females) also appear early in life
(Alexander et al., 2009; Campbell et al., 2000;
Jones & Glenn, 1991; Serbin et al., 2001; Servin
et al., 1999; Soto, 2016). As pointed out by
David Geary (2021), these sex differences in
play fighting and play parenting have even been
observed in nonhuman species, where gender
role beliefs do not exist. Additionally, in early
childhood, human males show greater interest
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in objects and things than females do, while
females show greater interest in people and
helping people, as well as higher levels of conscientiousness and aesthetic interests than males
do (Lippa, 2010; Passler & Hell, 2020; Soto,
2016). Further, cross cultural studies have documented that higher levels of warmth, nurturance, benevolence, and related traits among females relative to males are found worldwide
(Costa et al., 2001; Geary, 2021; Schmitt et al.,
2008; Schwartz & Rubel-Lifschitz, 2009). Females also engage in more childcare than males
do in every human culture for which there are
reliable data (Wood & Eagly, 2002). In the
aggregate, these findings offer substantial support for the proposal that evolved temperamental differences between the sexes may underlie
some of society’s “sticky” beliefs about gender.
In the current research, then, we argue that,
on average, men and women differ inherently in
a variety of traits and values that pertain to
choices about work and family. Accordingly,
we propose that average differences between
men’s and women’s preferences will parallel
what has previously been documented about
disparities between men’s and women’s time
devoted to housework and childcare. To test this
idea, we ask men and women how much they
enjoy a comprehensive array of household and
childcare tasks, as well as how they would
prefer to split up these tasks with a partner. To
our knowledge, only one other study has assessed men’s and women’s preferences in the
context of childcare (Rhoads & Rhoads, 2012).
In that study, the mothers did more of the childcare, but the mothers also reported more enjoyment from many childcare tasks than the fathers
did (Rhoads & Rhoads, 2012). Therefore, our
first general hypothesis is that women will enjoy
childcare tasks more than men will, on average,
and will tend to want more responsibility for
childcare tasks than men will.
Notably, although Gallup data on men’s and
women’s involvement in housework have been
collected on multiple occasions (1996, 2007,
and 2019; as summarized in Brenan, 2020), we
know of no systematic or published effort to ask
men and women how much they enjoy various
household tasks. Much research has shown that
people tend to engage in behaviors that coincide
with their likes and preferences (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Graham et al., 2011). The absence
of data on men’s and women’s preferences sur-
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rounding household tasks is important, therefore, because the gender disparities in time
spent on household tasks may merely reflect
different preferences. Thus, our second general
hypothesis is that men and women will differ in
the degree to which they like— or dislike—
specific types of household tasks, and those
differences will accord with average temperamental differences between men and women.
We predict that men more than women will
enjoy tasks involving physicality and working
with things (such as yardwork, home/car maintenance), and that women more than men will
enjoy tasks that utilize their conscientiousness
(Costa et al., 2001; Schmitt et al., 2008) and
orientation toward people and aesthetics (such
as cleaning, organizing and planning, and decorating). Additionally, we predict that gender
differences in enjoyment of household and
childcare tasks will parallel differences in how
men and women want to share tasks with a
partner. That is, tasks that women (men) enjoy
more will be the same tasks that women (men)
want to do more of (and that the other sex wants
to do less of), and the more that individuals
enjoy a given task, the more they will want to
take the lead on that task.
Gender differences in values and traits are
also relevant for considering the way that men
and women prioritize work and family roles.
For example, gender differences in how males
and females plan for work versus family show
up in childhood, with girls as young as 6 years
of age scoring higher than boys in both communal values (helping and caring for others)
and orientation toward family versus career
(Block et al., 2018). These differences have
been documented among emerging adults, as
well. For example, female college students are
much more likely than male college students to
report that they want to take time off work to
raise children, and this difference is strong at
both the beginning and end of their college
career (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2011). Further,
gender differences in life priorities, even among
highly educated men and women, intensify during parenthood (Ferriman et al., 2009). National
data also find that women are far more likely
(44%) than men (25%) to say that, given the
freedom to do either, they would prefer to stay
at home to take care of the house and family
rather than work outside the home (Brenan,
2020). Notably, however, when men and
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women are asked to choose among being the
primary breadwinner, primary homemaker, or
sharing work and family tasks equally with a
spouse, both men and women strongly favor the
egalitarian option (Pedulla & Thebaud, 2015).
In the current study, we recognize that men and
women often do not choose one or the other but
rather differentially prioritize one or the other;
therefore, we ask men and women to place
themselves in their preferred role along a continuum with primary breadwinner at one end
and primary homemaker at the other end. We
hypothesize that women more than men will
lean more toward the homemaker role and men
more than women will lean toward the breadwinner role.
Method
Samples
Sample 1, an emerging adult student sample,
was recruited from a public university in the
Midwestern United States via a university Facebook event and the university’s research participation portal, where students were invited to
complete an online survey about “people’s
views of household and childcare tasks.” We
aspired to obtain 130 men and 130 women for
80% power to detect small-to-medium effects.
The original sample included 498 respondents.
However, we omitted 115 respondents who
spent less than 5 min in the survey or failed one
or more of the six attention checks; 37 respondents who provided incomplete surveys; 12 participants who did not want a future partner; 10
respondents who were not of traditional college-student age; and one who already had a
child. The final sample included 323 students
(130 M, 192 F, 1 unspecified) between the ages
of 18 and 23 (Mage ⫽ 19.69, SD ⫽ 1.36).
Sample 2, a middle-aged adult sample, was
recruited through the same university’s Alumni
Foundation. We sent a written cover letter invitation and questionnaire to a random sample of
650 male alumni and 350 female alumni (oversampling the men) between the ages of 30 and
45. We sent one questionnaire to each address
in the file, and no individuals in the random
sample shared a last name; thus, the sample is
extremely unlikely to include data from two
members of a partnership. The cover letter
stated our interest in surveying adults who were

cohabiting with a partner and/or currently raising one or more children. There was no incentive to participate (beyond goodwill and interest
in the topic), although a prepaid, preaddressed
return envelope was provided. We allowed 2
months for responses to arrive, again aspiring
for a sample size of 260. After correcting for 20
questionnaires that did not make it to participants because of a change in address, the return
rate was 11.7% (n ⫽ 115). For data analysis, we
omitted one participant who was 27 and one
who was 68. The final sample included 113
adults (52 M, 61 F) between the ages of 31 and
46 (Mage ⫽ 39.90, SD ⫽ 3.65), 93% of whom
were cohabiting/married and 85% of whom had
one or more children. The typical parent had
two children (M ⫽ 2.29, SD ⫽ 0.82), with an
average oldest child age of 9.17 (SD ⫽ 5.44)
years. Unfortunately, we did not ask for respondents’ current employment status or employment history, so we cannot report the percent of
men and women who lived in dual-earner
households.
Measures and Procedure
Participants provided basic demographic information, including their age, gender, relationship status, and parental status. The remainder
of the questionnaire contained three discrete
sections.
First, participants were asked, “As you think
about managing a home, how do you feel about
each of the following tasks?” Using a 7-point
scale, participants rated 58 specific household
tasks. For the emerging adult sample, the scale
ran from I’m Going to Hate It to I’m Neutral to
I’m Going to Love It; for the middle-aged adult
sample, the scale ran from I Hate It to I’m
Neutral to I Love It. Then, participants went
through the task list again, this time using a
7-point scale to rate how, in their ideal household, they would prefer to split up each task
with a partner (Always Me to Both Me and My
Partner Equally to Always My Partner). These
task-split ratings were reverse-coded for data
analysis so that higher ratings represented more
participant responsibility for the task. Our initial
list of household tasks came from those mentioned in previous research (Deutsch et al.,
1993; Noonan, 2013; Parker & Wang, 2013).
Then, we engaged a team of male and female
colleagues to generate additional tasks they
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thought of when thinking about “managing a
home.” The full list of items is provided in
Appendix A.
Second, participants were asked, “When you
think about raising children, how do you feel
about the following tasks?” Using a 7-point
scale, participants rated 40 specific childcare
tasks. For the emerging adult sample, the scale
ran from I’m Going to Hate It to I’m Neutral to
I’m Going to Love It; for the middle-aged adult
sample, the scale ran from I Hate It to I’m
Neutral to I Love It. Then, participants went
through the task list again, this time using a
7-point scale to rate how, in their ideal household, they would prefer to split up each task
with a partner (Always Me to Both Me and My
Partner Equally to Always My Partner). Again,
these task-split ratings were reverse-coded for
data analysis so that higher ratings represented
more participant responsibility for the task. Our
initial list of childcare tasks was adapted from
Rhoads and Rhoads (2012). Then, we engaged a
team of male and female colleagues to generate
additional tasks they thought of when considering “raising children.” The full list of items is
provided in Appendix B.
The last section of the questionnaire contained two elements. First, we asked participants to imagine a household with absolutely no
constraints, and then we asked, “If you had your
choice, how would you like to share work and
household responsibilities with your partner/
spouse?” Second, we asked participants to
imagine a household with realistic constraints,
where they and their partner have to compromise; we then asked, “What distribution of
work and household responsibilities would you
be willing to live with?” For both questions, the
7-point scale response options went from I
would be the breadwinner to We would share
all responsibilities equally to I would be the
homemaker.
Data Analysis Plan
The data file (SPSS) and online supplemental
materials are available through the Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/c8htk/.
Analyses were conducted with SPSS Version
24 and jamovi 1.0.7.0. Men’s and women’s
mean enjoyment ratings and task-split preference ratings for each childcare task, followed
by men’s and women’s enjoyment ratings and
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task-split preference ratings for each household
task, are displayed in online supplemental materials Tables 1 through 4. For hypothesis testing, we focus on the variables created by grouping together similar types of tasks; the specific
tasks in each category and internal reliability
coefficients are displayed in the appendixes.
Results
Childcare Tasks
Our first hypothesis was that, on average,
women would enjoy childcare tasks more than
men would, and that they would lean toward
wanting more responsibility for childcare tasks
than men would. The broadest test of this hypothesis is a comparison of men’s and women’s
aggregate response to all the childcare tasks (for
enjoyment ratings, internal reliability ␣ ⫽ .91,
and for task-split preference ratings, ␣ ⫽ .86).
In support of the hypothesis, women’s aggregate enjoyment rating of all childcare tasks was
higher than men’s was by about a third of a
point on the 7-point rating scale (Emerging
adults: t(293) ⫽ ⫺4.48, p ⬍ .001, Mdiff ⫽
⫺0.42, 95% confidence interval, CI [⫺0.60,
⫺0.24], d ⫽ ⫺0.53; Middle-aged adults:
t(102) ⫽ ⫺2.26, p ⫽ .026, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.33, 95%
CI [⫺0.62, ⫺0.04], d ⫽ ⫺0.44). Further, women’s aggregate preference for splitting the tasks
leaned more toward “Always me” than men’s
did by just over a tenth of a point among the
emerging adults and over half of a point among
the middle-aged adults (Emerging adults:
t(294) ⫽ ⫺2.99, p ⫽ .003, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.13, 95%
CI [⫺0.21, ⫺0.04], d ⫽ ⫺0.35; Middle-aged
adults: t(102) ⫽ ⫺5.09, p ⬍ .001, Mdiff ⫽
⫺0.52, 95% CI [⫺0.72, ⫺0.32], d ⫽ ⫺1.00).
Figure 1 displays men’s and women’s enjoyment ratings for each childcare category. In
support of our first hypothesis, emerging adult
women foresaw enjoying seven of the 10 categories of childcare tasks more than their male
counterparts foresaw enjoying them, and middle-aged women enjoyed five of the 10 categories of childcare tasks more than middle-aged
men did. In both age groups, the sexes differed
most sharply in their enjoyment of shopping for
children’s needs and scheduling/coordinating
children’s events and activities. Most tasks were
viewed positively, overall, although emerging
adult men and women both foresaw disliking
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Figure 1
Emerging Adults’ and Middle-Aged Adults’ Enjoyment of Various Categories of Childcare Tasks, by Sex

Note. Error bars represent ⫾2 SEs. ⴱMean difference between men and women is statistically reliable (p ⬍ .05). See the
online article for the color version of this figure.

disciplining children, and middle-aged adult
men disliked scheduling/coordinating children’s events and activities. Notably, there was
not a single childcare task that men liked more
than women did.
Figure 2 displays men’s and women’s tasksplit preference ratings for each childcare category. These ratings provide partial support for
Hypothesis 1. As displayed in Figure 2, emerging adult women leaned more toward “Always
me” than men did for nighttime care, scheduling
and coordinating, and shopping for children. At
the same time, emerging adult men leaned more
toward “Always me” than women did for disciplining children and for providing both cognitive and emotional support (even though, as
shown in Figure 1, emerging adult women were
statistically the same as men or more favorable

than men were toward these tasks). As displayed in the right panel of Figure 2, all statistically reliable differences in the middle-aged
adult sample were in the same direction: women
wanted more responsibility than men did for
seven of the 10 categories of childcare tasks. In
other words, in the middle-aged adult sample
(most of whom were currently in the midst of
parenting), there was not a single category of
tasks for which women preferred less responsibility than men did.
If men and women feel strongly about sharing all childcare tasks equally, then how much
they enjoy a task should not be associated with
how much responsibility they want for a task.
Table 1 shows that this was only rarely the case,
such as with disciplining children: In both samples, women’s rating of how much they liked
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Figure 2
Emerging Adults’ and Middle-Aged Adults’ Preferred Task-Split of Various Categories of Childcare
Tasks, by Sex

Note. Error bars represent ⫾2 SEs. ⴱMean difference between men and women is statistically reliable (p ⬍ .05). See the
online article for the color version of this figure.

disciplining children was not reliably associated
with wanting more responsibility for doing the
disciplining. However, within each sample as a
whole and within each group of men and
women, individuals tended to want more responsibility for childcare tasks they liked and
less responsibility for those they did not like.
Particularly among the middle-aged adults, the
more that men and women liked providing extra
time to children, giving cognitive support to
children, problem-solving with friends and family about raising children (village care), engaging in nighttime care, engaging in daily oversight of children, coordinating children’s
appointments and activities, and shopping for
children, the more they said they wanted responsibility for those tasks.

Household Tasks
Our second general hypothesis was that men
and women would differ in the degree to which
they like or dislike specific types of household
tasks. Specifically, we expected that men more
than women would enjoy tasks involving physicality and working with things (such as yardwork, home and car maintenance), and that
women more than men would enjoy tasks that
utilize conscientiousness and an orientation toward people and aesthetics (such as cleaning,
organizing and planning, and decorating). Figure 3 shows support for these predictions. In
both samples, men more than women liked
tasks involving outdoor labor and home fixes
and maintenance; these effects were large. We
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Table 1
Intraindividual Correlations (r, 95% CI) Between Enjoyment of Childcare Tasks and Preference for
Assuming More Responsibility for Those Tasks
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Emerging adult student sample

Middle-aged adult sample

Childcare task category

Across sex
(N ⫽ 323)

Men
(N ⫽ 130)

Women
(N ⫽ 192)

Across sex
(N ⫽ 113)

All childcare (aggregate)
Disciplining children
Extra availability
Cognitive support
Village care
Nighttime care
Emotional support
Daily oversight
Play/outings
Scheduling and coordinating
Shopping

.28 [.17, .39]
.16 [.05, .27]
.22 [.11, .32]
.14 [.03, .24]
.25 [.14, .35]
.21 [.11, .32]
.11 [.00, .22]
.27 [.16, .37]
.13 [.02, .23]
.31 [.20, .40]
.43 [.34, .52]

.06 [⫺.13, .25]
.22 [.05, .38]
.10 [⫺.08, .27]
.19 [.02, .35]
.29 [.12, .44]
.08 [⫺.10, .25]
.02 [⫺.15, .20]
.17 [⫺.01, .33]
.03 [⫺.15, .20]
.20 [.02, .36]
.34 [.18, .49]

.37 [.23, .49]
.12 [⫺.02, .26]
.26 [.12, .39]
.14 [⫺.01, .27]
.22 [.08, .35]
.26 [.12, .39]
.26 [.13, .39]
.28 [.14, .40]
.26 [.12, .39]
.19 [.05, .33]
.24 [.11, .37]

.60 [.46, .71]
.20 [.01, .37]
.58 [.44, .70]
.51 [.36, .64]
.52 [.37, .64]
.55 [.40, .67]
.43 [.27, .57]
.62 [.48, .72]
.50 [.34, .63]
.65 [.52, .75]
.68 [.57, .77]

Men
(N ⫽ 52)

Women
(N ⫽ 61)

.74 [.57, .85] .34 [.08, .55]
.34 [.08, .57] ⫺.09 [⫺.33, .17]
.70 [.53, .82] .36 [.11, .57]
.65 [.45, .79] .36 [.12, .57]
.60 [.38, .75] .32 [.07, .54]
.72 [.55, .83] .33 [.08, .54]
.63 [.43, .77] .09 [⫺.16, .34]
.72 [.56, .83] .43 [.20, .62]
.73 [.57, .84] .21 [⫺.05, .44]
.81 [.68, .89] .36 [.12, .57]
.68 [.49, .81] .46 [.23, .64]

Note. Correlation coefficients with a 95% confidence interval (CI) that does not include zero are statistically significant
at p ⬍ .05.

did not make a prediction about finances, but in
both samples, men liked finance-related tasks
more than women did. As we expected, women
more than men in both samples liked cleaning,
family scheduling and coordinating, and home
aesthetics; the gender differences in ratings of
family scheduling and home aesthetics were
very large. In addition, women in both samples
enjoyed food prep tasks more than men did.
Women’s greater enjoyment of gardening relative to men’s was statistically significant in the
emerging adult sample only. Overall, the
emerging adult men and women differed on all
eight categories, and six of the differences replicated in the middle-aged adult sample. These
results offer substantial support for the hypothesis that men and women differ in the degree to
which they like specific types of household
tasks.
Our next hypothesis was that gender differences in enjoyment of household tasks would
parallel differences in how men and women
want to share these tasks with a partner. That is,
tasks that one sex enjoys more would be the
same tasks that members of that sex want to do
more of (and that the other sex, on average,
wants to do less of); and the more that individuals enjoyed a given task, the more they would
want to take the lead on that task. Figure 4
shows full support for the first part of this hypothesis. For some tasks, particularly those for
which the sex difference in enjoyment ratings

was large, the sex difference in task-split preference ratings was very large. For example, as
previously noted, men tended to like home fixes
and maintenance tasks, and women tended not
to. The difference in task-split preferences parallels this difference in enjoyment: women
wanted their partner to be more responsible for
those tasks, and men leaned toward wanting to
be more responsible for those tasks. On the
other end, women enjoyed home aesthetics
(e.g., decorating, rearranging) much more than
men did, and the difference in task-split preferences paralleled this difference: men wanted
their partner to be more responsible for those
tasks, and women wanted to be more responsible for those tasks.
If men and women feel strongly about sharing all household tasks equally, then how much
they enjoy a task should not be associated with
how much responsibility they want for a task. In
direct opposition to this idea, the more participants reported liking a task, the more responsibility they wanted for that task (and the less they
liked a task, the less responsibility they wanted
for it). As shown in Table 2, this pattern held for
men and women alike, in both samples, and for
all categories of household tasks. In other
words, regardless of any average sex difference
in liking for a type of task, it was still the case
that within each sex, individuals who reported
more enjoyment from a task also tended to
prefer more responsibility for the task.
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Figure 3
Emerging Adults’ and Middle-Aged Adults’ Mean Enjoyment of Various Categories of Household Tasks,
by Sex

Note. Error bars represent ⫾2 SEs. ⴱMean difference between men and women is statistically reliable (p ⬍ .05). See the
online article for the color version of this figure.

Family Roles
Our final hypothesis was that, when asked
to place themselves in their preferred role
along a continuum with primary breadwinner
at one end and primary homemaker at the
other end, women would lean more toward
the homemaker role than men would, and men
would lean more toward the breadwinner role
than women would. This hypothesis was supported. When participants reported their
choice in a household with absolutely no constraints, the women and men in both samples
differed by nearly one point on the 7-point
scale (Emerging adults: t(319) ⫽ ⫺7.80, p ⬍
.001, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.88, 95% CI [⫺1.10, ⫺0.66],
d ⫽ ⫺0.89; Middle-aged adults: t(110) ⫽
⫺3.93, p ⬍ .001, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.92, 95% CI
[⫺1.39, ⫺0.46], d ⫽ ⫺0.75). Figure 5 shows
a consistent pattern across the two samples:

Men leaned toward the breadwinner role and
women leaned toward the homemaker role.
Although the completely egalitarian option in
the middle was chosen by 56% of men and
56% of women, 35% of men chose an option
to the left of egalitarian (toward breadwinner), and 36% of women chose an option to
the right of egalitarian (toward homemaker).
When participants reported what they would
be “willing to live with” when facing constraints and the need to compromise, the sex difference continued to be moderate to large in magnitude (Emerging adults: t(319) ⫽ ⫺7.35, p ⬍
.001, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.83, 95% CI [⫺1.05, ⫺0.61],
d ⫽ ⫺0.84; Middle-aged adults: t(108) ⫽ ⫺2.71,
p ⫽ .008, Mdiff ⫽ ⫺0.61, 95% CI [⫺1.00,
⫺0.16], d ⫽ ⫺0.52). With constraints, 47% of
men and 46% of women chose the completely
egalitarian option, while 37% of men leaned to-
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Figure 4
Emerging Adults’ and Middle-Aged Adults’ Preferred Task-Split of Various Categories of Household
Tasks, by Sex

Note. Error bars represent ⫾2 SEs. ⴱMean difference between men and women is statistically reliable (p ⬍ .05). See the
online article for the color version of this figure.

ward the breadwinner option and 43% of women
leaned toward the homemaker option.

ples, the findings for the two samples were quite
similar and in line with evolutionary logic about
differences between men and women.

Discussion
Gender and Childcare Tasks
We designed this study to test the general
hypothesis that men and women feel differently
about the various tasks involved in managing a
home and raising children. We collected responses from two samples: first, a sample of
emerging adult college students who are embedded in a socially progressive educational
environment (Abrams & Khalid, 2020) and who
might be considered relatively naïve about the
actual challenges of managing a home or raising
children; and second, a sample of middle-aged
adults, most of whom were married and in the
throes of raising children. Despite the important
life-stage differences between these two sam-

In relation to our first hypothesis about differences between men’s and women’s attitudes
toward childcare tasks, we found support for
our predictions in both samples. Overall,
women liked childcare tasks more than men did.
Although both sexes provided favorable ratings
to most childcare tasks, there was not a single
childcare task that men liked (or foresaw liking)
more than women did. This pattern replicates
the pattern documented by Rhoads and Rhoads
(2012), and it also coincides with the possibility
that men and women have somewhat different
evolved proclivities for childcare. Additionally,
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Table 2
Intraindividual Correlations (r, 95% CI) Between Enjoyment of Household Tasks and Preference for
Assuming More Responsibility for Those Tasks
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Emerging adult student sample

Middle-aged adult sample

Household task category

Across sex
(N ⫽ 323)

Men
(N ⫽ 130)

Women
(N ⫽ 192)

Across sex
(N ⫽ 113)

Men
(N ⫽ 52)

Women
(N ⫽ 61)

Home fixes and maintenance
Outdoor labor
Finances
Indoor cleaning
Gardening
Food prep
Family scheduling and organizing
Home aesthetics

.57 [.49, .64]
.55 [.46, .62]
.51 [.43, .59]
.33 [.23, .43]
.54 [.46, .62]
.57 [.49, .64]
.57 [.50, .64]
.59 [.51, .66]

.31 [.15, .46]
.36 [.19, .50]
.33 [.16, .48]
.31 [.14, .47]
.47 [.33, .60]
.54 [.41, .66]
.31 [.14, .46]
.44 [.28, .57]

.40 [.27, .51]
.54 [.42, .63]
.53 [.42, .63]
.25 [.11, .38]
.49 [.37, .59]
.45 [.33, .56]
.43 [.31, .54]
.37 [.24, .48]

.60 [.46, .70]
.55 [.40, .67]
.69 [.58, .78]
.55 [.40, .68]
.65 [.53, .75]
.70 [.58, .78]
.69 [.57, .78]
.68 [.57, .77]

.44 [.18, .63]
.35 [.09, .57]
.69 [.51, .81]
.68 [.50, .81]
.68 [.50, .81]
.68 [.50, .80]
.66 [.47, .79]
.65 [.46, .79]

.52 [.30, .69]
.51 [.29, .69]
.67 [.50, .79]
.43 [.18, .63]
.62 [.43, .75]
.69 [.52, .80]
.55 [.34, .71]
.49 [.27, .66]

Note.

CI ⫽ confidence interval. All correlation coefficients are statistically significant (p ⬍ .05).

we found that, overall, women preferred having
more responsibility for childcare tasks than men
did. Figure 2 shows that for some categories of
childcare tasks, men and women alike stayed
close to the option of “both me and my partner
equally.” However, gender differences in tasksplit preferences were pronounced in the middle-aged adult sample, where for seven of 10
childcare categories, women leaned toward preferring more responsibility for themselves and
men leaned toward preferring more responsibility for their partner. In the emerging adult student sample, women leaned toward preferring
more responsibility than men did in five of the
10 categories. We are not sure why the gender
differences were more robust in the middleaged adult sample. Perhaps this is indicative of
a cohort effect, such that the student sample
held stronger attitudes toward equitable distribution of childcare than the middle-aged adult
sample would have reported had we surveyed
them at that age. Perhaps the difference is indicative of a developmental effect, such that the
middle-aged adult men and women differed
more because their task-split preferences diverged upon actual exposure to the challenges
of childcare. Regardless, in the childcare domains of (a) scheduling and coordinating children’s events and appointments and (b) shopping for children’s needs and wants, women
preferred more responsibility and men preferred
that their partner have more responsibility.
Gender and Household Tasks
In relation to hypothesized differences between men’s and women’s attitudes toward

household tasks, we found support for our predictions in both samples. Men more than
women liked household tasks that involve physical work with objects, including outdoor labor
and home fixes and maintenance. In fact,
women tended to dislike tasks involving outdoor labor and home fixes and maintenance, and
while women wanted their partners to have responsibility for those tasks, men themselves
preferred to have more responsibility for those
tasks. Meanwhile, women liked tasks associated
with food preparation, family scheduling and
organizing, and home aesthetics much more
than men did, and even though men did not
necessarily dislike those tasks, they tended to
prefer that their partner have more responsibility for those tasks and women themselves preferred to have more responsibility for those
tasks.
Gender and Family Roles
In relation to our final hypothesis about
men’s and women’s prioritization of roles along
a continuum, we found support in both samples
for the prediction that women would be more
likely to lean toward the homemaker role and
men toward the breadwinner role. Given this
finding, along with the gender differences we
documented in task enjoyment and the links
between task enjoyment and preferred responsibility for the task, we suspect that gender
differences in involvement in housework and
childcare may not generally be indicative of
inequitable treatment or be a cause of couple
dissatisfaction. A peripheral finding from another study (Deutsch et al., 1993) supports our
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Figure 5
Men’s and Women’s Preferred Role Along the Continuum of “Breadwinner” to “Homemaker”

Note. Error bars represent ⫾2 SEs. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

proposal. In that study, researchers found that
new fathers were less involved in childcare and
housework than either they or their spouses
expected them to be before the child’s birth.
Notably, however, dads’ level of involvement
in childcare and housework was not related to
either their or their wives’ marital satisfaction.
Like our findings, Deutsch et al.’s results raise
the possibility that disparities in men’s and
women’s time spent on childcare and household
tasks do not equate to dissatisfaction. Future
work needs to specifically investigate how
men’s and women’s preferences are tied to actual division of labor in their partnership as well
as how satisfied they are with that division of
labor and the partnership overall.

Attitudes and Preferences
Our study addresses a gap in the scholarly
discussion regarding gender differences in
housework and childcare: men’s and women’s
attitudes. Moreover, we have assessed those
attitudes with a more comprehensive set of tasks
than has been used in the past. In the domain of
childcare, Rhoads and Rhoads (2012) assessed
parents’ enjoyment of 25 infant/toddler care
tasks. In the domain of housework, researchers
frequently assess men’s and women’s involvement in, but not attitudes toward, a small number of tasks (e.g., see Domínguez-Folgueras,
2013). Although our lists of 40 childcare tasks
and 58 household tasks are preliminary, they
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provide an opportunity to move beyond global
categories of “housework” and “childcare.”
This is important because discussions of gendered divisions of labor are somewhat limited to
those broad categories. For example, popular
press blurbs describe women as “shoulder(ing)
the majority of the caregiving and household
duties” (Zalis, 2018, emphasis added) and then
list just a few popular activities (usually laundry, cleaning, cooking, and yardwork). Moreover, use of the word “shoulder(ing)” implies
that women view these tasks as a burden. Such
descriptions do not convey the nuance of the
variation in specific types of childcare and
household tasks, nor the possibility that men
and women alike might truly enjoy or take pride
in some of them. As men’s and women’s ratings
in Figures 1 and 3 (and the online supplemental
materials) show, we found considerable variability both within gender and across gender in
how much individuals like and dislike different
types of tasks. In addition, the more individuals
liked a task, they more they preferred to have
responsibility for it. This pattern held for a
variety of childcare tasks, particularly for the
sample of middle-aged adults, and for all types
of household tasks.
Future Directions and Implications
Given average physical and temperamental
differences between the sexes (for a review, see
Geary, 2021), men and women may also differ,
on average, in the specific childcare and household tasks at which they are more likely to
excel. We would like to pursue research on the
degree to which men’s and women’s enjoyment
of various tasks is related to their perception of
how good they are at the task, and whether their
preferred responsibility for the task is related to
their perception of their own skill at the task
relative to their partner’s. As noted by Szuchman and Anderson (2011), comparative advantage is important: “It’s not efficient to take on
every single task you’re good at, only those
tasks you’re relatively better at compared with
other tasks” (p. 6, emphasis in original). Finding
out about individuals’ self-perceived skills as
well as their preferences may be an important
supplement to the discussion about gender disparities in household “responsibilities,” because
even though some tasks such as washing dishes
and folding laundry may be daily and tedious
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tasks, it is quite possible that in some couples,
one of the partners may find such tasks far less
aversive or burdensome than the other partner
does—and also be able to accomplish the tasks
far more efficiently.
To the degree that individuals’ enjoyment of
a given household or childcare task may be
related to their skill at the task, it is possible that
over the course of their development, boys and
girls are provided with different opportunities to
engage in certain tasks as well as different rewards for engaging in certain tasks. Differential
practice and reward can promote differential
skill development. If girls are given more practice in bathing and feeding younger siblings, for
example, they may acquire more confidence and
skill in such activities and hence grow to enjoy
them more than their male counterparts do.
Likewise, if boys are given more practice with
car repairs and running the lawn mower, they
may acquire more confidence and skill in such
activities and grow to enjoy them more than
their female counterparts do. Given that gender
differences in play and toy preferences manifest
very early in life, however, it is also likely that
young girls and boys differ in the degree to
which they seek out and initially enjoy these
different tasks. Future research on this broad
topic could investigate whether gender differences manifest in children’s and teens’ attitudes
toward various household and childcare tasks,
as well as whether gender differences in enjoyment of various tasks exist after controlling for
differential experience and reinforcement.
As with any research on group differences
(Murray, 2020), the gender differences documented in the current study are merely distributional differences; they are probabilistic trends
and within group-variance is substantial. Thus,
it would be dangerous and statistically unwise
for someone to make assumptions about their
partner’s specific likes and dislikes in housework and childcare based on their gender identity. To reinforce the importance of the individual as unit of analysis, future studies might
investigate links between specific individual
differences attributes and enjoyment of various
tasks. For example, putting aside any average
difference between men’s and women’s levels
of conscientiousness, individuals who score
higher on traits such as conscientiousness
would be expected to express more liking of
tasks such cleaning, keeping the family sched-
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ule, and arranging and organizing. Likewise,
regardless of any average difference between
men’s and women’s levels of warmth and interest in working with people versus things,
individuals who score higher on these dimensions should also express more enjoyment of
tasks devoted to caring directly for and spending time with children.
Although we did not have enough participants in same-sex cohabiting partnerships (i.e.,
two in the college student sample and four in the
alumni sample) to investigate task-split preferences of participants of varying partnership
types, we believe that sexual orientation, like
gender, would be a subpar substitute for knowledge of individuals’ specific temperaments and
preferences. Past studies suggest that partners in
same-sex couples are likely to put conscious
effort toward equitable division of child care
tasks (Dalton & Bielby, 2000) and they do tend
to have more equitable division of household
labor compared with heterosexual couples
(Shechory & Ziv, 2007; Solomon et al., 2005).
At the same time, though, partners in same-sex
couples show less agreement than heterosexual
couples do about which partner does more or
less of various household tasks (Shechory &
Ziv, 2007). Moreover, in any couple, one partner may feel more or less equipped to handle
certain tasks (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999),
regardless of their gender or sexual orientation.
Thus, we propose that regardless of the gender
and sexual orientation of partners, candid conversations between partners about each other’s
individual preferences in the division of household and childcare tasks (accompanied by recognition that striving for perfect equity by sharing every single task equally is likely to fail)
might help buffer couples against relationship
conflict as they navigate managing a home or
new child together.
Caveats and Conclusion
A key limitation of the current research is that
the university from which both samples were
drawn is housed in the Midwestern United
States, and the Midwest is generally less diverse
and more politically conservative than some
other regions of the country are. This sampling
concern raises the possibility that some of the
sex differences we found, which coincide with
traditional beliefs about gender, are just a re-

flection of the population from which the samples were drawn. On one hand, we agree that the
samples are limited, and further data collection
with more diverse samples are needed. For example, if individual difference in interests (such
as in people vs. things) and traits (such as nurturance) are more important than stereotypical
beliefs about gender are for understanding
household divisions of labor, then these individual differences should predict household and
childcare task preferences in a sample of adults
from across the nation who are diverse in gender identity and sexual orientation. On the other
hand, the university from which we sampled is
well known as being very socially progressive
(Olson, 2020, June 24). Indeed, in a recent,
broad sample of the university, female students
scored significantly higher than male students
did in their career and occupational commitment (Drexler et al., 2020). Thus, it is possible
that, in a socially progressive, gender egalitarian
environment such as that which exists in nearly
any contemporary U.S. university, we might not
have expected to find any gender differences at
all—that is, if those same universities did not
also allow for free expression of inherent,
evolved dispositions.
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Home Fixes and Maintenance (Enjoyment
Rating ␣ ⴝ .82; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .91)
Handling plumbing issues
Handling minor electric problems (e.g., lightbulb, blown fuses)
Handling minor repairs (e.g., broken screen
door, rusty hinge, or loose stair)
Being at home to supervise maintenance repairs
Home safety (e.g., alarms)
Outdoor Labor (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.87; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .93)
Taking care of the lawn (e.g., mowing grass)
Taking care of the yard (e.g., trimming
hedges)
Landscaping
Taking out the trash/recycling
Cleaning the garage
Cleaning out the gutters
Washing the family vehicles
Vehicle maintenance (e.g., gas, oil changes)
Shoveling the driveway/sidewalk
Finances (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .83;
Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .83)
Balancing the checkbook
Keeping a budget
Handling the bills
Doing the taxes
Setting up the phone/cable plan
Selecting home/auto insurance

Gardening (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .82;
Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .77)
Watering plants
Gardening
Food Prep (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .80;
Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .81)
Making grocery lists
Grocery shopping
Cooking meals
Baking
Family Scheduling and Organizing
(Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .84; Task-Split
Rating ␣ ⴝ .88)

Indoor Cleaning (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.88; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .88)
Dusting
Mopping
Sweeping

Washing windows
Washing dishes
Cleaning spills and messes
Cleaning out the refrigerator
Vacuuming
Cleaning counters
Doing laundry (e.g., washing and folding
clothes)
Ironing
Preparing the house for guests
Putting things in their place (e.g., take dishes
to kitchen)
Changing sheets
Making beds

Sorting through old clothes and items for
donation
Keeping track of family members’ whereabouts
Organizing clothes for next season
Planning family activities/vacations
Arranging couple social events
Keeping track of birthdays

(Appendices continue)
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Keeping the family schedule/calendar
Buying gifts for friends and family

(Miscellaneous)

Home Aesthetics (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.84; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .79)
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Decorating the home
Shopping for household items
Rearranging furniture

Selecting family vehicles
Retrieving/handling the mail
Putting up holiday lights
Painting/staining
Repairing clothes
Feeding pets and pet care

Appendix B
Childcare Tasks
Nighttime Care (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.72; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .62)

Discipline
Disciplining children
Extra Availability (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.76; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .73)
Dealing with issues at the school/nursery
Taking children to appointments
Taking time off work to take care of a sick
child
Attending parent-teacher conferences
Giving up personal time to care for children
Cognitive Support (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.64; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .67)
Teaching/educating children
Helping/supervising homework
Village Care (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .62;
Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .58)
Conversing about children with extended
family
Problem-solving with friends and family
about child rearing issues

Nighttime feedings
Going through a bedtime routine
Reading bedtime stories
Getting up at night to care for children
Emotional Support (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.86; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .77)
Watching children at their activities
Talking with children about their day
Talking with children about their concerns/
fears/goals
Comforting children when in need
Daily Oversight (Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ
.84; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .78)
Feeding children
Packing school bags
Overseeing children’s chores
Overseeing children’s hygiene (e.g., bathing,
brushing teeth)
Getting children up in the morning
Changing diapers
Potty-training children
Driving children to and from activities
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Play/Outings With Children (Enjoyment
Rating ␣ ⴝ .84; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .73)
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Bringing children to the park
Taking children on special outings
Playing with children
Spending time with children
Napping with children
Scheduling and Coordinating (Enjoyment
Rating ␣ ⴝ .79; Task-Split Rating ␣ ⴝ .86)
Arranging childcare
Arranging play dates for children
Organizing birthday parties
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Finding a babysitter
Scheduling children’s appointments (e.g.,
doctor, dentist, haircuts)
Managing division of labor of parenting tasks
Shopping for Children’s Needs and Gifts
(Enjoyment Rating ␣ ⴝ .75; Task-Split
Rating ␣ ⴝ .78)
Buying school supplies
Buying clothes for children
Buying gifts for children
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