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Housework division and gender ideology:
When do attitudes really matter?

Renzo Carriero1

Lorenzo Todesco2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Attitudes toward gender roles are one of the factors that have received most attention in
the literature on housework division. Nevertheless, egalitarian attitudes often do not
match egalitarian domestic behaviors.

OBJECTIVE
The paper’s central hypothesis is that women’s ability to assert their egalitarian beliefs
is linked to having sufficient personal resources in economic and cultural terms.

METHODS
We use the 2013–2014 Italian time-use survey (N = 7,707 couples) and analyze how
relative resources and women’s education moderate the relationship between gender
ideology and housework division.

RESULTS
Consistent with our hypothesis, for a woman, the effect of gender ideology is strongest
when she earns roughly as much or more than her partner and when she holds a college
degree. When the woman’s income is lower than the man’s, the effect of women’s
gender ideology is quite small. If the woman does not have a degree, her egalitarian
attitudes will not translate into her doing less housework.

CONCLUSIONS
Gender ideology matters, but a solid bargaining position is needed in order to put it into
practice. Social policies promoting gender equality in education and the labor market
can increase women’s capacity for translating egalitarian attitudes into actual behavior.

CONTRIBUTION
This paper’s original contribution is in analyzing whether and how relative resources
and education influence the effect of gender ideology on the division of housework.
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Moreover, our analysis goes beyond most existing studies in its rare combination of
behavior measures collected through a reliable time-use diary procedure and
information regarding partners’ gender ideology.

1. Introduction

The relationship between gender attitudes and housework division has been extensively
investigated in recent decades. However, impressive as this research effort has been,
further scrutiny is needed: The literature shows that these attitudes do not always have
the expected effect on behavior. Moreover, a long-standing strand of research – to
which this paper contributes – has demonstrated that attitudes (as well as values and
preferences) do not necessarily translate into actual practice, both because of the actors’
characteristics and because of structural constraints (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005;
Bühlmann, Elcheroth, and Tettamanti 2010; Gash 2008; Schober and Scott 2012). This
also holds for the division of household labor. We believe that a plausible micro-level
explanation for the discrepancy between attitudes and behavior is that social actors and
the couple have certain characteristics that help or hinder the translation of gender
ideologies into domestic practice. In particular, we consider the role of relative income
and women’s educational attainment. The former is an indicator of the power dynamics
in the household, while the latter is associated with how deeply egalitarian gender
attitudes are internalized – though it also has a clear link with human capital. This
paper’s original contribution is in analyzing whether and how these characteristics –
which have attracted considerable attention in the housework literature – influence the
effect of gender ideology on the division of household labor. From the empirical
standpoint, our analysis goes beyond most existing studies in its rare combination of
behavior measures collected through a reliable time-use diary procedure together with
information regarding partners’ gender ideology.

The study is based on data collected in Italy, a country whose institutions and
culture are highly traditional and which thus provides a conservative empirical test of
our hypotheses. The original analysis presented here can also be replicated in other
countries to determine whether it is sound by checking if and to what extent the
findings change according to the context. The paper also devotes space (though without
performing an empirical test, as this is an investigation employing secondary data) to
the issues that emerge when measuring gender attitudes. This is an important question,
which should help shed light on the complex relationship between attitudes and practice
and which the housework literature has largely ignored.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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2. Theoretical background

Research on the micro-level dynamics that affect the division of housework has a long
history to its credit, producing an enormous number of studies since the 1990s
(Coltrane 2000), sometimes even in non-Western countries (Tsuya et al. 2012).3 The
theoretical perspectives that have been applied so far draw on both the rational choice
model and on symbolic interactionism, but have proven only partially effective in
illuminating what really counts in this negotiation between the partners in a couple. One
widely tested rational-choice-based theory, the relative resources framework, sees
housework as a set of monotonous and unrewarding tasks that individuals would rather
avoid. Accordingly, one partner will use the power resulting from the economic
resources  at  their  command  to  shift  a  share  of  the  housework  load  on  to  the  other
partner (Blood and Wolfe 1960; Brines 1993; McDonald 1977).4 Thus, the partner who
earns more will only allow the other to access his or her earnings in exchange for doing
the chores. The economically weaker partner has no choice but to accept and make the
best of a bad or baddish deal, unless he or she is willing to break off the relationship.5

The empirical underpinnings of relative resources theory, however, can be somewhat
shaky.  While  it  is  true  that  a  partner’s  share  of  domestic  labor  drops  as  his  or  her
relative earnings increase (Procher, Ritter, and Vance 2017; Sullivan and Gershuny
2016), no study has ever been able to show that women who out-earn their partners do
less of the housework, as this gender-neutral theory would lead us to expect.

Another perspective that attempts to explain housework division is the gender
roles theory (or gender ideology theory; see, for example, Lachance-Grzela and
Bouchard 2010). This theory, which is rooted in symbolic interactionalism, is
traditionally counterposed to relative resources theory, and in fact the distance between
the two is considerable: Gender role theory has no room for exchange and rational

3 There is also a flourishing stream of research dealing with the effects of the institutional and cultural context
on housework division (among recent studies see, e.g., Bianchi et al. 2014; Fahlén 2016).
4 A vast literature in economics also deals with the gender division of household tasks, in some cases with an
approach not so far from the sociological one based on relative resources. According to the economic model
known as the “collective choice model” (see, for an introduction, Browning, Chiappori, and Weiss 2014),
partners’ bargaining power determines the division of tasks, and the factors affecting bargaining power are
called “distribution factors.” The collective choice model assumes that partners efficiently cooperate within
the household even if they have different preferences.
5 Another rational choice approach that is widely used to investigate housework division is time availability
theory (Huber and Spitze 1983; Kalleberg and Rosenfeld 1990; Ross 1987). According to this theory, in order
to explain the division of household labor it is first necessary to consider the time available for these chores.
Thus, the more time men and women devote to paid work, the less they will have for housework. However, it
has been pointed out (see, e.g., Evertsson and Nermo 2004; Gough and Killewald 2010, 2011; Todesco 2013)
that bargaining about who will do what and for how long in the home precedes and contributes to determining
the time each partner devotes to paid work. Time availability theory mistakenly assumes that the partners in
the couple regard their commitment to paid work as a given, whereas it is itself subject to negotiation.
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choice models, as it refers to cultural and symbolic aspects of gender (Berk 1985;
Butler 1990; Ferree 1990; Jackson and Scott 2002; West and Zimmerman 1987). Great
importance is thus assigned to gender ideology, or in other words the support
individuals show for a model of the division of paid work, housework, and care work
based on the metaphor of separate spheres for men and women (Kerber 1988). Women
who have a traditional gender ideology do a larger share of the housework than those
with egalitarian attitudes, as they believe such tasks to be part of their female identity.
By contrast, egalitarian women do less housework than the traditionalists: from their
point of view, household chores should be equally divided between the sexes. The same
holds true for men, though naturally with the opposite effects: Traditionalists do less in
the home, egalitarians more.

Several studies have found consistent empirical support for this theory (see, among
the most recent, Aassve, Fuochi, and Mencarini 2014; Grunow and Baur 2014).
Nevertheless, on its own it throws insufficient light on the micro-dynamics of
housework division. In fact, according to Artis and Pavalko (2003), the conclusions
reached by the literature in this area are anything but uniform and definitive. In some
studies the results are not in line with expectations, as the relationships found between
gender attitudes and housework fall shy of statistical significance: among women
(Chesters 2012; Cunningham 2005; Parkman 2004), among men (Bianchi et al. 2000),
or among both sexes (Erickson 2005). In one case (Treas and Tai 2016), findings are
entirely at odds with the theoretical assumptions, with men who have egalitarian
attitudes toward gender roles doing less housework than traditionalists. One
comparative study (Crompton, Brockmann, and Lyonette 2005) finds that the
relationship between gender role attitudes and the domestic division of labor is as
expected in some countries but not in others. Lastly, it should be emphasized that the
studies conducted to date generally do not explicitly indicate the difference between
egalitarian and traditional individuals in the time spent doing housework and in the
share of housework. This makes it difficult to understand how much gender ideology
actually counts in apportioning domestic work.

In our view, there are two sets of reasons why no unambiguous empirical support
has yet been produced for gender role theory. First, there are reasons stemming from the
strength of the attitudes–behavior relationship that apply well beyond the specific case
examined here. Both sociologists and social psychologists have long addressed this
question, and certain conditions under which this relationship is strong or weak are thus
sufficiently well known. Attitudes toward very general objects (for example, women’s
role  in  society)  usually  have  a  weak  association  with  specific  behaviors  (such  as  the
division of housework). Conversely, attitudes toward more specific objects are much
more strongly correlated with equally specific behaviors. In general, according to Ajzen
and Fischbein’s (2005) extensive literature review, the correlation between attitudes and
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behaviors is strong if empirical measures of both comply with a principle of
compatibility, or in other words if behavior is assessed using a range of measures
situated at the same level of generality as the attitudes. This is not usually the case in
large-scale surveys: In the area of interest to us here, the content of the questions used
to tap attitudes is very general (spanning, for example, the role of women and men in
the  home,  in  the  job  market,  and  in  politics),  while  the  items  regarding  behavior  are
very specific, centering on the distribution between partners of domestic tasks or care
work. An analysis of secondary data such as that presented here offers little or no scope
for obviating this problem. However, it is important that it is borne in mind in order to
understand why gender attitudes have often failed to explain domestic behaviors (on
this point see, e.g., Poortman and Van Der Lippe 2009). The problem of the
compatibility of attitudes and behaviors is also aggravated by the difficulty of assessing
the former empirically (Davis and Greenstein 2009). Regarding the topic addressed
here, several scholars have raised objections concerning the unidimensionality of
gender role attitudes (Braun 2008; Constantin and Voicu 2015; Knight and Brinton
2017; Lomazzi 2017) as measured in various international surveys (EVS/WVS, ISSP).
The lack of unidimensionality compounds the compatibility problem.6

The second set of reasons for the poor empirical support afforded to gender role
theory arises from the fact that, generally speaking, the influence of attitudes on
behaviors varies according to the characteristics of the actors and of the social context
in which they interact. For example, and without claiming to be exhaustive, the
individual characteristics that are necessary for the behavior to take place include
motivation, cognitive capacity, vested interests, and involvement with the specific
attitude object (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005). Regarding the contextual characteristics,
several studies of the discrepancies and incoherencies between couples’ egalitarian
gender values and practices have shown that societal gender norms and current social
policies can have a significant influence on whether egalitarian ideals can be put into
practice in the division of paid and unpaid work (Bühlmann, Elcheroth, and Tettamanti
2010; Gash 2008; Jacobs and Gerson 2016; Schober and Scott 2012). When interpreting
these findings and applying them to the case of housework division in the micro
perspective adopted here, it is first necessary to consider gender attitudes in the light of
the power relations within the couple. While relative resources theory ignores
individuals’ actual preferences regarding housework (Carriero and Todesco 2016;
Poortman and Van Der Lippe 2009) and assumes that everyone finds it distasteful,
gender role theory does not give due consideration to the bargaining power that partners
in a couple can use to get their own way. This limitation could be one of the reasons for
the modest effects found by much research to date: An egalitarian woman might not be

6 From the empirical standpoint, the small number of items generally used in large-scale surveys (not more
than 6 or 7) is a problem for accurately assessing gender attitudes.
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able to gain leverage for her vision of gender roles if – as is true in many cases – the
bargaining  power  she  enjoys  due  to  her  economic  resources  is  less  than  that  of  her
partner. The explanatory power of gender attitudes would thus be greater if the actor’s
material conditions in terms of earnings are such that his or her desires prevail. If not,
the explanatory power will be lower, or even nonexistent.

Another factor to be considered is the actors’ level of education, not only in the
sense of their human capital – which also touches on the aspects of income and
bargaining power we have just discussed – but also as an indicator of the moral and
intellectual properties that formal education helps develop. In particular, many studies
(Bobo and Licari 1989; Converse 1964; Desjardins and Schuller 2006; Kane 1995;
Kerckhoff, Raudenbush, and Glennie 2001; Lipset 1960; Ohlander, Batalova, and Treas
2005) have stressed education’s role in moral enlightenment, i.e., in developing
qualities such as tolerance, civic virtue, social engagement, and egalitarian ideals, as
well as mental and intellectual properties such as cognitive sophistication, mental
flexibility, and having coherent belief systems. Accordingly, higher educational
attainment can be expected to lead to gender attitudes that are not only more egalitarian
but also more strongly and consciously internalized, especially by women. For them,
then, the question of housework – given its unbalanced division between the sexes –
hits closer to home, literally. The literature shows that the strength of attitudes, difficult
to measure as it may be, is a major factor in determining attitude–behavior consistency
(Petty and Krosnick 1995): An individual who expresses a strongly held attitude will
more readily adopt a consequent behavior than someone expressing an attitude that is
less strongly held. For women, then, high educational attainment can be regarded as a
crucial individual characteristic that, over and above the economic resources associated
with it, tightens the link between attitudes and housework division. The moderating
effect of women’s relative income and education level on the relationship between
gender role attitudes and domestic behavior is addressed by the empirical analysis
presented in the following pages.

3. Aims of the study and research hypotheses

To the best of our knowledge, no previous research has tested whether women’s relative
income and educational attainment influence the effect of gender ideology on
housework allocation. This study thus fills a gap in the literature. More generally,
investigations that have considered whether and how the effects of gender role attitudes
on housework vary according to other characteristics of the individuals or the couple
are extremely rare. To date, in fact, scholars have regarded these attitudes as one of the
determinants of housework division without paying overmuch attention to the
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characteristics that help translate attitudes into behavior. The only available studies
focus on the role played by the respondent’s sex (Chesters 2011; Fuwa 2004; Knudsen
and Wærness 2008) and union type (marriage vs. cohabitation, Davis, Greenstein, and
Gerteisen Marks 2007), and the partner’s gender attitudes (Bianchi et al. 2000;
Greenstein 1996). Indirect support for the plausibility of our research hypotheses is
provided by the study of data from 28 nations conducted by Davis and colleagues
(2007), who find that gender ideology has a stronger association with the division of
household labor in cohabiting households than in married-couple households. These
scholars explain their findings with an argument similar to that presented above: The
characteristics of the partners and of the relationship context in which they interact can
make egalitarian gender ideologies more or less likely to translate into an egalitarian
division of housework. As marriage is a more traditional relationship context than
cohabitation, to some extent it reduces the effects of the partners’ beliefs about who
should do the housework.

In addition to observing the role of gender attitudes from a fresh vantage point, the
present study also provides a better understanding of the weight of relative income
when  couples  bargain  over  who  will  do  the  chores.  As  we  have  seen,  the  direct
influence of money on this allocation matters only so much. However, the possibility
that it can act indirectly by creating the conditions under which a partner’s views can
prevail has never been tested.

This study is based on data collected in Italy, and it is important to emphasize that
it is the first Italian investigation to conduct close, national-level scrutiny of the effect
of gender ideology on the division of household labor. The few previous studies that
have addressed this topic (see, e.g., Carriero and Todesco 2016; Todesco 2015) are
chiefly based on local data: In fact, until recently the representative national data
needed for this kind of analysis was not available.7 Italy’s institutions and culture are
highly conservative as regards gender roles and gender equity (European Institute for
Gender Equality 2015). According to a number of comparative studies (Fuwa 2004;
Knudsen and Wærness 2008; Stier and Lewin-Epstein 2007), in such contexts
individual characteristics – including gender ideology – have a more limited effect on
housework division than in less traditional countries. Thus, the analysis presented here
provides a conservative empirical test: If the results are in line with expectations we can
assume  that  these  findings  will  apply  to  an  even  greater  extent  in  countries  that  are
more egalitarian than Italy.

The hypotheses tested in this study concern the role of relative resources and
women’s educational attainment in determining how closely the couple’s division of
housework will match the woman’s gender ideology:

7 The role of gender ideology has been also studied in relation to perception of housework fairness (e.g.,
Carriero and Todesco 2017)
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Hypothesis 1: As the woman’s relative resources increase, the effect of her
gender ideology will be stronger. In particular, we hypothesize that there will
be little or no effect when the woman earns less than the man. By contrast,
when the woman earns roughly as much as or more than the man, we expect
that the effect of her gender ideology will be significantly stronger.

Hypothesis 2: As the woman’s educational attainment increases, the effect of
her gender ideology will be stronger. In particular, we expect to find little or
no effect when the woman has a medium–low level of education. If the woman
has a high level of education attainment her egalitarian attitude will have a
stronger effect.

4. Data and variables

The data analyzed in this study comes from the latest time-use survey by the Italian
National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), conducted in 2013–2014. In this type of survey
the respondents (a sample of individuals and households representative of the Italian
population aged three and over) fill in a diary recording their activities on a given day
assigned to  them at  random.  Days  are  allocated  to  the  sample  in  all  the  weeks  of  the
year in order to be representative of weekdays (Monday through Friday), Saturdays, and
Sundays. A weighting procedure is used for weekend days (which are over-
represented), so that time-use estimates refer to a typical day.

Thanks to the survey design, which involves collecting diaries from all family
members, it was possible to produce reliable estimates of the time devoted to
housework and how it is divided between the couple. It is thus not necessary to rely – as
most of the literature has done – on reconstructions or stylized estimates based on
respondents’ statements about their own engagement in domestic labor or their
partner’s engagement, which ‒ it goes without saying ‒ are subject to a significant
margin of error (Kan 2008).

The analyses presented here are based on married and unmarried heterosexual
couples where the woman is under 65 years of age. Multiple linear regression (OLS)
was used, with the couple as the unit of analysis. The dependent variable – as in many
other studies of housework division (see, e.g., Domínguez-Folgueras 2013; Horne et al.
2017)  –  is  a  relative  measure,  in  this  case  consisting  of  the  percentage  share  of  the
couple’s total housework performed by the woman. We restricted housework to the so-
called core housework tasks, i.e., those that are most gendered, repetitive, and time-
consuming and must be completed on a regular basis: cooking, setting and clearing the
table, washing dishes, cleaning the house, doing the laundry and ironing. We thus do
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not consider gardening, home maintenance and repairs, shopping of all kinds, paying
bills, and all activities involved in caring for children or other family members.8

The independent variable of greatest interest is the woman’s gender attitude. This
variable is made to interact with relative income and the woman’s level of education in
order to determine whether these variables moderate the relationship between gender
attitude and housework division.9 The 2013–2014 ISTAT time-use survey presented
respondents with a battery of items that tap into their gender role attitudes. Unlike other
surveys which present statements about the private sphere (e.g., the family) and the
public sphere (jobs, politics), the ISTAT items concentrate almost entirely on the
former, dealing chiefly with domestic matters. In theory at least the survey should thus
be more homogeneous and compatible with the dependent variable, which refers to a
behavior enacted in the private sphere. The survey includes the following six items (the
percentage of respondents who state that they agree or strongly agree is indicated in
brackets):

1. It is better for the family if the man is the principal breadwinner and the
woman has primary responsibility for the home (50.2%);

2. If both spouses/partners work full time, they should share equally in the
housework (doing the laundry, ironing, cleaning the house, cooking, etc.)
(71.5%);

3. If both parents work and the child is ill, the parents should take turns staying
home to care for him or her (78.2%);

4. Men are as good at doing housework as women (43.6%);
5. Fathers are as good at taking care of little children as mothers (e.g., at cooking

for them, bathing them, changing diapers, etc.) (56.4%);
6. It is important that the house always be clean and neat (91.7%).

As  a  look  at  the  content  validity  of  these  items  shows,  two  of  them  (4  and  5)
express what Boudon (1995) calls “positive beliefs,” whereas the others express
“normative beliefs.” Furthermore, the sixth item, in addition to having little

8 Focusing on core housework allows us to investigate the very essence of the issue: Why are these activities
so gendered? We also run our models using the female share of total housework (excluding childcare, as it
pertains only to couples with children): As expected, results are still significant and comparable with those
presented here, although the effects are slightly attenuated (table not shown, available on demand).
9 As regards causal order, we can be fairly confident that in most cases gender ideology follows from
education, given the latter’s role in moral enlightenment (see above). Further empirical confirmation comes
from some longitudinal studies (Davis 2006; Fan and Mooney Marini 2000). At the statistical level, it is thus
correct to analyze how the effect of gender ideology depends on the partners’ educational attainment. The
issue of the causal order between gender ideology and relative income is more problematic. Given our
theoretical framework we assume that gender ideology follows from relative income, in line with the evidence
of some empirical longitudinal studies. This issue will be addressed in the discussion of the research findings.
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discriminatory power (over 90% of respondents agreed), would seem to lie on a plane
that is remote from gender ideology, as it expresses a preference for a high standard of
cleanliness and order. The scale’s reliability was assessed by calculating Cronbach’s
alpha, finding that items 2–5 show good internal consistency, while the first and sixth
items clearly do not.10 Cronbach’s alpha as calculated for the scale with items 2–5 was
fairly good (0.70) – particularly considering the small number of items – but was lower
(0.61) when all items were included. Given the tone of the statements, we can consider
the resulting scale to be an indicator of gender role egalitarianism in the household.
Operationally, we calculated the average of the scores between 1 (strongly agree) and 4
(strongly disagree) assigned to each item. The single items were recoded in order to
obtain a scale where higher values correspond to egalitarian beliefs.

Relative income was captured by a question about which of the partners
contributes most to household income (the man, the woman, or both equally). Though
this question is apparently factual, the woman’s answer differed from the man’s for a
far from negligible proportion of couples (around 15%). As this variable is crucial to
our analysis, we did not take one of the two contrasting answers to be true. Rather, we
considered only those couples whose responses were mutually consistent, and assigned
those that were contradictory to a residual category as not determined. The other control
variables were the woman’s age group,11 a dummy for whether the man is older than the
woman, a dummy for union status (married/not married), both partners’ level of
education, both partners’ social class12 and employment status, the number of children,
the age of the youngest child, the number of other adults in the household, and the
geographical area of residence.13 The sample size was 7,707 couples with valid values
for all variables, and the population weight provided by ISTAT was applied to the data.
Descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analysis are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

10 This is also confirmed by exploratory factor analysis (results available on request).
11 Age refers only to women, as the public time-use data file only indicates broad age groups. Consequently,
also considering the partner’s age could entail serious collinearity problems.
12 Social  class  is  defined  using  information  on  current  or  last  occupation.  Class  is  coded  according  to  a
modified (aggregated) version of the Cobalti-Schizzerotto scheme (Cobalti and Schizzerotto 1994), which is
very similar to the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero scheme (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). The service class
includes large employers, professionals, and managers. The middle class includes all non-manual employees
and teachers. The self-employed are small employers, shop owners, and own account workers. Manual
workers are blue-collar employees.
13 Following other scholars (Jenkins and O’Leary 1995), we do not include paid work time among the
regressors  in  our  models  of  housework.  This  choice  is  due  to  the  fact  that  market  time  is  endogenous  to
housework time, as income, or more precisely the hourly wage, is the exogenous variable that is causally prior
to both these variables. Our models already control for woman’s and man’s employment status (employed,
looking for job, housewife, other not in employment), which, albeit less precisely, captures partners’ “time
availability” (see footnote 5) for housework. However, even controlling for woman’s and man’s usual work
hours (counting zero hours for those not employed) does not alter our main findings (table not shown,
available upon request).
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analysis (N = 7,707)
Variable Mean or % Std. Dev. Min Max
Woman’s share of core housework (%) 84.60 22.10 0 100
  Woman’s egalitarian attitude (scale) 2.77   0.61 1 4
  Man’s egalitarian attitude (scale) 2.74   0.63 1 4
Partners’ relative income (ref: man higher) 6.30%
  Woman higher 19.24%
  About equal 61.35%
  Not determined 13.11%
Woman’s education (ref: less than secondary) 43.45%
  Secondary education 40.25%
  Tertiary education 16.31%
Man’s education (ref: less than secondary) 48.65%
  Secondary education 37.93%
  Tertiary education 13.42%
Woman’s age (ref: <35) 15.99%
  35–44 29.26%
  45–54 29.91%
  55–64 24.84%
Man’s age (ref: same age or woman older) 61.05%
  Older than woman 38.95%
  Union status (ref: married) 90.82%
  Unmarried 9.18%
Woman’s employment status (ref.: employed) 46.16%
  Looking for job 6.16%
  Housewife 39.62%
  Other not in employment 8.06%
Man’s employment status (ref: employed) 72.42%
  Looking for job 5.26%
  Other not in employment 22.32%
Woman’s social class (ref.: service class) 7.52%
  Middle-class 32.50%
  Self-employed 7.65%
  Manual workers 30.33%
  Never worked 22.00%
Man’s social class (ref.: service class) 20.19%
  Middle-class 23.01%
  Self-employed 14.87%
  Manual workers 41.25%
  Never worked 0.68%
Number of children 1.28 0.95 0 5
Number of other adults 1.34 0.97 0 5
Age of youngest child (ref: no children) 23.88%
  0–5 years 22.26%
  6–10 years 12.84%
  11–14 years 9.00%
  15–24 years 21.19%
  25+ years 10.83%
Region (ref: North) 46.88%
  Centre 18.41%
  South 34.71%
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Table 2: Woman’s gender attitudes by relative resources and education
Woman’s gender ideology (egalitarianism scale)
Mean SD N

Relative resources
  Woman higher 2.94 0.60   536
  About equal 2.86 0.59 1675
  Man higher 2.73 0.61 4498
  Not determined 2.76 0.61   998
Woman’s education
  Less than secondary 2.65 0.59 3252
  Secondary education 2.81 0.59 3183
  Tertiary education 3.01 0.61 1272

5. Results

Before turning to the details of the multivariate analysis models we first present some
descriptive data. Among the couples considered in the analysis the average share of
core housework by the woman was 84.6% (see Table 1). When the sample is divided on
the basis of the key variables (woman’s gender attitudes, education, and relative
resources), certain non-negligible variations between the subgroups can be seen
(Table 3). When the woman has traditional attitudes (low values on the egalitarianism
scale) her share of core housework rises to 88.7%, while it drops to 79.2% when she has
clearly egalitarian attitudes; by contrast, it is in line with the overall average if she has
mildly egalitarian attitudes.14 The woman’s share of core housework also drops below
80% in couples where the woman has a college degree (76.0%), but rises up to 88.5%
when she has less than secondary education. However, the largest differences in
housework division are associated with differences between the partners in terms of
income.  If  the  woman  is  the  highest  earner  she  does  69.3%  of  the  housework,  if  her
income is roughly equal to her partner’s her share of the housework rises to 80.7%, and
when the man is the main breadwinner it reaches nearly 90%.15

14 Woman’s gender attitude subgroups were obtained by dividing the scale variable in tertiles.
15 For the sake of completeness, the table also shows the share of core housework for couples that provided
contradictory statements about their relative income. As this category is ambiguous we will not comment on it
here or when presenting the multivariate models.
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Table 3: Woman’s share of core housework (%) by woman’s gender attitudes,
woman’s education, and relative resources: Couples where the
woman is under 65 years of age

Woman’s share of core housework
Mean Std. dev. N

Gender attitudes
(egalitarianism scale) Low 88.65 19.01 2,933

Medium 84.12 22.69 2,666
High 79.23 24.29 2,108

Education Less than secondary 88.49 19.30 3,252
Secondary 83.90 22.26 3,183
Tertiary 75.97 25.79 1,272

Relative income Man higher 88.63 17.99 4498
About equal 80.74 22.53 1675
Woman higher 69.26 29.07 536
Not determined 78.76 28.59 998
Total 84.60 22.10 7,707

Source: Our calculations from ISTAT time-use data for 2013–2014.

These initial data indicate that gender ideology probably has an influence of some
kind on the division of household labor, but it is not the only factor that matters. In any
case, to assess its impact depending on relative income and education while minimizing
the risk of finding spurious relationships it is necessary to employ multivariate analysis
models.

The first model we present estimates the effect of the women’s gender ideology
net of the control variables, relative income, and the woman’s education (Table 4,
model 1). The findings are in line with expectations: For each one-point increase on the
scale of gender egalitarianism we note a significant drop of 1.65 percentage points in
the  woman’s  share  of  housework.  Since  the  scale  goes  from 1  to  4,  moving from the
most traditional to the most egalitarian attitude decreases the female housework burden
by almost 5 percentage points (–1.65 * 3 = –4.95)

What happens if we have gender ideology interact with relative resources? In other
words,  does  the  effect  of  gender  attitudes  change  as  the  conditions  that  establish  the
economic power relations in the household vary? The second model (Table 4, model 2)
makes it possible to answer this question and to test whether attitude–behavior
consistency is greater when economic conditions are such that the woman’s views can
prevail (Hypothesis 1).
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Table 4: Effects of gender ideology on the woman’s share of core housework.
Results from OLS regression models (N = 7,707)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B SE B SE B SE

Woman’s egalitarian attitudes –1.65 0.47 *** –1.37 0.56 * –0.96 0.65
Relative resources (ref: man higher)
  Woman higher –9.93 1.06 *** 5.45 4.80 –9.75 1.06 ***
  About equal –1.28 0.66 9.25 2.93 ** –1.26 0.66
  Not determined –6.22 0.71 *** –18.28 3.21 *** –6.23 0.71 ***
Woman’s education (ref: less than secondary)
  Secondary education –1.35 0.61 * –1.33 0.61 * –1.50 2.40
  Tertiary education –5.50 0.90 *** –5.27 0.90 *** 6.07 3.30
Man’s egalitarian attitudes –3.44 0.45 *** –3.22 0.45 *** –3.45 0.45 ***
Man’s education (ref: less than secondary)
  Secondary education –1.51 0.60 * –1.56 0.60 ** –1.52 0.60 *
  Tertiary education –2.52 0.90 ** –2.79 0.90 ** –2.51 0.90 **
Woman’s age (ref: <35)
  35–44 2.68 0.76 *** 2.55 0.76 *** 2.80 0.76 ***
  45–54 1.18 0.93 1.02 0.92 1.21 0.92
  55–64 1.93 1.11 1.76 1.11 1.93 1.11
Union status (ref: married)
  Not married –0.62 0.84 –0.59 0.84 –0.54 0.84
  Man older than woman –0.95 0.50 –0.93 0.50 –0.95 0.50
Woman’s employment status (ref.: employed)
  Looking for job 10.13 1.04 *** 10.13 1.04 *** 10.21 1.04 ***
  Housewife 9.00 0.69 *** 9.04 0.68 *** 9.06 0.69 ***
  Other not in employment 9.09 0.98 *** 9.02 0.98 *** 9.09 0.98 ***
Man’s employment status (ref: employed)
  Looking for job –4.43 1.13 *** –4.75 1.13 *** –4.55 1.12 ***
  Other not in employment –8.47 0.79 *** –8.54 0.78 *** –8.47 0.79 ***
Woman’s social class (ref.: service class)
  Middle-class 3.57 0.95 *** 3.36 0.95 *** 3.38 0.95 ***
  Self-employed 1.44 1.24 1.35 1.23 1.35 1.24
  Manual workers 3.43 1.03 *** 3.33 1.03 ** 3.28 1.03 **
  Never worked 2.25 1.16 2.29 1.16 * 2.18 1.16
Man’s social class (ref.: service class)
  Middle-class –4.00 0.72 *** –3.96 0.71 *** –3.97 0.72 ***
  Self-employed 0.33 0.85 0.23 0.84 0.28 0.84
  Manual workers –3.48 0.72 *** –3.53 0.72 *** –3.50 0.72 ***
  Never worked 3.46 2.92 3.11 2.91 3.44 2.91
Number of children –1.01 0.91 –1.17 0.91 –1.11 0.91
Age of youngest child (ref: no children)
  0–5 years 1.67 1.08 1.45 1.08 1.77 1.08
  6–10 years 1.94 1.16 1.69 1.16 1.93 1.16
  11–14 years 3.67 1.19 ** 3.42 1.19 ** 3.75 1.19 **
  15–24 years 3.96 0.98 *** 3.77 0.97 *** 3.99 0.98 ***
  25+ years 4.86 0.99 *** 4.76 0.99 *** 4.93 0.99 ***
Number of other adults in hh 1.02 0.83 1.24 0.83 1.08 0.83
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Table 4: (Continued)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B SE B SE B SE
Region (ref: North)
  Centre 3.17 0.63 *** 3.07 0.63 *** 3.22 0.63 ***
  South 4.61 0.58 *** 4.53 0.57 *** 4.62 0.58 ***
Relative resources*Woman’s attitudes
  Woman’s higher*attitudes –5.24 1.59 **
  About equal*attitudes –3.69 1.01 ***
  Not determined*attitudes 4.36 1.13 ***
Woman’s education*attitudes
  Secondary*attitudes 0.01 0.85
  Tertiary*attitudes –3.93 1.09 ***
Constant 93.56 2.00 *** 92.57 2.14 *** 91.82 2.30 ***

Note: *: p<0.05; **: p<0.01; ***: p<0.001.
Source: Our calculations from ISTAT time-use data for 2013–2014.

For  a  better  grasp  of  the  size  and  sign  of  the  main  coefficients  and  of  the
interaction of the woman’s gender attitudes, the estimated effects were also shown in a
graph (Figure 1). The findings fully support our hypothesis. When the man is the main
breadwinner of the couple, for each one-point increase on the scale of gender
egalitarianism we note a significant decrease of 1.37 percentage points in the woman’s
share of housework. When both partners contribute equally to the household income the
effect is significantly stronger: A drop was found of –1.37 + –3.69 = –5.06 percentage
points, and of –1.37 + –5.24 = –6.61 percentage points when the woman earns more
than the man (the difference between the former and the latter is not statistically
significant, result not shown). Therefore, in a couple where the woman is the main
breadwinner, moving from the most traditional to the most egalitarian attitude decreases
the female housework burden by almost twenty percentage points (6.61*3= 19.83).

Our third model estimates the effects of gender ideology on the basis of the
woman’s educational attainment combined with that of her partner (Table 4, model 3).
Here, again, we have shown the estimated effects of gender ideology, in this case for
different levels of education, in a graph for greater clarity (Figure 2). As can be seen,
education has an appreciable impact on the effect of gender ideology, much as
suggested by Hypothesis 2: The woman’s educational attainment moderates the
relationship between attitudes and behavior. Women can only make their egalitarian
beliefs count if they have college degrees.
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Figure 1: Estimated effects of woman’s gender attitudes on the basis of relative
income (from model 2, Table 4)

Figure 2: Estimated effects of woman’s gender attitudes on the basis of
education (from model 3, Table 4)
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The gender ideology of women with less than secondary education does not affect
the housework division at all. The same result is found for secondary-educated women
(the interaction term between secondary education and gender ideology amounts to zero
and is not statistically significant). In the case of women with a college degree the effect
is significant and in line with expectations: For each one-point increase on the scale of
gender egalitarianism we note a significant drop of 4.89 (–0.96 + –3.93) percentage
points in the woman’s share of housework. Moving from the most traditional to the
most egalitarian attitude decreases the female housework burden by almost fifteen
percentage points (4.89 * 3 = 14.67).

It should be borne in mind that the greater effect by women’s gender ideology
shown here is presumably not simply due to a question of balance of power arising
from the fact that a woman with a college degree is generally better employed and
better paid than a less-educated woman, as the model controls for relative income and
social class. Rather, it confirms the hypothesis that women’s high educational
attainment gives greater prominence to their gender role attitudes, which are then more
consistent with the actual division of labor in the household.

6. Discussion and conclusions

In this paper we have investigated the conditions under which a woman’s gender
ideology has a greater or lesser influence on how housework is allocated between
partners. This is a novel approach, as the literature has devoted little attention to how
certain salient characteristics of the social actors impact the relationship between gender
role attitudes and housework division. Previous empirical studies have not produced
unambiguous empirical support for gender role theory, and one reason for this can be
traced to the fact that the attitudes–behavior relationship varies according to certain
characteristics of the actors. On the empirical level, the major strength of the analysis
presented here is that it uses estimates of housework from time-use diaries, which the
literature unanimously considers more reliable than estimates derived from
questionnaires with direct questions (Kan 2008). However, time-use surveys rarely
collect data on gender ideology as well.

We found good empirical support for our hypotheses concerning the role of
relative resources and women’s educational attainment as moderators of the relationship
between gender ideology and housework division. In particular, it was found that a
woman’s egalitarian attitude strongly decreases the female housework burden only if
her income is more than or roughly equal to her partner’s. In couples where the man is
the main earner the reduction is far smaller. In interpreting these findings we can say
that gender beliefs certainly matter, but a solid bargaining position is needed in order to
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put them into practice. In addition, this study indicates that relative resources, though
insufficient on their own, still play an important part in explaining the division of
household labor, given that they moderate the relationship between the latter and gender
ideology.

For any given level of relative resources, gender ideology can also play a
significant role when it is combined with the woman’s high educational attainment. In
this situation the woman’s egalitarian beliefs contribute to reducing her housework
burden. As the interaction effect between educational attainment and gender ideology
operates irrespective of relative resources, we can rule out the possibility that it reflects
effects springing from the partner’s capacity for producing income in a rational choice
interpretation of housework division. It is thus plausible that educational attainment is a
factor that tends to reinforce the strength with which egalitarian beliefs are held.

A few limitations of the study should be acknowledged. First, it is unable to
demonstrate empirically that highly educated women have gender attitudes that are not
only more egalitarian but are also more deeply rooted and strongly held. Another
limitation lies in the study’s use of cross-sectional data, which does not lend itself to
making strong causal inferences. For one thing, the relationships between the variables
of main interest may be partially spurious if there are confounding variables that are not
considered in the study (for example, characteristics of the respondents’ family of
origin). Moreover, causal directionality cannot always be clearly determined. The most
problematic case is probably the one involving relative resources and gender ideology.
Given our theoretical framework we assume that the former affects the latter, but a
reverse causation cannot be ruled out. However, some empirical studies support our
assumption. Analysis by Fan and Mooney Marini (2000) based on longitudinal data
shows that gender ideology changes over time (in this respect, see also Davis 2006),
and in adulthood is influenced by variables such as employment status, entry into
marriage, and parenthood. Another longitudinal study finds similar results
(Cunningham et al. 2005). Since gender ideology in adulthood is not a simple given, it
seems reasonable to assume that it can also be affected by income. It should be noted
that income is an indicator of how much the couple departs from or adheres to the
principle of separate spheres for men and women, thus influencing the partners’
attitudes towards this principle in order to avoid cognitive dissonance. Finally, the
relationship between gender ideology and housework division may also suffer from
equivocal causal directionality: Here, as in all the literature on this topic, it is assumed
that gender ideology affects housework division, but the effect could operate in the
other direction if the respondents end up adapting their attitudes to their actual domestic
situation in order to reduce cognitive dissonance.16 Our research design based on cross-

16 For example, an egalitarian woman could become more traditional in her attitudes if she has to do much of
the housework because of her partner’s lack of cooperation.
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sectional data does not allow reaching a clear-cut answer on all these issues. However,
we think that our interpretations are the most plausible, given the indirect confirmation
of other research based on longitudinal data. The role of relative income and female
education in the relationship between gender ideology and housework division has been
analyzed here for the first time: Given the limitations of the present study, future
research on this topic employing longitudinal data would be especially welcome.

From the methodological standpoint, this study provides insights that could be
applied in future data collection campaigns. In an analysis of secondary data such as
this, little can be done to improve the measurement of gender attitudes, apart from
selecting the items showing the highest correlation with each other. The literature
suggests constructing attitude measures that are as compatible as possible, in terms of
generality, with the behavior measures that should correlate with the attitudes. The
ISTAT survey we used has already acted on this suggestion to some extent by asking
respondents questions dealing predominately with their attitudes towards housework
and care work. Nevertheless, it is likely that most researchers and users of the data
collected by large-scale surveys are interested in capturing attitudes toward general
objects, such as women’s role in various social contexts, and in relating these attitudes
not just to housework but to many specific behaviors. Consequently, it will not be easy
to implement these suggestions in large-scale investigations. Gender role theory thus
faces greater practical obstacles to empirical testing than rational choice theory.

What do this study’s findings imply for social policies promoting gender equality?
It is unlikely that such policies will be able to exert a direct effect on gender ideology in
the short term. Nevertheless, our findings show that women’s income and educational
attainment  –  where  there  is  greater  room  for  action  –  can  increase  the  capacity  to
translate potential egalitarian attitudes into actual behavior. There is thus good reason to
believe that policies that improve women’s access to and ability to remain in
educational programs and the job market and that eliminate the gender discrimination
that blocks their career advancement can also have an effect on the division of
housework. Our findings suggest that this effect would operate not only by rebalancing
economic power within the couple but also by making it possible for egalitarian gender
attitudes to translate into a more equitable division of household labor.
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