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Abstract: Rising acceptance of mothers’ labor force participation is often considered evidence of
increased support for gender equality. This approach overlooks perceptions of appropriate behavior
for men and gender dynamics within families. We use nationally representative data of 12th-grade
students from Monitoring the Future surveys (1976 to 2014) to evaluate changes in youths’ preferred
division of labor arrangements. Over this period, contemporary young people exhibited greater
openness to a variety of division of labor scenarios for their future selves as parents, although the
husband-as-earner/wife-as-homemaker arrangement remained most desired. Using latent class
analysis, we identify six configurations of gender attitudes: conventionalists, neotraditionalists,
conventional realists, dual earners, intensive parents, and strong intensive parents. There are no
gender egalitarian configurations—exhibiting equal support for both parents’ time at work and time
at home. Our findings indicate researchers must distinguish between adoption of gender egalitarian
principles and gender flexibility in dividing time at work and at home.
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DESPITE convergence in men’s and women’s time spent in paid and unpaid
labor, contemporary family life continues to be unequal and highly gendered

(Damaske 2011; Doan and Quadlin 2019; England 2010; Jacobs and Gerson 2005;
Sayer 2005). One dominant explanation for continued inequality in the private
sphere is that institutional constraints, such as stagnant workplace policies, have not
kept pace with changing preferences for gender equality at home and at work (Cot-
ter, Hermsen, and Vanneman 2011; Jacobs and Gerson 2016; Pedulla and Thébaud
2015; Scarborough, Sin, and Risman 2018; Thébaud and Halcomb 2019). Undeniably,
support for mothers’ labor force participation has increased over time, and contem-
porary young couples report they hope to “have it all,” fairly sharing employment
and family responsibilities (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; Brewster and Padavic 2000;
Cotter et al. 2011; Gerson 2009, 2011; Scarborough et al. 2018; Thornton and Young-
DeMarco 2001). Bolstering this perspective, experimental evidence demonstrates
men and women prefer an egalitarian relationship when institutional constraints
are removed (Pedulla and Thébaud 2015). Consequently, many scholars conclude
that the main deterrents to further gender equality require changing the structural
barriers embedded in workplace polices and practice (Gerson 2009, 2011; Hoffnung
2004; Raley, Crissey, and Muller 2007; Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001).

This account assumes that the growing acceptance of mothers’ employment
reflects a broad trend favoring gender equality more generally. We contend that
prior studies have been unable to adequately evaluate this assumption for two
reasons. First, many studies do not comprehensively consider public and private
realms simultaneously. Ample evidence shows greater support for gender equality
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in the public sphere of employment than in the private sphere of the family, and
gender attitudes have shifted at different paces between these spheres (England
2010; Knight and Brinton 2017; Pepin and Cotter 2018; Scarborough et al. 2018).
Mothers’ employment is likely the most socially acceptable element of gender egali-
tarianism. Thus, indicators that narrowly measure support for mothers’ labor force
participation may overstate support for gender equality, overlooking less egalitar-
ian attitudes about gender in the private sphere. Second, studies predominately
focus on women’s place in society, at the exclusion of measuring attitudes about
men’s behavior (England 2010; Friedman 2015). Alongside declining conventional
gender attitudes, increased commitment to gender egalitarianism should also result
in growing support for gender atypical arrangements, such as mothers working
full time and fathers working part time or staying at home. To adequately capture
gender egalitarian beliefs, measures of gender attitudes would ideally include a
two-by-two design that encompasses appropriate behavior for men and women in
both public (employment) and private (marriage and children) spheres.

This study contributes new insights into established assumptions about the
prevalence of support for gender egalitarian principles—the belief that fathers and
mothers should equally share time at work and time at home—by evaluating per-
ceptions of fathers’ and mothers’ behavior in both public and private spheres. We
use data from Monitoring the Future surveys (1976 to 2014), a nationally represen-
tative probability sample of 12th-grade students, to examine whether increasing
proportions of young people prefer parents equally sharing time at work and time
at home. We focus on adolescents’ preferences for their future family life because
of their potential to reveal shifts in social norms, which is increasingly important
as greater diversity in family types has resulted in weakened institutional mecha-
nisms dictating family life (Giddens 1992; Yodanis and Lauer 2014). Adults’ gender
attitudes are already aligned with the realities of adulthood, so our findings from
youth respondents are not measures of post hoc explanations for adult behavior.
Focusing on changes in youth attitudes eliminates age effects and allows us to
evaluate cohort changes.

We find that even among high school students, a conventional arrangement—
consisting of a husband working full time and the wife staying at home—remains
the most desired. We further evaluate the latent belief structures that adolescents
hold by conducting a latent class analysis (LCA) to analyze the underlying re-
sponse patterns. Consistent with prior research, we find decreasing numbers of
traditionalists, those who oppose mothers’ employment entirely (Cotter et al. 2011;
Scarborough et al. 2018), but these traditionalist beliefs were not replaced by desires
for fathers and mothers to be equal in their earning and caring responsibilities.
Our analyses revealed that youth continued to prefer conventional arrangements,
but they were now more open to other possibilities than prior generations. These
findings challenge previous research suggesting persistent, albeit slow, trends to-
ward increasing values of gender equality. Our findings suggest that researchers
must distinguish gender egalitarian principles from flexibility in dividing paid and
unpaid labor to understand the future of the gender revolution.
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Place: Public and Private Spheres

Attitudes about gender are not monolithic; people exhibit more support for gender
equality in the public realm than in the private sphere of the family (England 2010;
Jacobs and Gerson 2016; Kane and Sanchez 1994; Knight and Brinton 2017; Mason
and Lu 1988; Pepin and Cotter 2018; Scarborough et al. 2018). There is almost univer-
sal support for egalitarianism in the public sphere, such as women having the same
job opportunities as men (Cotter et al. 2011; Pepin and Cotter 2018; Scarborough et
al. 2018). Still, most people continue to rely on gender as a dominant framework for
assigning household chores and child care (Doan and Quadlin 2019). The mid-1990s
emergence of egalitarian essentialism—attitudes about gender that blend principles
of equality with beliefs in innate gender dissimilarities—underscores the need to
look at attitudes about public and private spheres concurrently (Charles and Grusky
2004; Cotter et al. 2011; Pepin and Cotter 2018).

This divergence in gender attitudes between spheres is widespread, even among
young people who are the most supportive of gender equality (Cotter et al. 2011).
Although adolescents increasingly support mothers’ labor force participation, their
support for gender equality in families plateaued in the mid-1990s and in some
instances regressed (Pepin and Cotter 2018; Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001).
One explanation for the uneven changes in gender attitudes is that attitudes about
gender in the public sphere are tied to general beliefs about broader social constructs,
such as support of individualism (Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004). Acceptance of
mothers’ labor force participation may be an exemplar of belief in individualism,
whereas beliefs about household labor may not be strongly associated with rights-
based values.

Although it is possible that greater acceptance of mothers’ employment repre-
sents increased support for gender equality,1 another interpretation is that these
gender attitudes shifted as people recognized families need two incomes. Families
can better absorb the shock of adverse events, such as job loss, by having both
parents in the labor market; this “risk pooling” both maximizes household earn-
ings and reduces economic uncertainty (Cherlin 2014; Western et al. 2012). In this
context, support for mothers’ labor force participation may reflect a reaction to
economic changes rather than diminishing conventional attitudes that prioritize
mothers’ time with children over fathers’ time caregiving. Analyses that fail to
measure support for gender atypical arrangements—scenarios in which the hus-
band’s time at home is prioritized—risk positively biasing the estimated support
for gender equality, measuring only the most socially acceptable facet of gender
egalitarianism, namely mothers’ employment.

Gender: The Role of Men

One explanation for the stalled gender revolution is that most of the changes thus
far have been brought about by changes in women’s behavior (England 2006, 2010).
But continued progress may depend on increasing acceptability, even desirability,
of men taking on behaviors historically seen as feminine (Friedman 2015). Some
gender scholars have posited that the adoption of intensive parenting norms—child-
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centered, time-consuming, and expensive parenting styles—may promote greater
commitment to egalitarian practices, such as involved fatherhood (Edin and Nelson
2013; Gerson 2011; Hays 1996; Pedulla and Thébaud 2015; Williams, Blair-Loy, and
Berdahl 2013). Contemporary fathers spend about triple the time caring for children
compared with their 1965 counterparts (Livingston and Parker 2019).

We posit, however, that changes in the meaning of fatherhood may not be a
good indicator of gender egalitarian principles. Just as economic events may bring
about changes in mothers’ employment without undermining conventional gender
attitudes, support for involved fathering may be a reaction to an economic need to
bolster children’s chances in a time of greater economic precarity, rather than men’s
desire to take on an equal share of parenting. A turn toward intensive fathering may
be motivated by parents’ vigilance in leveraging all available resources to ensure
social and economic advantage can be passed on to their children (Cooper 2014;
Sherman 2017). We suggest that evaluations of division of labor configurations
should vary both men’s and women’s time in employment and at home to analyti-
cally separate gender from the division of labor arrangement (e.g., the wife should
be a homemaker versus the importance of one parent, regardless of gender, staying
home).

Data and Methods

We use Monitoring the Future data, an annual survey given to a nationally repre-
sentative group of American 12th-grade students since 1976 (Johnston et al. 2017).
Approximately 16,000 students are administered questionnaires in their classrooms,
distributed across 133 public and private high schools around the country. The
respondents are primarily 17 or 18 years old at the time of the survey. Five versions
of the questionnaire are distributed, with core questions asked of all respondents
and then specific questions appearing on each of the five forms.2 The variables
pertinent to this research appeared on form 2 of the surveys from 1976 until 2014.3

The number of respondents completing form 2 varied from 2,170 to 3,775 per year.

Dependent Variables

Our dependent variables stem from a consistently asked vignette regarding at-
titudes toward imagined work and family arrangements. Respondents were in-
structed: “Imagine you are married and have one or more preschool children. How
would you feel about each of the following working arrangements: (1) husband
works full time, wife doesn’t work; (2) husband works full time, wife works about
half time; (3) husband doesn’t work, wife works full time; (4) husband works about
half time, wife works full time; (5) both work about half time; and (6) both work full
time.” Imagining a household scenario with preschool-aged children is a common
measure used to capture attitudes about working women and relationship quality,
with variations included in the General Social Survey, International Social Survey
Program, and the National Study of Families and Households (Davis and Green-
stein 2009). This scenario also reflects living arrangements for many American
households. Although the number of single parents has increased, 66 percent of
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all children younger than age six lived with two married parents in 2014, the last
year of our data (authors’ calculation from Flood et al. 2018). Because of the time
intensity of these parenting years, focusing on attitudes about married families with
preschoolers is an important scenario.

For each possible arrangement, survey respondents indicated if they thought
the division of labor scenario was not at all acceptable, somewhat acceptable,
acceptable, or desirable. We group the arrangements into three types: (1) traditional
arrangements in which the husband works full time and the wife doesn’t work or
works part time; (2) matched arrangements in which both parents work full time
or part time; (3) and gender atypical arrangements in which the husband does not
work or works part time and the wife works full time. Descriptive statistics for the
dependent variables are provided in Table A of the online supplement.

Independent Variables

Our primary independent variable is an ordinal measure of the survey year, ranging
from 1976 to 2014. To account for contextual changes that potentially confound
the identified trends in attitudes, multivariate analyses include respondents’ de-
mographic characteristics associated with attitudes about gender. The descriptive
statistics for these control variables are presented in Table 1. We construct a com-
bined nominal variable of gender and race for this analysis: white men (42 percent),
white women (43 percent), black men (6 percent), and black women (8 percent). We
restrict the analytic sample to white and black youth because data on other races
and ethnicities were not consistently available across the survey years.

Previous scholarship showed attitudes about gender were associated with
mother’s labor force participation and education (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004;
Meagher and Shu 2019; Tallichet and Willits 1986). Thus, we use a categorical
variable indicating respondents’ mother’s highest level of education (grade school
or less, some high school, high school, some college, bachelor’s degree, or more
than a bachelor’s degree). To determine respondents’ mother’s employment status,
youth chose from a four-item frequency scale indicating how consistently their
mother had a paid job with at least part-time hours while they were growing up:
not employed, employed sometimes, employed most of the time, and employed
consistently.

Exposure to one’s own mother’s employment is more likely in single-mother
households or in families that experience instability in household composition.
Theoretically, in two-parent households, how one’s parents divided labor while
growing up is expected to be associated with perceptions of the division of labor
as an adult. Thus, we combine two questions asking respondents if their mother
(or female guardian) or father (or male guardian) live in the same household with
them to create a four-category family structure variable: live with both parents, live
with their mother only, live with their father only, and live with neither their mother
nor father. We also control for religiosity because some forms of religiousness
are associated with holding conservative views, but there are important gender
differences in this link (Schnabel 2018). Religiosity was measured by respondents’
frequency of attendance at religious services: never, rarely, once or twice a month,
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Table 1: Percentage distribution of independent variables, 1976 to 2014

White White Black Black
All Men Women Men Women

42% 43% 6% 8%

Mother’s Education
Less than high school 0.13 0.10 0.13 0.19 0.24
High school 0.38 0.39 0.38 0.34 0.33
Some college 0.19 0.18 0.19 0.19 0.20
College 0.21 0.23 0.21 0.21 0.15
College + 0.09 0.10 0.10 0.08 0.08

Mother’s Employment
Not employed 0.22 0.24 0.23 0.10 0.10
Employed sometimes 0.27 0.29 0.28 0.18 0.17
Employed most of the time 0.18 0.19 0.17 0.20 0.18
Consistently employed 0.34 0.29 0.33 0.52 0.55

Family Structure
Both parents 0.74 0.79 0.78 0.46 0.46
Mom only 0.17 0.13 0.14 0.38 0.42
Dad only 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.03
Neither parents 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.12 0.10

Religiosity
Never attend services 0.13 0.15 0.12 0.09 0.06
Rare attendance 0.35 0.36 0.35 0.35 0.28
Monthly attendance 0.17 0.16 0.17 0.22 0.23
Weekly attendance 0.35 0.32 0.37 0.34 0.44

Region
Northeast 0.22 0.23 0.24 0.15 0.15
North Central 0.32 0.34 0.34 0.18 0.18
South 0.36 0.33 0.32 0.63 0.63
West 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.04 0.04

N 75,573 32,042 32,574 4,852 6,105

Notes: Monitoring the Future Surveys (1976 to 2014). Descriptive statistics are weighted; list-wise deletion
was used to address missing data.

or about once a week or more. People in different regions of the country vary in
their endorsement of egalitarian ideology (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004), and we
include a region variable constructed from the four United States Census Bureau
regions of the country: Northeast, North Central, South, and West. After restricting
the sample to white and black youth and using list-wise deletion to address missing
cases given the large sample size, our total analytic sample consisted of 75,573
respondents. The detailed construction of the sample is shown in Table B of the
online supplement.

Analytic Strategy

We begin by using descriptive statistics to examine trends in youths’ evaluation
of each of the six division of labor arrangements. We then use two approaches
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to better understand how youths’ attitudes about the division of labor changed
over time. First, we examine the trends in young adults’ evaluations of their future
families by conducting a series of multinomial logistic regressions for each of the
division of labor arrangements, accounting for the other independent covariates.
Although we considered an ordinal logistic regression, results from a Brant test
(Brant 1990) indicated the parallel regression assumption—an assumption that the
coefficient for each variable in the separate cumulative logit models was identical—
was violated for several variables. All analyses use the sample weights, and for ease
of interpretation of the model, we plot the predicted averages of each agreement
category by the division of labor arrangement, holding all other model variables at
their means. Replication code for data access and all paper analyses are available at
https://osf.io/m3xwy/.

Second, we conduct LCAs of the six division of labor arrangements to assess the
underlying response patterns that are unobservable in the multinomial regression
models. Employing a LCA allows us to model youths’ gender ideology across
sphere and gender that cannot be directly observed in the individual trends. The
multinomial models identify patterns for each arrangement separately, but LCA
acknowledges that the assessments of each arrangement are not independent. Gen-
der egalitarianism is multidimensional, and LCA allows us to leverage each of
those dimensions simultaneously to see the underlying patterns. To analyze the
multivariate categorical data, we used the R statistical software package poLCA
(Linzer and Lewis 2013).

We then plot the historical trajectory of these classes by race-gender groups.
If the attitudes reflect widespread norms, there should be minimal demographic
differences in the trajectories. Prior research suggests there may be distinctions in at-
titudes by gender and race. Thus, we disaggregate attitudes by race-gender groups
to investigate whether trends are being driven by a particular subpopulation. Even
though men and women may both report desires for egalitarian relationships, they
have opposing approaches to fall back on if their egalitarian desires are unattain-
able: most women identify financial self-reliance, whereas most men emphasize
a neotraditional arrangement in which the husband works full time and the wife
works part time (Gerson 2009). Although prior research is inconclusive about racial
differences in egalitarian beliefs, black mother’s historical participation in paid
employment at a higher rate than white mothers may influence perceptions of ideal
work and family arrangements (Carter, Corra, and Carter 2009; Harris and Firestone
1998; Hershey 1978; Kane 2000; Mason and Lu 1988).

Results

We estimated multinomial models to evaluate trends in youths’ assessments of six
division of labor arrangements, adjusted for changes in demographic characteristics
of the population. The coefficients of the multinomial analyses can be found
in Tables C1 to C3 of the online supplement. For ease of model interpretation,
we present Figure 1, the predicted proportion of youth in each survey year who
evaluated each of the six division of labor arrangements as desirable, acceptable, or
not at all acceptable, holding the other model variables constant at their mean. We
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Figure 1: Young adults’ expectations of the division of work and family labor. Note that the “Somewhat
Acceptable” response is not shown.
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discuss three important patterns illustrating youths’ division of labor preferences
over time. First, the arrangements with the greatest desirable or acceptable rankings
in 2014 continued to be traditional arrangements in which men are employed full
time. The conventional arrangement—consisting of a husband working full time
and the wife staying at home—remained the most desired arrangement, even as the
desirability for this arrangement decreased from 44 percent in 1976 to 23 percent in
2014. A neotraditional arrangement, with a husband working full time while the
wife works part time, was the most acceptable arrangement across all survey years.
These trends show little evidence that youth have embraced gender egalitarian
ideals, as they continue to desire arrangements in which the husband works full
time and the wife prioritizes family responsibilities.

The second development was the striking increase in acceptability of mothers’
employment, which was consistent with prior literature on changes in gender atti-
tudes. The matched arrangements (both spouses work part time or both work full
time) and gender atypical arrangements (wife is employed full time and husband is
a homemaker or employed part time) were increasingly viewed as acceptable. Most
dramatic, the unacceptability of both parents working full time decreased from 72
percent in 1976 to 35 percent in 2014. Desirability for this full-time, dual-earner
arrangement was less pronounced, rising from 4 percent in 1976 to 11 percent in
2014. Rising acceptance of mothers’ employment was also evident by the growing
unacceptability of a conventional husband-earner/wife-homemaker arrangement.

The third key trend was the minimal increase in desirability for the gender
atypical arrangements. Over time, fewer youth evaluated these gender atypical
situations as unacceptable; however, gender atypical arrangements were desired by
5 percent or fewer youth across all survey years. These findings are consistent with
the expectations that comprehensive survey measures that incorporate attitudes
about men’s behavior reveal less support for equal role distribution between men
and women (Braun 2008; Walter 2018). Notably, changes in the unacceptability
of the gender atypical arrangements largely occurred before the mid-1990s, as
apparent by the gentler slope of change beginning in about 1995.

To summarize, youth were more open to a variety of division of labor scenarios
over time. This finding is consistent with prior literature documenting an increasing
acceptance of mothers’ labor force participation. Still, the conventional arrange-
ments in which husbands were employed full time and mothers stayed at home
or worked part time continued to be the most desired and accepted arrangements
in 2014. We suggest that gender flexibility, that is, the greater openness to multi-
ple arrangements, is not the same as the desire for men and women’s equal time
at work and at home, which is often inferred by measures of accepting mothers’
employment.

It is difficult to discern by analyzing these arrangements separately whether
there have been changes in the evaluations of the possibilities as a collective. We
could be overstating the persistence of conventionalism if some of the respondents
who reported they desired the conventional arrangements are the same youth
who are also open to the other arrangements. For example, of the 23 percent of
youth who desire a conventional husband full time/wife at home arrangement in
2014, 5 percent of them could also have reported they desired a wife working full
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time while the husband stays at home, if gender were irrelevant and they were
prioritizing a parent at home with the preschool child. To address this possibility,
we employed an LCA to analyze the underlying response patterns, allowing us
to assess the latent belief structures that adolescents hold. This serves as sort of a
robustness test of our conclusions.

Latent Class Analysis

An LCA facilitates our ability to comprehensively evaluate the underlying patterns
of youths’ assessments of the division of labor for their future selves. An LCA
approach enables us to consider the attitude preferences simultaneously rather than
treating each arrangement as independent. The LCA shows whether any clusters
are gender egalitarian, reflecting equal preferences for both parents’ time at work
and time at home. We used a three-step approach to identify configurations of
attitudes about the division of labor. The first goal of LCA is to identify groups that
share similar patterns among respondents’ assessment of the six division of labor
arrangements (i.e., latent classes) (Bonikowski and DiMaggio 2016). Determining
the appropriate number of typologies is often not straightforward and requires
assessments of both fit indices and theoretical framing (Collins and Lanza 2010;
Nylund, Asparouhov, and Muthén 2007). We calculated several fit metrics, shown in
Table 2, and chose the most conceptually meaningful model when the metrics were
in conflict. Following prior literature, we relied primarily on identifying the model
with the lowest adjusted Bayesian information criterion (BIC) value, in which lower
scores indicate better fit, and the highest entropy value, in which higher values
indicate more distinct classes (Raftery 1995; Schwarz 1978).

We examined models with one to eight latent classes, using the pooled data set
containing 38 survey years from 1976 to 2014. The adjusted BIC value declined
with each additional class. We generated an elbow plot (see Figure A in the online
supplement) and identified six or seven classes as the turning point where addi-
tional classes no longer significantly decreased the BIC. The entropy value had a
higher value with 6 classes than with 7 classes, meaning the distinction between
classes declined with seven latent classes compared with six latent classes. The
model with six-classes had a low BIC score while maintaining a relatively high
entropy value, indicating it was potentially a better fit than the model with seven-
classes. We further assessed the robustness of the six-class model compared with
the seven-class model by examining the proportion of respondents in each class.
The six-class model contained one group with 3 percent of respondents and the
remaining groups consisted of at least 12 percent of respondents. The seven-class
model resulted in one class containing fewer than 3 percent of respondents and
another with fewer than 10 percent of respondents. Interpretation of seven classes
did not meaningfully change our findings.4 We selected the model containing six
empirically based classifications, with adequate distribution of respondents among
the classes, a low BIC score, and a relatively high entropy score.

In the second step of the three-step LCA approach, respondents are assigned a
latent class. Posterior probabilities—the probability of membership of each class—
were estimated for each respondent. Respondents were assigned to the class with
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Table 2: Latent class model fit statistics (n = 75,573)

Residual Consistent Bayesian
Degrees Bayesian Akaike Information

k Log- of Information Information Likelihood Criterion
Classes Likelihood Freedom Criterion Criterion Ratio Entropy % Change

1 −528,193 4,077 1,056,587 1,056,605 123,606.8 − −
2 −500,831 4,058 1,002,077 1,002,114 68,882.9 0.83 −5.16
3 −493,625 4,039 987,878 987,934 54,470.7 0.73 −1.42
4 −487,835 4,020 976,512 976,587 42,891.3 0.77 −1.15
5 −483,663 4,001 968,382 968,476 34,547.9 0.76 −0.83
6 −481,026 3,982 963,321 963,434 29,273.2 0.75 −0.52
7 −478,452 3,963 958,387 958,519 24,126.0 0.73 −0.51
8 −477,275 3,944 956,247 956,398 21,772.4 0.74 −0.22

Note: The selected model consisted of 6 classes.

the highest membership probability. The response patterns for each of the division
of labor arrangements within the six classes are presented in Figure 2. The figure
shows the predicted responses for each of the division of labor scenarios from a
model with the control variables, conditional on class membership. The details
of the conditional probabilities for the responses for each of the division of labor
arrangements by class are available in Table D of the online supplement.

We labeled the six latent classes for ease of interpretation and discuss them
next. The conventional class, 26 percent of the sample, is the group most likely to
evaluate a conventional work-family arrangement as desirable. These respondents
also evaluated a neotraditional arrangement as somewhat acceptable or acceptable,
whereas viewing the remaining work-family arrangements almost exclusively as
unacceptable. Neotraditionalists (21 percent of respondents) and conventional real-
ists (23 percent) evaluated a conventional arrangement as desirable, but they were
more likely than conventional respondents to report a neotraditional arrangement
as acceptable or somewhat acceptable. They were also more likely than conven-
tional respondents to report a dual-earning arrangement as somewhat acceptable.
Compared with the neotraditionalists, conventional realists were more likely to
indicate that the gender atypical arrangements were somewhat acceptable rather
than unacceptable.

The dual-earner class of respondents, consisting of 12 percent of the sample,
were more likely than other groups to rate the full-time, dual-earning arrangement
as desirable or acceptable. On the surface, this group may appear to embrace an
egalitarian arrangement, but we argue that that interpretation is misleading for
two reasons. First, this group was strongly against men not being in the labor
force, almost universally rating the husband as homemaker/wife employed full
time arrangement as unacceptable. Second, this group was least likely to rate the
neotraditional arrangement as unacceptable out of all six arrangements. Hence, the
response patterns of the dual-earner group are consistent with research suggest-
ing that when desires for an egalitarian partnerships—in this case, dual-earning
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Figure 2: Predicted proportion of evaluations for each arrangement by class. Detailed conditional probabilities
for responses to each division of labor arrangement by class are available in Table D of the online supplement.
FT, full time; H, husband; PT, part time, W, wife.

arrangements—are not possible, the fallback plan continues to be a neotraditional
arrangement (Gerson 2009).

The intensive parents (15 percent of the sample) and strong intensive parents (3
percent of the sample) appeared much more open than other respondents to a range
of work-family arrangements. This pattern of responses points to a concern about
time available for the preschool child mentioned in the vignette. These respondents
disliked the full-time, dual-earning arrangement, instead preferring someone, of
either gender, to be at home with the preschool child. In reality, that someone would
almost always be the mother (Gerson 2011; Sherman 2017). The strong intensive
parents group showed a similar pattern as the intensive parents, but they were
more likely than intensive parents to evaluate most work-family arrangements as
desirable rather than acceptable. One interpretation of these two groups is that they
are simply open to a range of possibilities, including gender atypical arrangements.
We refrained from labeling either of these groups as gender egalitarian because they
were more likely to consider the most equal arrangement, in which both parents
work full-time, as unacceptable or only somewhat acceptable compared with the
other work-family arrangements. These clusters are consistent with explanations
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that cultural norms of intensive parenting may facilitate greater acceptance of one
parent—regardless of gender—being at home.

In the third and final step, we conducted a multinomial logistic regression model
to evaluate changes over time in class membership. Figure 3 presents the changes
in the predicted proportion of class membership disaggregated by race-gender
groups, adjusting for respondents’ demographic characteristics by holding these
variables at their means. Because of the small number of respondents assigned to
the strong intensive parenting group, especially once broken down by survey year
and race-gender groups, we combined the two intensive parenting groups in this
final analysis. The trends without the disaggregation are available in Figure C of
the online supplement.

The first trend to note is the dramatic decrease over time in the proportion of
youth who were classified in the conventionalist group. In 1976, nearly 60 percent
of young white men were conventionalists; by 2014, only sixteen percent of young
white men were in this group. A similar, if less steep, decline in conventionalists is
apparent for the remaining race-gender groups. With the exception of white women,
the likelihood of belonging to the neotraditional class remained relatively persistent
across the survey years. For young white women, about 28 percent belonged to the
neotraditional group in 1976, declining to about 12 percent of young white women
by 2014.

As conventionalists disappeared, membership in the conventional realists and
intensive parents’ classes grew. Between 25 percent and 30 percent of white and
black youth were conventional realists in 2014. Similarly, the intensive parent group
become more prominent over time for all race-gender groups, but the likelihood of
valuing a future as an intensive parent was greatest for young white women. In
2014, about 31 percent of white women were in the intensive parent class compared
with about 5 percent of white women in 1976.

Young black youth were more likely than white youth to be in the dual-earner
group across the survey years. About 20 percent of young black women were
classified as dual earners in 1976 and in 2014, showing a remarkably persistent
proportion of young black women in this class. In the dual-earner class, the race
gap decreased as the proportion of white youth increased over time. Across the
classes, the attitude trends were remarkably similar across the race-gender groups,
demonstrating that these beliefs reflect widely held norms.

Discussion

The prevailing wisdom within gender and work scholarship suggests that people
increasingly hold gender egalitarian ideals yet they have been unable to imple-
ment their egalitarian preferences because of institutional constraints, like inflexible
work schedules and lack of paid parental leave policies (Cotter et al. 2011; Jacobs
and Gerson 2016; Pedulla and Thébaud 2015; Scarborough et al. 2018; Thébaud
and Halcomb 2019). This explanation generally considers growing acceptance of
mothers’ employment as evidence of growing support for gender equality broadly.
We question whether narrow measures of the acceptability of mothers’ employ-
ment overestimate the deterioration of conventional attitudes about gender as an
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Figure 3: Predicted proportion of latent class membership from 1976 to 2014 by race and gender.

organizing structure. We assessed changes in division of labor preferences over 40
years, simultaneously evaluating the appropriate roles for men and women in both
public (workplace) and private (family) contexts. If the primary barrier to continued
gender equality is explained by institutional constraints and not essentialist gender
beliefs about appropriate behavior for men and women, we anticipated increasing
proportions of youth desiring dual-earner arrangements or equal desires for one
parent, regardless of gender, staying at home.

Findings showed little support for the growth of gender egalitarian ideals,
suggesting institutional constraints are not the (only) barrier to gender progress.
Although there was increasing diversity in expectations about future family life
among respondents, conventional gender norms that prioritize fathers’ employment
while holding mothers’ employment as secondary remain intact. We also found
no substantial increase in youths’ desire for gender atypical arrangements, even as
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these arrangements became more acceptable. Results from the LCA revealed that
none of the clusters could be described as gender egalitarian—where support for
time at home and in employment was equally prioritized between mother and fa-
thers. Some scholars have suggested that men not adopting behaviors typically seen
as feminine may be one mechanism contributing to the stalled gender revolution,
and our results support that assertion (England 2010; Friedman 2015).

We demonstrated that prior research is likely overstating egalitarian attitudes by
conflating acceptability of mothers’ labor force participation with the adoption of
gender egalitarian principles. Our data enabled us to evaluate whose employment
was prioritized and not just tolerated. Distinguishing between desire and accep-
tance aligns with the divergence in fallback strategies that Gerson (2011) found
among young men and women over the same survey years. Acceptance may be
more akin to tolerance, which reflects a basic extension of civility tied to rights-based
principles rather than a robust desire for gender equality (Brooks and Bolzendahl
2004). Other empirical evidence also suggests this distinction could be important
theoretically. A 2017 study found the majority of people reported that it should not
matter if the parent taking on greater responsibility for childcare was the mother
or father, but these same respondents also believed others expected conventional
gender behavior (Horowitz et al. 2017). Notably, this study did not ask respondents
what they desired for their own families. Respondents in our data ranked desires
for their own future family, which provides insights that cannot be gleaned from
questions about general acceptability of mothers in the workplace.

What appears to be support for gender equality on the surface—acceptance
of both parents in the workforce—could also be attributed to reactions to a pre-
carious economy (Cherlin 2014; Kalleberg 2011). Within this changing economic
context, the desire for conventional division of labor arrangements may persist,
but people believe it is impractical given the insecure and unequal labor market
(Corse and Silva 2017; Shu and Meagher 2018; Silva 2013). Our results align with
scholarship that finds that working class men and women desire a conventional
man-as-earner/woman-as-homemaker division of labor arrangement but cannot
afford to implement it (Corse and Silva 2017; Silva 2013). It is also consistent with
findings that conventional gender attitudes are correlated with the rise of men’s
overwork (Shu and Meagher 2018). Our conclusions support theoretical predictions
that a convergence in men’s and women’s behavior is driven by economic and
political changes, even if gender egalitarian attitudes are not widely embraced
(Jackson 2006).

Although there were few meaningful differences between demographic groups,
suggesting these attitudes are quite normative, our results showed that trends
in division of labor attitudes primarily differ by race rather than gender. Black
families have long adopted a “work-family integration” schema, in which parents
are “co-breadwinners” and women hold dual-identities as workers-mothers (Dean,
Marsh, and Landry 2013). The racialized history of the labor market required
black families to adopt flexible division of labor arrangements in order to make
ends meet (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; England, Garcia-Beaulieu, and Ross
2004; Pager, Western, and Bonikowski 2009). Our results suggest black youth may
anticipate black men’s employment precarity (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004;
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Pager et al. 2009) and norms of integrated motherhood, valuing mothers’ work
outside the home and prioritizing financial self-reliance (Blum and Deussen 1996;
Christopher 2013; Dow 2016; Elliott, Powell, and Brenton 2015). Future research
could investigate the mechanisms underlying race differences in division of labor
attitudes to better understand these distinctions.

Our analyses make the implicit assumption that all youth desire marriage and
children, which may not be universal goals. The vignette that comprises our
dependent variable asked about division of labor specifically within marriage,
not about cohabitation or other partnership arrangements. Alternative scenarios
outside of marriage may lead youth to express different expectations about desired
work and family responsibilities. Our calculations from the Monitoring the Future
data show that 79 percent of youth in 2014 expected to get married in the future, a
comparable percentage to youth in the 1970s. Similarly, about 80 percent of youth in
1976 and in 2014 reported they will likely have children in the future. Consequently,
marital and parental aspirations should not influence our results. In analyses not
shown, we included an indicator of whether youth expected to get married to
see if these expectations were associated with their attitudes about the division of
labor. Findings revealed little differentiation by youths’ marital aspirations in their
evaluation of the arrangements over time. The vignette also excludes same-sex
couples by explicitly asking about the division of labor between a husband and
wife. This is a potential avenue for future scholarship.

There are several pertinent follow-up questions that unfortunately we cannot
answer due to limitations of the Monitoring the Future data set. First, we cannot
distinguish between housework and childcare in our measure of time at home.
There may be important differences in perceptions if the vignette scenario sepa-
rated preferences for mother’s and father’s time spent on housework and childcare
(Bianchi et al. 2000, 2012; Sayer 2016; Sayer et al. 2009). Secondly, household
income measures were not available in the data set, which may be an important
predictor of division of labor attitudes. We included respondents’ mother’s highest
level of education, sometimes used as a proxy for economic resources, as a control
variable in all analyses. As an additional robustness check, we conducted a series
of multinomial logistic regressions for each of the division of labor arrangements
and interacted mother’s education and survey year. The predicted proportion of
youths’ assessments of division of labor arrangements by respondents’ mothers’
education are presented in Figure B of the online supplement. The results showed
little differentiation by mothers’ education in youths’ evaluation of the arrange-
ments. Figure D in the online supplement shows the predicted proportion of latent
class membership by respondents’ mothers’ education. Again, we found minimal
variation in class membership by mothers’ education.

It would be ideal to compare commonly used measures of gender attitudes, such
as acceptance of mothers’ labor force participation, with respondents’ preferred
division of labor scenarios. Unfortunately, gender attitude questions were not asked
on form 2 of the Monitoring the Future questionnaire—the form that contains our
dependent variables —so it’s not possible to conduct this analysis with these data.
According to our findings, the belief that women are primarily responsible for
childcare and housework is persistent. It’s possible that youth can’t envision a
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different model about what men’s time at home might look like, exhibited by their
lackluster support for gender atypical arrangements. This illustrates the stickiness
of gender. Experimental methods may be well-suited to investigate whether youths’
attitudes would change if they could evaluate division of labor arrangements within
a context of no institutional constraints, such as pay equality, affordable childcare,
and parental leave. We encourage future research to pursue these questions.

These analyses show that it is essential to distinguish between gender flexibility
in dividing time at work and at home from the adoption of gender egalitarian
principles. Disentangling the underlying changes in attitudes about gender is
important for understanding the future of the gender revolution, as we cannot
address obstacles to equality without understanding what propels the revolution
(Jackson 2006). We find that the fundamental bases of attitudes have shifted from
traditionalism to gender flexibility but not gender equality.

Notes

1 Studies commonly rely on four gender attitude variables similar to those available
in the General Social Survey (Cotter et al. 2011; Scarborough et al. 2018). Three of
these indicators measure perceptions of mothers’ employment, and one of the variables
(FEFAM) is an attitudinal division of labor indicator that asks respondents to rank their
agreement with the statement, “It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the
achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family.”

2 Monitoring the Future added a sixth questionnaire form in 1989; this did not affect our
data or analysis.

3 The division of labor questions were no longer asked after 2014.

4 The seven-class model results in differentiation between two types of neotraditional
clusters in which one cluster evaluated the gender atypical arrangements as “somewhat
acceptable” and the other as “not at all acceptable.” Our substantive conclusion is the
same regardless of whether six or seven latent classes were used.
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