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This article presents an investigation of the dynamics of women’s gender attitudes from the 
perspective of women’s conflicting employment and child-rearing responsibilities. It exam-
ines the independent and joint effects of motherhood and employment on gender attitudes 
using combined data from the British Household Panel Survey and the Understanding 
Society panel study. The results of fixed effects models show no evidence supporting a 
direct influence of either motherhood or employment on women’s attitudes toward a tradi-
tional division of labor. However, changes in attitudes are observed when motherhood and 
employment statuses are considered jointly. Specifically, women are less traditional after 
the transition to motherhood than before only if motherhood is combined with full-time 
employment. By contrast, women are more traditional after the transition to motherhood 
than before only if motherhood coincides with their withdrawal from the labor force. These 
associations remain robust after considering feedback from earlier attitudes. All the find-
ings suggest that the emergence and realization of incompatibility between women’s 
employment and child-rearing responsibilities reshape women’s gender attitudes during 
the transition to motherhood.
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Women’s growing participation in the labor market and the transfor-
mation of gender norms have inspired numerous studies examin-

ing people’s views of the relationship between women and men and 
attitudes toward a gendered division of labor (S. N. Davis and Greenstein 
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2009). Views or attitudes regarding women and men’s positions in the 
private and public spheres, which are usually referred to as gender atti-
tudes, are important indicators of identity, and are correlated with indi-
viduals’ family formation process, labor market performance, and 
participation in civic activities (Hakim 2000; Kan 2007; Paxton and 
Kunovich 2003).

Recent research has documented that gender attitudes change over the 
life course and are dependent on personal circumstances (J. Baxter et al. 
2015; Vespa 2009). Among the critical life events and processes, the tran-
sition into parenthood is an essential stage in gender attitude construction 
because parenthood enhances the traditional division of labor. Childbirth, 
for example, coincides with an increase in women’s share of housework 
and a reduction in the time spent in paid labor, whereas fatherhood barely 
changes men’s time allocation (Killewald and García-Manglano 2016; 
Schober 2013b). Thus, motherhood is expected to facilitate the develop-
ment of traditional gender attitudes. However, the relationship between 
motherhood and gender attitudes remains inconclusive. Both positive (J. 
Baxter et al. 2015; Corrigall and Konrad 2007; Fan and Marini 2000) and 
negative (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; Kroska and Elman 2009) associa-
tions as well as no association (S. N. Davis and Moore 2010; Kaufman, 
Bernhardt, and Goldscheider 2016) between motherhood and traditional 
gender attitudes have been documented. Some studies suggest that the 
associations between motherhood and gender attitudes differ for women 
of different races, ethnicities, marital statuses, and economic resources, 
and for mothers who have different child care arrangements (Schober and 
Scott 2012; Vespa 2009). Although these studies demonstrate the impor-
tance of motherhood contexts, we still require a thorough discussion about 
one of the most fundamental elements that may alter women’s gender 
attitudes, namely, the conflict between women’s employment and child-
rearing responsibilities.

This article proposes that the conflict between women’s employment 
and child-rearing responsibilities shapes the experience of motherhood 
and acts as a primary driver of gender attitude construction during adult-
hood. As modern welfare states have liberated women from their tradi-
tional caregiver role, women have increasingly endorsed the significance 
of their economic role, but they have remained constrained by gender 
norms and institutional contexts that emphasize women’s role as caregiv-
ers (Esping-Andersen 2009; McDonald 2000). Little quantitative research 
has examined the intersection or interaction between motherhood and 
employment. Employment is either treated as an additive statistical 
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control (Cunningham et al. 2005; Kroska and Elman 2009) or not included 
in modeling (J. Baxter et al. 2015; Kaufman, Bernhardt, and Goldscheider 
2016). A few studies that examine the effect of maternal employment 
attribute changes in attitudes to inconsistency between prenatal attitudes 
and postnatal arrangements rather than to the incompatibility between 
employment and child-rearing responsibilities that women generally face 
(Schober and Scott 2012). Moreover, studies remain vague about the 
extent to which the experience of motherhood affects attitudes rather than 
vice versa. Without a clear understanding of the independent and joint 
effects of motherhood and employment, the critical mechanism that 
guides the construction of women’s gender attitudes tends to be ignored, 
thereby increasing the risk of misrepresenting variations in gender attitude 
during adulthood.

Using combined longitudinal data from the British Household Panel 
Survey (BHPS) and the Understanding Society panel study (USoc) cover-
ing the period from 1991 to 2013, I examine within-individual changes in 
gender attitudes using a fixed effects regression method. In addition to the 
independent association of gender attitudes with motherhood and employ-
ment, I also analyze the relationship between attitudes and the interaction 
of motherhood and employment. To investigate potential alternative 
explanations, I examine whether the effect of motherhood results from 
differences in women’s employment characteristics before and after child-
birth. I further assess whether the effects of the combined status of moth-
erhood and employment persist after integrating feedback from earlier 
attitudes. This study is the first to consider both time-invariant confound-
ers and feedback from attitudes to evaluate the effect of the combined 
status of motherhood and employment on gender attitudes. This work 
raises the important issue of the reconstruction of women’s gender atti-
tudes during adulthood and offers novel explanations of the relationship 
between women’s gender attitudes and women’s employment and mother-
hood statuses.

Motherhood, Employment, and Women’s Gender 
Attitudes

In this section, I first review related theories and summarize previous 
empirical work on the independent role of motherhood and employment 
in shaping gender attitudes. I then explain the need to consider the joint 
effects of motherhood and employment on women’s gender attitudes.
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Motherhood and Gender Attitudes

Women’s role as mothers is commonly associated with traditional gen-
der attitudes. Identity theory suggests that by interacting with others, 
individuals receive, interpret, and internalize the behavioral expectations 
that are attached to the social positions they occupy (Stryker 1968; Stryker 
and Burke 2000). The dominant social expectation of mothering overlaps 
with traditional norms of the gendered division of labor. For example, 
good mothering is often characterized as “full-time, stay-at-home mother-
ing” (Boris 1994). Although such expectations have been weakened in 
recent decades, the ideology of intensive mothering that embodies child-
centered, expert-guided, time-consuming, and financially demanding 
values is gaining momentum (Hays 1996, 46; Johnston and Swanson 
2006). These expectations echo the permanence of the normative assump-
tion of men as primary providers and women as caregivers. Both stay-at-
home and employed women internalize the values and expectations of 
motherhood. They prioritize their children’s needs and acknowledge the 
necessity of maintaining primary responsibility for children (Garey 1999; 
Hays 1996; Mercer 2004). Accordingly, mothers are expected to be more 
traditional than childless women (hypothesis 1).

This explanation focuses on the internalization of women’s role as car-
egivers. It assumes that women are inclined to accept and perform their 
traditional role as caregivers when required. It also implicitly implies that 
the significance of a woman’s identity as a worker is undermined when 
women hold the primary responsibility for child care. However, empirical 
studies find that women’s primary caregiver role following childbirth may 
not necessarily dominate their identity. In particular, the work commit-
ments or career aspirations of working mothers remain stable before and 
after childbirth (Evertsson 2013; Yavorsky, Kamp Dush, and Schoppe-
Sullivan 2015). Therefore, focusing on the role of mothers as caregivers 
overlooks the significance of employment in forming women’s identities 
and attitudes.

Employment and Gender Attitudes

Two approaches—the interest-based explanation and the exposure-
based explanation—are commonly used to interpret the relationship 
between gender attitudes and employment status. The interest-based 
approach argues that when an individual’s interest benefits from certain 
gender attitudes, the individual is likely to maintain those attitudes 
(Bolzendahl and Myers 2004). Therefore, employed women are inclined 
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to support gender egalitarianism because this idea benefits them in terms 
of increased earnings, more promotion opportunities, and less workplace 
discrimination and harassment. The exposure-based approach argues that 
exposure to views or situations that are consonant with gender egalitarian-
ism encourages egalitarian attitudes (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004). The 
workplace provides additional nontraditional role models, offers an envi-
ronment that welcomes new ideas, and increases women’s confidence in 
and expectations for financial independence (N. J. Davis and Robinson 
1991; Kroska and Elman 2009). In summary, both the interest- and expo-
sure-based explanations predict that employment liberalizes women’s 
gender attitudes. Nonworking women are expected to be more traditional 
than working women (hypothesis 2).

Although empirical evidence largely indicates that nonworking women 
are more traditional compared with employed women, the findings are not 
always consistent. In particular, the effect of employment is dependent on 
the age when the relationship is measured. Nonworking women are more 
traditional than employed women only after early adulthood, but the cor-
responding effect is not observed for men (Corrigall and Konrad 2007; 
Cunningham et  al. 2005; Fan and Marini 2000). This age- and gender-
specific effect of employment implies that certain life course events, such 
as childbirth, may interact with women’s labor market activity and gener-
ate the observed association between employment and gender attitudes.

The interest- and exposure-based explanations focus exclusively on the 
role of employment, overlooking how the presence of a young child alters 
the experience and meaning of employment. The main reason that many 
women leave employment is to care for children. Thus, it may be mislead-
ing to assume that the effect of women’s employment is independent of 
their motherhood status.

The Joint Effect of Motherhood and Employment on Gender 
Attitudes

Although growing opportunities and improved gender equality in the 
labor market offer apparent gains and attract women’s participation, 
women continue to face substantial demands on their time and efforts to 
provide child care. In the United Kingdom, for example, family policies 
have historically exhibited a strong emphasis on the family’s child care 
responsibilities. Maternity leave is generous, with a maximum of 52 
weeks currently permitted. In contrast, formal child care services are inad-
equate and costly (Schober 2013a). Women’s employment decisions are 
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thus bound to their child–rearing responsibilities. In 2013, the UK 
employment rates for women and men without independent children were 
similar, but the rate was much lower for women with dependent children 
(Office for National Statistics 2013). In 2014, 60.9 percent of women with 
dependent children aged under five were working, of whom 57.7 percent 
were working part time (Office for National Statistics 2014). In this con-
text of limited institutional support for combining employment and child-
rearing responsibilities, the inextricably intertwined relationship between 
motherhood and employment can be understood as the root of gender 
attitude adjustments.

Women’s employment and motherhood statuses should be jointly con-
sidered. The “coming together” of women’s economic and caregiver roles 
places women in novel conditions during the transition into motherhood. 
The emerging conflict between women’s work and child-rearing respon-
sibilities may challenge women’s previous views about women’s and 
men’s relative positions in the private and public spheres and provoke 
adjustments in gender attitudes through several psychological processes. 
For example, women can rationalize their decisions and behaviors by 
minimizing the cognitive dissonance that results from inconsistency 
between their prenatal gender attitudes and their maternal employment 
and child-rearing arrangements (J. Baxter et  al. 2015; Festinger 1962). 
They may mentally discount the desirability of the unachieved alternative 
(Elster 2016) or reframe available options (L. A. Baxter and Montgomery 
1996). Thus, the reconstruction of women’s gender attitudes during the 
transition to motherhood is dependent on how women organize, combine, 
or differentiate their dual roles as caregiver and worker. It is necessary to 
consider how employment alters the experience of motherhood as well as 
how motherhood reshapes the meaning of employment.

The experience and meaning of employment differ substantially for 
childless women and mothers. For childless women, the degree of conflict 
between employment and family responsibilities is much lower than that 
for mothers. Changes in employment status arise most likely from reasons 
other than the need to fulfill the traditional caregiver role and thus are less 
likely to prompt a reevaluation of gender attitudes.

By contrast, full-time employment makes mothers particularly suscep-
tible to both work–family conflict and workplace discrimination (Chatterji, 
Markowitz, and Brooks-Gunn 2013). Full-time employment is likely to 
constrain women’s role as the primary caregiver. It is therefore necessary 
to maintain an intensified interest and belief in gender equality both at 
work and at home to counteract the demand to reduce women’s labor 
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market attachment. Working mothers are found to value highly the bene-
fits of employment and to underestimate its costs. They also are more 
likely to mention parenting rather than mothering when describing moth-
ering experiences (Boyd et al. 2016; Johnston and Swanson 2006). These 
findings reveal how women reframe the meaning of employment as moth-
ers. Therefore, full-time working mothers are more likely to have 
enhanced support for gender equality.

Conversely, for stay-at-home mothers, the negative aspects of leaving 
the labor market, such as the loss of income, identity as a worker, and 
power at home, are substantial (Crompton and Lyonette 2005; Kanji and 
Cahusac 2015). Similarly, the importance of the worker role for part-time 
working mothers is undermined to care for the family. These women may 
have to adjust their preference to favor the traditional gendered division 
of labor and thus justify the reality of taking on the primary familial 
responsibilities. Berrington and her colleagues (2008) and Schober and 
Scott (2012) found that women’s attitudes become more traditional when 
they reduced their hours of work after childbirth, and that this effect is 
particularly prominent among women who were strongly liberal before 
childbirth. These authors explained this result from a cognitive dissonance 
perspective. Therefore, nonworking and part-time working motherhood 
should have a traditionalizing effect on women’s attitudes.

The above analysis predicts that women’s gender attitudes are depend-
ent on the combined status of motherhood and employment. Full-time 
working and nonworking mothers adapt their gender attitudes in opposite 
directions, but a change in employment status for childless women is less 
likely to be associated with a change in gender attitudes. The liberalizing 
effect of employment thus depends on women’s motherhood status, and 
this effect should be more significant for mothers than for childless 
women (hypothesis 3). Moreover, the effect of motherhood is dependent 
on women’s maternal employment decisions. Specifically, full-time work-
ing women are expected to be less traditional after transitioning to moth-
erhood than they are before (hypothesis 4a), whereas nonworking and 
part-time working women should be more traditional after the transition 
to motherhood than they are before (hypothesis 4b).

Analysis Plan AND METHODS

The data used are from the BHPS and the USoc survey that incorporates 
the BHPS sample (University of Essex 2010, 2016). In 1991 (first wave), the 
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BHPS recruited 5,500 households from Great Britain and conducted approx-
imately 10,000 individual interviews. Extension samples in Scotland and 
Wales and in Northern Ireland were included in 1999 and 2001, respectively. 
From the year of entry, household members aged 16 or older were inter-
viewed and then reinterviewed in successive years. Gender attitudes were 
measured in alternate waves starting in 1991 for individuals who completed 
a face-to-face interview (95 percent of all interviews). This design offers a 
unique opportunity to capture changes in attitudes over the life course.

In each wave, I select women aged 21 to 45 who are most likely to have 
completed education and to have children. Waves without gender attitude 
information are excluded. There are 32,740 person-year observations for 
8,724 women. To capture the period with the highest level of incompati-
bility between women’s employment and child-rearing responsibilities, 
observations of women with a youngest child older than five are excluded. 
This procedure leaves 22,939 person-year observations for 7,539 women. 
After removing observations with missing information, 7,339 individuals 
remain. Of these, 66.6 percent have repeated observations, and I analyzed 
these observations. I conducted multiple analyses using less or more 
restrictive samples and did not find that selections into wave nonresponse 
altered the conclusion.1 Because the transition to motherhood is the key 
event, I also excluded individuals who already had a child at the time of 
their first interview. Ultimately, there are 12,562 person-year observations 
and 2,729 individuals who either remained childless or experienced the 
transition to motherhood during the observational period.

Dependent Variable

Gender attitude is measured by a score indicating the level of support 
for a traditional gendered division of labor. Higher scores refer to attitudes 
that are more traditional. Respondents selected their levels of agreement 
or disagreement with several statements (Table 1) on a five-point Likert 
scale: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, and 
strongly disagree. These statements in Table 1 have been widely used in 
other nationally representative surveys and studies to construct gender 
attitudes (for a review, please refer to S. N. Davis and Greenstein 2009). 
The BHPS contains six statements, and the USoc survey retains four of 
them (items 1, 2, 4, and 6). I first evaluated all six items using principal 
factor analysis to determine whether I could treat all six items equally 
(Table 1). This analysis identifies two factors: items 1, 2, and 6 in one 
group and items 3, 4, and 5 in the other group. Factor 1 is superior because 
of its higher eigenvalue than that of factor 2, which measures the variance 
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of that factor. The eigenvalue for factor 2 is smaller than one, indicating 
that factor 2 accounts for a smaller amount of variance as a single variable 
and does not constitute a good factor based on the Kaiser criterion (Kaiser 
1958). The internal reliability measured by Cronbach’s α  for items 3, 4, 
and 5 is also lower (ranging from 0.606 to 0.677) than for items 1, 2, and 
6 (0.745 to 0.808). Several studies also report that items such as those in 
factor 2 that measure attitudes toward gender egalitarian statements are 
insufficient to differentiate traditional and non-traditional respondents 
(Barth 2016; Braun 2008). The final score, which is the summed score of 
the responses for items 1, 2, and 6, ranges from three to 15 (see also 
Lersch 2016; Schober and Scott 2012). It has an un-weighted mean value 
of 7.052, a between-individual standard deviation of 2.071, and a within-
individual standard deviation of 1.391.2 I standardized this traditional 
attitude score to have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one. 
Therefore, the effects of the explanatory variables reported in the follow-
ing results are expressed in standard deviation units.

Independent Variables

Motherhood status.  A binary variable indicating whether an individual 
has any children at the time of interview represents motherhood status. 
Childless status is assigned a value of zero.3

Table 1:  Results of Principal Factor Analysis for Items Measuring 
Gender Attitudes

Items Description Surveys

Factor Loadings

Factor 1 Factor 2

1 Preschool child suffers if mother 
works

Both 0.810 −0.070

2 Family suffers if woman works Both 0.839 0.049
3 Women and family are happier 

if she works
BHPS only 0.097 0.549

4 Husband and wife should both 
contribute to income

Both 0.024 0.621

5 Full-time job makes women 
independent

BHPS only −0.069 0.667

6 Husband should earn, wife stay 
at home

Both 0.601 0.051

  Eigenvalue 2.043 0.860
  % of variance 0.791 0.571

NOTE: Factor loading higher than 0.500 are in bold type.



760   GENDER & SOCIETY/December 2017

Employment status.  Women’s employment status is classified into full-
time employment (working 30 hours or more per week) (reference group), 
part-time employment (working less than 30 hours per week), and non-
working.

Interaction between motherhood and employment statuses.  The com-
bined status of motherhood and employment is considered by including 
interactions between motherhood and employment statuses. The non-
working status for mothers is further divided into mothers on maternity 
leave and nonworking mothers. Thus, there are four categories after the 
transition to motherhood: full-time working mothers, part-time working 
mothers, mothers on maternity leave, and nonworking mothers. There are 
three employment categories for childless women: full-time working 
childless women (reference group), part-time working childless women, 
and nonworking childless women.

Control variables.  Age, marital status, and educational attainment are 
likely to correlate with gender attitudes and the transition to motherhood 
as well as participation in the labor market (Fan and Marini 2000; Guetto, 
Luijkx, and Scherer 2015). Marital status is classified into single and 
never married, living as a couple, married, and divorced/separated/wid-
owed. Educational level is coded as first degree or above, some higher 
qualifications, and General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) 
level or lower.4 Wave numbers are included as dummy variables to control 
for period-specific factors.

One key challenge in studying the relationship between attitudes and 
life experience is to distinguish the effect of parenthood on gender atti-
tudes from selectivity associated with both. Egalitarian women, for 
instance, are less likely to have a child and more likely to participate in 
the labor market (Hakim 2000; Holland and Keizer 2015). Thus, time-
constant characteristics such as personality, lifestyle preferences, and 
overall attitude toward the gendered division of labor may confound the 
observed relationship between women’s fertility and/or employment 
behaviors and attitudes.

I used fixed effects linear regressions to estimate the effects of mother-
hood, employment, and the combined status of motherhood and employment 
on women’s gender attitudes. This method identifies the effect of mother-
hood and/or employment on gender attitudes by comparing the attitude 
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scores of the same individual with different motherhood and/or employ-
ment statuses. Because the fixed effects specifications consider only intra-
person change, there is no need to control for person-specific, 
time-invariant factors such as race, class background, or stable preferences. 
The fixed effects regression uses within-individual variations by demean-
ing the dependent and independent variables from person-specific means, 
thereby deleting time-invariant factors. This method also cancels out meas-
urement errors caused by people who persistently misreport their attitudes. 
Previous studies have used this method to study the association between 
gender attitudes and specific life events, such as getting married or having 
children (J. Baxter et al. 2015; Kim and Cheung 2015; Vespa 2009).

The Effect of Motherhood and Employment on 
Women’s Gender Attitudes

Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 reports the weighted descriptive statistics of the selected sam-
ple. During the observational period, 1,150 of 2,729 women (42.1 per-
cent) became mothers for the first time. Of the childless women, 90.1 
percent worked full time at some point, 20.0 percent had part-time work-
ing experience, and 23.4 did not work at some point in time. Among 
mothers, 40.4 percent had full-time working experience, more than half 
worked part time at some point, and 39.3 percent did not work at some 
point. With respect to the person-wave observations, mothers had more 
traditional gender attitudes than childless women. Of the childless person-
wave observations, 81.8 percent reflected full-time working status, 
whereas approximately one-quarter of the observations for mothers 
recorded full-time employment.

Table 3 presents the mean of the traditional gender attitude score by 
motherhood and employment statuses for the 1,150 women who experi-
enced the transition to motherhood. Differences in the mean attitude score 
across groups were evaluated using t-tests. Women had higher scores or 
held attitudes that are more traditional after the transition to motherhood 
than before (last column). Moreover, there is substantial heterogeneity 
across cells where motherhood and employment statuses are jointly con-
sidered. Women as full-time working mothers had the lowest score. 
Mothers in other employment groups held more traditional attitudes than 
childless women who worked full time. Nonworking mothers showed the 
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most support for the traditional gendered division of labor, with a score of 
8.791. In summary, the overall increase in traditional gender attitudes 
after the transition to motherhood obscures the true variation in attitudes 
across groups in which motherhood and employment statuses intersect 
differently.

Table 2:  Descriptive Statistics for Individuals and for Person-Wave 
Observations of Women Aged 21 to 45

Childless Mothers Overall

Individuals
  Employment status, %
    Full-time 90.1 40.4 90.8
    Part-time 20.0 53.7 39.9
    Nonworking
      Maternity N/A 21.5 35.9
      Other nonworking 23.4 39.3
  Number of individuals 2,729 1,150 2,729
Person-waves
  Traditional gender attitude score, 

mean (SD)
6.552 
(2.399)

7.289 
(2.679)

6.731 
(2.481)

  Employment status, %
    Full-time 81.8 25.3 69.4
    Part-time   8.3 37.7 16.8
    Nonworking
      Maternity N/A 10.4 13.8
      Other nonworking 9.9 26.6
  Age, mean (SD) 27.767 

(6.519)
33.113 
(4.910)

29.070 
(6.335)

  Marital status, %
    Single and never married 53.0   7.8 42.0
    Cohabiting 27.1 16.4 24.5
    Married 16.9 73.1 30.6
    Separated/divorced/widowed   3.1   2.7   3.0
  Education, %
    GCSE level or lower 21.4 22.1 21.6
    Some higher qualifications 47.8 40.5 46.1
    First degrees or above 30.8 37.4 32.4
Number of person-wave observations 9,216 3,346 12,562

NOTE: The number of women in the sample is 2,729. Because there are 1,150 transitions 
to motherhood for the first time, 1,150 women are included in both the childless and the 
mother records. Sums of percentages for discrete variables may differ slightly from 100% 
because of rounding.
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Multivariate Analysis

Table 4 reports the estimates of the key variables from the fixed effects 
regression models. Model 1 indicates an increase of 0.044 standard devia-
tions (SDs) on average in the traditional gender attitude score after the 
transition to motherhood than before. The size of this estimate is small but 
nevertheless statistically significant at the 0.05 level (p = .047). Therefore, 
without considering changes in employment status after the transition to 
motherhood, motherhood seems to have an overall weak traditionalizing 
effect on gender attitudes. Model 2 evaluates attitude change associated 
with the transition to motherhood by removing any effects resulting from 
changes in employment status. The estimate for motherhood status is now 
close to zero. Employment status completely mediates the association 
between motherhood and traditional gender attitudes. Thus, the direct 
traditionalizing effect of motherhood as predicted by hypothesis 1 is not 
supported. Model 2 also reports that a change from full-time employment 
to nonworking status is associated with a 0.186 SD increase in the tradi-
tional gender attitude score (p < .001). This result seems to support 
hypothesis 2.

To evaluate whether the liberalizing effect of employment is dependent on 
motherhood status, model 3 includes the interaction terms of motherhood 

Table 3:  Traditional Gender Attitude Score by Motherhood and 
Employment Statuses

Employment Status

Overall

 

Full-Time 
Working

Part-Time 
Working

Nonworking

 
Maternity 

Leave
Other 

Nonworking

Motherhood status
  Childless 6.874

(2.404)
6.92
(2.408)

N/A 7.218
(2.511)

6.904
(2.414) 

  Mothers 5.788a

(2.264)
7.276a

(2.408)
6.903
(2.574)

8.791a

(2.567)
7.299b

(2.679)
Overall 6.592

(2.419)
7.267c

(2.426)
8.483c

(2.639)
7.113
(2.564)

NOTE: Means and standard deviations of the traditional gender attitude scores are not 
weighted. Standard deviations are in parentheses. A 5 percent level of significance is used.
aThe mean differs statistically significantly from childless full-time workers.
bThe mean differs statistically significantly from childless women.
cThe mean differs statistically significantly from full-time workers.
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Table 4:  Change in the Standardized Score of Traditional Gender 
Attitudes Associated with Changes in Motherhood Status, Employment 
Status, and the Interaction between Motherhood Status and Employment 
Status

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Motherhood status
  Childless (reference)  
  Mother 0.044* 0.001 −0.187***  
  (0.022) (0.024) (0.029)  
Employment status
  Full-time working (reference)  
  Part-time working 0.012 −0.074*  
  (0.022) (0.031)  
  Nonworking 0.186*** −0.033  
  (0.025) (0.031)  
Raw interaction between motherhood and employment
  Mother × Part-time Working 0.300***  
  (0.044)  
  Mother × Nonworking 0.573***  
  (0.047)  
Refined interaction between motherhood and employment
  Childless and full-time 

working (reference)
 

  Childless and part-time 
working 

−0.075*
(0.031)

  Childless and nonworking −0.033
  (0.031)
  Mother and full-time working −0.212***
  (0.031)
  Mother and part-time working 0.022
  (0.029)
  Mother and maternity leave −0.004
  (0.046)
  Mother and nonworking 0.350***
  (0.032)
Person-wave observations 12,562 12,562 12,562 12,562
Individuals 2,729 2,729 2,729 2,729

NOTE: All models include age, its square term, wave dummies, education, and marital 
status. Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05, ***p < .001.
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status and employment status. First, the main effect of motherhood (when 
employment status is full-time) is significantly negative, which contradicts 
hypothesis 1. Second, the main effect of employment (when motherhood 
status is childless) is limited because the liberalizing effect of employment is 
not observed for childless women. Rather, the sign of the estimate of child-
less part-time employment is negative. This estimate is statistically signifi-
cant at the 0.05 level (p = .019), although its magnitude is small. In other 
words, childless women who work part time exhibit slightly less traditional 
attitudes compared to working full time. Further analysis (not shown here) 
revealed that this result is driven by full-time students who are classified as 
part-time workers. Thus, no evidence suggests that employment per se has a 
liberalizing effect on gender attitudes for childless women, which contradicts 
hypothesis 2.

A comparison of models 2 and 3 suggests that the liberalizing effect of 
employment is driven by its effect among mothers. The shifts from full-
time working motherhood to part-time working motherhood and non-
working motherhood are associated with a 0.226 SD (0.300–0.074) and a 
0.540 SD (0.573–0.033) increase in the traditional gender attitude score 
(both p< .001). The Wald test shows that the estimate of part-time working 
motherhood is statistically significantly different from that of nonworking 
motherhood (p < .001). To further demonstrate the varying effect of 
employment for childless women and mothers, I plotted the estimated 
coefficients and their confidence intervals for women of different employ-
ment statuses when they are childless or mothers—see Figure 1. This 
figure indicates that childless women’s gender attitudes change only 
slightly with a change in employment status. However, as mothers enter 
or exit the labor market, their attitudes vary substantially. The considera-
bly more significant differences in gender attitudes across employment 
groups for mothers than for childless women support hypothesis 3.

Given that most women work full time before having children, and 
given that there is no substantial difference in gender attitudes across 
employment groups among childless women, model 4 uses childless 
full-time working status as the reference group to represent a common 
status before the transition to motherhood. In addition, maternity leave, 
which is grouped into the nonworking status in earlier models, is sepa-
rated as an independent category. This model provides a realistic picture 
of the dynamics of women’s gender attitudes during the transition to 
motherhood.

Women as full-time working mothers score 0.212 SDs lower than when 
they are childless full-time workers. Hypothesis 4a is thus supported. 
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Nonworking mothers score 0.350 SDs higher after the transition to moth-
erhood than when they are childless full-time workers. There is no statis-
tically significant change in the attitude score when women become 
part-time working mothers (p = .433). Hypothesis 4b is supported except 
for the prediction concerning part-time working motherhood. In addition, 
women do not change their traditional gender attitudes when they are on 
maternity leave (p = .922). This result again confirms that childbirth per 
se is not associated with changes in gender attitudes.

Testing Alternative Explanations and Reciprocal Effects

Because fixed effects models do not account for unmeasured time-
varying covariates, some time-varying confounders could be responsible 
for the observed associations. This section discusses issues that may 

Figure 1:  Comparison of the Effect Sizes of Employment Status for 
Childless Women and Mothers
SOURCE: Model 3 of Table 4.
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challenge the above findings and presents two tests to examine the robust-
ness of the main results.

First, the negative association between full-time working motherhood 
and traditional gender attitudes may result from changes in women’s 
employment characteristics after childbirth. Gangl and Ziefle (2009) 
found that British mothers are more likely to be employed in the public 
sector or to move to occupations with a higher proportion of female work-
ers. Compared with the private sector, the public sector usually provides 
a more supportive family-work culture, better-implemented family-
friendly policies, and more flexible time schedules (Wayne et al. 2013). 
From an exposure-based perspective, this type of environment is more 
likely to alleviate the work-family conflict and enhance employee com-
mitment, thereby inspiring less traditional attitudes. To test this explana-
tion, I selected person-wave observations recording full-time employment 
status and created three job characteristic indicators. The first indicator is 
the employment sector, which includes the private sector and others. 
Following Gangl and Ziefle’s work (2009), the percentage of female 
workers in a current occupation at the three-digit level of the International 
Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88) is used to represent 
female occupation. The third indicator is a binary variable representing 
whether women are self-employed. The control variables are the same as 
those specified in the previous models. The results from Table 5 show that 
none of the three employment indicators is statistically significant (model 
2). The size and significance level of the estimated coefficient of mother-
hood among full-time workers remain unchanged after considering job 
characteristics. Thus, changes in job characteristics cannot account for the 
observed association between full-time working motherhood and tradi-
tional gender attitudes.

A more serious challenge is that the observed associations between the 
combined status of motherhood and employment and attitudes may be 
driven by the influence of gender attitudes on women’s maternal employ-
ment behaviors. Women may make a particular decision about labor mar-
ket participation because of recent changes in gender attitudes. In other 
words, changes in attitudes may lead to the transition to a specific com-
bined status of motherhood and employment, not the other way around.

To infer the causal direction between attitudes and the combined status 
of motherhood and employment, I reevaluated model 4 in Table 4 using 
dynamic panel data modeling within a structural equation framework 
(Allison 2009; Williams, Allison, and Moral-Benito 2015). A great advan-
tage of structural equation modeling (SEM) is that it is flexible and can 
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relax strict exogeneity assumptions by allowing correlations between the 
current independent variables and error terms from earlier points in time. 
Using SEM, I could formulate the same model 4 in Table 4 at each time 
point. I further included the lagged dependent variable as a predictor from 
the second person-wave, which enabled feedback from the lagged atti-
tudes to the current attitudes. I also allowed attitudes from earlier points 
in time to correlate with the current combined status of motherhood and 
employment, which could not be achieved using conventional dynamic 
panel data modeling. These two measures account for feedback from the 
lagged values of attitudes toward the current combined status of mother-
hood and employment, thereby relaxing the strict exogeneity assumptions 
in conventional fixed effect models. The estimate of the combined status 
of motherhood and employment is the effect of specific motherhood expe-
rience on attitudes after controlling for both person-specific fixed effects 
and feedback from earlier attitudes. Unfortunately, this approach required 
the use of a balanced sample. As an example, I selected 1,242 women who 
were interviewed for five waves or more.5 Table 6 reports the key esti-
mates from the conventional fixed effects model using the demeaning 

Table 5:  Changes in the Standardized Scores of Traditional Gender 
Attitudes Associated with Changes in Motherhood Status and Working 
Conditions for Full-Time Workers

Model 1 Model 2

Motherhood status
  Childless (reference group)  
  Mother −0.190*** −0.192***
  (0.032) (0.032)
Employment sector
  Private sector (reference group)  
  Nonprivate sector −0.027
  (0.034)
Female occupation 0.021
  (0.051)
Self-employment 0.083
  (0.063)
Person-wave observations 7,838 7,838
Individuals 2,348 2,348

NOTE: This sample only includes observations of women who work full time and have full 
information on the variables used. All models include age, its square term, wave dummies, 
marital status, and educational level. Standard errors are in parentheses.
***p < .001.
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method (the method to produce the results in Table 4), the maximum 
likelihood estimates of the fixed effects model using SEM (without 
accounting for feedback from earlier attitudes), and the maximum likeli-
hood estimates of the dynamic, fixed effects model using SEM.

First, the estimated coefficients of the first two models are almost iden-
tical. They also are similar to the estimates of model 4 in Table 4. In fact, 
fixed effects models estimated with the conventional demeaning method 
yield results identical to those obtained using SEM (Allison 2009). 
Second, after taking into account feedback from the lagged values of atti-
tudes, the estimated coefficients of full-time working and nonworking 

Table 6:  Change in the Standardized Score of Traditional Gender 
Attitudes Associated with Changes in the Combined Status of Motherhood 
and Employment

Conventional 
Fixed Effects 

(5 Waves)

Fixed Effects 
within SEM 
Framework  
(5 Waves)

Dynamic, Fixed 
Effects with 

Lagged Dependent 
Variable (5 Waves)

Lagged dependent variable 0.179***
  (0.020)
Refined interaction 

between motherhood and 
employment

 

  Childless and full-time 
working (reference)

 

  Childless and part-time 
working 

−0.086* −0.040 −0.071
(0.044) (0.050) (0.056)

  Childless and  
nonworking 

−0.020 −0.034 −0.053
(0.043) (0.052) (0.059)

  Mother and full-time 
working 

−0.264*** −0.244*** −0.184**
(0.046) (0.046) (0.071)

  Mother and part-time 
working 

−0.005 0.005 0.078
(0.042) (0.042) (0.116)

  Mother and maternity 
leave 

−0.055 −0.064 −0.07
(0.065) (0.063) (0.104)

  Mother and nonworking 0.366*** 0.364*** 0.297**
  (0.045) (0.045) (0.116)
Person-wave observations 6,210 6,210 6,210
Individuals 1,242 1,242 1,242

NOTE: Each woman has five person-wave records in this sample. All models include age, 
its square term, marital status, and education levels. Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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motherhood change from 0.244 (p < .001) to 0.184 (p = .010) and from 
0.364 (p < .001) to 0.297 (p = 0.010), respectively. The reductions in the 
effect of full-time working and nonworking motherhood imply changes in 
attitudes prior to the transition to the specific combined status of mother-
hood and employment. Nevertheless, the effects of full-time working and 
nonworking motherhood remain statistically significant. I also used 
lagged independent variables to predict the traditional gender attitude 
scores using model 4 in Table 4. The results are similar to the coefficients 
reported in the final model of Table 6 (available on request). Consistent 
with other studies using a standard SEM without considering fixed effects 
(Berrington et al. 2008; Schober and Scott 2012), there is no evidence to 
indicate that feedback from attitudes would preclude the role of maternal 
employment in shaping women’s gender attitudes.

Conclusion

In the current gender and social context of a high level of incompatibil-
ity between women’s employment and child-rearing responsibilities, this 
study theoretically and empirically contributes to the literature by evaluat-
ing various explanations for the dynamics of women’s gender attitudes 
during adulthood. It proposes and demonstrates that conflicts between 
women’s roles as mothers and workers are important factors in women’s 
gender attitude construction during adulthood.

I found no direct influence of either motherhood or employment on 
women’s attitudes toward the traditional division of labor. Other studies 
also note that childbirth per se is unlikely to influence women’s gender 
attitudes (Berrington et al. 2008; Youngblut 1995). Therefore, the inter-
nalization of traditional expectations of motherhood may not be suffi-
ciently powerful to alter women’s gender attitudes. Similarly, employment 
itself is unlikely to impose a significant impact on these attitudes. I found 
the liberalizing effect of employment among mothers rather than among 
childless women. Thus, the prediction of a liberalizing effect of employ-
ment that is independent of women’s motherhood status based on the 
interest- and exposure-based explanations is not well supported.

Gender attitudes tend to change only when motherhood and employ-
ment statuses are considered jointly. Women become less traditional when 
they combine motherhood with full-time employment, whereas they are 
more traditional when they withdraw from the labor market as mothers. 
These findings highlight the adaptive psychological process experienced 
by women to rationalize their decisions about work and family. More 
importantly, the findings lend strong support to an understudied reason for 
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gender attitude adjustment: conflicts between women’s economic and 
caregiver roles. Nevertheless, I find that women as part-time working 
mothers hold similar attitudes before and after the transition to mother-
hood. When women remain the primary caregivers, and when a cost-
effective child care substitute is absent, as in the United Kingdom, 
part-time employment is regarded as the most feasible way to reconcile 
employment and family responsibilities (Lewis et al. 2008), and the per-
ceived level of work-family conflict resulting from part-time working 
motherhood may be minimal. In summary, the gross association between 
the transition to motherhood and changes in gender attitudes is the net 
outcome of all of the above changes in attitudes.

The findings of this study may be country-specific (i.e., specific to UK 
contexts), or they may be applicable to social contexts characterized by 
extensive maternity leave, insufficient and expensive formal child care, 
and widespread part-time working opportunities. Moreover, motherhood, 
employment, and the combination of motherhood and employment may 
be associated with women’s gender attitudes in different ways across 
countries with different gender norms and institutional settings. The con-
clusions of this study also are limited to women’s attitudes toward the 
traditional division of labor. The attitude items used in this study, although 
highly reliable, impede a comprehensive understanding of people’s atti-
tudes toward gender. Research utilizing other reliable measurement items 
or methods, such as the implicit association test or the evaluative priming 
task that is widely applied in social psychology (Bohner and Dickel 2011), 
can extend our knowledge of the complexity of gender attitudes. 
Nevertheless, the items selected and analyzed in this study are valid and 
reliable measures of an important dimension of gender attitudes, and they 
are highly comparable to prior studies. Furthermore, this study focuses on 
women. Men’s gender attitudes also may change during the transition into 
parenthood when couples negotiate and experience different work and 
family arrangements. Finally, an extended study also could investigate 
changes in gender attitudes across birth order to inform us more details 
about the impact brought by the birth of a child.

Notwithstanding the above limitations, this study advances our 
understanding of the dynamics of women’s gender attitudes. The finding 
of a crossover effect of full-time working motherhood and nonworking 
motherhood clarifies the association between motherhood and gender 
attitudes, as well as the association between employment and gender 
attitudes. These findings highlight the critical role of the emergence and 
realization of incompatibility between women’s employment and child-
rearing responsibilities in shaping gender attitudes. In fact, women’s 
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primary caring responsibilities as mothers, the desire or need to work, 
and the lack of adequate child care ultimately create a dilemma for 
women that is likely to trigger the reformulation of their gender atti-
tudes. The break in women’s lives before and after childbirth, particu-
larly the significant transformation of women’s economic and family 
roles, merits further attention to increase compatibility between wom-
en’s employment and family responsibilities, which in turn could lead to 
greater gender equality.

Notes

1. I conducted random effects models using a sample that includes people 
observed for only one wave. The estimated coefficients are similar, but they do 
not pass the Hausman test. Therefore, the results based on fixed effects models 
are preferred and reported. The results from Table 6 on individuals who com-
pleted at least five waves also demonstrate that the findings are robust to the 
selection of the number of waves.

2. Disregarding the results from the factor analysis and the Cronbach’s α  
value, to analyze a sample from the BHPS I used a summed score of all the six 
items as the dependent variable, although the internal reliability of the dependent 
variable is substantially reduced. The results remain unchanged except that the 
gross effect of motherhood is slightly stronger.

3. I included the age of the youngest children in the models, but the estimate 
is not statistically significant as long as employment status is included. I also 
examined whether the effect of maternal employment varies by birth parity. I did 
not find that this effect varies substantially by the number of children.

4. Although most people do not change their educational attainment, some 
acquire higher levels of education during the observational period. Nevertheless, 
excluding educational variables did not alter the results.

5. The estimates remain stable when choosing people interviewed for different 
numbers of waves, but the standard errors are smaller when individuals observed 
for more waves are included.
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