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women in the workplace (Gershuny, 2004; Maume, 2006) 
and denies men the opportunity to develop close nurtur-
ing relationships with their children as primary caregivers 
(Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020; Joshi, 2021).

A large body of research has been devoted to explaining 
this persistent inequality in work and care (Craig & Mullan, 
2011; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Sullivan et al., 2018). 
In this article, we examine the role played by parents’ essen-
tialist views in determining their time with children and 
the division of childcare tasks. Drawing on Bem’s (1993) 
analysis of biological essentialism as a gender lens, we posit 
that parents’ tendency to perceive men and women as inher-
ently different in their innate ability to take care of children 
guides their choices regarding the division of family respon-
sibilities. Despite preliminary evidence from both quantita-
tive (Gaunt, 2006; Ross-Plourde et al., 2022) and qualitative 
studies (Deutsch, 1999; Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020) for the 
importance of such essentialist beliefs, research examining 
these beliefs is scant, and all the evidence we have comes 
from small nonrepresentative samples. Mediating and mod-
erating factors have also remained largely unexplored.

Over the past several decades, men’s and women’s partici-
pation in paid and unpaid work has become more similar, 
with the gender gap in family responsibilities gradually 
narrowing (Altintas & Sullivan, 2017; Bianchi & Milkie, 
2010; Sullivan et al., 2018). This convergence reflects a 
dramatic increase in mothers’ participation in paid labor, 
coupled with a more modest increase in fathers’ involve-
ment in childcare (Pailhé et al., 2021; Schoppe-Sullivan & 
Fagan, 2020). Despite these changes, family roles are still 
divided predominantly along traditional gendered norms, 
with mothers carrying the main responsibility for caregiv-
ing and fathers for breadwinning (Craig & Mullan, 2011; 
Yavorsky et al., 2015). This gender inequality disadvantages 
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To better establish the effect of biological essentialism 
and examine its underlying mechanisms, we carried out an 
original, nationally representative survey of British parents 
with young children. We argue that essentialist perceptions 
explain involvement in childcare beyond the contribu-
tion of gender role attitudes which have been more widely 
researched (e.g., Aassve et al., 2014; Bulanda, 2004). We 
further suggest that each parent’s essentialist perceptions 
affect not only their own involvement in childcare but also 
the involvement of their partner. Finally, we argue that paid 
work hours mediate the effect of parents’ essentialism, and 
that gender moderates this effect, as essentialism affects 
men’s and women’s involvement in work and childcare in 
opposite directions. Understanding the role played by bio-
logical essentialism may shed light on one of the key bar-
riers to greater gender equality in work and childcare and 
help to explain the gap between the wide public support for 
gender equality and the predominantly traditional allocation 
of family roles.

Determinants of Parents’ Involvement in 
Childcare

Several theoretical frameworks have been applied to 
explain the division of housework and childcare. Early 
research drew on economic, structural or exchange perspec-
tives (Becker, 1981; Bergen, 1991), suggesting that couples 
assign tasks based on a rational consideration of how to 
achieve maximum efficiency, or that the allocation of tasks 
results from economic bargaining in which the partner with 
greater power can negotiate lower participation in house-
hold labor (Coverman, 1985; Deutsch et al., 1993). This 
body of research focused mainly on parents’ socioeconomic 
and employment characteristics and showed that the father’s 
involvement in childcare decreases the more hours he works 
and the higher his income, and increases the more hours the 
mother works for pay (Deutsch et al., 1993; Yeung et al., 
2001). More recently, studies have drawn attention to the 
impact of family structures (Carlson et al., 2011; Kendig & 
Bianchi, 2008), paternity leave duration (Petts & Knoester, 
2018) and cultural and institutional contexts (Craig & Mul-
lan, 2010; Hook & Wolf, 2012; Kan et al., 2011) on parents’ 
time with children.

Other lines of research emphasized the psychological 
processes involved in decisions about employment and 
childcare, including couples’ negotiations and rationaliza-
tions (Daminger, 2020; Deutsch, 1999; Mannino & Deutsch, 
2007). These interaction processes have been theorized 
as attempts to either “do gender” by exhibiting appropri-
ately gendered behaviors (West & Zimmerman, 1987) or 
“undo gender” by resisting prescriptive gendered norms 

of fatherhood and motherhood (Deutsch, 2007; Deutsch & 
Gaunt, 2020; Risman, 2009).

Closer to the present study’s approach, research has 
shown that parents’ decisions are guided by their social 
psychological characteristics such as their value priorities 
(Gaunt, 2005, 2019), the centrality of their parental and 
work-related identities (Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Goldberg, 
2015; Pinho & Gaunt, 2022), and fathers’ adherence to old 
and new masculinity ideologies (Kaplan & Offer, 2022; 
Offer & Kaplan, 2021; Shafer et al., 2021). However, the 
most widely researched social psychological explanation of 
involvement in work and childcare is gender role attitudes 
(also referred to as gender ideology), defined as “individu-
als’ level of support for a division of paid work and fam-
ily responsibilities that is based on this notion of separate 
spheres [for men and women]” (Davis & Greenstein, 2009, 
p. 89). This approach suggests that couples who endorse 
traditional gender ideology allocate roles along traditional 
lines, such that the father is the main breadwinner and the 
mother is the main caregiver, whereas those who endorse 
egalitarian views share these roles more equally. While find-
ings generally support the association between gender role 
attitudes and housework (Aassve et al., 2014; Kan, 2008), 
the evidence regarding childcare is mixed (Bulanda, 2004; 
Wang & Cheung, 2023) and in recent longitudinal studies 
gender attitudes did not contribute to explaining involve-
ment in childcare (Kuo et al., 2018; Ross-Plourde et al., 
2022). Moreover, criticisms suggest that the concept of 
attitudes toward gender roles is too simplistic and obscures 
distinct attitudinal dimensions, and that its measures are 
generally outdated (Halimi et al., 2018; Knight & Brin-
ton, 2017; Maineri et al., 2021; Scarborough et al., 2019; 
Walter, 2018). We argue that beliefs in biological essences 
may co-exist with egalitarian gender attitudes and are more 
directly relevant to caring behaviors and may therefore pro-
vide a better attitudinal account of the division of work and 
childcare.

Biological Essentialism and the Division of 
Work and Childcare

In his seminal work on the cognitive process of categori-
zation, Medin (1989) argued that categories are organized 
around lay theories about the deeper features of the category 
members. That is, people categorize others based on sur-
face characteristics, assuming that these characteristics are 
expressions of an underlying invisible essence that makes 
the group members what they are. For example, people cat-
egorize individuals as male and female based on surface 
features such as height, voice, or facial hair, but believe that 
these features are cues to some deep underlying masculine 

1 3

268



Sex Roles (2024) 90:267–279

or feminine essence (Medin, 1989). In the domain of par-
enthood, findings suggest that the salient visual changes 
women go through during pregnancy heighten essential-
ist perceptions of motherhood (Park et al., 2015), and thus 
biological mothers are perceived in more essentialist terms 
(i.e., as a distinct natural category) than both fathers and 
adoptive mothers.

Biological essentialism was introduced by Bem (1993) 
as one of three gender lenses that are embedded in the 
historical and contemporary discourses and explain gen-
der hierarchies in Western culture. In her ground-breaking 
analysis, Bem argued that the lens of biological essentialism 
rationalizes and legitimizes gender polarization and male 
dominance, by treating them as the natural and inevitable 
consequences of the intrinsic biological natures of women 
and men. Her analysis revealed biological theorists’ ten-
dency to overemphasize biology and underemphasize his-
torical and social contexts, which makes gender inequalities 
seem innate and unavoidable rather than historically con-
structed and modifiable. Bem further outlined the process 
by which individuals internalize these culturally embedded 
gender lenses and develop consistent identities. In this way, 
biological essentialism perpetuates the notion of inevitable 
gender differences in abilities, expectations, and roles, and 
naturalizes gender inequalities (Bem, 1993).

Drawing on Medin’s work on categorization and Bem’s 
analysis of biological essentialism, Gaunt (2006) suggested 
that viewing men and women as essentially different in 
their innate caring abilities informs parents’ choices regard-
ing the appropriate level of their involvement in childcare. 
That is, couples who view women as having an essence that 
makes them inherently more suitable for childcare would 
be reluctant to share childcare responsibilities, whereas cou-
ples who view men and women as similar would share more 
equally. In a sample of Israeli couples, Gaunt (2006) found 
that fathers’ essentialist perceptions were the strongest and 
most consistent predictor of their involvement in childcare, 
including their share of daily physical care, social and emo-
tional care, and overall responsibility for childcare. Ross-
Plourde et al. (2022) replicated and extended these findings 
in a longitudinal sample of Canadian couples expecting 
their first child. They measured a range of attitudes includ-
ing gender ideology, the importance attributed to the father 
role, and the perceived consequences of involvement for 
children. Their findings showed that men’s biological essen-
tialism was the only attitude that significantly accounted for 
their involvement intentions before the birth. That is, the 
more they viewed men and women as essentially different 
in their ability to provide care, the lower were their inten-
tions to be involved in childcare. In turn, fathers’ prenatal 
involvement intentions, together with mothers’ postnatal 
biological essentialism, were the strongest predictors of the 

fathers’ involvement in childcare when their baby was 2–3 
months old (Ross-Plourde et al., 2022).

Additional evidence for the importance of essentialism 
comes from three studies in which mothers’ endorsement 
of essentialist attitudes was associated with their over-
all division of housework and childcare (Liss et al., 2013; 
Thorsteinsen et al., 2022), mediated through their maternal 
gatekeeping tendencies (Pinho & Gaunt, 2021). In addition, 
these studies found stronger endorsement of essentialist 
views among stay-at-home mothers compared to mothers 
who worked for pay (Liss et al., 2013), and among par-
ents who maintained a traditional allocation of roles com-
pared to those who reversed roles (Pinho & Gaunt, 2021). 
Essentialist beliefs might operate through the expectations 
they set, as college women who rejected essentialism had 
higher expectations for an equal division of childcare with 
their future husbands (Deutsch et al., 2007). Among men, 
the effect might be mediated by self-efficacy, as expecting 
fathers’ essentialist perceptions predicted their reduced par-
enting self-efficacy at three months postpartum (Donithen & 
Schoppe-Sullivan, 2022).

Taken together, these initial findings suggest that bio-
logical essentialism may play an important role in couples’ 
decisions about the allocation of work and childcare respon-
sibilities, above and beyond their gender role attitudes. Nev-
ertheless, only a handful of studies to date have examined 
parents’ essentialist beliefs, and all the evidence we have 
comes from relatively small, nonrepresentative samples. 
To better establish the role of essentialism, we recruited a 
large, nationally representative sample of British parents to 
test the hypothesis that endorsement of essentialist views 
about men’s and women’s innate parenting abilities will be 
associated with involvement in childcare. Specifically, we 
predicted that after controlling for the effect of gender role 
attitudes, mothers’ essentialist views (Hypothesis 1) would 
be positively related to their share of childcare tasks relative 
to their partners (H1a) and their hours of childcare (H1b), 
and negatively related to their partners’ hours of childcare 
(H1c). Conversely, we predicted that fathers’ essentialist 
views (Hypothesis 2) would be negatively related to their 
relative share of childcare tasks (H2a) and their hours of 
childcare (H2b), and positively related to their partners’ 
hours of childcare (H2c).

Moderated Mediation by Work Hours and 
Gender

Couples’ decisions about the division of childcare respon-
sibilities are closely linked with their decisions about 
paid work. Time constraints mean that a parent’s invest-
ment of time in paid work has implications for both their 
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The Present Study

To test our hypotheses regarding the associations between 
parents’ essentialist beliefs and their involvement in work 
and childcare, we recruited a large, nationally representative 
sample of British parents living with a different-sex part-
ner and at least one child aged 11 or under. In the UK, as 
in other developed countries, men’s and women’s involve-
ment in paid work and childcare has become increasingly 
similar over the past decades (Altintas & Sullivan, 2017); 
however family roles are still divided along traditional gen-
dered norms (Craig & Mullan, 2011). Compared to other 
European countries, British men’s work hours are among 
the longest (Eurostat, 2022), mothers’ employment rates are 
among the highest, but rates of mothers’ full-time employ-
ment are among the lowest (Costa Dias et al., 2020; Kanji, 
2011). These characteristics can be attributed partly to gen-
dered policies around paternity and maternity leave as well 
as the lack of state provision of childcare for young children.

Against this backdrop of a dominant male-breadwinner/
part-time female-caregiver model, we explored parents’ 
essentialist beliefs about men’s and women’s innate parent-
ing abilities and their associations with the division of fam-
ily roles. We expected essentialism to play an important role 
in parents’ decisions, beyond the role played by their gender 
role attitudes. We also expected mutual influences of each 
parent’s essentialist beliefs on their partner’s involvement 
in work and childcare. Finally, we predicted that the effect 
of parents’ essentialist beliefs would be mediated by their 
work hours, so that mothers’ essentialism would be related 
to shorter work hours and greater involvement in childcare, 
whereas fathers’ essentialism would be related to longer 
work hours and lower involvement in childcare.

Method

Sample and Procedure

We used original data collected from a nationally represen-
tative sample of British parents as part of a larger research 
project on work and childcare (Gaunt et al., 2022). The 
sample comprised 5,605 adults, consisting of independent 
samples of 2,805 men and 2,800 women. Participants were 
married/cohabiting with a different-sex partner and had 
biological child/ren together, with at least one child aged 
11 or under. Descriptive statistics for the sample are shown 
in Table 1. Data were gathered in February 2020 using an 
online survey administered by YouGov, a research com-
pany that maintains a UK panel of 800,000 + individuals. 
Emails were sent to panelists selected at random from the 
base sample of the required profile. The responding sample 

own and their partner’s time investment in childcare, and 
consequently their share of childcare tasks. Many studies 
have shown that work hours are negatively correlated with 
involvement in childcare for both fathers and mothers (Bün-
ning, 2020; Kaplan & Offer, 2022; Norman et al., 2014), 
and that a parent’s work hours are positively correlated with 
their partner’s involvement in childcare (Buchanan et al., 
2016; Raley et al., 2012).

Time availability model proposes work hours as a major 
determinant of involvement in housework and childcare 
(e.g., Horne et al., 2018), however growing evidence sug-
gests that levels of involvement in both paid work and child-
care are guided by parents’ value priorities, identities, and 
ideologies (Gaunt, 2005, 2019; Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Huff-
man et al., 2014). Particular attention has been given to the 
effect of gender ideologies on parents’ work hours (And-
ringa et al., 2015; Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 2000; Stertz et al., 
2017). Longitudinal studies in several countries showed that 
men’s and women’s prenatal egalitarian attitudes predicted 
lower reduction in mothers’ work hours after birth and (to 
a lesser extent) larger reductions in fathers’ work hours 
(Gaunt, 2019; Khoudja & Fleischmann, 2018; Schober & 
Scott, 2012; Stertz et al., 2017). Whereas the effect of gen-
der role attitudes on work hours is well established, to our 
knowledge no research to date has examined the associa-
tions between essentialist views and work hours. We expect 
biological essentialism to affect parents’ work hours along 
similar lines, such that mothers’ essentialist views will be 
associated with fewer work hours and fathers’ essentialist 
views will be associated with longer work hours.

Based on the rationale delineated above, we propose 
that parents’ essentialist beliefs guide their choices about 
work hours, and these in turn partially determine their time 
investment in childcare and the allocation of childcare tasks. 
We therefore predicted that work hours would mediate the 
effect of biological essentialism on involvement in child-
care tasks and hours of care by self and partner (Hypothesis 
3). We further predicted that this mediation by work hours 
would be moderated by gender (Hypothesis 4). Specifically, 
in women, higher endorsement of essentialism will be asso-
ciated with fewer hours of paid work, which in turn, will be 
associated with a greater share of childcare tasks relative to 
their partners, more hours of childcare, and fewer hours of 
childcare provided by their partner. Conversely, we hypoth-
esized that men’s endorsement of biological essentialism 
would be associated with more hours of paid work, which in 
turn, would be associated with a smaller share of childcare 
tasks relative to their partners, fewer hours of childcare, and 
more hours of childcare provided by their partner.
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Measures

Hours of Childcare

To assess involvement in childcare in terms of time invest-
ment, the participants reported the number of hours per 
week during which they were the sole care providers when 
the child was awake, and the number of hours per week in 
which their partner was the sole care provider when the 
child was awake.

Share of Childcare Tasks

To assess involvement in childcare in terms of task perfor-
mance, a “Who does what?” measure asked participants 
to indicate their involvement relative to their partner in 19 
childcare tasks (adapted from Gaunt & Scott, 2014). The 
tasks were selected to reflect daily physical care activities 
(feeding, dressing, putting to bed), social and emotional care 
(reading, playing, helping with social/emotional problems), 
and management/responsibility for childcare (planning 
activities, scheduling meetings, choosing daycare/school). 
Participants were asked: “In the division of labor between 
you and your partner, which of you does each of these 
tasks?” Responses were indicated on a 5-point scale rang-
ing from almost always my spouse (1) through my spouse 
more than myself (2), both of us equally (3), and myself more 
than my spouse (4) to almost always myself (5). Participants 
were also given the opportunity to rate not applicable to my 
child (9), which was treated as missing data. An average of 
the 19 task ratings was calculated to obtain a score of total 
involvement in childcare tasks. Higher scores on this mea-
sure indicated greater involvement of the participant rela-
tive to their partner. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was 
0.94 for women and 0.88 for men.

Biological Essentialism

Parents’ essentialist views of men’s and women’s innate 
competence as parents were assessed using Gaunt’s (2006) 
essentialist perceptions scale. This scale consists of seven 
statements which reflect essentialist beliefs about the inher-
ently different abilities of mothers and fathers (“Fathers have 
to learn what mothers are able to do naturally;” “Maternal 
instincts enable mothers to identify baby’s needs”) as well 
as statements which reflect rejection of essentialist beliefs 
(“Men could nurture like women”). Participants indicated 
their level of agreement with each statement using a scale 
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 
Responses were recoded and averaged so that a high score 
reflected greater endorsement of essentialist perceptions. 

was weighted to the profile of the sample definition based 
on census data to provide a representative reporting sample. 
Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Lin-
coln Research Ethics Committee prior to the commence-
ment of the study.

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the participants
Fathers 
(n = 5,805)

Mothers 
(n = 5,800)

Age of youngest child
 ≤ 11 months 10.0% 12.8%
 1–2 years 19.8% 19.7%
 3–5 years 27.0% 24.7%
 6–11 years 43.2% 42.8%
Number of children
 1 31.9% 30.6%
 2 49.8% 47.8%
 3 14.3% 16.1%
 4+ 4.0% 5.6%
Age
 18–24 0.3% 0.1%
 25–34 14.7% 24.8%
 35–44 51.8% 57.5%
 45–54 27.3% 17.0%
 55+ 6.0% 0.6%
Education
 Less than GCSE 7.8% 6.2%
 GCSE 5.8% 5.3%
 A-level 10.5% 13.1%
 Higher education below degree level 20.7% 19.5%
 BA/BSc 33.4% 36.5%
 Higher degree 19.3% 17.3%
Monthly personal income
 ≤ £1000 5.9% 35.2%
 £1,001 - £2,000 29.5% 37.1%
 £2,001 - £2,600 22.1% 13.6%
 £2,601 - £3,160 15.2% 6.1%
 £3,161 - £4,300 16.9% 4.8%
 ≥ 4,300 10.4% 3.2%
Ethnic background
 White 88.4% 89.3%
 Mixed 2.0% 1.6%
 Asian 3.7% 3.3%
 Black 0.9% 0.8%
 Any other ethnic group / prefer not 
to say

4.9% 5.0%

Region
 England 83.0% 83.7%
 Scotland 10.6% 10.3%
 Wales 4.9% 4.2%
 Northern Ireland 1.6% 1.8%
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assessed for possible multicollinearity using tolerance and 
the variance inflation factor (VIF). However, there were no 
signs of multicollinearity in the regression models (VIF val-
ues ranged from 1.29 to 1.32, and tolerance values ranged 
from 0.75 to 0.77).

To test the third and fourth hypotheses about the moder-
ated mediation of work hours in the relationship between 
biological essentialism and involvement in childcare, we 
followed the methods developed by Preacher and Hayes 
(Hayes, 2013; Preacher et al., 2007) for evaluating con-
ditional indirect effects using the bootstrap procedure 
(Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Bootstrap resampling of the data 
provides estimates for the model paths and a confidence 
interval of these estimates. We evaluated a moderated medi-
ation for each of the three outcome variables through the 
construction and estimation of a conditional process model 
(Hayes, 2013). All analyses were conducted using Hayes’ 
(2013) PROCESS macro with 1,000 bootstrap samples and 
bias-corrected confidence intervals.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Missing data ranged from 0.6 to 2.1% for the study vari-
ables, therefore no missing data handling technics were 
applied. Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, 
and Pearson correlations among the three measures of 
involvement in childcare, biological essentialism, gender 
role attitudes, and work hours. In both fathers and mothers, 
biological essentialism had moderate negative associations 
with egalitarian gender role attitudes (r = − .48 and r = − .49 
respectively), suggesting that these two constructs reflect 
related but distinct ideologies. In line with our predictions, 
mothers’ biological essentialism was positively related to 
their involvement in childcare and negatively related to 

Cronbach’s alphas for this measure were 0.86 for women 
and 0.87 for men.

Gender Role Attitudes

Parents’ attitudes toward gender roles were measured using 
Gaunt’s (2006) 5-item scale which assesses traditional and 
egalitarian attitudes (e.g., “It is best for everyone if the man 
earns a living and the woman takes care of the home and 
children;” “Men and women should share housework when 
both are employed”). Participants rated their level of agree-
ment with each statement using a 5-point scale ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Responses were 
recoded so that a high score reflected more egalitarian atti-
tudes toward gender. The average score for the five items 
was computed to measure the participant’s gender role atti-
tudes. Cronbach’s alphas for this measure were 0.71 for 
women and 0.72 for men.

Sociodemographic Variables

Participants indicated their gender, age, level of education, 
work hours, income, ethnicity, and geographical region (see 
Table 1). They also reported the number of children in the 
household the age of each child.

Analytic Strategy

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations were first 
computed between biological essentialism, gender role atti-
tudes, hours of paid work and childcare, and involvement 
in childcare tasks. To test the first two sets of hypotheses, 
we conducted a series of multiple regression analyses sepa-
rately for fathers and mothers. In each analysis, a variable 
pertaining to one measure of involvement in childcare was 
regressed on the set of biological essentialism and gender 
role attitudes measures. These predictive variables were 

Table 2 Means, standard deviations and correlations among study variables
Fathers’

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD
1. Involvement in childcare tasksa -- 0.23*** − 0.19*** − 0.29*** 0.15*** − 0.20*** 2.71 0.48
2. Hours of care - self 0.22*** -- 0.50*** − 0.06*** 0.01 − 0.11*** 15.55 15.73
3. Hours of care - partner − 0.19*** 0.45*** -- 0.09*** − 0.07*** 0.15*** 25.33 23.84
4. Biological essentialismb 0.28*** 0.15*** − 0.02 -- − 0.48*** 0.07*** 2.81 0.84
5. Gender role attitudesc − 0.14*** − 0.09*** 0.01 − 0.49*** -- 0.04* 3.91 0.82
6. Work hours − 0.22*** − 0.24*** 0.15*** − 0.14*** 0.20*** -- 36.68 15.11
Mothers’ M 3.91 30.82 13.34 2.79 4.08 22.78
Mothers’ SD 0.60 26.64 15.92 0.79 0.77 16.98
Note. Correlations for fathers are presented above the diagonal; for mothers, below the diagonal
aHigher scores reflect greater involvement relative to partner. bHigher scores reflect greater endorsement of biological essentialism. cHigher 
scores reflect more egalitarian attitudes
*p < .05, two-tailed. ***p < .001, two-tailed
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(β = 0.28, p < .001) and the more hours she spent providing 
childcare (β = 0.14, p < .001). However, mothers’ biological 
essentialism did not predict fathers’ hours of childcare and 
thus there was no support for Hypothesis 1c.

The results in Table 3 (bottom part) show further that the 
regression equations of fathers’ involvement in childcare 
tasks, hours of care, and partner’s hours of care were all 
significant, and father’s biological essentialism was a sig-
nificant predictor in all these regression analyses. Support-
ing Hypothesis 2, the more the father endorsed essentialist 
views of men and women as parents, the smaller was his 
share of childcare tasks relative to the mother’s (β = − 0.28, 
p < .001), the fewer hours he spent providing childcare (β = 
− 0.08, p < .001), and the more hours the mother spent as the 
sole care provider (β = 0.08, p < .001).

Moderated Mediation by Work Hours and Gender

Our third and fourth hypotheses suggested that the effect 
of parents’ biological essentialism on their involvement 
in childcare would be mediated by their paid work hours 
(Hypothesis 3), and that this mediation effect would be 
moderated by gender (Hypothesis 4). To test these hypoth-
eses, we constructed conditional models using a bootstrap-
ping approach to assess the significance of the indirect 
effects of essentialism in mothers and fathers (Hayes, 2013). 
Specifically, we applied model 8 of the PROCESS program 
(Hayes, 2013) to assess three moderated mediation mod-
els. In each of these models, one of the three measures of 
childcare was the outcome variable and biological essen-
tialism was the predictor variable, with work hours as the 
mediator and gender as the moderator. Table 4 presents bias-
corrected bootstrap estimates and 95% confidence intervals 
of the indirect (mediated) effects and the overall moderated 
mediation model. Figures 1, 2 and 3 show the estimates of 
the separate paths for mothers and fathers for each of the 
three outcome variables: relative share of childcare tasks, 
hours of childcare, and partner’s hours of childcare.

In line with Hypothesis 3, work hours were a significant 
mediator in all three models, as reflected in significant con-
ditional indirect effects of essentialism on involvement in 
childcare for both mothers and fathers. As can be seen in 

their work hours, whereas fathers’ biological essentialism 
was negatively related to their involvement in childcare and 
positively related to their work hours. Finally, replicating 
previous studies (Buchanan et al., 2016; Bünning, 2020; 
Kaplan & Offer, 2022), fathers’ and mothers’ work hours 
were negatively correlated with their hours of childcare and 
involvement in childcare tasks, and positively correlated 
with the partner’s hours of childcare.

Biological Essentialism and Involvement in 
Childcare

Our first and second sets of hypotheses suggested that par-
ents’ biological essentialism would predict their involve-
ment in childcare beyond the contribution of gender role 
attitudes. The results of the multiple regression analyses 
(Table 3) indicated that gender role attitudes were not a 
significant predictor in any of the regression equations. In 
line with Hypotheses 1a and 1b, the regression equations of 
mothers’ involvement in childcare tasks and hours of care 
were significant overall (Table 3, upper part), and mothers’ 
biological essentialism was a significant predictor in both 
of these regression analyses: the more the mother endorsed 
essentialist views of men and women as parents, the greater 
was her share of childcare tasks relative to her partner 

Table 3 Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Involvement in 
Childcare From Biological Essentialism and Gender Role Attitudes

Childcare 
tasksa

Hours of 
care – self

Hours 
of care 
– partner

Mothers
 Gender role attitudes − 0.01 − 0.02 0.01
 Biological essentialism 0.28*** 0.14*** − 0.02
R2 0.08 0.02 0.01
F(2, 2755) 118.87*** 33.16*** 0.83
Fathers
 Gender role attitudes 0.01 − 0.04 − 0.03
 Biological essentialism − 0.28*** − 0.08*** 0.08***
R2 0.09 0.01 0.01
F(2, 2731) 128.12*** 7.48*** 13.60***
Note. Standardized beta coefficients are reported. aHigher scores 
reflect greater involvement relative to partner. ***p < .001, two-
tailed.

Table 4 Bias-corrected bootstrap estimates for mediation and moderated mediation analyses
Mediation by work hours Moderated mediation
Mothers Fathers

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI
Estimate Lower Upper Estimate Lower Upper Estimate Lower Upper

Childcare tasks 0.02 0.01 0.02 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.02 0.02 0.03
Hours of care – self 0.73 0.49 0.99 -0.29 -0.49 -0.11 1.03 0.70 1.37
Hours of care – partner -0.51 -0.71 -0.33 0.19 0.07 0.33 -0.71 -0.97 -0.47
Note. CI = confidence interval. All estimates presented in this table are significant as indicated by confidence intervals entirely above or entirely 
below zero.
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of care, were negative and significant, as the bootstrap con-
fidence intervals for these effects were entirely below zero. 
Supporting Hypothesis 3, these results indicate that the 
effects of parents’ essentialist views on their own and their 
partner’s involvement in childcare were mediated through 
their work hours.

The results in Table 4 show further that gender moderated 
this mediation effect of work hours, as indicated by indexes 

Table 4, the indirect effects of mothers’ essentialism on their 
share of childcare tasks and hours of care, and the indirect 
effect of fathers’ essentialism on their partner’s hours of 
care, were positive and significant, as the bootstrap confi-
dence intervals for these effects were entirely above zero. 
Conversely, the indirect effects of fathers’ essentialism on 
their share of childcare tasks and hours of care, and the indi-
rect effect of mothers’ essentialism on their partner’s hours 

Fig. 3 Conditional indirect 
effects of fathers’ and mothers’ 
biological essentialism on part-
ner’s hours of childcare through 
work hours. Note. **p < .01. 
***p < .001

 

Fig. 2 Conditional indirect 
effects of fathers’ and mothers’ 
biological essentialism on hours 
of childcare through work hours. 
Note. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

 

Fig. 1 Conditional indirect effects 
of fathers’ and mothers’ biologi-
cal essentialism on involvement 
in childcare tasks through work 
hours. Note. ***p < .001.

 

1 3

274



Sex Roles (2024) 90:267–279

of British parents. Replicating the findings in this context 
increases our confidence in their generalizability and fur-
ther highlights the importance of parents’ beliefs about the 
innate nature of men and women as a barrier to greater gen-
der equality.

Moreover, when gender role attitudes were considered 
together with biological essentialism, only essentialism 
was a significant predictor of involvement in childcare, 
while gender attitudes did not predict any of the outcome 
variables. Beliefs in innate gender differences may mat-
ter more to the division of family work than broader ide-
ologies about gender equality. Attitudes towards women’s 
employment and men’s share of housework and childcare 
have changed and become more egalitarian over time (Scar-
borough et al., 2019), as reflected in our findings in the 
concentration of respondents on the egalitarian end of the 
scale (cf. Halimi et al., 2018). In comparison, views about 
innate differences between men and women seem more 
diverse, and endorsement of essentialism is more prevalent 
than traditional attitudes towards gender roles. Essentialist 
perceptions may thus have greater explanatory power than 
gender role attitudes and may account for previous findings 
about the relations between gender attitudes and involve-
ment in childcare, as these attitudes correlate with essen-
tialism. This is consistent with evidence from qualitative 
research in which egalitarian views were widespread among 
both couples who shared childcare equally and those who 
maintained a semi-traditional division (Gaunt et al., 2022), 
whereas rejection of biological essentialism appeared as 
necessary for an equal division of childcare (Deutsch, 1999; 
Deutsch & Gaunt, 2020).

Finally, the results supported our predictions that the 
contribution of biological essentialism is mediated through 
parents’ work hours, and that essentialism is related to 
mothers’ and fathers’ hours of work and care in opposite 
ways. Thus, stronger essentialist beliefs of both partners 
may lead fathers to invest more time in paid work which, 
in turn, leaves less time for childcare. Conversely, both 
partners’ stronger essentialist views lead mothers to work 
fewer hours and free more time for childcare, based on the 
belief that the mother is inherently more suitable than the 
father to look after children. Qualitative work reveals that 
decisions parents make about their work lives occur after 
children are born or in anticipation. Often couples justify 
an unequal division of labor by citing their differing work 
hours (Daminger, 2020; Deutsch, 1999). However, our find-
ings suggest that the opposite direction of causality may 
also be plausible. Parents who believe in biological differ-
ence may make decisions about work, which then under-
write an unequal division between them. This may create a 
self-fulfilling prophecy as the parent who spends more time 
with children can become more skilled at childcare. The 

of moderated mediation (differences between mothers’ and 
fathers’ indirect effects) which were positive with bootstrap 
confidence intervals entirely above zero for involvement in 
childcare tasks [0.02, 0.03] and hours of care [0.70, 1.37], 
and negative with bootstrap confidence interval entirely 
below zero for partner’s hours of care [-0.97, -0.47]. These 
moderation effects are illustrated in Figs. 1, 2 and 3, as path 
a shows that fathers’ biological essentialism had a positive 
effect on their work hours, whereas mothers’ essentialism 
had a negative effect on their work hours. All in all, these 
results provide support for the moderated mediation process 
in the effect of mothers’ and fathers’ biological essentialism 
on involvement in childcare.

As for the direct effects of biological essentialism on 
involvement in childcare, Fig. 1 (path c’) shows that men’s 
biological essentialism had a direct negative effect on their 
share of childcare tasks whereas women’s essentialism had 
a direct positive effect on their own share of tasks. However, 
Fig. 2 (path c’) suggests that the direct effect of men’s bio-
logical essentialism on their hours of childcare was not sig-
nificant, while Fig. 3 (path c’) shows that the direct effect of 
women’s biological essentialism on their partner’s hours of 
childcare was not significant. Taken together, these results 
suggest that the effects of parents’ essentialist beliefs on 
their involvement in childcare tasks and on mothers’ hours 
of care are partially mediated by their work hours, whereas 
the effects of fathers’ and mothers’ essentialist beliefs on 
fathers’ hours of care is fully mediated by work hours.

Discussion

In this study, we examined the role played by parents’ essen-
tialist perceptions in their involvement in childcare. Draw-
ing on Bem’s (1993) analysis of biological essentialism as 
a gender lens, we proposed that essentialist views explain 
involvement in childcare beyond the contribution of gender 
role attitudes. We predicted that a parent’s essentialism is 
related to both their own and their partner’s involvement in 
childcare. Furthermore, we argued that these associations 
are mediated through parents’ work hours, and that gender 
moderates this mediation process, such that essentialism 
contributes to men’s and women’s involvement in work and 
childcare in opposite directions.

The results fully supported our hypotheses by show-
ing that both mothers’ and fathers’ essentialist beliefs were 
related to a more traditional division of childcare tasks, 
more hours of childcare provided by the mother, and fewer 
hours of childcare provided by the father. The findings thus 
replicated and extended those of previous studies (Gaunt, 
2006; Ross-Plourde et al., 2022) by providing evidence for 
the role of essentialist views in a large representative sample 
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for the key role of biological essentialism and reveal one 
path through which its effect is mediated. More research is 
needed to establish the causal relationships between essen-
tialism and childcare as well as the underlying mechanisms 
in these relationships. Future studies would benefit from 
an extensive longitudinal examination of mediating and 
moderating factors. For example, previous findings suggest 
that the rejection of essentialist beliefs increases men’s par-
enting self-efficacy (Donithen & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2022) 
and women’s expectations for an equal division of child-
care (Deutsch et al., 2007). A recent gender-binary cycle 
model (Saguy et al., 2021) proposes gender role attitudes 
as a mediating variable, suggesting that biological essential-
ism contributes to a non-egalitarian gender ideology, which 
leads individuals to conform to a gendered environment, 
ultimately reinforcing essentialist views. Longitudinal work 
is needed to illuminate these processes.

Practice Implications

Recent studies indicate widespread public support for gen-
der equality in work and care in younger generations (e.g., 
Scarborough et al., 2019). In addition, numerous studies 
attest to the substantial benefits of greater father involve-
ment in childcare for child development, family wellbeing 
and relationship satisfaction (Diniz et el. 2021; Schober, 
2012). Our findings highlight the role of biological essential-
ism in parents’ involvement in work and childcare and can 
inform intervention programs designed to enhance fathers’ 
involvement (Henry et al., 2020; Pruett et al., 2017). Spe-
cifically, intervention programs could benefit from address-
ing parents’ essentialist beliefs as a route to enhance fathers’ 
self-efficacy and both partners’ expectations of greater shar-
ing. More broadly, gender equal state policies could have a 
significant impact on public perceptions of men’s and wom-
en’s innate abilities to care for children, through both state 
endorsement of paternal involvement and increased experi-
ence that would challenge essentialist beliefs. For example, 
introducing nontransferable parental leave for fathers would 
facilitate beliefs in men’s ability to nurture, which in turn 
could contribute to greater involvement of fathers in child-
care from an early age, greater participation of mothers in 
the labor force, and overall greater gender equality.

Conclusion

This study sheds light on the under-researched role of 
biological essentialism in parents’ division of work and 
childcare. Our results attest to the explanatory power of 
essentialist perceptions, alongside the lack of contribu-
tion of gender role attitudes, which challenges previous 

findings therefore shed light on one process through which 
essentialist beliefs guide parents’ behaviors, suggesting that 
these beliefs motivate parents to create a more traditional 
division of breadwinning and caregiving.

Interestingly, the association of both parents’ essential-
ism with fathers’ hours of care was fully mediated by work 
hours, whereas the association with mothers’ hours of care 
and the relative share of childcare tasks was only partially 
mediated. Rejection of essentialism only leads to greater 
paternal involvement through mothers’ longer work hours 
and fathers’ shorter work hours. In contrast, parents who 
endorse biological essentialism view mother care as irre-
placeable, leading mothers to invest more time in childcare 
and perform more tasks partially regardless of their work 
hours.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Some limitations of this study should be acknowledged. 
First, the study focused on different-sex couples living 
together with their young children. Biological essential-
ism may have different associations with involvement in 
childcare in other family structures (e.g., single, same-sex 
or nonresident parents) or with older children. For example, 
in divorced/nonresident fathers, essentialist views of both 
parents may lead to even lower levels of father-child con-
tact. Conversely, essentialist beliefs about women’s innate 
nurturing abilities may be particularly important in deter-
mining involvement with babies and toddlers and may seem 
less relevant as children grow older.

Another limitation is the cross-sectional nature of this 
study, which prevents us from drawing causal conclusions 
with confidence. Specifically, the associations between bio-
logical essentialism, work hours and childcare may reflect 
the effect of practices on views, such that couples who 
maintain a traditional division of roles develop more essen-
tialist views as a result, whereas sharing breadwinning and 
caregiving more equally lead couples to reject essentialist 
views. Nevertheless, Ross-Plourde et al.’s (2022) longitu-
dinal study showed that men’s pre-natal essentialist percep-
tions affected their later involvement in baby care through 
their involvement intentions. More generally, longitudinal 
studies have documented the effect of parents’ pre-natal/
early gender role attitudes on later decisions about work and 
childcare (Gaunt, 2019; Schober & Scott, 2012; Stertz et 
al., 2017). It is likely that there are bidirectional influences 
of essentialism and involvement in childcare, in the same 
way that women’s early gender role attitudes predict their 
later work hours, which in turn predict their later gender role 
attitudes (Corrigall & Konrad, 2007).

The findings from the current study draw on a repre-
sentative sample of British parents to provide evidence 
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findings regarding the importance of gender role attitudes 
for involvement in childcare. We found that each parent’s 
endorsement of biological essentialism was related to both 
their own and their partner’s involvement in childcare, and 
that these associations were mediated by parents’ paid work 
hours. While more research is needed to establish additional 
potential mediators and moderators of these effects, the 
current findings add to the accumulating evidence for the 
importance of parents’ social-psychological characteristics 
and outline ways to promote greater gender equality.
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