
THE IMPACT OF GENDER 
VALUES ON UNPAID WORK 
IN TWO COUNTRIES WITH 
DIFFERENT WELFARE 
TRADITIONS: UK AND SPAIN

COMPARACIÓN DEL IMPACTO 
DE LOS VALORES DE 
GÉNERO EN EL TRABAJO NO 
REMUNERADO EN DOS TIPOS 
DE ESTADO DEL BIENESTAR: 
REINO UNIDO Y ESPAÑA

Pedro Romero-Balsas
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (UAM)
pedro.romero@uam.es
ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2497-7927

Margaret O’Brien
University College London (UCL)
margaret.obrien@ucl.ac.uk
ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9306-6871

Concepción Castrillo Bustamante
Universidad Complutense de Madrid (UCM)
mccastrillo@ucm.es
ORCID iD: http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9401-9639

Revista Internacional de Sociología  RIS
vol. 78 (2), e154, abril-junio, 2020, ISSN-L:0034-9712

https://doi.org/10.3989/ris.2020.78.2.18.160

Cómo citar este artículo / Citation: Romero-Balsas, 
P., M. O’Brien and C. Castrillo Bustamante. 2020.  “The 
impact of gender values on unpaid work in two coun-
tries with different welfare traditions: UK and Spain”. 
Revista Internacional de Sociología 78(2):e154. https://
doi.org/10.3989/ris.2020.78.2.18.160

Abstract
This study aimed to compare the gap between gender role 
values and domestic practice in the UK and Spain. The 
data were drawn from a sample of British and Spanish male 
and female respondents to the International Social Survey 
Programme’s (ISSP) ‘Family and Changing Gender Roles’ 
module (2002, 2012) and used to create multivariate mod-
els using ordinary least-squares regression techniques. The 
findings suggest that gender role values impacts domestic 
practice: more time is devoted to housework by egalitar-
ian than non-egalitarian men and less by egalitarian than 
non-egalitarian women. That effect was not observed for 
care-giving, however. The impact of gender values on the 
division by sex of household chores was found to be similar 
in the UK and Spain. A gradual move to more egalitarian 
ideals was also observed in both countries over the 10 year 
period studied.
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Resumen
Este trabajo tiene como objetivo comparar la brecha entre 
los valores de género y la práctica doméstica en el Reino 
Unido y España. Los datos se obtuvieron de una muestra 
de encuestados británicos y españoles, hombres y mu-
jeres, en el módulo “Familia y cambio de roles de género” 
del Programa Internacional de Encuestas Sociales (ISSP 
2002; 2012) y se utilizaron para crear modelos multivari-
antes utilizando técnicas de regresión de mínimos 
cuadra-dos ordinarios. Los hallazgos sugieren que los 
valores de género afectan a las prácticas domésticas. 
Sin embargo, este efecto no se observó para el cuidado. 
Se encontró que el impacto de los valores de género en 
la división por sexo de las tareas domésticas era similar 
en el Reino Unido y España. También se observó un 
movimiento gradual ha-cia ideales más igualitarios en 
ambos países durante el período de 10 años estudiado.

Palabras Clave
Cuidados; Estudio comparativo; Reparto de trabajo do-
méstico; Valores de género.
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Introduction
British and Spanish social policy has been ob-

served to conform to different models in areas such 
as welfare (Esping-Andersen 1993; 2000), paren-
tal leave (Gauthier 2002; Moos and O’Brien 2019; 
O’Brien and Kowslowski 2016; Escobedo and Wall 
2015), childcare (Haas 2003), family (Thevenon 
2008) and gender (Fouquet et al. 1999). The two 
countries also differ in terms of total fertility rate, 
which is fairly high in the UK and low in Spain, as well 
as in economic and labour market indicators, such as 
GDP and unemployment.

Nonetheless, changes in legal provisions on pa-
rental leave have followed a similar pattern in the 
UK (Baird and O’Brien 2015) and Spain (Meil 2013). 
Recent Spanish and British amendments to parental 
leave, a tool not only to balance work and family life but 
also to further gender equality, have much in common, 
for instance. Similarly, the take-up rate for 2 week paid 
paternity leave was high in 2010 in both countries, with 
74 % of all eligible fathers using the leave in Spain 
(Romero-Balsas 2012) and 91 % of British fathers 
taking some time off from work (O’Brien and Kows-
lowski 2016). Part of maternity leave has also been 
made ‘transferable’ to fathers in the two countries. 
These similarities are indicative of a (slow) shift toward 
gender equality in countries with different gender role 
traditions and welfare systems. Recent extensions to 
the duration of paternity leave (to 5 weeks in 2018, 
8 weeks in 2019 and, further to a decree-law now in 
place, to the same 16 weeks as provided for moth-
ers beginning in 2021) in Spain are expediting greater 
equality in the harmonisation of family and work life. At 
the same time, legislative measures in favour of gen-
der equality are following a slower course in the UK. 

This paper compares the gap between gender at-
titudes and the distribution of housework and care-
giving in the UK and Spain. Basic data drawn from 
the International Social Survey Programme’s 2002 
and 2012 ‘Family and Changing Gender Roles’ mod-
ule (ISSP 2002; 2012) were applied to assess the 
relevance of gender values in behavioural changes 
in two countries with different historical backgrounds 
and welfare schemes. Whilst prior comparative anal-
yses have addressed the impact of culture on behav-
iour, restricting the comparison to just two countries 
put the differences into closer focus. The findings 
were also compared to similar studies conducted 
with data from ISSP 2002 (Cunningham 2008; Aboim 
2010) to provide further insight into how gender val-
ues changed in that 10 year period.

Literature review
Women’s participation on the labour market has ris-

en in recent decades. Despite the positive correlation 
between women’s paid work and men’s participation in 
household chores (OECD 2011), women’s embrace of 

work outside the home has been greater than men’s 
within the domestic realm (Bianchi et al. 2000; Holter 
2007; Jurado-Guerrero et al. 2012; Meil 1997). Wom-
en’s involvement in the labour market has not, then, in 
itself led to egalitarian sharing of household tasks (Da-
vis and Greenstein 2004). Nor are employment rates 
anywhere near parity in either the UK or Spain. Further 
to Eurostat data, 68.4 % of British women between the 
ages of 20 and 64 and 80 % of the men in that age 
group were employed in 2012. In Spain, just 54.6 % 
of the women (and 64.5 % of men) were employed in 
that year (Eurostat 2019). In addition to labour market 
structures specific to each country, account must also 
be taken of the effect of the financial and economic cri-
sis. In Spain it narrowed the gender employment gap 
(Escobedo and Wall 2015; Flaquer, Moreno and Cano 
López 2016; Pfau-Effinger 2012), although this was 
due more to the increase in male rather than female 
employment (González and Segales, 2014). More-
over, the rise in female activity rates in Spain during 
the crisis1 may be attributed to the “added-worker ef-
fect”, in which women seek (possibly temporary) paid 
employment in response to their partners’ loss of job or 
deteriorating working conditions (Addabbo, Rodríguez-
Madroño y Gálvez-Muñoz, 2013). In the UK, although 
male joblessness was higher in the early years of the 
recession, somewhat later female unemployment 
climbed as well (Rubery and Rafferty, 2014). The per-
centage of women with paid jobs also rose during the 
crisis, although less than in Spain2.

Women’s increasing employment rates in recent 
decades have lowered support for the male bread-
winner model (Cunningham, 2008), ushering in new 
gender values. Whilst Pfau-Effinger (2015) argued 
that variations in female employment patterns may 
be attributable to historical cultural change, public 
policy may also promote cultural change in some 
cases. A clear example can be found in the effect of 
paternity leave policy on fathers’ actual involvement 
in childcare (Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011; Rege 
and Solli 2010; Romero-Balsas 2015).

The sole male breadwinner model declined steadily 
in the UK and Spain between 2001 and 2013, particu-
larly in the latter country, where it fell from 38.8 % of 
households in 2001 to 26.9 % in 2013 (Connolly et al. 
2016). Since the early twenty-first century, significant 
differences have existed between the two countries in 
the proportion of households with no-one employed. 
Whilst jobless households declined from 6 % to 4.8 % 
in the UK, the percentage in Spain rose sharply from 
4.4 % in 2013 to 10.8 % in 2013 (ibid, 2016). The pro-
portion of households in which males had full-time and 
females part-time jobs was higher in the UK (30.8% in 
2013) than in Spain (10.8% in 2013) (ibid, 2016). As ob-
served by Gregory and Milner (2008), working patterns 
in the UK, with fathers putting in long hours and moth-
ers holding part-time jobs, constitute an obstacle to the 
egalitarian assumption of childcare responsibilities. 
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The welfare regimes in place in the UK and Spain 
differ. The United Kingdom has an essentially lib-
eral political-economic system, i.e., one in which the 
market plays a greater role in providing welfare and 
the benefit system is weaker than in the so-called 
welfare states. Female employment, albeit fre-
quently part-time, is high. Spain in turn has a rather 
singular familistic welfare regime with weak market 
presence, social rights largely linked to employment 
status and low female employment rates (Esping-
Andersen, 2000).

Some studies focus on the gender dimension of 
such welfare states, identifying different care regimes 
or social structures for the provision of care and their 
implications for the gender division of productive and 
reproductive work. Bettio and Plantenga (2004) mea-
sured formal and informal care in a number of Eu-
ropean countries using an index based on both the 
number of adults devoting more than 2 hours a day 
to child - and other dependent care - and the percent-
age of households not paying for care. They found 
that whilst the intensity of informal care was similarly 
high in the UK and Spain, the gender gap in the pro-
vision of informal care differed. Of the 14 countries 
studied, Spain had the sixth highest percentage of 
female child-carers (as defined above) whereas the 
UK, with the fourth lowest, was among the countries 
with a narrower gender gap. Nonetheless, the share 
of women carers was above 70 % in both countries.

Drawing from time-use data, Gracia and Esping-
Andersen (2015) found that while Spanish fathers 
engaged more actively in routine care-giving than 
their British counterparts, in relative terms, Spanish 
mothers shouldered a heavier routine childcare bur-
den than British mothers. The same authors found 
fathers’ routine care-giving to be more sensitive in 
Spain than in the UK to whether the mother had paid 
work (Gracia and Esping-Andersen 2015). Based 
on ISSP 2002 data, Aboim (2010) identified three 
attitudes in 15 EU countries: unequal sharing, the 
‘familistic’ unequal and the dual/earner carer model. 
She classified the United Kingdom, where a dim view 
was taken of full-time working mothers and less em-
phasis placed on the dual breadwinner domestic man 
ideal, under the unequal sharing heading. Spain in 
turn was found to conform to the familistic unequal 
pattern, which differs from the above only in that it 
describes a society more supportive of domestic man 
ideals. Aboim (2010) also studied the gap between 
couples’ attitudes and practice around paid and un-
paid work. She observed values to be significant but 
dependent upon welfare tradition and female em-
ployment. Crompton and Lyonette (2005), likewise 
using ISSP 2002 data, contended that structural con-
straints and factors such as age, education, the pres-
ence or absence of children and social class were at 
least as important as attitudes. Those findings call 
into question Hakim’s well-known and controversial 

theory that gender attitudes towards work-family bal-
ance are the variables most relevant to couples’ ac-
tual practice (Hakim 2000). 

Much prior research has been conducted on the 
factors affecting the allocation of household chores 
(Coltrane 2010), although from varying perspectives. 
Inspired by Becker’s (1991) treatise, some authors 
have argued that the division of housework is the 
result of a bargaining process in which resources, 
primarily income and level of schooling, condition 
the power wielded by each partner (for an overview, 
see Lundberg and Pollak 1996). Others have shown, 
however, that the situation is more complex and that 
greater resources do not always entail less house-
work. Brines (1994) reported that men with lower 
economic wherewithal than their partners devoted 
less time to household chores to compensate for 
the power asymmetry. Bittman et al. (2013), in turn, 
detected cases of couples who divided housework 
along traditional lines even though the woman had a 
higher income than her partner. 

Another series of studies has stressed the impor-
tance of gender to understanding the distribution of 
domestic tasks. Several approaches have been ad-
opted to explain that indisputable effect, supported 
by empirical research. One of the most influential, 
based on ‘doing gender’, was put forward by West 
and Zimmerman (1987). This idea questions sex role 
theories, claiming that gender is not a series of in-
herent traits but a construct of social interactions in 
which people constantly engage and build on with 
daily practice. In that approach gender is viewed as 
a performative process: every interaction and social 
situation is gendered, and people tend to act in what 
they assume to be a gender-appropriate manner 
(West and Zimmerman 1987: 135), knowing that their 
acts are going to be judged. 

‘Gender appropriate behaviour’, however, what is 
expected of women and men, is based on cultural 
values that are undergoing change. For that reason, 
the ways in which different worldviews and gender 
ideals affect domestic practice need to be taken into 
consideration. The possible impact of a given gen-
der value on such practice needs to be evaluated, 
even where behaviours do not conform to general 
expectations. As Deutsch (2007) noted, some types 
of social interaction may involve ‘undoing gender’, 
i.e., changing traditional gender patterns. Earlier 
research has found consistencies between beliefs 
about gender roles and the division of housework. 
Couples with more egalitarian values tend to divide 
domestic chores more evenly (Blair and Lichter 1991; 
Lennon and Rosenfield 1994; Meil 2005). 

Gender values and practice do not seem to be re-
lated to care-giving in the same way as they are to 
household tasks, however. Exploring the effects of 
attitudes towards housework and childcare on the 
absolute and relative time devoted to these respon-
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sibilities in The Netherlands, Poortman and Van der 
Lippe (2009) found that attitudes were aligned more 
closely with the division of household chores than 
with childcare, inferring that the two types of respon-
sibilities are not seen in same light. Egalitarian gen-
der values have also been invoked to explain the use 
of parental leave by fathers (Romero-Balsas 2012; 
Haas, Allard and Hwang 2002).

Aims
As noted earlier, the UK and Spain have been 

viewed as conforming to different European public 
policy models in terms of welfare (Esping-Andersen 
1993; 2000), parental leave (Gauthier 2002; Moos and 
O’Brien 2019; O’Brien and Kowslowski 2016; Esc-
obedo and Wall 2015), childcare (Haas 2003), family 
(Thevenon 2008) and gender (Bettio and Platenga, 
2004; Fouquet et al. 1999). This paper aims to com-
pare conditions in two European countries which, 
while characterised by traditionally different public 
policies, are both slowly moving toward the same 
goal: to involve fathers in childcare and housework. 
Since sex is a key parameter in the performance of 
the two activities, the study focuses on the connec-
tion between gender values and men’s and women’s 
actual domestic practice in the two countries. 

Risman (2004) proposed that to define gender, 
it should be conceptualised as a social structure 
embedded in three intertwined social dimensions: 
individual, interaction when facing cultural expecta-
tions and gender-specific institutional regulations. 
Deemed as a social structure, gender can be anal-
ysed where not only institutions but cultural expec-
tations not perceived as mandatory constitute both 
external constraints, and an opportunity for change 
through action. 

The research question addressed here was wheth-
er those two dimensions, cultural expectations and the 
impact of institutions, are inducing different outlooks 
on gender in the two models of welfare state. Most 
studies note that cultural differences define gender 
preferences, such as those of fathers around type of 
care (Lewis and Lamb 2003). Therein lies the inter-
est in comparing gender attitudes and practice in two 
culturally different contexts - the primary aim of this 
research. As Risman (2009) noted, gender structures 
are not static but evolve with each new generation. 
The dual aim sought here was to determine, firstly, 
how cultural attitudes toward gender have changed 
with values over the last 10 years, and secondly, how 
cultural and institutional factors have impacted domes-
tic practice by identifying the effect of the gender value 
model on care as practised in the two countries. The 
idea was to explore whether the doing gender theory 
is taking root in more traditional groups and whether 
more egalitarian groups should be interpreted from the 
undoing gender perspective (Risman, 2009).

Cultural expectations (Risman 2004) were ex-
plored on the grounds of the answers to the ques-
tions on gender values in connection with paid work 
and childcare contained in the ISSP (2012) sur-
veys conducted in Spain and the UK. Groups were 
defined according to their attitudes toward gender 
equality, from the nearest to the farthest from that 
ideal. As Risman (2004) noted, gender is a struc-
ture and men and women are distributed across a 
variety of structural positions. Consequently, multi-
variate models were deployed to control for family 
and class variables in gender attitudes. A second 
aim was to ascertain how the groups most cultural-
ly favourable to equality in different welfare models 
behave in practice, i.e., how adherence to more or 
less egalitarian gender principles affects the time 
devoted to domestic chores. Doing and undoing 
gender were explored on the grounds of the time 
spent by men and women on domestic tasks. Less 
time spent by women and more by men in such 
tasks would be a proxy for undoing gender and 
vice-versa. The aims pursued are set out in the fol-
lowing hypotheses.

The primary hypothesis is that in progressive fami-
lies with more egalitarian values men devote more 
and women less time to domestic work than in fami-
lies with more traditional attitudes. The idea was to 
verify whether, as Risman (2009) contended, people 
with more egalitarian gender values engage in un-
doing gender and those with more traditional values 
in doing gender. Further to Hakim’s (2000) postulate 
that preferences constitute the key variable to ex-
plaining the allocation of childcare tasks, the conten-
tion here is that progressive women spend less time 
and progressive men more on reproductive work. 
That hypothesis is generally supported by earlier re-
search and some authors have shown that the part-
ners need to share egalitarian values for housework 
to be divided equitably (see Coltrane 2010). 

H1a: ‘Progressive men devote more time to do-
mestic activities than traditionalists.’

H1b: ‘Progressive women devote less time to do-
mestic activities than traditionalists.’

In response to Aboim’s (2010) findings showing 
that welfare and employment patterns have a bearing 
on the impact of gender values and family structure 
on actual time devoted to housework and childcare, 
the argument here is that changes in attitudes around 
the dual earner/dual carer model and developments 
towards a more egalitarian gender ideal in 2012 
should be expected to have established an interme-
diate level of masculine hegemony in both countries. 
Moreover, the decline in that decade in acceptance of 
the male breadwinner model (Connolly et al., 2016) 
should increase the likelihood that gender values 
would play a similar role in the UK and Spain in the 
division of household tasks. 
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H2: ‘Gender values around domestic chores are 
moving in the same direction and carry the same 
weight in the UK and Spain.’ 

Pursuant to the foregoing, the study first compared 
gender values in the two countries in 2002 and 2012. 
Inasmuch as Spain has a stronger familistic tradition 
than the UK, the shift toward an egalitarian model 
was expected to entail greater change there. The ef-
fect of the economic crisis on reducing the employ-
ment gap in Spain (Escobedo and Wall 2015; Fla-
quer, Moreno and Cano López 2016; Pfau-Effinger 
2012) was expected to have spilled over into gender 
values in the 10 years studied. 

H3: ‘The UK and Spain are gradually converging 
on more equitable gender patterns.’

Methodology and sampling 
strategy

The research hypotheses were tested against 
quantitative data drawn from the British and Spanish 
subsamples of the International Social Survey Pro-
gramme (ISSP) module, ‘Family and Changing Gen-
der Roles’ for the years 2002 and 2012. The change 
in gender values in that 10 year period was deter-
mined on the grounds of gender value variables. 

The first step consisted in applying a descriptive 
method to ISSP 2002 and 2012 data to determine 
the trends in egalitarian values present in British and 
Spanish society in that time period. Separate clus-
ter analyses were subsequently conducted for each 
country to group respondents by gender values in 
2012, with a view to identifying national differences in 
attitudes toward gender. The possible answers to the 
questions used to create the clusters were: Strongly 
agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree (UK only), 
Disagree, and Strongly Disagree. The absence in the 
Spanish subsample of the option ‘neither disagree 
nor disagree’ was another reason for running sepa-
rate cluster analyses for the UK and Spain.

Gender variable values were divided into the three 
topic groups listed below and the responses were 
recoded, with 1 as the most traditional and 5 (4 in 
Spain) as the most egalitarian answer. 

1) Variables assessing working women in terms of 
childcare and family life: a) A working mother 
can establish just as warm and secure a rela-
tionship with her children as a mother who does 
not work. (1=strongly disagree…5(4) strongly 
agree); b) A pre-school child is likely to suffer if 
his or her mother works (1=strongly agree…5(4) 
strongly disagree); c) All in all, family life suffers 
when the woman has a full-time job. (1=strongly 
agree…5(4) strongly disagree). 

2) Variables indicative of gender preferences: d) A 
job is all right, but what most women really want 

is a home and children (1=strongly agree…5(4) 
= strongly disagree); e) Being a housewife is 
just as fulfilling as working for pay (1=strongly 
agree…5(4) strongly disagree).

3) Variables assessing the legitimacy of working 
women: f) Both the man and woman should 
contribute to the household income. (1=strongly 
disagree…5(4) strongly agree); g) A man’s job 
is to earn money; a woman’s job is to look after 
the home and family (1=strongly agree…5(4) = 
strongly disagree).

After creating gender value groups in the two coun-
tries, the divide between values and domestic prac-
tice was analysed along sex lines. Multivariate ordi-
nary least-squares regression was used to determine 
whether egalitarian gender values impacted actual 
domestic behaviour. Household activity was divided 
into time spent on housework and on care-giving. The 
dependent quantitative variables were: 1) On average, 
how many hours a week do you personally spend on 
household work, not including childcare and leisure 
time activities?; and 2) On average, how many hours 
a week do you spend looking after family members?. 

Given that sex is a key parameter in assessing 
change in domestic practice, separate models were 
developed for men and women in the Spanish and 
British subsamples. The explicative variable was the 
cluster group, for which the nominal categories were: 
traditionalist, intermediate and progressive. Relevant 
socio-economic variables were included to control for 
their possible effect. 

Results 
The results for each country are discussed in this 

section under three headings: change in gender at-
titudes, cluster analysis and multivariate analysis. 

Trends in gender values in the UK and Spain, 
2002-2012

The gender attitude data for the UK and Spain in 
the 2002 and 2012 ISSP surveys were compared to 
determine possible changes in that decade in each 
country. Progressives were defined as respondents 
agreeing or strongly agreeing with pro-egalitarian as-
sertions and disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with 
pro-traditionalist assertions. 

The male breadwinner model was rejected (re-
spondents’ full disagreement with the assertion that 
men’s job is to earn money, women’s to look after the 
home) by a majority in both countries. Nonetheless, 
whilst objection to the idea remained almost flat in the 
UK (from 61.9 % in 2002 to 63.4 % in 2012), it rose 
in Spain from 66 % in 2002 to 88 % in 2012. In the 
same period, the female employment rate rose from 
47 % to 51 % in Spain but remained at a steady 65 % 
in the UK (Eurostat, 2019). 
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took a heavy toll on employment. In other words, 
in Spain dual earning may have been both an ideal 
and an expression of need, perhaps explaining its 
co-existence with the opinion of a substantial per-
centage of respondents that women’s full-time em-
ployment is detrimental to family life. It may, how-
ever, also reflect a lag between ideals and practice, 
as pointed out by Pfau-Effinger (2015). In a nutshell, 
Spaniards had more egalitarian attitudes than Brit-
ish toward the labour market, but professed some 
more traditionalist family values. 

Operationalisation of dependent variables: 
cluster analysis by attitudes on gender values 

K-mean clustering was applied to the gender at-
titude data from the ISSP 2012 survey to define three 
clusters. Cluster 1 was labelled ‘traditionalist’ be-
cause after recoding all the questions as described 
in the methodology, it exhibited the lowest centre. 
Analogously, cluster 3 was denominated ‘progres-
sive’ because its centre was observed to be highest. 
Cluster 2 was labelled ‘intermediate’ insofar as its 
centre was closer to cluster 3 in some questions and 
to cluster 1 in others.

As Table 1 shows, the widest gap was found be-
tween the traditionalist and progressive clusters. 
Although denominated ‘intermediate’, cluster 2 was 
actually closer to the progressive than the tradition-
alist cluster in both countries, whilst the distance 
between intermediate and traditionalist was greater 
in the UK.

Further to the relative weights of the variables 
used to create the clusters given in Table 2, the 
most relevant was ‘Q1c Working woman: family life 

Support for the dual earner model was greater in 
Spain (at over 90 %) than in the UK (around 65 %), 
although support rose more steeply in the UK in the 
decade studied. Variables asserting that non-working 
mothers are the best option for children were both 
more firmly rejected and declined in the UK than in 
Spain. That notwithstanding, opposition to traditional-
ist gender preferences remained flat at around 60 % 
in the UK, whereas it rose in Spain, from around 50 % 
to about 60 % in the period studied. The pattern that 
emerged, then, showed Spaniards to be more sup-
portive of mothers’ employment than British people, 
while at the same time the preference for mothers 
as the primary care-givers was weaker in the UK. 
A possible explanation for these findings is that the 
change to dual earner couples was less consolidated 
in Spain than in the UK, making people more aware 
of the need in the former and less convinced of its 
benefits in the latter. 

The foregoing would appear to partially confirm 
hypothesis H3 to the effect that the UK and Spain 
are converging on more egalitarian patterns, for 
both exhibited more egalitarian attitudes in 2012 
than in 2002. As the pace of change was asym-
metrical, however, Aboim’s 2002 distinction be-
tween attitudes in the two countries cannot be said 
to be wholly outdated. While dual earning was more 
firmly endorsed in Spain, support for the childcare 
provided by working mothers grew more steeply in 
the UK and in 2012 was greater than in 2002. This 
finding may be a reflection of differences in welfare 
schemes and readier British acceptance of the mar-
ket externalisation of childcare than in more family-
centred Spain. The higher rate of approval of dual 
breadwinners in the latter country may mirror the 
need for jobs in a period in which economic crisis 

Figure 1.
Change in gender values in the UK and Spain, 2002-2012: respondents strongly supporting egalitarian values

Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2002 and 2012.
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suffers when woman has a full-time job’ (F=448), 
followed by ‘Q1b Working mom: preschool child is 
likely to suffer’ (F=390). That the variable carrying 
the lowest relative weight was ‘Q3f Both should 
contribute to household income’ (F=28) might be 
interpreted to mean that dual earning was widely 
accepted in the UK for a variety of reasons (eco-
nomic necessity, change in work-related gender 
values...). 

Whilst the two most significant variables in the 
British cluster concurred with two of the three most 
significant in the Spanish cluster, the one clearly car-
rying the most weight in the latter was the one that 
may best reflect attitudes toward the male breadwin-
ner model, ‘Q2b Men’s job is to earn money, women’s 
to look after home’ (F=1027).

Cluster distribution was fairly even in both coun-
tries. In the UK, the traditionalist cluster was slightly 
larger (39 %), with the progressive and intermediate 
clusters each accounting for around 31 % of the to-
tal. In Spain, the intermediates exhibited the highest 
frequency (38 %), followed by the progressives (30 
%) and traditionalists (27 %). The sample sizes were 
851 in the UK and 2051 in Spain.

Impact of gender values on time devoted to 
housework and family care by sex in the UK 
and Spain

Four multivariate OLS models were developed 
for each country. The dependent variable in the 
first two models, one consisting solely of males and 
the other solely of females, was ‘hours spent doing 
housework’. In the other two models, likewise one 
with only men and the other with only women, the 
dependent variable was ‘hours spent looking after 
family members’. The independent variable was the 
gender attitude cluster described in the preceding 
section and the categories traditionalist, intermediate 
and progressive. The control variables for domestic 
tasks were age of respondent, parenthood, couple’s 
employment status and level of schooling.

The first set of models (Table 4) assessed the im-
pact of gender values on time devoted to housework 
by men and women in the UK and Spain. Although 
progressive and intermediate UK men spent more 
time doing housework than their traditionalist cous-
ins, the difference was only significant (at p<0.05) for 
the intermediate cluster. As in the UK, progressive 
and intermediate Spanish men devoted more time to 
household chores than traditionalists. Also as among 

Table 1.
Gender attitude clusters: centre values

Table 2.
ANOVA data

Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2012.

Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2012.

 Traditionalist Intermediate Progressive

 UK Spain UK Spain UK Spain

Q1b Working mom: preschool child is likely to suffer 2 2 4 2 4 3

Q1c Working woman: family life suffers when woman has a full-time job 2 2 4 2 4 3

Q1d Working woman: what women really want is home and kids 3 2 3 3 4 3

Q1e Working woman: being a housewife is as fulfilling as working for pay 2 2 2 3 4 3

Q2b Men’s job is to earn money, women’s to look after home 3 2 4 3 4 4

Q1a Working mom: as warm a relationship with children as a non-working mom 3.32 2.45 4.27 2.51 4.29 3.49

Q3f Both should contribute to household income 3.42 3.00 3.84 3.33 3.96 3.55

UK Spain

F Sig. F Sig.
Q1b Working mom: preschool child is likely to suffer 390.746 0 647.598 0

Q1c Working woman: family life suffers when woman has full-time job 448.831 0 745.109 0

Q1d Working woman: what women really want is home and kids 256.194 0 585.528 0

Q1e Working woman: being a housewife is as fulfilling as working for pay 219.704 0 282.790 0

Q2b Men’s job is to earn money, women’s to look after home 186.865 0 1 027.806 0

Q1a Working mom: as warm a relationship with children as a non-working mom 123.273 0 446.305 0

Q3f Both should contribute to household income 28.264 0 142.912 0
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British men, however, it was not the progressives but 
the intermediates who devoted most time. More tra-
ditionalist men would appear to spend less time do-
ing housework. The first hypothesis (H1a) stated that 
progressives spend more time doing housework than 
traditionalists. That was consistent with results re-
cently reported by Stertz, Grether and Wiese (2017), 
who found that more egalitarian fathers cut back 
more on their working hours after childbirth. It is con-
clusive for British males only, however. The fact that 
British men fit the Hakim (2000) preference theory 
more closely may suggest that the gender divide in 
the UK labour market, which was still smaller than 
in Spain, may have enlarged the space for negotiat-
ing the distribution of housework. Values would have 
consequently carried more weight than in Spain. 

The respective models for women showed that 
progressives spent less time doing housework than 
traditionalists in both countries. Gender values 
therefore clearly played a role in women’s actual be-
haviour, with no inter-country differences. The first 
hypothesis (H1.b) was more clearly confirmed for 
women, for whom values impacted the amount of 
time spent doing household chores in both the UK 
and Spain. That result countered Poortman and Van 
der Lippe’s (2009) contention that men’s attitudes 
towards housework affect their behaviour more than 
women’s theirs, because as they wield greater pow-
er, men can resist doing what they prefer not to do to 
a greater extent. 

Among males, the control variables showed that 
structural conditions also impacted their behaviour 
vis-à-vis housework. Fathers were observed to de-
vote more time to such chores in both countries. What 
is unclear is whether that increase in the total amount 
of housework performed was an indication of more 
traditionalist patterns of housework sharing, as sug-
gested by some studies (Domínguez 2015; Gregory 
and Milner 2008). Where the woman was the family’s 
sole wage earner, both Spanish and British men did 
more housework than men in dual-earner couples. 
These findings were consequently consistent with 
bargaining theories according to which the amount of 
domestic work performed is the result of a power play 
based on each partner’s economic resources. They 

did not support that hypothesis entirely, however, in-
asmuch as the data showed that only Spanish men 
spent less time doing household chores when they 
were the sole breadwinner. British men in fact spent 
more time doing housework when both partners were 
unemployed. That may be the result of socialisation 
and learning through practice among men faced with 
the need to engage in domestic tasks and care-giv-
ing due to their unemployment. Age (from 15 on) was 
significant among British males only (at p<0.1), with 
older men devoting more time to housework than 
their younger compatriots. Although that figure de-
notes a regressive pattern in egalitarian care among 
British males over time, the low significance of the 
model is an indication that it should be interpreted 
with caution. Whilst earlier research showed men 
with a higher level of schooling to devote more time 
to domestic tasks (Domínguez 2012), that parameter 
was not observed to have a significant effect in either 
of the countries analysed. 

As for males, structural conditions proved to be 
significant for women. Older women and mothers 
spent more time on housework than younger and 
childless women in both countries. The effect of 
age was also observed in previous research, with 
younger women tending to do less housework (Van 
der Lippe and Sierges 1994) and, contrary to what 
was observed in men, the level of schooling proved 
to be significant for British and Spanish women both. 
In both countries women holding university degrees 
or with a secondary school education spent less 
time doing housework than women with a primary 
school education. These findings were consistent 
with earlier observations (Coltrane 2010; Bianchi et 
al. 2000). The major difference between Spanish and 
British women was that where their partners were 
the sole earners, Spanish women devoted more time 
to housework than women in dual-earner arrange-
ments. Similar findings were reported by Gershuny 
(2000) and Blair and Lichter (1991). British women 
did not fit that profile, however. 

The second set of models (Table 5) evaluated the 
impact of gender attitudes on care-giving by men 
and women in the UK and Spain. More egalitarian 
values had no effect on men’s actual behaviour in 
either country. Progressive men did not spend more 
time than traditionalists in care-giving in Spain or the 
UK. Poortman and Van der Lippe (2009) observed 
gender values to affect domestic practice in terms 
of housework but not of childcare. The explanation 
may lie in the fact that as the rewards for care-giving 
are extra-materialistic and largely emotional (Domín-
guez 2012), people cannot be assumed to prefer to 
minimise the time devoted to care-giving, as is the 
case for housework (Kaufman 2017). Evidence is in 
place that fathers’ interest in caring for their children 
is growing, along with the time devoted to such activi-
ties. In other words, egalitarian values would be of ut-

UK Spain

 N % N %

Traditionalist 329 38.7 563 27.5

Intermediate 262 30.8 781 38.1

Progressive 260 30.6 707 34.5

Total 851 100 2051 100

Table 3.
Cluster distribution in the UK and Spain

Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2012.
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most importance only in unrewarding activities such 
as household chores, confirming the first hypothesis 
(H1a and H1b) for housework, but not for care-giving.

The second hypothesis (H2), which claimed gen-
der values to have a similar impact in the UK and 
Spain, might be partially accepted. The only differ-
ence detected was that in the UK progressive males 
devoted significantly more time to housework than 
traditionalists, whereas in Spain the data were not 
conclusive. All the other parameters studied fol-
lowed similar patterns, with egalitarian women de-
voting less time to housework in both countries and 
values exerting no effect on care-giving for men or 
women in either country. That the impact of gender 
values was similar in two countries with different 
welfare schemes (Esping-Andersen 1993; 2000) 
may be an indication that such differences no lon-
ger suffice to explain the role of gender values in 
determining actual behaviours. That does not nec-
essarily mean that the approaches to welfare are 
converging, but only that no significant differences 
were observed in that respect. 

The structural variables for men showed father-
hood to be the most (and in this study the only) 
parameter able to explain the hours devoted by 
men to childcare. No other control variable (age, 
level of schooling, couple’s employment status) im-
pacted care-giving. As among men, in women par-
enthood was the most significant variable and, not 
unexpectedly, mothers spent more time on child-
care than childless women. For women, however, 
motherhood was not the only structural variable 
that mattered. When the male partner was the sole 
earner, the female spent more time on care-giving 

than women in dual earner relationships in both 
the UK and Spain. The inference is that bargaining 
might be involved in both countries, at least when 
the woman is in a weaker bargaining position. 
Thus, structural conditions play a role but more 
significantly in terms of housework. 

Discussion and conclusions 
This study analysed the gap between gender at-

titudes and actual domestic practice by sex. It first 
determined whether the UK and Spain are converg-
ing in terms of egalitarian values. As reported by Meil 
(2013) for Spain and Baird and O’Brien (2015) for 
the UK, whilst legislative change is underway in both 
countries, progress is slow. 

The effect or otherwise of public policy on parent-
hood and the division of household tasks is contro-
versial. Some authors deem the public realm to have 
limited impact on private practice within couples and 
families (Gershuny and Sullivan 2003; Gregory and 
Milner 2008). Others contend that institutional and 
structural factors influence childcare significantly 
(O’Brien, Brandth and Kvande 2007; Brandth and 
Kvande 2002). The two countries reviewed here, 
both post-industrial societies, have moved toward 
more egalitarian values. The route followed by each, 
however, was observed to be guided by their respec-
tive welfare traditions, as noted by Aboim (2010). 
Ideal childcare was associated more firmly with 
non-working mothers in Spain than in the UK, due 
perhaps to the traditional familism that character-
ises care practice in Mediterranean countries (Bet-
tio and Platenga, 2004; Moreno, 2007). At the same 

UK 
Males Spanish Males UK 

Females Spanish Females

t t t t

(Constant) 1.706 2.825 3.173 5.088

Progressive (ref., traditionalist) 1.804* 1.405 -2.471** -2.659***

Intermediate (ref., traditionalist) 2.068* 2.005** -1.386 -0.804

Age of respondent 1.656* 1.288 2.897*** 5.768***

Parenthood: parent (ref., non-parent) 2.327** 2.366** 2.871*** 4.930***

Secondary education (ref., primary education) -1.593 0.014 -0.702 -2.941***

University degree (ref., primary education) -1.490 -0.720 -1.665* -4.737***

Single male earner (ref., dual earner couple) 1.282 -2.207** -0.820 -0.389

Single female earner (ref., dual earner couple) 5.413*** 4.651*** 1.414 7.276***

No earners (ref., dual earner couple) 2.834*** 0.813 0.448 -0.785

N=334. R2 = 0.143 N=900. R2= 0.055 N=403. R2= 0.09 N=1098. R2 = 0.167

Table 4.
Impact of gender attitudes on time devoted to housework in the UK and Spain. OLS regression

Dependent variable: Q16a How many hours do you spend doing housework? 
***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1
Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2012.
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time, however, support for the dual earner model was 
greater in Spain, denoting a certain cultural ambiva-
lence around the traditional family ideal. 

Gender values affected actual behaviour similarly in 
the two countries, perhaps because neither is a strong 
welfare state. Differences would be expected to be wid-
er between strong and weak welfare states, with egali-
tarian practice more widespread in the former and gen-
der values more likely to affect behaviour in the latter. 
Risman (2004) contended on the contrary, that inequal-
ity may stem from unwitting social expectations through 
which behaviour is affected less by gender values and 
more by other structural elements such as public policy. 

Further comparative research would be needed to 
test that hypothesis, however. Egalitarian care prac-
tices might be extended more widely and the impact 
of gender values on such practice mitigated by poli-
cies able to further effective equality. Future research 
might address the hypothesis that the rise in the share 
of parental leaves reserved to males, in conjunction 
with a generous replacement income, is reducing the 
dependence of egalitarian practice on gender values. 

Cluster analysis was conducted on data from the 
‘Family and Changing Gender Roles’ module of the 
2012 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 
to classify British and Spanish respondents by gen-
der attitude to determine whether professing more 
egalitarian values had a positive impact on equitable 
sharing of household chores. Multivariate analysis 
based on ordinary least-squares regression was then 
performed, using the explicative variables resulting 
from cluster analysis. 

Our primary hypothesis that gender values im-
pact actual domestic practice was partly accepted. 
Progressive men were observed to spend more and 
progressive women less time doing housework than 
their traditionalist counterparts. Gender values were 
not found to affect the amount of time devoted by 
either sex to care-giving, however. Further to Aboim 
(2010) and Hakim (2000), then, gender attitudes im-
pact unpaid work, but only when the chores do not 
involve care-giving, as reported by Poortman and 
Van der Lippe (2009). Structural conditions were ob-
served to be at least as important as gender values 
in domestic practice, as contended by Crompton and 
Lyonette (2005). Despite Aboim’s (2010) findings, dif-
ferent welfare traditions and employment patterns did 
not alter the impact of gender values and structural 
conditions on actual domestic behaviour, at least 
where, while different, the traditions at issue were not 
particularly strong. 

The limitations of this study should be addressed 
in subsequent research. Inasmuch as the ISSP 
does not furnish panel data, the direction of the 
relationship between egalitarian values and egali-
tarian behaviour cannot be absolutely determined. 
Do the former lead to the latter, or the other way 
around? That is a pertinent issue because, accord-
ing to social psychology literature, attitudes and 
actual behaviour are reciprocally reinforcing (Ajzen 
and Fishbein 1980). Gender beliefs, as the cognitive 
component of attitudes, influence behaviour. None-
theless, as Ruddick (1995) contended, routine prac-
tice also shapes the way people think. As Deutsch 
(2007) observed, social interaction may be a site 

UK Males Spanish Males UK Females Spanish Females

t t t t

(Constant) 0.308 0.366 3.127 2.676

Progressive (ref., traditionalist) -1.070 -0.548 -1.461 -1.245

Intermediate (ref., traditionalist) -0.756 0.066 -1.382 0.495

Age of respondent 0.201 1.302 -0.878 -0.895

Parenthood: parent (ref., non-parent) 9.566*** 11.861*** 10.426*** 18.917***

Secondary education (ref., primary education) 0.988 1.455 -1.427 -0.928

University degree (ref., primary education) 1.623 1.108 -0.784 -0.874

Single male earner (ref., dual earner couple) 0.924 -0.424 -1.393 0.038

Single female earner (ref., dual earner couple) 0.470 0.958 4.529*** 3.580***

No earners (ref., dual earner couple) 1.109 -0.186 -1.688* 0.019

N=316. 
R square=0.271

N=905. 
R Square=0.159

N=346. 
R Square: 0.427

N=1096. 
R Square=0.312

Table 5.
Impact of gender attitudes on time devoted to care in the UK and Spain. OLS regression

Dependent variable: Q16b How many hours do you spend on family members? 
***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1
Source: formulated by the authors using ISSP data, 2012.
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Notes
[1] From 63.6% in 2008 to 69.2 in 2016, according to Eu-

rostat data.
[2] From 69.3% in 2008 to 72.2% in 2016, according to Eu-

rostat data.
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