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Abstract The present study examined the role of ambivalent
sexist ideologies in the division of childcare responsibilities. We
proposed maternal gatekeeping as a mediator through which
hostile sexist attitudes toward men and women facilitate gen-
dered division of childcare. A sample of 207 mothers with at
least one child aged 6 years or younger completed extensive
questionnaires. As hypothesized, the mother’s hostile sexist at-
titudes toward men and women were positively related to ma-
ternal gatekeeping tendencies. Gatekeeping, in turn, was related
to the mother’s greater time investment in childcare and greater
share of childcare tasks relative to the father. Finally, hostile
sexist attitudes toward men and women had an indirect effect
on the mothers’ hours of care and relative share of childcare
tasks, mediated though maternal gatekeeping. The findings un-
derscore the importance of investigating the mechanisms
through which sexist ideologies are translated into daily behav-
iors that help maintain a gendered social structure. They may be
utilized to inform parenting interventions aimed at increasing
collaborative family work and fathers’ participation.
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Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick and Fiske 1996, 1997,
2001) suggests that structural gender relations generate am-
bivalent sexist ideologies which, in turn, help to legitimize
gender hierarchy and maintain traditional gender roles
(Glick and Fiske 2001). These ideologies are adopted by
men and women to varying degrees and affect the way in
which they perceive and evaluate individuals of each gender.
Indeed, a wealth of research has established the relationships
between ambivalent sexist ideologies and a vast array of pref-
erences and attitudes toward gendered behaviors and roles
(e.g., Chen et al. 2009; Paynter and Leaper 2016; Russell
and Trigg 2004). Nevertheless, to help maintain unequal so-
cial structures, ambivalent sexist ideologies should not just
promote people’s endorsement of traditional gender norms
and determine their judgments of gender-norms violators
(Gaunt 2013a; Sakalli-Uğurlu 2010). Rather, sexist beliefs
should affect people’s actual behaviors, including the work
and family roles they assume. Yet surprisingly little research
has addressed the mechanisms through which sexist beliefs
are translated into individuals’ daily behavioral choices that
maintain the social hierarchy (Montañés et al. 2012).

The present study aims to explore the implications of sexist
attitudes for the division of childcare responsibilities. It pro-
poses maternal gatekeeping as a link through which broad
ambivalent gender ideologies may affect daily behavioral
choices of individuals. Specifically, it advances the claim that
maternal gatekeeping tendencies are shaped, in part, by
women’s hostile sexist attitudes toward men and women
and, in turn have consequences for their involvement in
childcare. Maternal gatekeeping is therefore suggested as a
mediator in the relationships between mothers’ sexist ideolo-
gies and the division of family roles.

Despite the societal change toward greater gender equality
in the last decades (Altintas and Sullivan 2016; Bianchi and
Milkie 2010) and gradual increases in fathers’ participation in
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housework and childcare (Hook and Wolfe 2012), cross-
national studies show that gender inequalities in the division
of family roles persist and mothers still assume main respon-
sibility for childcare (Craig and Mullan 2011; Gracia and
Esping-Andersen 2015; Neilson and Stanfors 2014). Such in-
equalities disadvantage women in the labor market (Gershuny
2004) and together, inequalities at home and at work preserve
structural gender disparities. The current study focuses on the
division of childcare responsibilities as a fundamental aspect
of gender hierarchy in an attempt to reveal the role played by
ambivalent sexist ideologies.

Ambivalent Sexism Theory

Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick and Fiske 1996, 1999,
2001) argues that the relationships between men and women
are characterized by the coexistence of power differences and
strong interdependence. This coexistence generates deeply
ambivalent gender attitudes; whereas gender hierarchy and
power differences result in hostility, heterosexual intimacy
and interdependence result in benevolent attitudes (Glick
and Fiske 1996, 2001).

Hostile sexism (HS) represents antipathy and resentment
toward women who are viewed as challenging male power
or rejecting conventional gender roles (e.g., BMost women fail
to appreciate fully all that men do for them^; BFeminists are
making unreasonable demands of men^). In contrast, benev-
olent sexism (BS) is a subjectively positive and affectionate
attitude, which idealizes women in traditional roles and por-
trays them as pure but weak beings who ought to be adored
and protected by men (e.g., BWomen, compared to men, tend
to have a superior moral sensibility^; BA good woman should
be set on a pedestal by her man^) (Glick and Fiske 1996,
1997). Ambivalent sexism theory suggests that hostility and
benevolence toward women form a complementary belief sys-
tem that reinforces gender inequality. Benevolence is a posi-
tive reaction to women who conform to traditional roles,
whereas hostility is a negative reaction to women who violate
those roles (Glick et al. 2000). Therefore, both forms of sex-
ism support a gender hierarchy that limits and disadvantages
women who are seen as less competent and more suitable to
caregiving roles.

The theory further posits that attitudes toward men are
marked by a similar ambivalence (Glick and Fiske 1999,
2001). Hostility toward men (HM) reflects antagonism to
men’s higher status and dominance (e.g. BA man who is sex-
ually attracted to a woman typically has nomorals about doing
whatever it takes to get her in bed^) as well as their incompe-
tence in family roles (e.g. BMen act like babies when they are
sick^). Although expressing resentment of male power, hostile
attitudes assume that male dominance on the one hand, and
their incompetence in the home on the other, are both natural

and inevitable (Glick et al. 2004). In contrast, benevolence
toward men (BM) has a positive tone and admires men’s roles
of protectors and providers (e.g., BMen are more willing to put
themselves in danger to protect others^; BEvery woman ought
to have a man she adores^). Both hostile and benevolent atti-
tudes toward men reinforce gender hierarchy by characterizing
men as inherently powerful and aggressive while admiring
their traditional roles (Glick and Fiske 1999, 2001).

Studies across many nations have shown that hostile and
benevolent attitudes toward women are positively correlated
with each other (Glick et al. 2000, 2004) as are hostile and
benevolent attitudes toward men (Glick et al. 2004). All four
types of sexist attitudes were found to be negatively associated
with national indicators of gender equality (Glick et al. 2000,
2004). That is, the higher the average levels of sexist attitudes
in a nation, the lower this nation’s scores on gender equality
measures such as women’s representation in the economy and
politics and gender equality in educational opportunities and
life expectancy.

A wealth of research has further indicated that ambivalent
sexism is related to a large variety of personal preferences and
attitudes toward gender-related behaviors. For example, be-
nevolent and hostile sexism were related to attitudes toward
dating and sexual behavior (McCarty and Kelly 2015; Paynter
and Leaper 2016; Zaikman and Marks 2014), tolerance of
sexual harassment and rape (Durán et al. 2016; Russell and
Trigg 2004), and attitudes toward women’s reproductive
rights, pregnancy, and abortion (Hodson and MacInnis 2017;
Huang et al. 2016; Sutton et al. 2011). Particularly important
for our purposes, many findings indicate that sexist attitudes
affect relationship and marriage norms and promote prefer-
ences for romantic partners who possess qualities congruent
with traditional gender roles (Bermúdez et al. 2015; Chen
et al. 2009; Thomae and Houston 2016). Specifically, women
who endorsed benevolent sexism placed greater importance
on partners’ status and resources, whereas men who endorsed
hostile sexism placed greater importance on partners’ physical
attractiveness (Sibley and Overall 2011; Travaglia et al. 2009).
Such preferences may reinforce gender hierarchy by decreas-
ing women’s motivation for direct access to resources (be-
cause they expect to be provided for by men) and increasing
men’s motivation for resources (Sibley and Overall 2011).

Ambivalent Sexism, Work, and Family Roles

Ambivalent sexist attitudes reflect prescriptive ideologies
about how men and women should behave and their ap-
propriate roles in society (Chen et al. 2009). Such attitudes
therefore not only lead men and women to seek romantic
partners who conform to normative gender roles but also
affect their judgments of individuals who violate these
roles (Gaunt 2013a; Sakalli-Uğurlu 2010). For example,
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in the vocational domain it was found that hostile sexism
predicted respondents’ negative judgments of women
studying natural sciences (Sakalli-Uğurlu 2010), women
managers (Sakalli-Uğurlu and Beydogan 2002), and fe-
male candidates for masculine-typed occupational roles
(Masser and Abrams 2004). Likewise, benevolence toward
men predicted more negative views of men studying social
sciences (Sakalli-Uğurlu 2010).

Similar effects were found in the family domain (Gaunt
2013b). Specifically, hostile sexism predicted respondents’
negative judgments of a married mother who was the main
breadwinner for her family, and benevolent attitudes toward
men predicted respondents’ negative judgments of a primary
caregiving father. In contrast, benevolent sexism predicted
more positive views of a primary caregiving mother (Gaunt
2013b). Hence, ambivalent sexist attitudes generate positive
reactions to individuals who conform to gendered family roles
and negative reactions to individuals who challenge them.

Sexist ideologies therefore provide individuals with a set of
prescriptive standards by which they judge the behaviors of
others. Presumably, the same standards are being applied
when people judge their own behaviors and make daily be-
havioral choices. Unfortunately, very little is known about the
associations between sexist attitudes and actual behaviors.
One study on a sample of Spanish female adolescents found
that those who endorsed ambivalent sexist attitudes contribut-
ed more to traditionally feminine housework tasks (del Prado
Silván-Ferrero and López 2007). Montañés et al. (2012)
showed further that young women who adopted benevolent
sexist beliefs had lower academic goals (e.g., getting good
grades) and tended to focus more on traditional feminine goals
(e.g., looking pretty, having a boyfriend, getting married)
(Montañés et al. 2012). This, in turn, predicted their actual
lower academic performance and therefore limited their future
academic and career opportunities (Montañés et al. 2012). In
this way, ambivalent sexist attitudes promote traditional gen-
dered choices in the work and family domains, which in turn
help maintain gender hierarchy. The current study examines
such processes in a sample of British mothers and seeks to
reveal how endorsement of sexist ideologies is related to
women’s choices regarding the division of family roles.

Maternal Gatekeeping and Involvement in Childcare

To affect women’s decisions about the allocation of childcare
responsibilities, broader sexist ideologies should first be trans-
lated into more specific attitudes toward motherhood, father-
hood, and the appropriate division of childcare responsibili-
ties. Maternal gatekeeping is a set of beliefs and behaviors that
may form this link between sexist ideologies and mothers’
daily behavioral choices.

Maternal gatekeeping is defined as a collection of beliefs
and behaviors that ultimately inhibit a collaborative effort be-
tween mothers and fathers in family work (Allen and Hawkins
1999). These beliefs and behaviors restrict and exclude fathers
from childcare and limit their opportunities to gain experience
and develop the relevant skills (Allen and Hawkins 1999).
One particularly widespread expression of maternal gatekeep-
ing is the manager-helper pattern of relationships between
mothers and fathers (Coltrane 1996). In this pattern, mothers
act as managers who organize, plan, and schedule fathers’
involvement in childcare in order to maintain sole responsibil-
ity for the family work. Similarly, mothers may supervise the
fathers, set higher standards, or criticize the quality of their
housework and childcare (Thompson and Walker 1989).

Maternal gatekeeping is conceptualized as consisting of
three related dimensions (Allen and Hawkins 1999). The stan-
dards and responsibilities dimension refers to the mother’s
reluctance to relinquish responsibility by taking charge of
tasks, setting strict standards or managing the father’s partic-
ipation (e.g., BI frequently redo some household tasks that my
husband has not done well^). The maternal identity
confirmation dimension focuses more on the mother herself
and refers to her desire for an external validation of the mater-
nal role (e.g., BIf visitors dropped in unexpectedly and my
house was a mess, I would be embarrassed^). Finally, the
differentiated family roles dimension is related to the mother’s
gender ideologies (Gaunt 2009) and refers to her expectations
for a gendered division of roles and distinct spheres for men
and women (e.g., BFor a lot of reasons, it’s harder for men than
for women to do housework and childcare^). Together, these
three dimensions reflect mothers’ endorsement of a gendered
allocation of roles and their reluctance to share the control
over housework and childcare with their husbands (Allen
and Hawkins 1999).

Maternal gatekeeping has been shown to correlate with a
more traditional division of family work (Allen and Hawkins
1999; Fagan and Barnett 2003; Gaunt 2008). Specifically,
findings indicated that mothers’ gatekeeping tendencies were
related to lower father involvement in childcare (Fagan and
Barnett 2003), increased mother involvement in childcare
(Gaunt 2008), and a greater difference between the time the
mothers and the fathers invested in family work (Allen and
Hawkins 1999).

Hostile Sexist Attitudes and Maternal Gatekeeping

Scholars explain maternal gatekeeping as a result of women’s
fear of losing responsibility for family work because this re-
sponsibility serves as an important source of power, control,
and self-esteem (Allen and Hawkins 1999). This fear should
be understood within the context of women’s relative power
and autonomy in the home and the lack of alternative sources
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of power elsewhere (Coltrane 1996). Because the job market
continues to be segregated by gender, women’s job opportu-
nities are often limited to low-paying, low-prestige or
unfulfilling jobs (Allen and Hawkins 1999; Thompson and
Walker 1989). Because the home remains the primary domain
in which they enjoy power, authority and status, many women
are reluctant to relinquish or share control over this domain. In
line with this reasoning, it was found that gatekeeping tenden-
cies were lower among women with higher educational qual-
ifications, higher income, and greater subjective importance
attached to their jobs (Gaunt 2008; Kulik and Tsoref 2010)
whereas increased gatekeeping tendencies were found among
women with lower self-esteem (Gaunt 2008).

If maternal gatekeeping serves women as a means to
preserve power and control in the family domain, then
women who endorse hostile gender attitudes should be
more inclined to exhibit gatekeeping tendencies. This is
because hostile sexist attitudes toward both men and wom-
en portray gender relationships as a power struggle; wom-
en seek to gain control over men (BOnce a woman gets a
man to commit to her, she usually tries to put him on a tight
leash^) whereas men fight to preserve their power (BMen
will always fight to have greater control in society than
women^; BWhen men act to ‘help’ women, they are often
trying to prove they are better than women^). Presumably,
women who view gender relationships in terms of a com-
petition over control are more likely to cherish their exper-
tise and authority as caregivers and be reluctant to share
childcare responsibilities in a way that could compromise
the power and privilege attached to their role.

In addition, hostility toward men expresses resentment to-
ward men’s incompetence in roles typically assumed by wom-
en while viewing it as inherent and natural (BMen would be
lost in this world if women weren’t there to guide them^;
BWhen it comes down to it, most men are really like
children^). Women who perceive men as childish and defi-
cient are less likely to trust them as caregivers and expect them
to take an equal part in childcare. They are therefore more
likely to exhibit maternal gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors.

Overview and Hypotheses

Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick and Fiske 1996, 2001)
suggests that sexist ideologies serve to reinforce gender
inequality. The present study aims to shed light on one of
the routes from ambivalent sexist attitudes to unequal di-
vision of family responsibilities. In line with the reasoning
we delineated, hostile sexist attitudes are expected to cor-
relate positively with mothers’ gatekeeping beliefs and be-
haviors. Hostility toward men portrays men as incompetent
in domestic roles, and therefore mothers who endorse such
hostile attitudes are likely to view fathers as unsuitable for

providing childcare. In addition, hostile attitudes toward
both men and women stress the power struggle between
the sexes and portray gender relationships as a competition
over control. Mothers who endorse such views are likely to
cherish their control over childcare responsibilities and be
less willing to share it. Maternal gatekeeping, in turn, has
been shown to correlate with higher maternal involvement
and lower paternal involvement in childcare (Allen and
Hawkins 1999; Fagan and Barnett 2003; Gaunt 2008). It
is therefore suggested that maternal gatekeeping plays a
mediating role in the relationships between ambivalent
sexism and gendered division of childcare. That is, hostile
sexist attitudes are expected to have an indirect effect on
the time invested in childcare and the relative share of
childcare tasks, mediated by maternal gatekeeping.

Three sets of hypotheses were assessed in the present
study. First, sexist attitudes will be related to maternal gate-
keeping (Hypothesis 1). Specifically, the more the mother
endorses hostile sexist attitudes toward men (Hypothesis 1a)
and women (Hypothesis 1b), the stronger her gatekeeping
beliefs and behaviors will be. Second, maternal gatekeeping
will be related to the division of childcare (Hypothesis 2). In
particular, the stronger the mother’s gatekeeping beliefs and
behaviors, the greater her time investment in childcare will be
(Hypothesis 2a), the lower the father’s time investment in
childcare will be (Hypothesis 2b), and the greater the
mother’s share of childcare tasks relative to the father’s share
will be (Hypothesis 2c). Third, maternal gatekeeping will
mediate the relationships between hostile sexist attitudes
and involvement in childcare (Hypothesis 3). That is, hostile
sexist attitudes toward men and women will have indirect
effects on the mother’s time investment in childcare
(Hypothesis 3a), the father’s time investment in childcare
(Hypothesis 3b), and the mother’s share of childcare tasks
relative to the father’s share (Hypothesis 3c). Overall it is
predicted that the more the mother endorses hostile sexist
attitudes, the greater will be her maternal gatekeeping tenden-
cies which will in turn result in a more traditional allocation
of childcare responsibilities.

These hypotheses were tested on a convenience sample of
British mothers with young children. Britain is considered a
highly developed country with relatively low levels of gender
inequality (ranked 16th of 188 countries on the UN gender
inequality measure; United Nations Human Development
Report 2016) and ambivalent sexist ideologies (Glick et al.
2000, 2004). Nevertheless, it is characterized by a dominant
male-breadwinner/part-time female-caregiver ideological
model, as reflected by a relatively large proportion of women
in part-time jobs (Kanji 2011). Thus, the United Kingdom has
both one of the highest employment rates in Europe for
mothers of pre-school children and one of the lowest rates of
maternal full-time employment (Kanji 2011). This gendered
context therefore seems particularly suitable for examining the
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role played by sexist ideologies and maternal gatekeeping in
the division of childcare responsibilities.

Method

Participants

Data were collected from a convenience sample of 207 British
women as part of a larger research project on gender and
families. Criteria for inclusion in the study were the following:
Participants had at least one child aged 6 years-old or younger,
they lived with the child’s father, and both parents were the
child’s biological parents. The mothers’ ages ranged from 25
to 49 (M = 35, SD = 4.10). 173 (85%) participants identified as
White British and an additional 20 (10%) were from other
White backgrounds, which closely reflects the distribution in
the UK general population (Office for National Statistics
2012). They represented a broad range of socioeconomic
levels with an overrepresentation of educated women; 26
(13%) participants had high school education, 70 (34%) had
first degree, and 89 (44%) had post-graduate qualifications.
The mothers’ work hours ranged from 0 to 60 h per week
(M = 29.60, SD = 13.27); 19 (9%) mothers in the sample did
not work for pay, 79 (38%) worked up to 30 h per week, and
109 (53%) worked more than 30 h. The number of children
per mother ranged from 1 to 4 (M = 1.55, SD = .69); 111
(55%) mothers had one child, 76 (37%) had two children,
and 16 (8%) had three or four children. The target children’s
age ranged from 0 to 6 years (M = 1.76, SD = 1.20), and 172
(83%) were 2 years-old or younger.

Procedure and Measures

Participants were recruited through advertisements in commu-
nity centers, online forums, and playgroups across the United
Kingdom. They were asked to fill in an online questionnaire
on attitudes toward work and family. After receiving their
consent, four screening questions were used to determine
whether they met the inclusion criteria. Participants were
asked if they had children, how old their youngest child was,
if that was their biological child, and if they lived together
with their child’s biological father. Participants who had more
than one child were instructed to answer the questions with
regard to the youngest child in their family. Completion of the
questionnaire took approximately 20 min, and it included de-
mographic questions about participants’ age, work hours, lev-
el of education and ethnic background as well as the number
of children they had and the age and gender of each child.
Participants were not compensated and all responses were
anonymous. Measures were presented to participants in the
order they are listed in the following.

Time Investment in Childcare

To assess involvement in childcare in terms of time investment,
each participant was required to indicate (a) the amount of time
(hours per week) during which she was the sole care provider
when the child was awake and (b) the amount of time (hours
per week) that the father was the sole care provider when the
child was awake. The gap between mothers and fathers in their
weekly hours of care was also calculated by subtracting the
father’s weekly hours from those of the mother.

Involvement in Childcare Tasks

To assess involvement in childcare in terms of task perfor-
mance, a BWho does what?^ measure asked participants to
indicate their involvement in 19 specific childcare tasks
(adapted from Gaunt and Scott 2014). The 19 tasks were
selected to reflect those types of involvement typical of
both fathers (playing, disciplining) and mothers (feeding,
packing child’s bag). Some tasks were designed to tap dai-
ly physical care activities (dressing, putting to bed), some
were designed to reflect emotional care (helping with
social/emotional problems), and some were selected to re-
flect responsibility for the child (choosing daycare/school,
planning activities). Participants were asked: BIn the divi-
sion of labor between you and your spouse, which of you
does each of these tasks?^ Responses were indicated on a
5-point scale ranging from 1 (almost always my spouse)
through 2 (my spouse more than myself), 3 (both of us
equally), and 4 (myself more than my spouse) to 5 (almost
always myself). Participants were also given the opportu-
nity to rate 9 (not applicable to my child), which was treat-
ed as missing data. An average of the 19 task ratings was
calculated to create a single measure of total involvement
in childcare tasks. Higher scores on this measure reflected
greater participation on the part of the mother relative to
the father. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was .93.

To empirically distinguish major forms of involvement
in childcare tasks, a principal-components factor analysis
(with varimax rotation) was conducted on the 19 items.
This analysis yielded a three-factor solution (with full
results and a complete list of childcare tasks available in
an online supplement). The first factor included seven
items related to physical care for the child’s daily needs,
such as feeding, dressing, and bathing. The second factor
included five items that concerned providing socio-
emotional care to the child, such as playing, helping with
social or emotional problems, and taking on outings or
social activities. The third factor consisted of seven items
related to higher-order responsibility for the child, such as
planning activities or scheduling social meetings, prepar-
ing the child’s bag before going out, and making arrange-
ments for childcare. The variance explained by the three
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factors was 25.80, 21.00, and 19.76, respectively, and
Cronbach’s alphas for the three factors were .82, .84, and
.87, respectively. Mean scores for each of these forms of
involvement in childcare tasks were obtained by averaging
the participants’ scores for the items included in each fac-
tor, wherein higher scores indicated greater involvement.
Similar involvement sub-dimensions have been identified
in previous studies (e.g., Beitel and Parke 1998; Gaunt
and Bassi 2012).

Ambivalent Sexism

Participants’ attitudes toward women were measured using
the 22-item Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick and
Fiske 1996). Participants responded to the items by using a
6-point scale from 1 (disagree strongly) to 6 (agree strongly).
The ASI consisted of two sub-scales: hostile sexism (HS)
which assesses sexist antipathy toward women (e.g.,
BFeminists are seeking for women to have more power than
men^) and benevolent sexism (BS) which assesses subjec-
tively positive but patronizing attitudes toward women (e.g.,
BMany women have a quality of purity that few men
possess^). Items were averaged to create composite HS and
BS scores, wherein a higher score indicated more sexist at-
titudes. Cronbach’s alphas for these measures were .94 and
.92, respectively.

Ambivalent Attitudes Toward Men

Participants’ attitudes toward men were measured using
the 20-item Ambivalence toward Men Inventory (AMI;
Glick and Fiske 1999). Participants responded to the items
by using a 6-point scale labelled 1 (disagree strongly) to 6
(agree strongly). The AMI consisted of two sub-scales:
hostility toward men (HM) which assesses resentment to-
ward male dominance (e.g. BMen usually try to dominate
conversations when talking to women^), and benevolence
toward men (BM) which assesses appreciation of men as
providers and protectors (e.g., BMen are more willing to
take risks than women^). Items were averaged to create
composite HM and BM scores, wherein a higher score
reflected more sexist attitudes toward men. Cronbach’s al-
phas for these measures were .91 and .90, respectively.

Maternal Gatekeeping

Mothers’ tendency for gatekeeping was measured via Allen
and Hawkins’ (1999) instrument. This measure consists of
three separate dimensions. (a) Standards and responsibilities
includes five items concerned with the extent to which
mothers seek to maintain responsibility for family work by
setting standards. Items in this scale were adapted to focus
more closely on childcare. Sample items include: BMy

husband doesn't really know how to take care of our child
(feeding, bathing etc.)... so it's just easier if I do these things^
and BI have higher standards than my husband for providing
childcare.^ (b) Maternal identity confirmation is measured
with four items concerned with the extent to which mothers
associate their identity as mothers with observable compe-
tence in family work. Sample items include: BI know people
make judgments about how good a wife/mother I am based on
how well cared for my house and kids are^ and BWhen my
children look well-groomed in public, I feel extra proud of
them.^ (c) Differentiated family roles is assessed with two
items concerned with mothers’ expectations and beliefs about
men’s enjoyment and capabilities for doing family work:
BMost women enjoy caring for their homes, and men just
don’t like that stuff^ and BFor a lot of reasons, it's harder for
men than for women to do housework and childcare.^
Participants used a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all like
me) to 4 (very much like me) to indicate the extent to which
they identified with each statement. The respondent’s average
score for each dimension was computed. Cronbach’s alphas
for these dimensions were .80, .76, and .65 respectively. These
reliabilities were very similar to those observed in previous
studies (Allen and Hawkins 1999; Gaunt 2008). The average
of all 11 items was also calculated to obtain a total gatekeeping
score. A higher score on this measure reflected greater mater-
nal gatekeeping tendencies. Cronbach’s alpha for this overall
measure was .82.

Analytic Strategy

To test the first two sets of hypotheses, we first conducted
Pearson correlations between ambivalent sexism, maternal
gatekeeping, and measures of involvement in childcare.
Next, we conducted a series of multiple regression analyses.
All variables were assessed for possible multicollinearity
using tolerance and the variance inflation factor (VIF). There
were no signs of multicollinearity in any of the independent
variables in the regression models (VIF = 1.83 and tolerance
value = .54 for hostile sexism toward men and women; VIF
values ranged from 1.20 to 1.39 and tolerance values ranged
from .66 to .83 for the three maternal gatekeeping subscales).
Potential multicollinearity was only detected among the con-
trol variables of benevolence toward men and women
(VIF = 5.42, tolerance = .21). We therefore entered them in
a separate stage using hierarchical regression models.

To test the third set of hypotheses regarding the medi-
ation of maternal gatekeeping in the relationship between
ambivalent sexism and the division of childcare, we
followed the methods developed by Preacher and Hayes
(Hayes 2013; Preacher and Hayes 2004) for evaluating
conditional indirect effects using the bootstrap procedure.
Bootstrap resampling of the data provides estimates for
the model paths and a confidence interval of these
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estimates. All analyses were conducted using Hayes’
(2013) PROCESS macro with 1000 bootstrap samples
and bias-corrected confidence intervals.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Replicating previous findings from diverse cultures (Glick
et al. 2000, 2004), the inter-correlations among the hostile
and benevolent sexism scores were moderate-to-strong (aver-
age r = .77) (see Table 1). As found previously, the correlation
between benevolent attitudes toward men and women was
particularly high (r = .87). Glick and Fiske (2001) explain that
the two benevolence subscales are closely related because
both emphasize the notion of complementary gender roles
and male-female interdependence. Also consistent with previ-
ous studies (e.g., Gaunt 2008), the results showed that the
three dimensions of maternal gatekeeping form distinct com-
ponents of gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors as indicated by
the low-to-moderate correlations among them (ranging from
.29 to .52). Finally, the inter-correlations among involvement
measures of task performance and hours of care were gener-
ally moderate, ranging from .34 to .58. This suggests that
performance of tasks and investment of time reflect relatively
independent aspects of involvement in childcare.

Ambivalent Sexism and Maternal Gatekeeping

The first set of hypotheses suggested that hostile sexist atti-
tudes toward men (Hypothesis 1a) and women (Hypothesis
1b) would be positively related to gatekeeping beliefs and
behaviors. To test these hypotheses, we followed the
procedures recommended by Glick and Fiske (1996, 1999)
and used partial correlations to examine the relationship of
maternal gatekeeping with each hostility measure while con-
trolling for benevolence and vice versa. Given the substantial
correlations between hostile and benevolent sexism, partial
correlations are recommended to provide purer measures of
these variables (Glick and Fiske 1996, 1999). Table 1 presents
the correlations between the four types of sexism andmaternal
gatekeeping. As hypothesized, both hostility toward women
and hostility toward men were positively correlated with ma-
ternal gatekeeping, although the pattern of correlations
seemed stronger for the latter. As Table 1 shows, hostility
toward men had particularly high correlation with the stan-
dards and responsibilities dimension of gatekeeping (r = .32,
p < .001), whereas none of the sexism subscales correlated
with the identity confirmation dimension of gatekeeping.

To determine more specifically the contribution of each
type of sexism to each dimension of maternal gatekeeping, a
series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses was

conducted (see Table 2). In each analysis, a variable pertaining
to one dimension of gatekeeping was regressed on the set of
two hostile sexism variables, followed by the set of two be-
nevolent sexism variables as controls. Table 2 indicates that
the regression equation of the total maternal gatekeeping score
on the set of ambivalent sexist attitudes was significant and
accounted for 16% of the variance. Hostile sexist attitudes
toward men and women were both significant predictors in
this regression analysis: The more the mother endorsed hostile
sexist attitudes toward men and women, the less she was will-
ing to share family work with the father.

Table 2 shows further that the regression equations of the
standards and responsibilities and the differential family roles
dimensions of gatekeeping on the set of ambivalent sexist
attitudes were also significant and accounted for 19–27% of
the variance in these dimensions of gatekeeping. Hostile sex-
ism toward men was a strong and significant predictor in these
regression analyses: The more the mother endorsed hostile
sexist attitudes toward men, the more she sought to maintain
responsibility for family work and believed in distinct gen-
dered family roles. However, sexist attitudes did not predict
the maternal identity confirmation dimension of gatekeeping.
Overall, these results supported Hypothesis 1a regarding the
role of hostility toward men in maternal gatekeeping, and
provided somewhat weaker support for Hypothesis 1b regard-
ing the role of hostile sexism toward women.

Maternal Gatekeeping and Involvement in Childcare

The second set of hypotheses suggested that maternal gate-
keeping would be positively related to the mother’s time in-
vestment in childcare (Hypothesis 2a), negatively related to
the father’s time investment in childcare (Hypothesis 2b), and
positively related to the mother’s share of childcare tasks rel-
ative to the father’s share (Hypothesis 2c). Table 1 presents the
correlations between maternal gatekeeping and the different
measures of involvement in childcare. As shown in the table,
the total maternal gatekeeping score was positively correlated
with the mother’s hours of care, the mother-father gap in time
investment, and with all forms of involvement in childcare
tasks. The standards and responsibilities dimension negatively
correlated with the father’s hours of care and showed particu-
larly strong correlations with the division of childcare tasks.
Thus, the more the mother sought to maintain responsibility
for family work by setting standards, the more hours she pro-
vided childcare, the fewer hour the father provided childcare,
and the greater was her share of all forms of childcare tasks
relative to the father.

To determine the independent contribution of eachmaternal
gatekeeping dimension to each form of involvement in
childcare, a series of multiple regression analyses was per-
formed. In each analysis, a variable pertaining to one form of
involvement was regressed on the set of maternal gatekeeping
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dimensions. The regression results are presented in Table 3. As
can be seen in the table, the regression equation of the mother’s
hours of care on the set of maternal gatekeeping variables was
significant overall and accounted for 4% of the variance in the
mother’s time investment. However, none of the gatekeeping
sub-dimensions was a significant predictor in this equation.
The regression equation of the father’s hours of care on the
set of maternal gatekeeping variables was not significant, but
the standards and responsibilities dimension of maternal gate-
keeping was a significant predictor in this equation. That is, the
more the mother sought to maintain responsibility for family
work by setting standards, the fewer were the weekly hours in
which the father provided childcare. Finally, the regression
equation of the gap between themother’s and the father’s hours
of childcare on the set of maternal gatekeeping variables was
significant overall and accounted for 5% of the variance. The
standards and responsibilities dimension was a significant pre-
dictor in this regression analysis: The more the mother sought
to maintain responsibility for family work, the greater was the
gap between the time she invested in childcare and the time
invested by the father.

Table 3 shows further that the regression equations of
involvement in childcare tasks (physical care, socio-
emotional care, responsibility, and total involvement) on
the set of maternal gatekeeping variables were significant
overall and accounted for 12–18% of the variance in the
division of childcare tasks. The standards and responsibil-
ities dimension was a significant predictor in all four re-
gression analyses: The more the mother sought to main-
tain responsibility for family work by setting standards,
the greater was her share of childcare tasks relative to the
father. The differential family roles dimension of gate-
keeping was a significant predictor in the regression equa-
tions of physical care and total involvement in childcare
tasks. Thus, the more the mother believed in distinct roles
for men and women, the greater was her share of physical
childcare tasks relative to the father. Overall, these results
provided support for Hypotheses 2a–c, although the pat-
tern of results regarding the division of childcare tasks
(Hypothesis 2c) was stronger and more consistent than
the findings regarding the mother’s and father’s hours of
childcare (Hypotheses 2a–b).

Table 3 Multiple regression analyses predicting involvement in childcare from maternal gatekeeping

Maternal gatekeeping Childcare hours Childcare tasksa

Mother Father Mother-father gap Total Physical care Socio-emotional care Responsibility

Standards and responsibilities .10 −.21* .21* .36*** .28*** .37*** .32***

Maternal identity confirmation .03 .05 −.01 −.03 −.11 .02 .04

Differential family roles .12 .04 .05 .16* .21* .01 .13

R2 .04 .03 .05 .18 .17 .12 .14

F (3, 202) 3.07* 2.12 3.90* 14.46*** 13.30*** 9.03*** 10.77***

Standardized beta coefficients are reported

*p < .05. ***p < .001
aHigher scores reflect greater mother involvement relative to father involvement

Table 2 Hierarchical multiple regression analyses predicting maternal gatekeeping from mothers’ ambivalent sexist attitudes

Predictor Maternal gatekeeping dimensions

Maternal gatekeeping - total Standards and responsibilities Maternal identity confirmation Differential family roles

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Hostility toward men .24** .27* .36*** .46*** −.06 −.10 .37*** .38***

Hostility toward women .19* .23* .09 .20 .19 .15 .19* .20

Benevolence toward men – −.02 – −.16 – .11 – −.01
Benevolence toward women – −.05 – −.06 – −.02 – −.01
R2 .16 .16 .19 .20 .03 .03 .27 .27

F (4, 199) 18.51*** 9.24*** 22.70*** 12.03*** 2.61 1.44 36.34*** 18.00***

Standardized beta coefficients are reported. Model 1: Hostile sexism variables only. Model 2: Hostile sexism variables entered first, followed by
benevolent sexism variables

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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Ambivalent Sexism and the Division of Childcare

The third set of hypotheses suggested a mediation process in
which maternal gatekeeping would mediate the relationships
between hostile sexist attitudes and involvement in childcare.
In particular, we hypothesized that hostile sexist attitudes to-
ward men and women would have positive indirect effects on
the mother’s time investment in childcare (Hypothesis 3a),
negative indirect effects on the father’s time investment in
childcare (Hypothesis 3b), and positive indirect effects on
the mother’s share of childcare tasks relative to the father’s
share (Hypothesis 3c). To assess these hypotheses, we evalu-
ated a series of simple mediation models following the
methods developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). These
analyses were conducted using the PROCESS program
(model 4; Hayes 2013) with bias-corrected bootstrap esti-
mates and 95% confidence intervals. To control for the posi-
tive relationships between hostile and benevolent attitudes,
benevolence was entered into the model as a covariate when
testing the effect of hostility, and hostility was entered into the
model as a covariate when testing the effect of benevolence.

Table 4 summarizes the results of the mediation analyses.
Consistent with Hypothesis 3a, these results indicate that hos-
tility toward both men and women had indirect effects on the
mother’s hours of care. These effects were mediated by ma-
ternal gatekeeping and were positive and significant, as indi-
cated by bootstrap confidence intervals entirely above zero
(95% CI [.07, 2.32] for hostility toward men and [.01, 2.47]
for hostility toward women). Contrary to Hypothesis 3b, there
were no significant indirect negative effects of ambivalent

sexist attitudes on the father’s hours of care (95% CI [−1.55,
.24] for hostility toward men and [−1.61, .13] for hostility
toward women).

The results obtained for involvement in childcare tasks
supported Hypothesis 3c and indicated that sexist attitudes
had indirect effects on the division of childcare tasks (see
Table 4). These effects were mediated by maternal gate-
keeping and were all positive and significant, as indicated
by bootstrap confidence intervals entirely above zero (95%
CI [.01, .08] for hostility toward men and [.01, .09] for
hostility toward women). Specifically, the mother’s gate-
keeping tendencies mediated the positive relationships be-
tween her endorsement of ambivalent sexist attitudes and
her relative share of childcare tasks. These mediated rela-
tionships were also found in two of the three forms of
childcare tasks; ambivalent sexist attitudes had indirect ef-
fects on the division of socio-emotional care tasks (e.g.,
playing, taking on outings) (95% CI [.02, .10] for hostility
toward men and [.02, .09] for hostility toward women) and
responsibility for childcare (e.g., organizing, scheduling)
(95% CI [.03, .10] for hostility toward men and [.01, .10]
for hostility toward women) but not on physical care tasks
(e.g., feeding, bathing) (95% CI [−.01, .06] for hostility
toward men and [−.02, .08] for hostility toward women).
All in all, these results provide support for the hypothe-
sized mediation process in the effect of hostile sexist atti-
tudes on the mother’s hour of care and her relative share of
socio-emotional care and responsibility for childcare tasks,
but not on the father’s hours of care and the division of
physical care tasks.

Table 4 Bias-corrected bootstrap estimates for ambivalent sexism with mediation by maternal gatekeeping

Ambivalent sexism Childcare hours Childcare tasksa

Mother Father Mother-father gap Total Physical care Socio-emotional care Responsibility

Hostility toward men

Direct effect −.45 −.71 .26 .11 .10 .09 .14

Indirect effect 1.03* −.51 1.53* .04* .02 .04* .05*

Benevolence toward men

Direct effect .14 1.07 −.92 −.05 −.08 −.06 −.01
Indirect effect .33 −.16 .50 .01 .01 .01 .01

Hostility toward women

Direct effect 1.16 1.66 −.49 .01 −.01 .04 .02

Indirect effect .89* −.61 1.50* .05* .03 .05* .07*

Benevolence toward women

Direct effect −1.50 −.32 −1.18 .03 .02 −.02 .06

Indirect effect .36 −.25 .61 .02 .01 .02 .02

Hostile or benevolent attitude scores were entered as a covariate into each model to control for the positive relationships between the HS and BS
subscales, or the HM and BM subscales

*p < .05
aHigher scores reflect greater mother involvement relative to father involvement
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Discussion

In the present study we sought to explore one possible mech-
anism through which sexist ideologies are translated into daily
behaviors that helpmaintain a gendered social structure (Glick
and Fiske 2001). We proposed maternal gatekeeping as a me-
diator, and we predicted that women’s hostile sexist attitudes
toward men and toward women would be related to their gate-
keeping tendencies, which, in turn, would be linked to the
division of childcare responsibilities.

In line with our first set of hypotheses, the findings
showed that hostile sexist ideologies played a role in
mothers’ gatekeeping tendencies. Interestingly, hostile sex-
ist attitudes toward men had stronger and more consistent
relationships with gatekeeping than did hostile sexist atti-
tudes toward women. Presumably, although hostile atti-
tudes toward both women and men emphasize gender pow-
er struggles, only the latter also portray men as incompe-
tent caregivers, which may play an important part in ma-
ternal gatekeeping. The second set of hypotheses regarding
the role of gatekeeping in the division of childcare was also
supported. Consistent with prior findings (Gaunt 2008),
the standards and responsibilities dimension of maternal
gatekeeping was the strongest predictor of the father’s time
investment in childcare and the division of childcare tasks.
Finally, mediation analyses confirmed our third set of hy-
potheses, showing that hostile sexist ideologies affect
mothers’ hours of childcare and their share of childcare
tasks through their gatekeeping beliefs and behaviors.

Different patterns of results appeared for the three dimen-
sions of maternal gatekeeping. In particular, sexist attitudes
were associated with the standards and responsibilities dimen-
sion, and, to a lesser degree, with the belief in distinct gender
roles, but were unrelated to the identity confirmation dimen-
sion of maternal gatekeeping. This pattern of findings calls for
a distinction between the more comparative dimensions of
gatekeeping, which focus on the mother’s standards and per-
formance in comparison to the father’s performance, and the
maternal identity confirmation dimension, which focuses ex-
clusively on the mother’s performance. This distinction is
consistent with prior evidence which showed that these di-
mensions have different antecedents (Gaunt 2008), and it sug-
gests that the standards and responsibility dimension is more
inherent to the concept of gatekeeping than the identity con-
firmation dimension because the former better reflects an in-
hibition of the father’s involvement.

Our findings attest to the important distinction between
different forms of childcare tasks (Lamb 1987). Although
hostile sexist attitudes had positive indirect effects on the
division of socio-emotional care (e.g. helping with social/
emotional problems) and responsibility (e.g. planning ac-
tivities), they did not affect the division of physical care
tasks (e.g. feeding, bathing). This may indicate that sexism

and gatekeeping are mainly expressed in the overall man-
agement and control over childcare rather than in the per-
formance of daily routine tasks, as exemplified in the
manager-helper pattern of relationships (Coltrane 1996).
That is, hostile sexist mothers who view gender relations
as a power struggle may be willing to delegate routine
physical tasks to the father but reluctant to relinquish re-
sponsibility and control. Thus, to answer the question
posed in the title, this pattern of findings suggests that
although sexist mothers do not seem to change more dia-
pers than non-sexist mothers, they do seem to perform a
greater share of almost everything else.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although our study was the first known to explore the role of
sexist ideologies in maternal gatekeeping and the division of
childcare, there is much room for further developments and
methodological improvements in this area. First, given the
number of parameters tested, a larger sample would allow
more confidence in drawing generalizations from the results.
A certain amount of caution is therefore appropriate when
considering our findings. In addition, our sample was charac-
terized by an overrepresentation of well-educated working
mothers. Previous findings indicated that education and paid
work have negative associations with gatekeeping (Gaunt
2008; Kulik and Tsoref 2010), and it is therefore possible that
the variance and levels of maternal gatekeeping in this study
were relatively low. A more heterogeneous sample with a
greater representation of less educated mothers may reveal
stronger relationships of maternal gatekeeping with both sex-
ism and involvement in childcare. In addition, the sample was
restricted to heterosexual mothers of young children with res-
ident fathers. Maternal gatekeeping may vary with older chil-
dren or different relationship arrangements, and it may have
even more pronounced implications for divorced or nonresi-
dent fathers.

Another methodological issue is the reliance on women’s
self-reports as measures of both attitudes and behaviors. Self-
reports may not be completely accurate and could result in
shared-method variance and overestimation of the findings.
For example, more sexist mothers may tend to over-estimate
their share of childcare or underestimate the father’s share.
Future research would benefit from including the fathers in
the sample and measuring maternal gatekeeping and the divi-
sion of childcare through direct observations in the home set-
ting as well as both parents’ reports.

The inclusion of fathers in the sample could also help address
a potential conceptual issue of maternal gatekeeping as a re-
sponse to the father’s attitudes and behavior. Theoretically, sexist
men may not be motivated to share childcare responsibilities
which could lead mothers to exhibit gatekeeping tendencies.
Maternal gatekeeping could therefore reflect either sexist

Sex Roles



mothers’ unwillingness to relinquish responsibility for childcare
or sexist fathers’ reluctance to take this responsibility. Further
research is needed to unpack the complex interactions between
mothers’ and fathers’ sexist ideologies and their consequences
for maternal gatekeeping and the division of childcare.

Practice Implications

Increased participation of fathers in childcare is beneficial to
children’s social and emotional development (El Nokali et al.
2010; Flouri and Buchanan 2003) as well as to mothers’ and
fathers’ psychological well-being and lower levels of stress
(Milkie et al. 2002; Schindler 2010). Many intervention pro-
grams have therefore been developed to promote paternal in-
volvement and positive family outcomes (e.g., Cowan et al.
2009; Panter-Brick et al. 2014; Rienks et al. 2011). Some of
these programs focus specifically on the co-parenting relation-
ship and are designed to reduce maternal gatekeeping and
enhance collaboration between parents (McHale and Carter
2012; Pruett et al. 2017). The findings from our study have
clear implications for such interventions as well as for practi-
tioners who work with couples parenting young children. Our
results highlight the role of hostile sexist attitudes in both
maternal gatekeeping and involvement in childcare. In partic-
ular, they indicate that mothers’ endorsement of hostile sexist
attitudes toward men and, to some degree, toward women
promotes gendered allocation of roles and reduced levels of
father involvement in childcare.

Mothers’ sexist ideologies should therefore receive more
attention as part of the efforts to increase collaborative family
relationships. Elements from existing programs aimed at
confronting and reducing sexist ideologies (e.g., Zawadzki
et al. 2014) can be adopted and incorporated into co-
parenting interventions. These can help women become aware
of their own sexist beliefs and their effect on their parenting
and family life. For counsellors working with couples, our
findings suggest that identifying and addressing hostile sexist
beliefs should be an important step toward improving parental
relationship dynamics. Increasing women’s awareness to such
ideologies and their effect on daily behaviors and choices may
help pave the way to greater equality in the home. It is likely
that targeting men’s sexist ideologies can be similarly benefi-
cial, however, the role of fathers’ ideologies is beyond the
scope of the current study.

Conclusions

The findings of our study shed light on the indirect effect of
hostile sexist ideologies on the division of childcare through
mothers’ gatekeeping tendencies. They thus begin to unravel
the mechanisms through which ambivalent sexist ideologies
justify and reinforce gender hierarchy. Despite the crucial role
such ideologies may play in societal processes (Glick and

Fiske 2001), little research has so far examined their effect
on individuals’ actual day-to-day behaviors (del Prado
Silván-Ferrero and López 2007; Montañés et al. 2012). By
illuminating one such path from ideology to behavior, the
current study underscores the importance of exploring not
only the role of sexist ideologies in various preferences and
attitudes but also their consequences for actual behavioral
choices. Further research into possible mediating mechanisms
is needed to enhance our understanding of the ways in which
ambivalent sexism promotes gendered social structures.
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