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Abstract
In 2012, a new question was introduced into the International Social Survey Program 
(ISSP). It asks respondents to indicate what they consider the best division of labor be-
tween men and women. In this paper, we propose to assess the validity and cross-national 
comparability of this new ISSP question, using a mixed-methods approach that combines 
quantitative experimental data with qualitative probing data. We implemented our experi-
ment in non-probability online surveys in five countries, in which half of the respondents 
received the original ISSP question and the other half a variant with an additional category 
saying “Each family should find the solution which works best for them.” In addition, the 
understanding of “individual solutions” was probed. We report on the understanding of this 
category. 
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Since 1985, the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) has conducted studies 
on different areas of social science research and thereby produced a huge data base 
for comparisons across countries and time. The majority of questions and items are 
held constant and kept unchanged over the different replications, but some ques-
tions are replaced in order to improve measurement quality or capture new trends. 
One of the topical modules of the ISSP is on “Family and Changing Gender Roles”, 
which was fielded in 1988, 1994, 2002, and 2012. The way gender ideology was 
measured in the earlier surveys has often been criticized for having a traditional 
slant, focusing exclusively on women and employment, or for having methodologi-
cal problems (Braun, 2008; Edlund & Öun, 2016). Though, from early on, there 
have also been attempts by researchers to construct more differentiated instruments 
that partly also capture subtle sexism (Brogan & Kutner, 1976; Glick & Fiske, 1997; 
King & King, 1997; Swim et al., 1995), these measure have not been adopted by 
large scale-comparative surveys.

In order to improve the measurement in the ISSP, in the 2012 round, a new 
measure for gender ideology was included to address respondents’ preferences for 
the division of labor between men and women when there are children at home 
(ISSP Research Group, 2016; Scholz et al., 2014). Six types of preferences were 
presented as response categories, ranging from the mother stays at home and the 
father works full-time to the opposite division of labor (see further down for more 
details). Respondents should indicate what, according to their opinion, was the best 
way to organize the division of labor for a couple. This question forced respondents 
to single out one specific division of labor between men and women. Such a choice 
could be difficult for respondents who think that the best solution should be made 
dependent on additional considerations. For example, some respondents might think 
that the best solution should depend on the preferences of the partners, their abili-
ties or their earning potential. Such respondents might struggle to choose one of 
the categories offered to them, and this might encourage superficial and stereotypi-
cal answer behavior. Therefore, when designing the items, the ISSP drafting group 
discussed whether an additional “individual solutions” category should be added. 
If so, this would give respondents who do not find their preferences represented 
in the answer categories an appropriate way out without having to either opt for 
“don’t know” or select one of the substantive categories they do not really approve. 
The addition of such an “individual solutions” category, however, was eventually 
declined on the basis of concerns that in particular traditional respondents might 
use this category in order to avoid an overt disclosure of their traditional stance due 
to social-desirability considerations.
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As to the new item in the ISSP, this should be thoroughly assessed and checked 
for measurement equivalence across countries before it is used in substantive 
research. The most commonly used statistical technique for assessing measurement 
equivalence is multiple-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA, Jöreskog, 
1971). Latent-class analysis also has a long tradition in this field (Clogg, 1984; for 
an application to gender-role items of the World Value Survey and the European 
Values Study, see Knight & Brinton, 2017). Other techniques include correspon-
dence analysis (for an application to the ISSP gender role items, see Blasius & 
Thiessen, 2006). All these quantitative methods are helpful in deciding whether 
measures are equivalent across countries but they usually do not allow getting at 
the causes of non-equivalence.1 Much can be gained from getting at the causes of 
non-equivalence as well as from understanding the interpretations of respondents 
from different countries. Such interpretation patterns can be used in substantive 
research to avoid wrong conclusions. In addition, these quantitative methods cannot 
be applied to single items but to multiple-item measures only. Thus, they cannot be 
used to assess the new ISSP item on the division of labor between men and women. 
This is where qualitative approaches can and should come in.

Qualitative approaches, in particular cognitive interviews, are helpful to 
investigate problems in the response process (Beatty & Willis, 2007; Willis, 2005). 
A variety of probing techniques exist that are used during cognitive interviewing. 
For example, category-selection probes help to reveal the reasons for the selection 
of the responses to closed questions (“Please explain why you selected ‘strongly 
agree’”). Unfortunately, international comparative cognitive studies drastically 
increase the coordination effort and are quite time-consuming (Willis, 2015) and, 
thus, are not implemented frequently in research (for exceptions see: Benítez et al., 
2018; Fitzgerald et al., 2011; Miller et al., 2011; Thrasher et al., 2011; for a review 
see Willis, 2015). 

However, the conduct of additional web-based studies to capture cross-cul-
tural qualitative information is a potential source of information. “Web probing, 
that is, the implementation of probing techniques from cognitive interviewing in 
web surveys with the goal to assess the validity of survey items” (Behr et al., 2017), 
is a method to complement quantitative techniques to establish measurement equiv-
alence of items in cross-cultural research (Behr et al., 2017; Meitinger, 2017). In 
contrast to quantitative approaches that usually presuppose multiple-item measures, 
cognitive interviewing and web probing can also assess the cross-national com-
parability of single questions or items. In web probing studies, probing questions 
can be included in a regular web questionnaire. Behr & Braun (2015), for example, 

1 While some quantitative approaches, such as multilevel structural equation modeling 
(MLSEM), can explain noninvariance by introducing macro-level variables in a mul-
tilevel analysis (Davidov et al., 2012), they are very demanding (e.g. samples should 
exceed 50 countries, see Meuleman & Billiet, 2009). 
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use a “category-selection” probe for a single item on satisfaction with democracy 
in order to find out which dimensions of democracy this question measures. The 
authors found that policy outcomes, governance, and aspects of the concrete politi-
cal system play an important role in all countries of their study and, thus, answers 
can meaningfully be compared across countries.

Therefore, for assessing the consequences of including vs. excluding an “indi-
vidual solutions” category, a mixed-methods approach seems to be particularly 
helpful (Creswell, 2014; Luyt, 2012; van de Vijver & Chasiotis, 2010). In the present 
case, we propose to combine the analysis of the quantitative survey data of the ISSP 
with a separate web study in which a split-half experiment with varying response 
categories was combined with a qualitative component. While the question experi-
ment can inform the decision as to whether an “individual solutions” category mat-
ters in principal, the comparison of the web survey data with the data collected as 
part of the ISSP survey allows answering the question whether our results can be 
used to draw conclusions for the ISSP survey and its questionnaire.

Data and Methods
Sample

We implemented an experiment in non-probability online surveys in Germany, 
Great Britain, the United States, Mexico, and Spain with a total of 2,689 respon-
dents. Survey participation was restricted to citizens of the respective countries 
aged 18 to 65. A net sample of approx. 500 respondents in each country was tar-
geted using quotas for age (18-30, 31-50, and 51-65), gender, and education (lower 
vs. higher education). The panel providers were Respondi (www.respondi.com) and 
its partners in the respective countries. We met all quotas (see Table A1 in the 
Appendix for respective quota fields). Data collection was in June 2014. As these 
are quota samples, standardized response rates cannot be computed (Baker et al., 
2010). 

The selection of the five countries for the study was motivated by the expec-
tation that in the liberal regime type (here represented by Great Britain and the 
United States) individuals or institutions outside of the family should not interfere 
with decisions regarding the roles of men and women in a family (compared to 
the conservative regime type here represented by Germany, Mexico, and Spain). 
These expectations should run in parallel to the lower involvement that the state 
has with regard to families (including the provision of a supporting infrastructure) 
in the first group of countries. Mexico was included alongside Germany and Spain 
as a strongly conservative country in which the family itself has a particularly high 
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importance in providing a support structure that might become relevant when it 
comes to the division of labor between both genders. 

Questionnaire

The International Social Survey Program (ISSP, ISSP Research Group 2016) asked 
the following new question in its 2012 “Family and Changing Gender Roles” mod-
ule to capture respondents’ views on the preferred division of labor between mother 
and father:

“Consider a family with a child under school age. What, in your opinion, is the best 
way for them to organize their family and work life?
1  The mother stays at home and the father works full-time. 
2  The mother works part-time and the father works full-time.
3  Both the mother and the father work full-time.
4  Both the mother and the father work part-time.
5  The father works part-time and the mother works full-time.
6  The father stays at home and the mother works full-time.”

In our web survey, half of the respondents received the original ISSP question (see 
Figure 1), the other half of the respondents received a variant (developed for this 
experiment) in which an additional category “Each family should find the solution 
which works best for them” was added. The respondents who selected the addi-
tional answer category also received a probing question regarding the reasons for 
opting for “individual solutions” (see Figure 2). 

Thus, the experimental design combines quantitative insights from the split-
ballot experiment with qualitative insights from web probing. To ensure the compa-
rability of the probes themselves, we applied the team-driven TRAPD approach for 
the translation of the probes (Harkness, 2003).
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Figure 1 Experimental condition without response category “individual solu-

tions”

 

 

 Figure 2 Experimental condition with response category “individual solutions” 
and category-selection probe
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Translation of Open-ended Answers, Development of the 
Coding Scheme, and Coding 

The Mexican and Spanish answers to the probe were translated into German by 
professional translators who had been briefed on the particularities of these texts 
as well as on translation and coding needs (Behr, 2015). The German and English 
answers were not translated but immediately coded by members of the project team 
(German native speakers with high proficiency in English). 

An elaborated category scheme was developed, which represents the main cri-
teria for the division of labor. This scheme was based on theory and also on the 
content of the probe responses. 

Several theoretical perspectives can be found in the literature and based on 
these we developed hypotheses informing our probe scheme development. First, we 
wanted to investigate whether some of the approaches traditionally used to explain 
the actual household division of labor are also reflected in the reasoning of the 
respondents. These approaches are the time-availability approach that stipulates 
that spouses who spend more time working outside of the household show reduced 
participation with housework (Bianchi et al., 2000; Kalleberg & Rosenfeld, 1990) 
and the resource-dependency approach (Bittman et al., 2003; Brines, 1994) which 
recurs on the bargaining power of the spouses (based e.g. on their income or educa-
tion) and its use to avoid unwanted housework. Second, we expected respondents 
to refer to individual preferences and capabilities, that is, what spouses want to do 
and where they are good at. Third, we surmised that several respondents would 
not recommend specific role distributions because they think that such decisions 
are the responsibility of the respective families or depend on the family’s financial 
situation or on how child care can be organized (e.g. the presence of one parent or 
relatives at home or other alternative childcare arrangements).

The category scheme will be presented further below together with the results. 
Multiple coding was possible for all categories except for the categories no general-
ization possible, the substantive rest category, and probe nonresponse. 

After the establishment of the final coding by members of the research team, a 
research assistant not involved in the development and implementation of the cod-
ing scheme coded 90% of the probe answers of all countries (while the other 10% 
were used for training purposes). Inter-rater agreement (between the final coding 
by members of the research team on the one hand and the research assistant on the 
other hand) ranged from 96% in Spain to 100% in the United States and Mexico. 
The high reliability value is likely to be a consequence of the relatively simple cod-
ing scheme, both as far as the number and the definitional clarity of the categories 
is concerned. This means that in more than 9 out of 10 cases, the raters coded 
a probing answer identically. All discrepancies of coding were discussed in the 
research team, which then arrived at a final version used in this paper. 
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Analytical Strategy

In the following, we first compare the response pattern found in the ISSP data with 
the pattern revealed by our web survey to assess the general usefulness of our web 
survey data. Second, we compare the two experimental conditions implemented in 
the web survey. The first experimental condition asks the question on the best divi-
sion of labor between father and mother exactly as it was in the ISSP, and the sec-
ond experimental condition adds the answer category “Each family should find the 
solution which works best for them”. Third, we report the responses to the category-
selection probe regarding which “individual solutions” respondents had in mind 
when answering the closed question.

Results
Replication of the Pattern in the ISSP Data

A comparison of the first split of our web survey (which exactly replicates the origi-
nal ISSP question) with the ISSP data2 reveals that the general response pattern is 
replicated in our web survey (see Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix). The ISSP 
and the web samples share the nearly complete lack of support for a role reversal 
and similar percentages of respondents who opt for the “don’t know” category. In 
all five countries, the overwhelming majority supports the strict (only the father 
goes out to work) or moderate variant (the mother has only a complementary work 
role) of the male-breadwinner model if they are forced to choose among the models 
presented. 

However, the respondents of the web survey seem to be less traditional than 
the respondents in the ISSP, despite of the quotas we have implemented for age, 
gender, and education.

Nevertheless, because of the experimental approach taken here, we are con-
fident that the results found on the basis of the probing study can shed light on the 
ISSP data. 

“Individual Solutions” for the Division of Labor Between 
Both Genders

Table 1 shows the response distribution of the closed item in the web survey (the 
preferred division of labor between men and women), where the second split of 
the web survey contains the additional answer category “Each family should find 

2 We did not restrict the ISSP data to the age range of the web survey. 
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the solution which works best for them.” When this individual-solutions category 
is introduced, clearly more than half of the respondents choose this category, with 
the only exception of Mexico (40%). In addition, when this answer category is pro-
vided, the prevalence of “don’t know” responses drops drastically (from 2-20% to 
0-3%). All other divisions of labor are chosen considerably less in the second split 
(with “individual solutions”) compared to the first split (without “individual solu-
tions”). However, the relative decrease is most marked for the “both part-time” cat-
egory in most of the countries.

Though our experiment represents a between- instead of a within-subjects 
design, it seems nevertheless fair to conclude that the individual solutions category 
contains those respondents who would opt for the “don’t know” option when the 
“individual solution” option is not available. In addition, the individual solutions 
category draws from all substantive categories and, in particular, from the “both 
part-time” response category. Part of the respondents choosing this category seem 
to use it as a compromise since none of the categories offered match their real pref-
erences. Thus, it is this – not particularly traditional – category which loses support 
once the individual solutions category is added and not the more traditional answer 

Table 1  Preferred division of labor dependent on the presence of an 
“individual solutions” category in the different countries (in percent)

Germany Great  
Britain

United  
States Mexico Spain

Split  
1

Split  
2

Split  
1

Split  
2

Split  
1

Split  
2

Split 
1

Split  
2

Split  
1

Split  
2

Mother at home, 
father full-time 20 11 27 14 27 12 22 16 4 3

Mother part-time, 
father full-time 35 22 28 10 23 11 50 29 21 10

Both full-time 10 4 10 5 23 10 11 8 22 6

Both part-time 23 6 13 4 6 2 15 4 45 15

Father part-time 
or at home, mother 
full-time 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 0

Individual solutions - 55 - 65 - 61 - 40 - 66

Don’t know 13 1 20 2 20 3 2 1 8 0

N 275 264 281 253 266 274 253 292 268 263

Data source: Web survey; split 1: original ISSP version, split 2: “individual solutions” cat-
egory added; original categories “father part-time and mother full-time” and “father at 
home and mother full-time” collapsed.
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categories, as feared among questionnaire developers when designing the new ISSP 
question.

This can be seen even clearer from Table A4 in the Appendix which shows the 
web survey results if only the substantive ISSP categories (that is, without “don’t 
know” and “individual solutions”) are included in calculating the percentages. 
In all countries but the United States, it is the most traditional answer category 
that gains relative importance if an “individual solution” category is added (in the 
United States, it simply makes no difference). This applies to both genders (see 
Tables A5 and A6 in the Appendix). Table A7 in the Appendix shows the popularity 
of the individual solutions category in different social groups, in addition to gender. 
In most countries, those who opt for the individual solutions category are older 
than those who do not. Those who are married are less in favor of individual solu-
tions than unmarried respondents. However, there are no consistent relationships 
between the choice of the individual solutions category and respondents’ employ-
ment status and their partners’ employment status and whether they have children 
or not. 

Therefore, it is fair to conclude that adding an individual solutions category is 
not mainly used as an easy escape by traditional respondents who do not want to 
disclose their position in an overt manner. It might rather be used by those respon-
dents who think that it impossible to opt for only one of the presented divisions 
of labor, unless more details on the specific situation of the respective family are 
taken into account. 

“Individual Solutions” Respondents have in Mind

What, then, are these “individual solutions”? Are respondents simply too lazy to 
make their choice among the answer categories offered or do they have concrete 
ideas in mind? This was the research goal we pursued with our open-ended prob-
ing question. Table 2 presents by country the types of “individual solutions” that 
respondents think of regarding the division of labor between men and women. 

The first two codes that we extracted from the open-ended answers offered 
by our respondents, time availability and resource dependency, refer to general 
rules which depend less on personal decisions and preferences of the family or the 
partners involved. Time availability connects the decision on household labor to the 
labor-force involvement. Respondents refer to the time resources of both partners. 
The division of household labor should take into consideration how much time is 
left after paid work (e.g. “It depends on the jobs the parents have, whether it is 
possible to work part-time”). This argumentation pattern is gender neutral. It also 
leaves – as a general rule – open, how the division of market labor is established. 

Resource dependency is broader in that it also connects the decision about 
who might work outside of the home and who might stay at home to the earning 
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potential of the partners. The person with the higher earning potential or career 
opportunity should work outside the home. As the citation “Well it could be the 
case where the mother could earn more income in her job than the father could 
and therefore it would be better for the mother to work than the father” reveals, 
this argumentation pattern is – in principle – again gender neutral. Admittedly, this 
argumentation pattern – and the same applies to time availability – can be used by 
traditional respondents, too, especially when they surmise that men will earn more 
than women anyhow in most cases. For time availability an additional caveat is 
necessary if the amount of labor-force participation of the woman is not reflecting 
her free will but has been kept low by the intervention of the man. As a conse-
quence, it is not possible to unambiguously gauge the traditionality of respondents 
who opt for these categories.

Table 2 Answers to the category-selection probe for respondents who opted 
for the “individual solutions” category in the closed question in the 
different countries (in percent)

Germany Great 
Britain

United 
States Mexico Spain

Time availability 10 2 3 12 17

Resource dependency 21 16 8 11 13

Individual preferences 8 7 4 3 5

Individual abilities 0 8 2 5 3

Family/partners have to decide
- no interference 3 10 11 1 1
- joint decision 3 7 11 13 8
- general 10 5 6 2 1

Situation dependency
- financial necessities 14 9 13 15 17
- presence of one parent at home 8 9 8 6 6

Alternative possibilities 13 5 7 10 17

No generalization possible 26 38 29 34 33

Substantive rest category 6 7 15 12 6

Probe nonresponse 3 2 1 0 1

N 144 164 168 117 173

Data source: Web survey, Split 2; multiple coding possible for all categories except for no 
generalization possible, substantive rest category, and probe nonresponse; that is, figures 
do not add up to 100%.
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Time availability is a frequent criterion in Spain (17%) and, to a smaller degree 
also in Mexico (12%) and Germany (10%), but it is rarely used in Great Britain and 
the United States (2% and 3%, respectively). Resource dependency as a criterion is 
clearly more popular than time availability in Germany (21%) and the two Anglo-
Saxon countries (16% in Great Britain and 8% in the United States), and of nearly 
equal importance as time availability in Mexico and Spain (11% and 13%, respec-
tively). 

The code individual preferences captures when respondents refer to the 
partners’ interests and preferences which should decide on the division of labor 
(“Because some women and men would rather stay home and take care of their 
house or their kids and some want to work”). 

Country differences with regard to individual preferences are not pronounced, 
ranging from 3% in Mexico to 8% in Germany. In general, both of these codes are 
of minor importance compared to time availability and resource dependency.

The code individual abilities reflects capabilities of the partners with regard 
to the job and household chores or childraising as the main decision criterion (e.g. 
“Every home situation is personal. It depends on which parent has the best career 
prospects and ability to support the family but also who would be the most suitable 
parent to take more responsibility raising the children”). Individual abilities have a 
similar importance as individual preferences in most countries, ranging from 0% to 
8%. However, what is striking is the complete absence of this criterion in Germany. 

A further important criterion for the decision on individual solutions is the 
idea that the family/partners have to decide by themselves. Respondents differ in 
their focus: No interference stresses that the society or other people in general have 
no right to intervene in this private decision (e.g. “Democracy allows individual 
freedom. The State has no place interfering in personal lives”). Emphasis on joint 
family decisions indicates that a consensus in the family should be reached which 
might involve engaging in compromises (e.g. “… if it is agreeable to both par-
ents”). Respondents also made rather general statements, which are not pronounced 
enough to be classified into one of the two previous codes (e.g. “You cannot offer 
a solution for all. That has to be individually decided by the respective families”).

Overall, in Great Britain and the United States, respondents are clearly more 
in favor of the family or the partners to decide on the division of household labor 
than in the other countries. Both countries belong to the liberal regime type where 
the state is not assumed to intervene in family life and does neither actively facili-
tate nor hinder the combination of family and work roles (by men and women). 
This kind of individualism is expressed with most vigor in the no interference cat-
egory which holds any outside intervention (and maybe even advice) into family 
decisions to be illegitimate: 10% of the respondents in Great Britain and 11% in the 
United States share this stance compared to only 1-3% in the other three countries. 
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Respondents also took the situational context into account when responding 
to the probe. Situation dependency – financial necessities applies when the orga-
nization of the role division should be decided taking the financial necessities of a 
family into account, in particular whether a double income is needed to make ends 
meet (e.g. “Sometimes it is necessary for both parents to work in order to finan-
cially provide for their child and family. However, if it is possible to live comfort-
ably with just one parent working, then it is up to the parents to decide how they 
want to raise their family”). Financial necessities come to mind quite frequently. 
Spanish respondents think of this aspect most often (17%). This does not come as 
a surprise, as Spain is one of the countries which were most severely hit by the 
financial crisis (beginning in 2007) and the web survey was conducted during its 
peak/aftermath in 2014. On the contrary, British respondents are the least frequent 
to mention this aspect (9%). 

In contrast, we assigned the code situation dependency – presence of one par-
ent at home, when respondents favor a model in which one person goes out to work 
and the other cares for the children and the household. Whether the man or the 
woman goes out to work or stays home is irrelevant – at least to most respondents 
(e.g. “I believe that pre-school children benefit most from having a parent care for 
them full-time, but it does not matter if it is father or mother”). The call for the 
presence of one parent at home is of moderate frequency and country differences 
are relatively small, ranging from 6% in Mexico and Spain to 9% in Great Britain.

Respondents also thought of alternative possibilities to fulfill the needs of 
the children that are not related to the allocation of work roles among the parents. 
Examples are the involvement of grandparents as well as privately or publicly orga-
nized daycare (e.g. “There are various support systems available within different 
families, so no particular hard rule can apply in all instances”). 

Spanish and German respondents (17% and 13%, respectively) more often 
think of alternative possibilities (such as the involvement of grandparents or day-
care) while in the Anglo-Saxon countries such a response is less frequent (5% in 
Great Britain and 7% in the United States). Contrary to our expectations, Mexicans 
are in-between.

No generalization possible was coded when respondents referred to individual 
differences in general without specifying any concrete criteria for the division of 
labor between both genders (e.g. “There is no right or wrong way, no one solu-
tion can suit every family”). Between one fourth (Germany) and more than one-
third (Great Britain) of the respondents are coded into this category, thus referring 
to individual differences in general without specifying any concrete criteria. This 
could be an effect of web probing. Due to the web implementation, there is no pos-
sibility to spontaneously follow-up on answers that are not yet sufficiently clear. 

The substantive rest category comprises answers that cannot be categorized 
into the substantive codes (e.g. “That again is freedom”) or are difficult to compre-
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hend. Between 6% of the respondents in Germany and Spain and 15% in the United 
States give a response that we coded as substantive rest category. This means that 
we could not fit the response into our category scheme (and similar responses did 
not occur frequently enough to justify the addition of additional categories) or it 
was not sufficiently comprehensible to assign it unambiguously to one of the exist-
ing codes. This is unfortunately a weakness of web probing, namely, that it does not 
allow for a clarification of unclear statements made by respondents (a problem that 
could be easily solved by the interviewer in a cognitive interview; see Meitinger & 
Behr, 2016). 

Finally, probe nonresponse includes explicit refusals, “don’t knows”, and 
answers such as “dddfff”. This topic, however, is not affected by probe nonre-
sponse; nearly all respondents try to give a substantive answer. 

In addition to the general prevalence of response categories, we also con-
ducted an analysis of gender differences with regard to these codes. However, there 
are hardly any consistent differences between men and women across all countries 
(see Table A8 in the Appendix). In most countries, however, women are more likely 
to refer to situation dependency – financial necessities and alternative possibilities 
than men. On the contrary, they are less likely to opt for the no generalization pos-
sible category than men.

Discussion
In this paper, we demonstrated the usefulness of web probing when there is only 
one item to validate. We used the example of a new instrument in the ISSP module 
on “Family and Changing Gender Roles” (2012). The new instrument asks respon-
dents to select one out of six role divisions between men and women when there are 
children at home. An “individual solutions” category was not added in the original 
ISSP questionnaire due to some concern that traditional respondents might use this 
category to avoid an overt disclosure of their traditional positions.

Our results show, however, that the “individual solutions” category is likely 
to be used by all kinds of respondents, not only the traditional ones. This was 
revealed both by the experimental quantitative and the qualitative data. The experi-
ment showed that the addition of an “individual solutions” category to the response 
alternatives of the ISSP question was most attractive for less traditional respon-
dents who would otherwise opt for the “both part-time” response alternative, and to 
those who would otherwise choose the “don’t know” category. The qualitative data 
from the web probing was likewise very informative, even though the single largest 
group of respondents in all countries referred to differences between individuals 
and families in a general way. Nevertheless, most respondents mentioned concrete 
criteria that should be used in families for coming to a decision on the optimal divi-
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sion of labor between men and women. These criteria are mainly gender neutral, 
at least at face value. However, as mentioned above, as these criteria can also be 
used by traditional respondents (who take the inequality between both genders in 
the underlying conditions for granted), it is not possible to unambiguously infer 
the traditionality of respondents from these answers. Although the inclusion of an 
“individual solutions” category did not lead to the anticipated consequence (namely 
that it would attract mostly traditional respondents who did not want to explicitly 
express their position), it can nevertheless not be recommended for a regular sur-
vey that is not supplemented by web probing. This is because the selection of the 
“individual solutions” category cannot unambiguously be interpreted without the 
information from web probing and, thus, a clearly interpretable response would be 
missing for about half of the respondents. 

Comparing the countries in our study, the majority of the criteria are of 
roughly the same importance in all countries or most of them. However, there are 
some noteworthy exceptions. In the two Anglo-Saxon countries (Great Britain and 
the United States), time availability was not mentioned frequently. In addition, in 
these two countries alternative possibilities of child care – outside the nuclear fam-
ily – are less seen as a potential remedy to help decide on the role division between 
both partners. Instead, and in line with our hypothesis, in Great Britain and the 
United States, respondents make a point in that it is the family and the partners who 
have to decide this issue, and interference from outside of the family (in particular 
by the society at large) is seen as largely illegitimate. 

In any case, the mixed-methods approach was crucial in assessing the conse-
quences of adding an “individual solutions” category to the newly constructed ISSP 
item. We started with the quantitative ISSP data and compared it with the quantita-
tive data of our web survey in order to establish whether it is possible to generalize 
results obtained from the latter to the former survey. Within the web survey, we 
then conducted a question experiment where the treatment group received an addi-
tional response category. Finally, this additional response category was probed and 
using the qualitative information obtained from the web survey the probe answers 
were coded and analyzed in a quantitative manner. The mixed-methods approach 
chosen allowed us to gain insights that we could not possibly have obtained by 
using a quantitative or qualitative method alone. 

Several limitations of our study have to be mentioned. First, we used data 
based on non-probability online surveys. In order to tackle the issue whether we 
can use the web survey to shed light on the ISSP survey we compared the dis-
tribution of the central variable which was measured in the same way in one of 
the experimental splits and the ISSP survey. Nevertheless, we cannot exclude that 
results from probing could be somewhat different for the general population com-
pared to the web survey. 
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Second, our experimental and probing data is limited to five countries and 
in these the highly developed countries are overrepresented compared to the ISSP 
survey. Only by replicating our study in additional countries in which the ISSP is 
conducted can we become more confident that our findings describe a general ten-
dency in answer behavior and are not restricted to the countries we selected. 

This paper does not inform on the more general question whether multiple-
item measures are more adequate to measure gender-role attitudes than the single 
question we have analyzed. The evidence collected here is restricted to deciding 
in favor or against an inclusion of an “individual solution” category in the new 
ISSP question. In more general terms, while multi-item measures have clear advan-
tages compared to a measure consisting of a single question (e.g. the possibility to 
employ data-analytic methods to establish equivalence across countries), there are 
also shortcomings with (existing) multi-items measures in large-scale comparative 
research. While most of the extant questions are concentrated on the role of the 
woman and might have a traditional slant, the construction of more balanced items 
which allow capturing egalitarian attitudes is also challenging, as there are a vari-
ety of possible egalitarian stances (Braun, 2008). In the end, the new ISSP measure 
was one attempt to bypass these shortcomings. At least in the area of gender-role 
attitudes, both question formats (multiple-item batteries and single questions) seem 
to have their merits (and weaknesses).  
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Appendix

Table A1 Quota assignment in the web survey

Age Gender Education
Germany

(539)
Great Britain

(534)
United States

(540)
Spain
(531)

Mexico
(545)

18-30 Male High 8.53 8.24 8.15 8.29 8.99
18-30 Male Low 8.16 8.24 8.15 8.29 8.26

18-30 Female High 8.91 8.61 8.15 8.29 8.62
18-30 Female Low 8.35 8.80 8.52 8.29 8.26

31-50 Male High 8.16 8.24 8.33 8.29 8.62
31-50 Male Low 8.35 8.24 8.52 8.66 8.07

31-50 Female High 8.16 8.24 8.15 8.29 8.26
31-50 Female Low 8.35 8.24 8.52 8.29 8.07

51-65 Male High 8.16 8.24 8.33 8.47 8.07
51-65 Male Low 8.16 8.24 8.33 8.29 8.07

51-65 Female High 8.53 8.33 8.70 8.29 8.44
51-65 Female Low 8.16 8.24 8.15 8.29 8.26

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Table A2 Preferred division of labor for ISSP question in the different countries 
(in percent)

Germany Great  
Britain

United 
States Mexico Spain

ISSP Web ISSP Web ISSP Web ISSP Web ISSP Web

Mother at home, father 
full-time 20 20 34 27 29 27 49 22 24 4

Mother part-time, father 
full-time 44 35 38 28 32 23 23 50 39 21

Both full-time 10 10 4 10 9 23 7 11 11 22

Both part-time 13 23 4 13 5 6 16 15 18 45

Father part-time or at  
home, mother full-time 1 1 0 1 1 1 3 0 1 0

Don’t know 13 13 20 20 25 20 3 2 7 8

N 1,766 275 950 281 1,302 266 1,527 253 2,595 268

Data source: ISSP 2012; Web survey, split 1; original categories “father part-time and 
mother full-time” and “father at home and mother full-time” collapsed.
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Table A5 Preferred division of labor dependent on the presence of an 
“individual-solutions” category in the different countries (in percent; 
calculation excluding “don’t know” and “individual solutions” 
categories)

Germany Great  
Britain

United 
States Mexico Spain

Split 
1

Split 
2

Split 
1

Split 
2

Split 
1

Split 
2

Split 
1

Split 
2

Split 
1

Split 
2

Mother at home, father 
full-time 23 26 34 42 34 33 22 27 4 9

Mother part-time, father 
full-time 40 50 35 31 29 32 51 49 23 28

Both full-time 11 9 13 15 29 28 12 14 24 19

Both part-time 26 15 16 11 8 6 15 8 49 43

Father part-time or at home, 
mother full-time 0 0 2 1 1 2 0 2 0 1

N 239 117 224 83 214 98 249 171 246 90

Data source: Web survey; split 1: original ISSP version, split 2: “individual-solutions” cat-
egory added; original categories “father part-time and mother full-time” and “father at 
home and mother full-time” collapsed.
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Table A7 Choice of individual-solution category in different social groups (in 
percent)

Germany Great  
Britain

United 
States Mexico Spain

Women 59 68 73 44 67
Men 49 61 50 36 65

Average year of birth (individual-
solutions category not selected) 1974 1974 1973 1975 1976
Average year of birth (individual- 
solutions category selected) 1971 1970 1973 1974 1973

Married 52 61 60 35 67
Not married 56 67 63 46 66

Full-time employed 54 63 57 40 66
Part-time employed 56 64 51 42 70
Not in employment 55 68 69 40 64

Partner full-time employed 52 63 63 40 71
Partner part-time employed 47 68 50 43 48
Partner not in employment 56 64 65 21 65

Children yes 54 64 62 40 66
Children no 55 66 61 40 65

Data source: Web survey, Split 2; multiple coding possible for all categories but no gen-
eralization possible, other answers, and probe nonresponse, i.e. figures do not add up to 
100%.
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