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Abstract
This study draws on identity theory to explore parental and work identities. 
It examined gender differences in identities, as well as the moderating role of 
gender in the effects of individuals’ sociostructural characteristics. A sample 
of 148 couples with young children completed extensive questionnaires. As 
hypothesized, couples’ paid-work strategy moderated gender differences 
in the salience and centrality of parental and work identities. Whereas 
significant differences in identities were found between stay-at-home 
mothers and their breadwinning husbands, no differences were found among 
dual-earner couples. Moreover, men’s work identity centrality increased 
when they had more and younger children, whereas women’s work identity 
centrality decreased. Finally, men’s parental identity centrality increased 
with their income, whereas women’s parental identity centrality decreased 
the more they earned. These findings attest to the importance of examining 
differences within as well as between genders, by taking into account the 
interactive effects of gender with other sociostructural characteristics.
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For the majority of people, being a man or a woman means leading a very 
different life, especially after entering parenthood (Baxter, Hewitt, & Haynes, 
2008; Scott, Dex, & Plagnol, 2012). Men and women internalize gendered 
social expectations and develop self-identities that reflect them (Thoits, 1991; 
Wiley, 1991). Both the structure of the self-concept and the meanings attached 
to various identities (e.g., parent, worker) may thus vary depending on gender 
(Stryker, 1987; Thoits, 1991).

Investigating gender differences in identities is of major importance for a 
better understanding of barriers to greater gender equality. Identities act as 
motivators that guide individuals’ choices and behaviors (Stryker, 2008), and 
may therefore provide the link between societal forces and individuals’ 
everyday behavioral choices (Burke & Stets, 2009). More specifically, gen-
dered parental and work-related identities guide couples’ allocation of family 
responsibilities and account for gender inequalities in parents’ involvement 
in child care (Fox & Bruce, 2001; Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Goldberg, 2015), 
which in turn disadvantage women in the workforce (Gershuny, 2004). Given 
the implications of identities on individual lives, it is crucial to closely exam-
ine differences in men’s and women’s identities and their determinants.

This study draws on identity theory (Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Serpe, 
2013; Stryker, 2008) to explore women’s and men’s parental and work-
related identities. Based on a sample of British couples with young children, 
it seeks to determine whether there are gender differences in identities and 
whether gender moderates the associations between identities and sociostruc-
tural characteristics. Previous findings regarding gender differences in the 
salience of parental and work identities have yielded mixed evidence (e.g., 
Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Scott & Alwin, 1989; Snir, Harpaz, & Ben-Baruch, 
2009). To account for these inconsistencies, couples’ paid-work strategies are 
considered as a moderator. It is argued that gender differences in identities 
characterize traditional couples but are eliminated when spouses lead more 
similar lives.

Moreover, while individuals’ identities are shaped through life experi-
ences and embedded within larger social structures (Stryker, Serpe, & Hunt, 
2005), little is known about the ways in which the sociostructural character-
istics that affect men’s and women’s identities differ (Aryee & Luk, 1996; 
Bielby & Bielby, 1989). The current study suggests that gender moderates the 
associations between individuals’ sociostructural characteristics and the 
importance of parental and work identities to their self-concept.

Our hypotheses were tested on a convenience sample of British couples 
from the Cambridgeshire area. As in other Western countries, the recent 
decades have witnessed dramatic rise in British women’s employment rates 
(Scott, Dex, & Joshi, 2008). The United Kingdom is characterized, however, 
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by a dominant male-breadwinner/part-time female-caregiver ideological 
model, and the significant increase in mothers’ employment has been largely 
concentrated in part-time jobs (Kanji, 2011). Therefore, while the United 
Kingdom has one of the highest employment rates in Europe for mothers of 
preschool children, it also has one of the lowest rates of maternal full-time 
employment (Kanji, 2011). This unique combination results in part from the 
lack of state-funded child care provision for small children, the short- and 
long-term costs of women’s career breaks and the social disapproval of full-
time employment for mothers (Himmelweit & Sigala, 2004). This gendered 
context thus seems particularly suitable for examining women’s and men’s 
identities and their sociostructural correlates.

Identity Theory

According to Identity Theory, role identities are the meanings applied to the 
self in a social role (Stets & Serpe, 2013; Stryker, 1980, 2008). Whereas roles 
are external, and linked to social positions within the social structure, identi-
ties are internal, and consist of internalized meanings and expectations asso-
ciated with a role (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Identities are therefore social 
products, which are formed in particular situations and circumstances and 
maintained through interactions with others (Burke & Stets, 2009).

This theory suggests that individuals have many identities that are hierar-
chically organized in terms of their salience (Stryker, 1980) and psychologi-
cal centrality (Rosenberg, 1979). Identity salience is defined as the probability 
that an identity will be invoked across a variety of situations (Stryker, 1980). 
Identity centrality is the importance individuals attach to an identity 
(Rosenberg, 1979; see also identity prominence, McCall & Simmons, 1978). 
Whereas identity salience does not require self-conscious or self-aware 
actors, identity centrality refers to individuals’ own subjective judgments of 
the importance of each of their identities and therefore assumes a level of 
self-awareness (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).

An important premise of identity theory is that the salience and centrality 
of identities are linked to individuals’ circumstances and situational character-
istics (Merolla, Serpe, Stryker, & Schultz, 2012). While individuals develop 
their own self-definitions, these are influenced by the realities of the social 
structures within which they are embedded (Stets & Serpe, 2013). In particu-
lar, large (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status), intermediate (e.g., organiza-
tions), and proximate (e.g., family) social structures affect the likelihood that 
the individuals located within them will develop particular kinds of selves 
(Stryker et al., 2005). This theory further assumes bidirectional relationships 
between identities and individual circumstances, such that identities are 
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shaped by certain social circumstances and in turn guide behavioral choices 
that affect these circumstances. Thus, for example, full-time employment is 
likely to enhance professional identity, and a new mother’s central profes-
sional identity is likely to guide her choice to continue to commit to full-time 
employment. Nevertheless, some social structures are less prone to individual 
choice (e.g., gender, age of the children). While acknowledging this bidirec-
tional nature of relationships, the present study focuses on the role of social 
structures in the salience and centrality of men’s and women’s identities.

Gender Differences in Identities

When considering the social structural characteristics that affect the 
salience and centrality of identities, the gendered sociocultural context 
within which men and women function must be taken into account (Scott 
et al., 2012; Stone, 2007). Despite the considerable changes in women’s 
work patterns and the gradual increase in men’s participation in the home 
over the past few decades (McGill, 2014; Sullivan, 2006), women and men 
still assume main responsibilities for their traditional roles as caregivers 
and breadwinners, respectively (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Kan, Sullivan, & 
Gershuny, 2011).

Identity theory suggests that gender operates as a “master status” which 
often overrides other characteristics of the person and affects the salience and 
meanings of role identities (Stryker, 1987; Thoits, 1991). A number of studies 
have indeed shown that women’s parental identities tend to be more salient 
than men’s (Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Scott & Alwin, 1989), and a few studies 
have found in addition that men’s work-related identities tend to be more 
salient than women’s (e.g., Aryee & Luk, 1996; Bielby & Bielby, 1989; 
Maurer, Pleck, & Rane, 2001). However, the evidence for such gender differ-
ences is mixed and several studies have failed to document them (e.g., 
Friedman & Weissbrod, 2005; Snir et al., 2009; Thoits, 1992). It is plausible 
that the relatively large variability in women’s work patterns accounts for 
some of these inconsistencies (e.g., Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Gaunt & 
Benjamin, 2007). Whereas the vast majority of men work full time (Sayer & 
Gornick, 2011), women, and especially mothers of preschool children, tend 
to exhibit great variability in work patterns, ranging from no paid work, 
through part-time jobs to full-time work outside the home (Harkness, 2008). 
These various work patterns are likely to be linked to the relative importance 
of parental and work identities to the self-concept, such that gender differ-
ences in identities are less likely among dual earners, where both spouses 
work full time. Presumably, such differences should be more substantial 
among traditional couples consisting of a housewife and a male breadwinner, 
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and may be reduced among modified traditional couples where the wife 
works part time.

Gender Differences in the Effects of Sociostructural 
Characteristics

Beyond these gender differences in the salience of work and family identities, 
gender as a master status may also change the meanings of identities (Stryker, 
1987; Thoits, 1991). Given that identities are internalized meanings produced 
in a certain social environment, a gendered environment implies that different 
meanings are attached to work and parenting roles depending on gender 
(Wiley, 1991). In particular, the expectations associated with the position of a 
parent or a worker are different for men and women. Despite changes in social 
expectations in recent decades regarding fathers’ involvement in child care 
(Adams, Walker, & O’Connell, 2011; Wall & Arnold, 2007), good fathering is 
still associated primarily with being a good worker and breadwinner, whereas 
good mothering is associated with providing care to young children (e.g., 
DeWitt, Cready, & Seward, 2013; Gaunt, 2013; Wall, 2013). In this way, 
men’s work and family identities are consistent and positively related to each 
other, whereas women’s work and family identities are in conflict (Aryee & 
Luk, 1996; Friedman & Weissbrod, 2005; Hodges & Park, 2013; Stone, 2007). 
Because of these different meanings, men’s and women’s parental and work-
related identities may be differentially linked to their social structural charac-
teristics. In other words, gender may moderate the effects of other structural 
variables on identities (Aryee & Luk, 1996; Bielby & Bielby, 1989).

Conventional images of motherhood, in particular, still portray mothers as 
the irreplaceable main caretakers for babies and young children, and pre-
scribe intensive, child-centered mothering (Adams et al., 2011; Stone, 2007; 
Wall, 2013). As women develop their self-identities as mothers, these social 
expectations are internalized and are likely to generate stronger associations 
between the presence of young children and the salience of women’s parental 
identities than men’s parental identities (Aryee & Luk, 1996; Katz-Wise, 
Priess, & Hyde, 2010). Moreover, these social images of intensive mothering 
increase the perceived conflict between motherhood and paid work (Friedman 
& Weissbrod, 2005; Stone, 2007) and result in the social disapproval of full-
time employment for mothers (Himmelweit & Sigala, 2004; Wall, 2013). The 
presence of children (and the more and younger they are) should therefore be 
negatively associated with women’s work identities but not with men’s 
(Evertsson, 2013).

Conventional images of fatherhood, in contrast, are still largely focused 
on breadwinning rather than daily child care (Gregory & Milner, 2011; 
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Hodges & Park, 2013). Although popular representations of “new father-
hood” include involvement in hands-on child care (Adams et  al., 2011; 
Gregory & Milner, 2011), fathers continue to be perceived as secondary 
caregivers and primary breadwinners (Adams et al., 2011; Hodges & Park, 
2013; Wall & Arnold, 2007). Because of this perceived centrality of bread-
winning to fathers’ role, and the perceived conflict between paid work and 
mothers’ role, earnings should be positively related to men’s parental iden-
tities (Aryee & Luk, 1996) but negatively related to women’s parental 
identities.

Aims and Hypotheses

In light of the above reasoning, the present study explores gender differ-
ences in identities and their sociostructural correlates. It extends previous 
literature in several important ways. First, to account for the inconsistent 
findings regarding gender differences in the salience and centrality of 
work and parenting identities, the moderating role of couples’ paid-work 
strategy is considered (Scott & Plagnol, 2012). That is, gender differences 
are examined separately among traditional, modified traditional, and dual-
earner couples. Second, the moderating role of gender in the associations 
between structural characteristics and identities is explored. Because of 
the different meanings and expectations associated with the parent and 
worker roles for men and women, differential associations are expected 
between the presence of young children and the salience of parental and 
work identities depending on gender. Individuals’ income is similarly 
expected to be differentially linked to men’s and women’s identities. 
Finally, the present study maintains the conceptual and empirical distinc-
tion between identity salience and psychological centrality. Although pre-
vious studies have tended to treat these concepts as synonymous, a few 
reports that maintained this distinction found that identity salience and 
centrality are two relatively independent dimensions of the self-structure 
and recommended that both should be incorporated into the research 
design (Stets & Biga, 2003; Stryker & Serpe, 1994).

Two sets of hypotheses were derived from the rationale presented above:

(I) Gender differences in identities:
Hypothesis 1a: Overall, it is hypothesized that women will have more 
salient and central parental identities than men, and men will have more 
salient and central work identities than women.
Hypothesis 1b: Couples’ paid-work strategy is expected to moderate 
these effects, so that differences in identity salience and centrality will be 
found among traditional couples but not among dual earners.
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To test this hypothesis, we followed Scott and Plagnol’s (2012) procedure 
and classified the couples in our sample into three strategy categories based 
on the spouses’ weekly hours of paid work. “Traditional” couples consisted 
of a woman who does not work for pay and a man who works full time, 
“modified male breadwinner” couples consisted of a woman who works part 
time (less than 30 hours per week) and a man who works more hours than the 
woman, and “dual-earner” couples were those in which both spouses work 30 
hours or more per week. We then conducted a series of mixed-model analyses 
of variance to examine moderation by paid-work strategy.

(II) Gender differences in the effects of children and income on 
identities:
Hypothesis 2a: Because of the differential social perceptions of mother-
hood and fatherhood discussed above, it is hypothesized that gender will 
moderate the effects of children on participants’ work identities. That is, 
more children and a child’s younger age will have negative effects on the 
salience and centrality of women’s work identities, but will be unrelated to 
men’s work identities.
Hypothesis 2b: It is further hypothesized that gender will moderate the 
effects of children on participants’ parental identities. Specifically, more 
children and a child’s younger age will be associated with more salient and 
central parental identities among women, but will be unrelated to men’s 
parental identities.
Hypothesis 2c: Consistent with the reasoning discussed above, it is 
hypothesized that gender will moderate the effects of income on partici-
pants’ parental identities. Whereas income is expected to correlate posi-
tively with men’s parental identity, a negative correlation is hypothesized 
among women.

To examine these moderations by gender, we followed the methods devel-
oped by Hayes (2012, 2013) for evaluating moderation effects using the boot-
strap procedure. Bootstrap resampling of the data provides estimates for the 
model paths and a confidence interval (CI) of these estimates. The analyses 
were conducted using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 1) with 
1,000 bootstrap samples and bias-corrected CIs.

Method

Participants

One hundred and forty-eight married couples with children (n = 296) partici-
pated in the study as part of a larger research project on work and family. A 
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convenience sample was recruited by research assistants through play groups, 
schools, and community centers in Cambridgeshire, the United Kingdom. 
Table 1 lists the demographic characteristics of the participants by gender. 
The men’s ages ranged from 22 to 56 (M = 38, SD = 6.70) and the women’s 
ages ranged from 23 to 49 (M = 35, SD = 5.78), t(1, 145) = 6.44, p < .001. The 
couples represented a broad range of socioeconomic levels, with an overrep-
resentation of educated couples. Approximately 16% of the participants had 
not finished high school, but 64% of the men and 59% of the women had an 
academic degree, compared with 35% in the general population (Office for 
National Statistics, 2011). There were no gender differences in levels of edu-
cation (Wilcoxon rank sum test Z = .40, p = .68). The men’s work hours 
ranged from 0 to 85 hours per week (M = 44.93, SD = 13.56); only 3% of the 
men did not work for pay, 7% worked less than 30 hours per week, and 90% 
worked 30 hours or more per week. The women’s work hours ranged from 0 
to 72 hours per week (M = 17.88, SD = 15.84) and closely reflected those of 
married mothers with preschool children in the general population (M = 
17.80, Harkness, 2008). Similar to the distribution found in the general popu-
lation (Office for National Statistics, 2008), 31% of the women in the sample 
did not work for pay, 40% worked less than 30 hours per week, and an addi-
tional 29% worked 30 hours or more. Overall, in the majority of the couples, 
the husband worked more hours than the wife, t(1, 143) = 15.54, p < .001, and 
had a higher income (Wilcoxon rank sum test Z = 8.28, p < .001). The number 
of children per couple ranged from 1 to 5 (M = 2.01, SD = 0.92). A total of 
31% of the families had one child, 46% had two children, 17% had three 
children, and 6% had four or five children. The youngest child’s age ranged 
from 1 to 6 years (M = 2.88, SD = 1.77).

The couples in the sample were classified into three paid-work strategy 
categories following Scott and Plagnol’s (2012) procedure. Forty-five cou-
ples were classified as “traditional,” 53 couples were classified as “modified 
male breadwinner” couples, and 38 couples were classified as “dual-earner” 
couples. The remaining “female breadwinner” category, where the woman 
worked more than the man, consisted of nine couples only and was therefore 
not included in the analysis of moderation by strategy.

Measures

Identity Salience.  To measure the salience of the participants’ identities, a 
“Who am I?” open-ended question asked participants to define themselves in 
terms of their relationships and roles. This measure (and its variant “the 
Twenty-Statements Test”; Kuhn & McPartland, 1954) has been widely used 
to explore gender and cultural differences in self-concept (Dhawan, 
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Roseman, Naidu, Thapa, & Rettek, 1995; Eaton & Louw, 2000; Kanagawa, 
Cross, & Markus, 2001; Mackie, 1983), as well as its relations to self-esteem 
and well-being (Lay & Verkuyten, 1999; Rentsch & Heffner, 1992; Thoits, 
1992). This measure required participants to complete 10 statements about 
themselves, starting with the words “I am . . . ” The instructions read: “In the 
space provided below, please try to describe yourself in terms of your 

Table 1.  The Demographic Characteristics of the Participants.

Men  
(n = 148)

Women 
(n = 148)

  n (%) n (%)

Age of youngest child, years
  1 38 (26)
  2 43 (29)
  3-4 38 (26)
  5-6 28 (19)
Number of children
  1 45 (31)
  2 68 (46)
  3-5 34 (23)
Agea, years
  34-22 41 (28) 66 (45)
  35-40 57 (39) 53 (36)
  41-56 48 (33) 27 (19)
Level of education
  Less than high school 25 (17) 22 (15)
  High school diploma 6 (4) 7 (5)
  Some college education 18 (12) 30 (20)
  Academic degree 95 (64) 87 (59)
Work hoursa

  Unemployed 4 (3) 45 (31)
  Part time (<30 weekly hours) 6 (4) 58 (40)
  Full time (30 hours or more) 136 (93) 41 (29)
Annual incomea

  Less than £7,000 3 (2) 66 (46)
  Between £7,001 and £17,400 10 (7) 30 (21)
  Between £17,401 and £24,200 31 (22) 15 (11)
  Between £24,201 and £31,200 31 (22) 14 (10)
  More than £31,201 67 (47) 18 (12)

aSignificant gender differences were found.
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relationships and social roles. Please write down your answers just as they 
come to your mind, don’t attempt to explain or organize them.” The first 
author and a research assistant independently coded the responses while 
being unaware of the participants’ other data. Each response was classified as 
a parental, work-related, or other identity. Intercoder agreement was very 
high (97%; kappa statistic .99) and discrepancies in judgments were dis-
cussed and resolved. Based on the assumption that the order of spontaneous 
recall responses reflects mental availability (Mussweiler & Bodenhausen, 
2002), participants’ parental and work-related responses were then assigned 
numbers to indicate their mental availability on a scale from 10 (the identity 
was mentioned first), through 9 (mentioned second), down to 1 (mentioned 
10th). An identity that was not mentioned by the participant was coded 0. 
Although the participants mentioned a wide range of identities, subsequent 
analyses focused on parental and work-related identity salience scores.

Identity Centrality.  To measure the psychological centrality of men’s and 
women’s identities, participants were then presented with a list of identities. 
The instructions read: “Please read the following list. For each item on this 
list, think of the extent to which you identify with it.” The list included eight 
identities (friend, sibling, wife/husband, work, son/daughter, parent, national 
identity, religious identity) and participants could also add other identities to 
the list (for similar lists, see Cassidy & Trew, 2001; McCall & Simmons, 
1978). The instructions then continued: “Please assign a percentage (from 
0% to 100%) to each of these items, in a way that reflects the extent to which 
each item is important for you, or represents who you are. The total must add 
up to 100%.” Cognizant of the controversy over the hierarchical nature of 
identities (Marks & MacDermid, 1996), this measure allowed participants to 
express the equal importance of two or more identities by allocating them 
equal percentages. The percentages allocated to parental and work identities 
were then coded to obtain participants’ psychological centrality scores. The 
Pearson intercorrelations between identity centrality and salience were .20 
and .41, for parental and work identities, respectively. This confirms that the 
two measures reflect relatively independent aspects of the self-structure.

Social Structural Characteristics.  Participants indicated the number of children 
in the household and the age and gender of each child. Participants’ individ-
ual annual income was measured on a 9-point scale ranging from 1 (less than 
£7,000) to 9 (more than £52,000). Participants also reported their level of 
education, weekly work hours, ethnic background, religiosity level, and age. 
Because of the potential associations between participants’ age and gender 
attitudes (e.g., Scott, Alwin, & Braun, 1996), preliminary analyses were 
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conducted with husbands’ and wives’ age as covariates. These analyses did 
not reveal any effects for age or interactions between age and gender, and this 
variable was therefore not included in the final analyses.

Procedure

Participants were personally approached by a female research assistant. The 
study was introduced as a questionnaire survey on work and family. Fully 96% 
of those approached to participate and who were eligible agreed to take part in 
the study. After receiving both parents’ agreement to participate, the research 
assistant obtained written consents and administered the self-report question-
naires. The questionnaires included measures of participants’ identities and 
sociostructural characteristics, as well as measures of the division of housework 
and child care that extend beyond the scope of the present study. Completion of 
the questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes and spouses were not allowed 
to consult each other when filling it out. In two cases, the questionnaire was only 
filled out by one spouse, and that couple’s data were therefore eliminated from 
the sample. Other missing data were subjected to listwise deletion.

Results

Gender Differences and Moderation by Paid-Work Strategy

Our first hypothesis suggested that overall, women would have more salient 
and central parental identities than men, and men would have more salient 
and central work identities than women. Gender differences in identities were 
examined using a 2 (Gender) × 4 (Identities: centrality/salience of parental/
work identity) multivariance analysis of variance (see Table 2). This analysis 
revealed a significant Gender × Identity interaction, F(3, 124) = 5.43,  
p = .002. In line with Hypothesis 1a, women had more central parental identi-
ties than men, F(1, 126) = 4.31, p < .001, and a small but significant differ-
ence in the salience of parental identity was also found, F(1, 126) = 3.69, p < 
.001. The results further indicate that men had more central work-related 
identities than women, F(1, 126) = 2.51, p = .013, but the gender difference 
in work identity salience was not significant.

Our second hypothesis suggested that couples’ paid-work strategy would 
moderate these gender differences in identities (Hypothesis 1b). To test this 
hypothesis, a series of 2 (Gender) × 3 (Paid-Work Strategy) mixed-model 
analyses of variance (ANOVAs; with gender as the within-couple factor) 
was conducted on participants’ parental and work identity salience and 
centrality.
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Work Identities.  The analysis on work identity centrality (see Figure 1) 
revealed a main effect of gender, F(1, 120) = 5.89, p = .017, indicating that 
men’s work identities (M = 13.72) were more central than women’s  
(M = 10.88). This main effect was qualified, however, by the predicted Gen-
der × Paid-Work Strategy interaction, F(2, 120) = 13.60, p < .001. As can be 
seen in Figure 1, traditional husbands’ work identities (M = 15.52) were more 
central than their wives’ (M = 5.28), F(2, 120) = 5.88, p < .001. However, 
there was no gender difference in work identity centrality among modified 
male-breadwinner couples, M = 14.70, for men and 11.08, for women, F(2, 
120) = 1.62, ns, and dual-earner wives had more central work identities (M = 
16.27) than their husbands (M = 10.93), F(2, 120) = −2.98, p = .005.

The Gender by Paid-Work Strategy mixed-model ANOVA on participants’ 
work identity salience (see Figure 2) yielded no main effects but a significant 
Gender × Paid-Work Strategy interaction, F(2, 122) = 8.70, p < .001. As 
Figure 2 shows, traditional husbands had more salient work identities (M = 
6.22) than their wives (M = 3.07), F(2, 122) = 3.78, p < .001, whereas no 
significant gender differences were found among modified male-breadwin-
ner couples, M = 5.98 and 6.16, for men and women, respectively, F(2, 122) 
= 0.65, ns, or dual-earner couples, M = 6.20 and 6.85, for men and women, 
respectively, F(2, 122) = 0.72, ns.

Parental Identities.  A similar analysis on participants’ parental identity cen-
trality (see Figure 3) revealed a main effect of gender, F(1, 120) = 17.80,  
p < .001, indicating that women’s parental identities (M = 39.04) were more 
central than men’s (M = 31.62). As expected, the gender difference in 

Table 2.  Means, Standard Deviations, and Gender Differences in Parental and 
Work Identities.

Women  
(n = 148)

Men  
(n = 148)

  M SD M SD F(1, 126)

Work identity salience 5.30 3.60 5.88 3.43 −1.42
Work identity centrality 10.64 8.93 13.67 10.70 −2.53*
Parental identity salience 9.69 0.61 9.34 0.91 3.49***
Parental identity centrality 38.84 15.45 31.69 13.36 4.44***

Note. Tests of significance were two-tailed. Work and parental identity salience scores ranged 
from 0 (nonsalient) to 10 (most salient); work and parental identity centrality scores ranged 
from 0 (noncentral) to 100 (most central).
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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parental identity centrality found among traditional couples, M = 42.54, for 
women and M = 31.23, for men, F(2, 120) = 3.64, p < .001, and modified 
male-breadwinner couples, M = 39.27, for women and M = 30.29, for men, 
F(2, 120) = 2.96, p = .005, was eliminated among dual-earner couples, M = 
35.30 and 33.33, for women and men, respectively, F(2, 120) = 0.75, ns. 
Nevertheless, the predicted Gender × Paid-Work Strategy interaction was not 
significant, F(2, 120) = 2.29, p = .10.

Finally, a similar pattern of results was found in the Gender by Paid-
Work Strategy mixed-model ANOVA on participants’ parental identity 
salience (see Figure 4). This analysis revealed a main effect of gender, 
F(1, 122) = 12.77, p < .001, showing that women had more salient paren-
tal identities (M = 9.68) than men (M = 9.32). Although the predicted 
Gender × Paid-Work Strategy interaction was not significant, F(2, 122) = 
2.00, ns, the results followed the predicted pattern: The gender difference 
in parental identity salience found among traditional couples, M = 9.85, 
for women and M = 9.21, for men, F(2, 122) = 3.27, p = .002, and modi-
fied male-breadwinner couples, M = 9.80, for women and M = 9.46, for 
men, F(2, 122) = 2.92, p = .005, was eliminated among dual-earner cou-
ples, M = 9.41 and 9.28, for women and men, respectively, F(2, 122) = 
0.51, ns.

Figure 1.  Work identity centrality by gender and paid-work strategy.
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Figure 3.  Parental identity centrality by gender and paid-work strategy.

Figure 2.  Work identity salience by gender and paid-work strategy.
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Overall, these results supported our prediction (Hypothesis 1b) that cou-
ple’s paid-work strategy moderates gender differences in identities. As 
expected, the differences in identity salience and centrality found among tra-
ditional couples were eliminated among dual-earner couples.

Sociostructural Characteristics and Moderation by Gender

Our second set of hypotheses focused on the moderating role of gender in the 
effects of sociostructural variables on parental and work-related identities. To 
assess these hypotheses, we evaluated a set of simple moderation models using 
the PROCESS program (Model 1; Hayes, 2012, 2013) with bias-corrected 
bootstrap estimates and 95% CIs. The results are presented in Table 3.

Hypothesis 2a suggested that more children and a child’s younger age 
would have negative effects on the salience and centrality of women’s work 
identities but not on men’s work identities. The results supported this hypoth-
esis and indicate that gender moderated the effects of the number of children 
and the age of the youngest child on work identity centrality. As can be seen 
in Figures 5 and 6, whereas the centrality of women’s work identities 
decreased the more children they had and the younger their child, the central-
ity of men’s work identities increased the more children they had and the 
younger their child. Table 3 shows that the moderating effects of gender were 

Figure 4.  Parental identity salience by gender and paid-work strategy.
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Figure 5.  Work identity centrality by number of children and gender.

Figure 6.  Work identity centrality by age of youngest child and gender.
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significant, with bootstrap CI below zero for the number of children (95% CI 
[−4.88, −0.05]), and above zero for the age of the youngest child (95% CI 
[0.25, 2.84]). Thus, although the number of children and the age of the young-
est child were not significant predictors of men’s and women’s work identi-
ties, their associations with these identities went in opposite directions such 
that their disordinal interaction with gender was significant.

Hypothesis 2b predicted that gender would moderate the effects of chil-
dren on participants’ parental identities. Specifically, it was predicted that 
more children and a child’s younger age would be associated with more 
salient and central parental identities among women, but unrelated to men’s 
parental identities. The results provided weak support for this hypothesis. As 
can be seen in Table 3, although gender moderation of the effect of child’s 
age on parental identity centrality was in the expected direction, the bootstrap 
CI was not entirely below zero and thus only marginally significant (boot-
strap 95% CI [−3.69, 0.10]). The number of children had no effects on paren-
tal identities.

Our final hypothesis (Hypothesis 2c) suggested that gender would moder-
ate the effects of income on participants’ parental identities, such that income 
would be positively related to men’s parental identity but negatively related 
to women’s. Assessment of a moderation model on parental identity central-
ity with bias-corrected bootstrap estimates and 95% CI confirmed this 
hypothesis. As can be seen in Table 3, the effects of income on both maternal 
and paternal identity centrality were significant, as well as the moderating 
effect of gender, with bootstrap CI below zero (95% CI [−4.21, −0.95]). 
Figure 7 shows that whereas men’s parental identity centrality increased with 
their income, women’s identity centrality decreased the more they earned.

Discussion

This study sought to explore gender differences in the importance of parental 
and work identities and in the role played by sociostructural characteristics in 
shaping these identities. Given the inconsistent evidence regarding gender 
differences in the salience of identities (e.g., Aryee & Luk, 1996; Friedman & 
Weissbrod, 2005; Scott & Alwin, 1989), our first goal was to consider cou-
ples’ division of paid work in an attempt to clarify these inconsistencies. In 
line with our first set of hypotheses, the findings revealed considerable differ-
ences in the salience and centrality of both parental and work identities 
between stay-at-home mothers and their breadwinning husbands, whereas no 
differences in identities were found between spouses when both worked full 
time. The modified traditional couples, in which the woman worked part 
time, showed gender differences in parental identities but not in work 
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identities. This suggests that while working part time is sufficient to enhance 
a woman’s work identity and place it on a par with her husband’s, the gap in 
parental identities between the spouses remains. These findings extend the 
literature on gender differences in identities (Aryee & Luk, 1996; Bielby & 
Bielby, 1989) and attest to the importance of couples’ paid-work strategies in 
moderating these differences.

An interesting and unpredicted finding was that full-time working women 
had more central work identities than their husbands’. Full-time work is not 
the prevailing norm among mothers of young children and considerable soci-
etal ambivalence toward new mothers’ employment still exists (Himmelweit 
& Sigala, 2004; Wall, 2013). Presumably, because of the need to overcome 
these internal and external barriers to commit to full-time employment (e.g., 
Hoffnung & Williams, 2013), women who do choose this route are character-
ized by particularly central professional or work-related identities.

Our second goal was to examine how sociostructural characteristics dif-
ferentially affect men’s and women’s identities. Earlier works have discussed 
the different social expectations from the parental role depending on the par-
ent’s gender (DeWitt et al., 2013; Gaunt, 2013; Wiley, 1991), and showed that 
men’s parental role is perceived as consistent with their work role, whereas 
women’s parental and work roles are perceived as conflicting (Aryee & Luk, 
1996; Friedman & Weissbrod, 2005; Hodges & Park, 2013). Given that iden-
tities are internalized meanings applied to the self in a social role (Stets & 

Figure 7.  Parental identity centrality by income and gender.
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Serpe, 2013; Stryker, 2008), it was hypothesized that these different expecta-
tions would be reflected in differential associations between sociostructural 
characteristics and men’s and women’s identities. Overall, the findings sup-
ported this suggestion and provided evidence for the moderating role of gen-
der in the effects of children and income on individuals’ identities. In 
particular, it was found that men’s work identity centrality increased when 
they had more and younger children, whereas women’s work identity central-
ity decreased (Hypothesis 2a). Furthermore, and also as predicted (Hypothesis 
2c), men’s parental identity centrality increased with their income, whereas 
women’s parental identity centrality decreased the more they earned. These 
two important findings clearly illustrate the notion of conflicting roles for 
women and consistent roles for men: Whereas men’s work characteristics 
(i.e., income) uphold their parental identities, and family characteristics (i.e., 
age and number of children) uphold their work identities, the opposite is true 
for women.

The hypothesis concerning the stronger effects of children on women’s 
parental identities was only weakly supported. Although the pattern of results 
was in the expected direction, the moderation by gender was not significant. It 
is possible that the limited range of children’s ages in the sample masked the 
effects of age. That is, women’s parental identities may not vary considerably 
when having babies and preschool children, and may show a more substantial 
decrease when the children enter school and become more independent.

In addition to the limited range of children’s ages, the current sample 
included an overrepresentation of well-educated participants which may 
have deflated gender differences in identities. Specifically, better educated 
women are more likely to be employed and the gap in income between them 
and their husbands tends to be smaller (England, Gornick, & Shafer, 2012). 
A wider representation of education levels might have revealed greater gen-
der differences in both work identity centrality and sociostructural charac-
teristics such as work hours and income. Additionally, the sample size 
prevented the inclusion of a female breadwinner category as a fourth paid-
work strategy. Due to their relative rarity in the population, only nine cou-
ples in our sample represented this category. However, examining parental 
and work identities of breadwinning mothers and primary caregiving fathers 
is of major theoretical importance and could shed more light on the ways in 
which identities are shaped by social structures and life experiences (e.g., 
Doucet, 2004; Doucet & Merla, 2007; Medved, 2009; Medved & Rawlins, 
2011). Future explorations of gender differences in identities and their cor-
relates would therefore benefit from analyzing large representative samples 
of parents with wider ranges of paid-work strategies, sociodemographic 
backgrounds, and children’s ages.
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The study benefitted from the inclusion of two distinct measures of iden-
tity importance (Stryker & Serpe, 1994). Whereas the measure of identity 
centrality engaged participants in conscious deliberation about the percent-
ages they allocated to various identities, the measure of salience via a “Who 
am I?” question captured the mental availability of various identities. To 
minimize order effects, identity salience was measured first, followed by 
identity centrality. Overall, the more conscious measure of identity centrality 
seemed more closely associated to individuals’ structural variables than the 
relatively implicit measure of salience. The lack of significant findings link-
ing parental identity salience to background variables, in particular, may have 
stemmed from the particularly small variability in this measure: Parental 
identity was either the first or second identity mentioned by the vast majority 
of women (95%) and men (90%) in the sample.

Finally, the cross-sectional nature of the research design precludes a deter-
mination of the direction of causal relations between identities and the socio-
structural characteristics. From a theoretical perspective, insofar as individuals 
have control over their environment and an ability to change their circum-
stances, both directions of influence are plausible. That is, identity theory 
assumes that identities are formed within a certain array of social structures, 
and in turn, they guide individual behavioral choices (Gaunt & Scott, 2014; 
Merolla et al., 2012; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Thus, for example, whereas 
women’s employment is likely to affect the importance they attach to their 
work identity, it is also likely that more central and salient work identity lead 
them to choose full-time employment. Future longitudinal investigations of 
these relations could help determine their causal nature and direction more 
accurately. Nevertheless, certain structural characteristics such as gender and 
socioeconomic status are less susceptible to individuals’ choices and there-
fore enable more definite causal conclusions (Stryker et  al., 2005). Thus, 
although people generally choose whether to have children, the age of a child 
at a certain point in time is beyond their control, and its links with the central-
ity of parental and work identities is likely to reflect its influence on these 
identities.

In conclusion, the findings from the current study shed light on the inter-
active effects of gender and other structural characteristics on parental and 
work identities. Taken together, the findings suggest that the overall differ-
ences between men’s and women’s identities and their correlates are attenu-
ated among spouses with more similar life circumstances. That is, differences 
in the salience and centrality of parental and work identities tend to disappear 
when both spouses work full time and as their children grow older. These 
findings attest to the importance of examining differences within as well as 
between genders, by taking interactions between gender, parenting, and 
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employment into account. Continuing societal change toward greater gender 
equality (Deutsch, 2007; Sullivan, 2006) may be reflected in a gradual 
decrease in the moderating role of gender in future research.
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