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Well, the local union that I 

represent is in Flint. And one of 

the things that we saw as things 

were going on, obviously tensions 

rose as people were fearful for their 

jobs. And what we wanted to do 

was make sure that we responded 

in a way that would let them know 

that there were options. Because 

the feeling is the lack of options 

creates a desperation. And we did 

not want that desperation to turn 

on their fellow employees or their 

families or on themselves.

Art in Detroit
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What predicts continued paternal involvement in their children’s lives after a 
divorce is the quality of the relationship between the ex-spouses prior to the divorce. 

This masculinizaton of irresponsibility is compounded by class and race. Poorer 
communities desperately need child support programs to enable and assist 
fathers in staying connected. Well-documented racial disparities in enforcement 
of child support laws create a perception that some fathers are significantly more 
irresponsible, creating (or enabling) the very dynamics they are supposed to rem-
edy. Take just one example. In Dane County, Wisconsin, arrest rates for African 
Americans for nonpayment of child support are about 35 times those of white 
residents. Nearly one in two of those arrested for this reason were African Ameri-
cans in a county whose African American population in 2000 was 4 percent of the 
total county population.20 

Found, not lost

The anti-feminists may shout loudest, and the new masculinists may be the 
most mediagenic of men’s responses to increased gender equality, but they rep-
resent only a small fraction of American men. The largest, if least acknowledged, 
response to women’s equality is the quiet acceptance of gender equality at both 
the public and private level. In the public sphere, the majority of American men 
support wage equality, comparable worth, women’s candidacies for public office. 

On the domestic front, surveys consistently show “substantial and persistent” 
long-term trends increasing the endorsement of gender equality in families. With 
only modest attitudinal adjustment, most American men have adapted to the 
dual-career couple model that now characterizes most marriages. Some are even 
delighted to have the additional family income. Most American men subscribe 

The anti-feminists may shout loudest, and the new 
masculinists may be the most mediagenic of men’s 

responses to increased gender equality, but they 
represent only a small fraction of American men. 
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to a general “ethical imperative” and see women’s equality as right, just, and fair. 
They just don’t think it has all that much to do with them as men.21

But it does. As I will show below, when fatherhood is transformed from a political 
cause to a personal experience, from an ideological position or an existential state 
of being to a set of concrete practices, men’s lives are dramatically improved. As 
are their children’s. 

This acceptance isn’t the result of some grand ideological transformation in the 
meaning of manhood. Some part of it is simply financial. “These days, Ward 
Cleaver wouldn’t be able to afford a house in the suburbs or Beaver’s tuition—
unless June went to work too,” writes Nicholas Kulish in The New York Times. 
Indeed, despite some evidence that the Great Recession may spur increases in 
reactive defensiveness among men, it may, in fact, propel the trend toward greater 
acceptance of equality. One recent survey found that a decline in men’s breadwin-
ner status tends to promote egalitarian gender ideologies.22

Plus, it is the inevitable result of countless micro-level decisions made by families 
every day: about their daughters’ and sons’ education, an increased intolerance 
for bullying or harassment, a sense of fairness about wage equality and reducing 
discrimination. It’s not that men woke up one morning and decided to scrap their 
traditional definition of masculinity. Rather, they gradually, and without fanfare 
or struggle, drifted into more egalitarian relationships because they love their 
wives, partners, and children. 

Support for gender equality begins at home. Across race, class, and (nonevangeli-
cal) religious ideologies, support for the more conventional male-breadwinner/
female homemaker ideology has fallen dramatically since the late 1970s. A new 

When fatherhood is transformed from a  
political cause to a personal experience, from 

an ideological position or an existential state of 
being to a set of concrete practices, men’s lives are 

dramatically improved. As are their children’s. 
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report by the Families and Work Institute finds that while 74 percent of men (and 
52 percent of women) subscribed to that conventional model in 1977, just over 
two-fifths of men (42 percent) and less than two-fifths of women (39 percent) 
subscribe to it today.23 

What’s more, men’s attitudes about women’s ability to balance work and fam-
ily also shifted in a decidedly positive direction. In 1977, less than half of men 
(49 percent) agreed with the statement, “A mother who works outside the home 
can have just as good a relationship with her children as a mother who does not 
work.” Thirty years later—a short time in terms of attitude shifts—two-thirds of 
men agree (as do 80 percent of women). 

This change is more pronounced the younger the respondent. Just over a third of 
“Millennial” employees who were 28 or younger in 2008 support that traditional 
family model today, while slightly more than half (53 percent) of mature workers 
(63 and older in 2008) support it—though 90 percent of mature workers sub-
scribed to the conventional model in 1977. And while 70 percent of men in dual-
career couples still subscribed to the more conventional model in 1977, only about 
37 percent of them subscribe to that today.24 

While most American men’s participation in family life, that is doing house-
work and child care, tends to be expressed by two two-word phrases—men “help 
out” and “pitch in”—men’s share of housework and especially child care has also 
increased significantly in the past few decades. Men are both more likely to do 
more housework, and also more likely to hug their children and tell them that they 
love them, than in previous decades. It took several decades for the norm to be 
a dual-career couple; it will take several more decades before the norm is also a 

“dual-carer” couple. 

It’s not that men woke up one morning and decided 
to scrap their traditional definition of masculinity. 

Rather, they gradually, and without fanfare or 
struggle, drifted into more egalitarian relationships 
because they love their wives, partners, and children. 
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Handling the play dates. Fathers do more than barbecue these days. {James Estrin, The New York Times}
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The average father today spends three hours a day on the weekend with his fam-
ily, up significantly from estimates in earlier decades. While women still do the 
majority of routine housework, “husbands of working wives are spending more 
time in the family than in the past.” In 1924, 10 percent of working-class women 
said their husbands spent “no time” doing housework; today that percentage is 
less than 2 percent. Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, men’s household 
labor increased from five to seven hours per week, while women’s share decreased 
by about five hours, from 27 hours to 22 hours per week.25

When couples were asked to keep accurate records of how much time they spent 
doing which household tasks, men still put in significantly less time than their 
wives. The most recent figures from the National Survey of Families and House-
holds at the University of Wisconsin show that husbands were doing about 14 
hours of housework per week (compared with 31 hours for wives). In more tradi-
tional couples in which she stays home and the husband is the sole earner, her 
hours jump to 38 and his decline slightly to 12. 

Reasonable, since they’ve defined housework as “her” domain. But when both 
work full-time outside the home, the wife does 28 hours and the husband does 
16.26 This is four times the amount of housework that Japanese men do, but only 
two-thirds of the housework that Swedish men do.27 

Though we tend to think that sharing housework is the product of ideological com-
mitments—progressive, liberal, well-educated middle-class families with more 
egalitarian attitudes—the data suggest a more complicated picture that has less to 
do with ideological concerns. In every single subcategory (meal preparation, dishes, 

Though we tend to think that sharing housework  
is the product of ideological commitments—

progressive, liberal, well-educated middle-class 
families with more egalitarian attitudes— 
the data suggest a more complicated picture  
that has less to do with ideological concerns.
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cleaning, shopping, washing, outdoor work, auto repair 
and maintenance, and bill paying), for example, black 
men do significantly more housework than white men. 
In more than one-fourth of all black families, men do 
more than 40 percent of the housework. Men’s “share” 
of housework comes closer to an equal share. 

In white families, only 16 percent of the men do that 
much. And blue-collar fathers, regardless of race 
(municipal and service workers, policemen, firefight-
ers, maintenance workers), are twice as likely (42 
percent) as those in professional, managerial, or tech-
nical jobs (20 percent) to care for their children while 
their wives work. This difference comes less from 
ideological commitments and more from an “infor-
mal flex time,” a split-shift arrangement with one’s 
spouse, which is negotiated by about one-fourth of 
all workers in the United States, and one-third of all 
workers with children under age 5.28 

Such findings are echoed among Mexican-origin 
families. Fathers in these families did more housework 
when the family income was lower or when wives con-
tributed a larger share of family income, an indication 
that among this population, too, economic reality can 
modify ideological assumptions.29 Among immigrant 
groups, class position tends to be more important than 
ethnicity as well—though it might tend in a different 
direction. Taiwanese immigrant men, for example, in 
the professional class tend to hold more egalitarian 
attitudes and perform more housework and child care 
than do Taiwanese men in the working class.30 

As a result of these complex findings, research-
ers increasingly adopt an intersectional approach, 
exploring how race, class, ethnicity, and immigrant 
status interact to produce distinct patterns. It may be 
that class position—regardless of race, ethnicity, or 

The latest from the American people

Q: Families today are very busy juggling 
multiple and conflicting schedules, 
duties, and responsibilities. How often 
do you and your spouse/partner need to 
coordinate your family’s schedule?

Every day
Women Men

2–3 times per week

Once a week

Every other week

Less often

never

37% 48%

28% 25%

18% 9%

3% 4%

8% 11%

5% 2%

37% 31%
32% 33%

22% 17%

15% 23%

32% 31%

5% 15%

7% 3%
3% 0%

12% 14%
13% 10%

6% 4%
15% 17%

White Black Latino

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Lunch time. Family friendly working hours would help this father with his family chores and 
policeman's duties. {Kevin Horan, Time Life Pictures, Getty Images}

immigrant status—may be the best predictor of both ideological orientations and 
actual behaviors, though the two may be contradictory or mutually reinforcing.31 

Housework aside, when it comes to being fathers, men are evidently willing to 
do more. A poll in Newsweek magazine found that 55 percent of fathers say that 
being a parent is more important to them than it was to their fathers, and 70 
percent say they spend more time with their children than their fathers spent 
with them. What’s more, they are actually doing it. According to the 2008 study 
by the Families and Work Institute, the amount of time fathers spend with their 
children under the age of 13 on workdays has increased from two hours a day in 
1977 to three hours a day in 2008—an increase of 50 percent. Women’s rate has 
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remained constant over that 30-year period, at 3.8 hours per workday. Millennial 
fathers spend 4.3 hours per workday (their wives spend five hours). Men are not 
merely walking their walk; they almost seem to be jogging it.32 

President Obama has also weighed in on the state of American fatherhood. In June 
2008, during the presidential campaign, he took African American men to task for 
high rates of absenteeism in the lives of their children. And, as we’ve seen, after the 
dissolution of a relationship, many fathers dramatically reduce, or altogether lose, 
contact with their children. But while the couple is together—in both black families 
and white, native-born and immigrant, religious and secular—men are, today, more 
involved in child care than possibly any other generation in American history. 

To be sure, there are some racial and ethnic differences. According to one 2005 U.S. 
Census Bureau study, 20 percent of white fathers are primary caregivers for their 
children when the mother is at work, compared to 11.3 percent of Asians, 12.7 per-
cent of African Americans, and 15 percent of Hispanics. Note, though, that these 
differences are for primary caregiving, not caregiving in general, and that the rates 
are not so dramatically different. What’s more, in all cases the trajectory is up.33

Men’s increased participation in child care has its challenges, of course. Men 
are reporting significantly higher levels of work-family conflict than they did 
30 years ago (and their rates now surpass women’s). Three of five fathers in 
dual-earner couples report significant work-family conflict, up from just over  
a third (35 percent) in 1977.34 

What’s more, with men’s child care participation increasing so much faster than 
their housework, a dangerous disequilibrium is developing in which dad is becom-
ing the “fun parent.” He takes the kids to the park and plays soccer with them; 
she stays home. “What a great time we had with dad!” the kids announce as they 

Men’s increased participation in child care  
has its challenges, of course. Men are reporting 

significantly higher levels of work-family  
conflict than they did 30 years ago. 
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burst through the kitchen door to a lunch that mom 
prepared while also folding the laundry and vacuum-
ing the living room. 

But when men do share housework as well as child 
care, the payoff is significant. Research by sociolo-
gists Scott Coltrane and Michele Adams looked at 
national survey data and found that when men 
increase their share of housework and child care, 
their children are happier, healthier, and do better in 
school.35 They are less likely to be diagnosed with 
ADHD, less likely to be put on prescription medica-
tion, and less likely to see a child psychologist for 
behavioral problems. They have lower rates of absen-
teeism and higher school achievement scores. 

“When men perform domestic service for others, 
it teaches children cooperation and democratic 
family values,” said Coltrane. “It used to be that 
men assumed that their wives would do all the 
housework and parenting, but now that women are 
nearly equal participants in the labor force, men are 
assuming more of the tasks that it takes to run a 
home and raise children.”36 

Perhaps the most telling correlation is that when 
school-aged children do housework with their 
fathers, they get along better with their peers and 
have more friends. And they show more positive 
behaviors than if they did the same work with their 
mothers. “Because fewer men do housework than 
women,” said Adams, “when they share the work, it 
has more impact on children.” Fathers model “coop-
erative family partnerships.”

When men share housework and child care, it turns 
out, their wives are happier. This is intuitively 

The latest from the American people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Men today 
are less interested in playing the macho 
role than they were in years past?

Agree
60%

35%

3%

63%

33%

2%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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obvious. Historically, working mothers reported higher levels of self-esteem 
and lower levels of depression than full-time housewives. Yet they also reported 
lower levels of marital satisfaction than do their husbands, who are happier 
than the husbands of traditional housewives. This was because under such 
arrangements, women’s workload increased at home, while the men benefited by 
having almost the same amount of work done for them at home and having their 
standard of living buttressed by an additional income.37 

But wives of egalitarian husbands, regardless of class or race and ethnicity, report 
the highest levels of marital satisfaction and lowest rates of depression, and are 
less likely to see therapists or take prescription medication. They are also more 
likely to stay fit, since they probably have more time on their hands.38 

The benefits for the men? Men who do more housework and child care are physi-
cally healthier. They smoke less, drink less, and take recreational drugs less often. 
They are more likely to stay in shape and more likely to go to doctors for routine 
screenings, but less likely to use emergency rooms or miss work due to illness. 

They’re also psychologically healthy. They are less often diagnosed with depres-
sion, and see therapists and take prescription medication less compared to men 
who do not share housework. They report higher levels of marital satisfaction. 
They also live longer, causing the normally staid British financial magazine The 
Economist to quip, “Change a nappy, by God, and put years on your life.” “When 
males take full responsibility for child care,” sociologist Barbara Risman points 
out, “they develop intimate and affectionate relationships with their children.” 
Nurturing their children is good for men’s health.39

And they have more sex. Research by psychologist John Gottman at the Univer-
sity of Washington found higher rates of marital sex among couples where men 
did more housework and child care. This last finding was trumpeted by Men’s 
Health magazine with the headline “Housework Makes Her Horny” (although 
I suspect that is not true when she does it). It is probably worthwhile pointing 
out that there is no one-to-one correspondence here; I would advise male read-
ers of this essay against immediately rushing home to load the washing machine. 
Instead it points to wives’ lower levels of stress in balancing work and family, 
coupled with a dramatic reduction in resentment that they alone are doing the 
second shift. 
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“Nothing without a woman or a girl”

There’s an old adage that the Chinese character for “crisis” is a combination of 
the characters for “danger” and “opportunity.” While some men see increased 
gender equality as a dangerous reversal of traditional gender arrangements, 
most men are going along for a rather apolitical ride, seeing neither danger nor 
opportunity. They’re doing more housework and child care, supporting their 
wives’ career aspirations, and sharing the decision-making about family life and 
career trajectories, not because of some ideological commitment to feminism, but 
because of a more commonplace commitment to their families and loved ones. 

In a sense, they know the fix is already in. Women are in the labor force—and 
every other public arena—to stay. So the choice for men is how we will relate to 
this transformation. Will we be dragged kicking and screaming into the future? 
Flee to some male-only preserve, circle the masculine wagons, and regroup? Or 
instead, will the majority of us who are now somewhere between eager embrace 
and resigned acceptance see instead the opportunity for the “enthusiastic 
embrace” of gender equality? 

Chances are we will—not only because it is inevitable (which it is) and not just 
because it’s right and just and fair (which it is). We will because we also see that 
men who embrace equality will live happier, healthier lives, lives animated by 
love and connection with our wives, our partners, our children, and our friends. 
And so will the children of these and most other men, who grow up with work-
ing mothers—and have sisters, friends, and girlfriends who expect to be equal at 
work and at home.

Men who have renegotiated a more gender-equitable path forward in their lives 
and their work have reaped significant benefits, yet many men continue to strug-
gle with lost incomes, lost breadwinner status, and downward economic mobility 
that threatens their ability to see women’s progress for what it is. There is a role 
for government in helping all men understand there is a clear path forward where 
masculinity and gender equality are complementary, not adversarial:

•	 Most men are “apolitically accepting” of the new status quo, but there needs 
to be public space to develop a politically forward-thinking agenda where men 
and women together can champion the reforms presented throughout this report. 
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Men need to help create this public space, not rely on women to do so. Men need 
to speak out in the public sphere as fathers and partners, just as women have 
embraced their role as workers in their homes. 

•	 As a result, both men and women both need the kinds of support that makes it 
possible to have dual-earner, dual-carer families, but these issues are most often 
misperceived as “women’s issues” in Washington and statehouses around the 
nation. Men need family-friendly policies, including on-site child care, health 
care reform, flexible working hours, and parental leave so that they can have the 
sorts of relationships they say they want to have.

•	 Policymakers need to support the choices of the majority of men who are pursu-
ing gender equality within their homes. Men today are nearly as likely as women 
to take time off from work to care for ailing family members, but men remain 
less likely to take time off to bond with a new child. Policies that redefine what 
it means to be a good provider and a good citizen should encourage men and 
women to be both breadwinner and caretaker in their families. 

Becoming a woman’s nation can be a vast improvement for everyone over 
remaining a man’s world. Gender equality is not a zero-sum game, but rather 
win-win. 
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