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Women’s labor force participation rose rapidly throughout the middle of the twentieth century, eventually slowing down in the
1990s before declining gradually since 1999. Today, the majority of working-age women (57%) are in the labor force (Bureau of
Labor Statistics 2017). During the past few decades, attitudes on women’s employment have also changed. This profile uses the
General Social Survey (GSS) to examine attitudes toward women'’s roles in the home among adults aged 18 and older in the
United States. Views on women’s roles in the home and the perceived effect of mothers' employment on their young children are
considered over time and for both men and women.

Attitudes on Men and Women’s Work and Home Roles, 1986-2016
Support for the male breadwinner model is declining. Figure 1
shows the percentage of adults who agree with the statement
“it is much better for everyone involved if the man is the
achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the
home and family.”

In 2016, about one-quarter (27%) of adults reported
they think it is better for men to work and for women
to tend to the home. This is a marked decrease since
1986 when nearly half agreed.

This trend is striking because over time, the percentage
of women aged 16 and older who were employed
remained fairly stable, with 54% of women in the labor
force in 2016. The gap in men and women'’s labor force
participation has declined largely due to a decline in
the share of men in the labor force.
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Attitudes on Men and Women’s Work and Home Roles, by Gender
Although only a minority of adults express support for a male

Figure 2. Percentage Who Report It Is Better for Men to Work,
Women to Tend Home, by Gender
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breadwinner model, there are some gender differences in
these trends, as shown in Figure 2.

In 1986 and 2016, roughly equal shares of men and
women agreed that it is better for men to work and
women to stay home.

Declining support for the male breadwinner model
occurred earlier for women than for men. The greatest
decline for women occurred between 1986 and 1996.
In contrast, among men there has been a more gradual
decline--half of men’s decline occurred within the last
decade



Attitudes about Mothers’ Employment and Preschool-Age Children
Over the last 30 years, the share of U.S. adults who agree with Figure 3. Percentage of Mothers with Preschool-Age Children at
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mother works” has sharply declined (Figure 3). Preschool-Age Children Suffer if Mother Works
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Attitudes on Mothers’ Employment and Their Preschool-Age Children, by Gender

Figure 4. Percentage Who Report Preschool-Age Children Suffer if Although both men and women exhibited a downward trend in
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