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ATTITUDES TOWARD TRADITIONAL
AND NONTRADITIONAL PARENTS

Victoria L. Brescoll and Eric Luis Uhlmann
Yale University

Three studies investigated attitudes toward traditional parents (stay-at-home mothers and employed fathers) and nontra-
ditional parents (stay-at-home fathers and employed mothers) among adult men and women. Using a between-subjects
design, Study 1 found that nontraditional parents were liked significantly less than traditional parents. Participants
also believed that stay-at-home fathers were not regarded highly by others. Study 2 replicated these results using a
within-subjects design, suggesting that participants felt little compunction about expressing negative attitudes toward
nontraditional parents. Study 3 further found that employed mothers were less disliked when described as working out
of financial necessity rather than for personal fulfillment. Both male and female participants reported negative evalu-
ations of employed mothers and stay-at-home fathers, suggesting that prescriptive gender role stereotypes represent a
consensual ideology shared by men and women.

For the past three decades, conservatives have argued that
feminism has caused society to devalue women’s tradi-
tional roles, such as homemaking and caring for children
(Robertson, 2000; Schlafly, 2003). Recently, some have even
asserted that society has stigmatized stay-at-home mothers
because they are not pursuing careers outside the home.
“Stay-at-home moms are used to the silent snubs they re-
ceive from mothers who decide to pursue careers—as if
they were nothing but pre-feminist breeders who don’t
lead worthwhile lives” (Miller & Ponnuru, 2001). According
to this perspective, society’s stigmatization of stay-at-home
mothers has discouraged women from staying home to raise
their children and, more generally, has contributed to the
devaluing of the traditional American family.

Psychological theories of gender take a starkly different
position by hypothesizing that people respond negatively
to men and women who do not conform to traditional
gender roles (Deaux & Major, 1987; Eagly & Karau,
2002; Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001; Prentice & Carranza, 2002;
Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 1999; Russo, 1976;
Silverstein, 1996). This is because gender stereotypes do
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not just describe how men and women behave, but also
prescribe gender appropriate behavior. For example, when
women lead in a masculine manner (e.g., authoritatively)
they are judged more harshly than men who lead in the
same way (Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992). Likewise,
women who self-promote and behave agentically are liked
less than women who behave in stereotypically feminine
ways, and agentic women suffer a “backlash effect” as a
result (Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 1999).

Mothers who are employed full-time outside the home
and fathers who stay home to care for children occupy non-
traditional gender roles. Contemporary psychological the-
ories predict that they would be stigmatized, as are agen-
tic, “masculine” women (Eagly et al., 1992; Rudman, 1998;
Rudman & Glick, 1999), because these nontraditional par-
ents are violating prescriptive gender stereotypes.

Previous research has examined people’s beliefs about
and perceptions of mothers but has not directly addressed
whether certain types of parents, such as stay-at-home
mothers and fathers, are disliked or stigmatized (Bridges &
Etaugh, 1995; Bridges & Orza, 1993; Etaugh & Poertner,
1992; Etaugh & Nekolny, 1990; Etaugh & Folger, 1998;
Etaugh & Moss, 2001; Etaugh & Petroski, 1985). This re-
search has varied women’s marital status (divorced vs. sin-
gle vs. married), work status (full-time vs. part-time; con-
tinuously employed vs. interrupted employment), prestige
of job (moderate vs. low), and parental status (children
vs. no children) and has revealed a number of interest-
ing findings. For example, married women are seen as
better adjusted and more nurturant than divorced women
(Etaugh & Nekolny, 1990; Etaugh & Poertner, 1992, 1991)
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and mothers are seen as more nurturant but less compe-
tent than nonmothers (Etaugh & Poertner, 1991, 1992).
Furthermore, continuously employed mothers are evalu-
ated more negatively than mothers who interrupted their
employment to care for their children because people view
continuously employed mothers as less committed to their
maternal role (Bridges & Etaugh, 1995). These findings
suggest that people’s evaluations of mothers depend on their
perceived level of commitment to their children.

The present research builds upon and extends this previ-
ous work in six major ways. First, past studies have focused
primarily on documenting people’s stereotypes and beliefs
about parents, rather than their attitudes toward them. This
emphasis on cognition at the expense of affect is unfortu-
nate given that attitudes predict discriminatory judgments
and behavior more effectively than do stereotypes (Fiske,
1998; Stangor, Sullivan, & Ford, 1991; for a meta-analytic
review, see Dovidio, Brigham, Johnson, & Gaertner, 1996).
Accordingly, the present studies explored people’s affective
reactions to mothers and fathers who occupy traditional and
nontraditional roles. We expected that individuals who vio-
late prescriptive gender stereotypes (i.e., employed moth-
ers and stay-at-home fathers) would elicit negative affective
reactions.

Second, we examined reactions to stay-at-home and em-
ployed fathers. Prior research was primarily concerned with
how responses to mothers vary based on their employment
status (see Bridges, Etaugh, & Barnes-Farrell, 2002, for
an exception). To some extent, this emphasis is reason-
able because there are far more employed mothers than
there are stay-at-home fathers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002).
However, the number of fathers who stay at home to care
for the children while their wife works outside the home
is steadily increasing, rising 18% since 1994 (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, 2002). Moreover, personal and social preju-
dices against stay-at-home fathers are directly relevant to
women’s options because they may make fathers unwilling
to assume a homemaker role while their wife works outside
the home. Indeed, the stigma against stay-at-home fathers
may contribute to some fathers’ unwillingness to stay home
full-time with their children out of fear that they may en-
counter problems when trying to re-enter the workplace
(Duindam, 1999; “Stay-at-home dads,” 2003).

Third, we assessed people’s beliefs about society’s re-
action to nontraditional parents. Perceived cultural norms
have been shown to predict behavior above and beyond
personal attitudes (Ajzen, 1996), moderate the expression
of personally endorsed attitudes (Sechrist & Stangor, 2001),
and strongly influence automatic judgments and behaviors
(Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; Devine, 1989;
Livingston, 2002). To the extent that it is perceived as cul-
turally normative to lack respect for stay-at-home fathers
and/or employed mothers, sexist individuals should be more
likely to express their attitudes, nonsexist individuals should
be more likely to “go along” with sexist social norms, and au-
tomatic “gut” responses are likely to be gender biased. Thus,
it is important to know not only people’s personal reactions

to nontraditional parents but also their beliefs about how
most other people regard such individuals.

Fourth, we investigated the extent to which people feel
a sense of compunction about expressing negative atti-
tudes toward nontraditional parents. Previous work has
shown that people feel strong internal and external pres-
sures not to express racial prejudice or endorse racial stereo-
types (Devine, Monteith, Zuwerink, & Elliot, 1991; Dunton
& Fazio, 1997; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Monteith,
Ashburn-Nardo, Voils, & Czopp, 2002; Plant & Devine,
1998). In fact, discrimination based on race occurs mainly
under ambiguous circumstances when racial biases are eas-
iest to rationalize and justify (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986;
Hodson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2002). However, there is rea-
son to believe that such pressures are considerably weaker
when it comes to gender role stereotypes. Because many
men are dependent on women for child rearing and sex-
ual companionship, stereotypes regarding women’s behav-
ior are often more prescriptive than stereotypes of racial
groups (Fiske & Stevens, 1993; Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001).
Notably, one recent study found that while people antic-
ipate feeling guilty at having judged a Black person in a
stereotypical manner, they react with amusement at having
stereotyped a woman (Czopp & Monteith, 2003). Thus, in
Study 2 we employed a within-subjects design, presenting
participants with side-by-side descriptions of employed and
stay-at-home mothers and fathers and asking them to pro-
vide their attitudes toward each target. We were particularly
interested in whether participants would express negative
attitudes toward nontraditional parents when such a bias
would be blatant and obvious.

Fifth, we examined the effects of motivations for work-
ing outside the home on attitudes toward both mothers and
fathers (Study 3). Extensive work in the field of moral judg-
ment indicates that people receive less blame for socially
undesirable acts when the behavior is externally compelled
(Weiner, 1995, 1996). Because women who work out of
financial necessity are violating prescriptive gender stereo-
types for situational (i.e., external) reasons, we hypothesized
that they would provoke less negative reactions than women
who seek employment for reasons of personal fulfillment. In
contrast, motivation should have little impact on attitudes
toward employed fathers because, whatever their reason
for employment, they are fulfilling their traditional role.
Although earlier work has shown that mothers who work
outside the home out of financial necessity are perceived
as more communal than employed mothers whose motive
is personal fulfillment (Bridges & Orza, 1992), the present
research is the first to look at attitudes and to use fathers as
well as mothers as targets.

Finally, the present research fills an important gap in the
literature because we used a racially diverse adult sample
(average age = 38 years) rather than college students. Our
participants thus had considerable experience with parent-
ing and working. Moreover, because prejudice varies greatly
across different cohorts (Judd, Park, Ryan, Brauer, & Kraus,
1995; Sears, 1986), adult samples may be necessary to obtain
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a complete picture of attitudes toward parents (cf. Bridges
et al., 2002). Although a few other studies have examined
adult women’s attitudes toward parents, to our knowledge
the present studies are the first to assess those of adult men.

In summary, three studies examined adult men’s and
women’s affective reactions to traditional parents (em-
ployed fathers and stay-at-home mothers) and nontra-
ditional parents (employed mothers and stay-at-home
fathers). Also investigated were: perceptions of other peo-
ple’s responses to nontraditional parents (Study 1), the ex-
tent to which people feel a sense of compunction about
reporting negative attitudes toward stay-at-home fathers
and employed mothers (Study 2), and the effects of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ motivations for working (Study 3). Taken
together, these studies were designed to investigate prej-
udices against nontraditional parents and explore some of
the potential parameters of such biases.

While in part an effort to build upon and extend prior
work on prescriptive gender stereotyping and perceptions
of parents, the present studies also make important novel
contributions. First, the present work is the first to empir-
ically investigate attitudes toward stay-at-home fathers, a
stigmatized category that has received no attention in the
stereotyping and prejudice literature. Second, the present
research points to a double-standard regarding women’s and
men’s reasons for working. Specifically, in Study 3, we inves-
tigate whether mothers are evaluated more negatively for
choosing to work out of personal fulfillment than fathers
who do the same.

STUDY 1

Study 1 presented participants with a description of either
an employed mother, an employed father, a stay-at-home
mother, or a stay-at-home father. Each paragraph described
either a man’s or a woman’s decision to either stay home to
care for his or her children or to work outside the home. The
target individual was described as being married with two
children who recently had another baby. Participants an-
swered a series of questions about these individuals, includ-
ing an assessment of their affective reaction to the person.
We hypothesized an interaction between gender of target
and decision to work versus stay at home. That is, those who
violated traditional gender roles (i.e., stay-at-home fathers
and employed mothers) were expected to be more nega-
tively evaluated than those who conformed to traditional
gender roles (i.e., stay-at-home mothers and employed
fathers).

In addition to assessing participants’ personal attitudes
toward the target persons, we were interested in measuring
participants’ beliefs about other people’s reactions to em-
ployed and stay-at-home mothers and fathers. Perceived so-
cial norms are powerful influences on judgment and behav-
ior (Ajzen, 1996; Correll et al., 2002; Devine, 1989; Sechrist
& Stangor, 2001). For example, a man who believes that
stay-at-home fathers are not respected may be reluctant

to assume a homemaker role, even though his personal at-
titudes toward staying at home while his wife works are
positive.

In fact, there are reasons to expect stay-at-home fathers
to be held in lower social regard than employed mothers.
Among the most powerful prescriptive stereotypes directed
at men are those that emphasize avoiding “effeminate” be-
haviors (e.g., playing with dolls for young boys, failing to
defend one’s honor for adult men; Cohen, Nisbett, Bowdle,
& Schwarz, 1996; Muller & Goldberg, 1980). Stay-at-home
fathers, by adopting a traditionally feminine role, may thus
incur a steep drop in perceived social regard. In contrast,
while an employed woman might be disliked for violating
prescriptive stereotypes, her adoption of the high-status,
traditionally male role of breadwinner may win her some of
the social respect and regard associated with that role (for
a discussion of the distinction between perceived warmth
and perceived competence, see Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu,
2002).

Method

Participants

Seventy-three adults (44 males and 29 females) between the
ages of 17 and 79 years (M = 31.33, SD = 16.64) were re-
cruited from a public park in Connecticut. Seventy-seven
percent of the sample was European American. The re-
maining 23% were African American, Asian, and Hispanic.
Participants were largely middle class (the median income
level was $40,000 per year). Participants were given a lot-
tery ticket, a drink, or paid $1.00 in exchange for participa-
tion in the study. Data from two participants were excluded
because they were not sufficiently fluent in English to com-
plete the survey.

Procedure and Measures

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of four
paragraph-long descriptions. Each paragraph described ei-
ther a man’s or a woman’s decision to either stay home
to care for his or her children (including an infant) or to
work outside the home. A situation in which parents have
an infant to care for was chosen as particularly relevant
to prescriptive stereotypes regarding maternal care of chil-
dren (Russo, 1976). We used two names, John and Jennifer,
which were pretested for comparability. The four para-
graphs were identical in every way except for the decision
made and whether it was a man or a woman making the
decision, yielding a 2 (stay home vs. work outside home) ×
2 (male target vs. female target) design. With this design, it
was possible to compare participants’ reactions to stay-at-
home mothers, employed mothers, stay-at-home fathers,
and employed fathers in a between-subjects manner.

Participants answered seven questions assessing their at-
titudes and beliefs about the person described in the para-
graph. These seven items fell into two groups: personal
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affective evaluations of the target and beliefs about others’
opinions of the target.

Affective evaluations. Five items assessed participants’
affective evaluations of the target. Two items pertained to
whether participants thought the target was a good par-
ent (“John [Jennifer] is a good parent”) and whether the
target was contributing equally to the family’s well-being
(“John [Jennifer] is contributing equally to the family’s well-
being”). Two items assessed beliefs that were especially rel-
evant to employed mothers and stay-at-home fathers. In
particular, it is frequently suggested that employed mothers
are more selfish than stay-at-home mothers (Russo, 1976).
Therefore we included an item assessing this particular be-
lief (“John [Jennifer] is selfish”). Another item focused on
participants’ attitudes toward the target’s decision (“John’s
[Jennifer’s] decision to work was a good one”). These four
items were assessed with 9-point Likert-type scales (1 =
completely disagree, 9 = completely agree). The final item
in this set consisted of a feeling thermometer for the target
person (“On a scale from 0–100, how warmly or coldly do
you feel toward this person? [0 = extremely cold, 50 = neu-
tral, 100 = extremely warm]). Feeling thermometers have
been widely used as a measure of affective evaluation (e.g.,
Eagly, Mladinic, & Otto, 1991; Haddock & Zanna, 1994).

Others’ opinions. Using 9-point Likert-type scales
(1 = completely disagree, 9 = completely agree), two items
were included to assess participants’ perceptions of whether
these roles are stigmatized differently by gender (“John
[Jennifer] is the type of person that others see as success-
ful” and “John’s [Jennifer’s] coworkers will respect his [her]
decision to stay at home with his [her] children”). We refer
to these items throughout as measures of perceived social
regard.

Last, participants completed demographic information,
including gender, race/ethnicity, and age. Participants were
then thanked and debriefed.

Results

We performed a factor analysis on the items so as to de-
scribe the variables more parsimoniously. Visual inspection
of the scree plot and varimax factor analysis revealed two
distinct factors. All of the items had factor loadings over .41
and were therefore retained for further analysis. The first
factor contained the Affective Evaluations items while the
second factor contained the Others’ Opinions items. The
two subscales had moderate internal reliability. Cronbach’s
alpha was .70 for the Affective Evaluation items and .46 for
the two Others’ Opinions items. Taken together, these two
factors accounted for 55% of the total variance. The reason
the Others’ Opinions alpha was low was at least partially
because there were only two items in this measure. It is
common for measures with few items to have reliabilities
in this range (e.g., Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Moreover, the

relatively low reliability of this measure, while certainly not
desirable, does provide a conservative test of our hypoth-
esis that scores would differ significantly by condition. At
the same time, it should be acknowledged that the relia-
bility of this measure is below what is generally considered
psychometrically acceptable, potentially qualifying some of
the present findings.

Affective Evaluations

The five affective evaluation items were standardized and
summed to form a single index. We predicted that partic-
ipants would hold more negative attitudes toward nontra-
ditional parents (i.e., employed mothers and stay-at-home
fathers) than traditional parents (i.e., employed fathers and
stay-at-home mothers). This prediction was tested with a
2 (target gender) × 2 (target role: stay-at-home vs. em-
ployed outside the home) × 2 (participant gender) analysis
of variance (ANOVA) on the Affective Evaluations index.
There were no significant effects involving the gender of
participants so all the data were collapsed across this vari-
able. As predicted, we did not find main effects for tar-
get gender or target role. However, and also as predicted,
results revealed the expected target gender × target role
interaction, F(1, 68) = 4.37, p < .05. Specifically, the non-
traditional parents (employed mother M = −.27, SD = .64;
stay-at-home father M = −.08, SD = .58) were evaluated
more negatively than traditional parents (employed father
M = .09, SD = .77; stay-at-home mother M = .21, SD =
.61). Notably, by using the terms nontraditional versus tra-
ditional parents, we are describing not a main effect, but the
interaction between target role and target gender because
the overlap between these two independent variables cre-
ates the categories nontraditional and traditional parents.

Individual Item Analysis

We also examined each item individually to further explore
our hypotheses. The item that measured pure affect, the
feeling thermometer, revealed the same expected pattern of
results as the overall affective evaluations index. Specifically,
the interaction between target gender and target role was
significant, F(1, 68) = 11.36, p < .01. No main effects were
found for target gender or target role. Participants felt less
warmly toward employed mothers (M = 64.01, SD = 17.30)
and stay-at-home fathers (M = 68.74, SD = 18.11) than
employed fathers (M = 75.28, SD = 19.20) and stay-at-
home mothers (M = 84.11, SD = 11.45).

A planned contrast on the item “Jennifer [John] is a good
parent,” suggested that participants believed that the stay-
at-home father was a worse parent (M = 6.63, SD = 2.00)
than the stay-at-home mother (M = 7.47, SD = 1.84), em-
ployed mother (M = 7.44, SD = 1.55), or the employed
father (M = 7.68, SD = 1.60), t(69) = 1.91, p = .06. As pre-
dicted, a planned contrast also suggested that participants
viewed the employed mother as more selfish (M = 6.50,
SD = 2.42) than the stay-at-home mother (M = 7.48, SD =
1.86), employed father (M = 7.32, SD = 2.03), or
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stay-at-home father (M = 7.89, SD = 1.66), t(69) = 1.88,
p = .06. However, both of these effects were only marginally
significant. We also predicted that for the item, “John’s
[Jennifer’s] decision to work was a good one,” partici-
pants would view the nontraditional parents’ decision as
worse than the traditional parents’ decision. A 2 × 2
(employed vs. stay-at-home × mother vs. father) ANOVA
supported this hypothesis. The interaction between target
gender and target role was significant, F(1, 69) = 1.64,
p < .05, meaning that the mothers’ decision to work (M =
7.11, SD = 1.67) was seen as worse than the fathers’ deci-
sion to work (M = 7.89, SD = 1.35). Again, no main effects
for target gender or target role were found. Finally, partici-
pants did not rate the target parents significantly differently
on the item, “John [Jennifer] is contributing equally to the
family’s well-being” (p > .05 for all).

Others’ opinions. We standardized the two items as-
sessing others’ opinions and summed them to form a sin-
gle index of perceived social regard. The overall one-way
ANOVA was significant, F(3, 69) = 9.22, p < .001. More
important, the planned contrasts were significant, t(69) =
5.03, p < .001. As expected, participants perceived less so-
cial regard for stay-at-home fathers (M = 4.42, SD = 1.79)
than employed fathers (M = 6.26, SD = 1.31), stay-at-home
mothers (M = 6.03, SD = 1.48), or employed mothers
(M = 6.87, SD = 1.16).

Discussion

Study 1 supported our hypotheses that people hold more
negative attitudes toward nontraditional parents than to-
ward traditional parents. Contradicting claims that modern
society stigmatizes stay-at-home mothers (Robertson, 2000;
Schlafly, 2003), but supporting theories of prescriptive gen-
der stereotyping (e.g., Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001; Prentice
& Carranza, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 1999), stay-at-home
mothers and employed fathers were evaluated more pos-
itively than stay-at-home fathers and employed mothers.
Presumably because they violate stereotypic prescriptions
for how men and women are supposed to behave and the
roles they ought to fill, nontraditional parents were disliked
relative to traditional parents.

An item analysis provided some potential insights into
people’s perceptions of employed mothers, stay-at-home
fathers, employed fathers, and stay-at-home mothers. Par-
ticipants tended to perceive the stay-at-home father as the
worst parent. Although speculative, it seems possible that
participants saw fathers as lacking the skills to be the pri-
mary caretaker for young children. Also, employed mothers
were seen as more selfish than stay-at-home mothers, em-
ployed fathers, and stay-at-home fathers. Because women’s
prescribed role is to care for children, abandoning this role
may be perceived as an especially selfish act. In contrast, it
seems possible that stay-at-home fathers are seen as rela-
tively unselfish because they are adopting a low-status, stig-

matized role for the sake of the family. So while employed
mothers and stay-at-home fathers were both perceived as
having made a bad decision, somewhat different impres-
sions may underlie this belief (i.e., perceived selfishness
on the part of employed mothers, perceived lack of ability
on the part of stay-at-home fathers). Of course this inter-
pretation is speculative and additional work is required to
clarify the specific cognitions that underlie responses to
nontraditional mothers and fathers.

Interestingly, perceived social regard was lowest for stay-
at-home fathers. Despite evaluating employed mothers
negatively, participants felt that other people would re-
spect employed mothers and perceive them as successful—
perhaps because by assuming the traditionally male “bread-
winner” role they gain some of the social status associated
with that role. This finding is consistent with the distinction
of Fiske et al. (2002) between the perceived warmth and
competence of social targets. Apparently, employed moth-
ers are disliked but respected, whereas stay-at-home fathers
are neither liked nor respected. Fathers appear to be aware
of this stigmatization of stay-at-home fathers because they
report that one of the major reasons they do not take pater-
nity leave is due to the stigma that it will carry (Duindam,
1999). This reluctance on the part of fathers to assume a
homemaker role (even temporarily) may limit mothers’ em-
ployment opportunities and serve as an important barrier
to gender equality both in the home and in the workplace.

An alternative explanation for the present results is that
the statistical infrequency of stay-at-home fathers may ex-
plain why people react to them negatively. Indeed, research
on the mere exposure effect shows that increased familiarity
with a stimulus can increase liking of the stimulus (Zajonc,
1980). Although we certainly do not rule out the possibility
that a lack of familiarity makes some contribution to atti-
tudes toward stay-at-home fathers, this is not a satisfying
explanation for the present results. While employed moth-
ers are far more statistically frequent than stay-at-home fa-
thers, they were not better liked. Stay-at-home fathers were
only rated more negatively than employed mothers when
it came to perceptions of other people’s beliefs. There is
no evidence that familiarity with a stimulus has a greater
influence on perceptions of other people’s attitudes toward
the stimulus than it does on one’s own attitudes. Theories of
prescriptive stereotyping provide a much better account of
the present data than an explanation based on the statistical
frequency of the groups in question.

STUDY 2

Study 1 leaves open the question of whether participants
feel any sense of compunction about expressing negative
attitudes toward nontraditional parents. Previous work has
documented that White people often feel guilty and self-
critical when they have stereotypical reactions to Black
people (Devine et al., 1991; Monteith et al., 2002). Racial
discrimination is rare when such a bias is obvious and,
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in general, under circumstances that promote socially
desirable responding (Evans, Garcia, Garcia, & Baron,
2003; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Hodson et al., 2002).
However, additional research suggests that people are much
less concerned about discriminating based on gender than
on race (Czopp & Monteith, 2003). In Study 2, we employed
a within-subjects design to determine whether participants
would continue to report negative reactions to stay-at-home
fathers and employed mothers, relative to employed fathers
and stay-at-home mothers, when their evaluations were
assessed at the same time. Under such circumstances, a
bias based on the gender of the employed or stay-at-home
parent would be blatantly obvious. Therefore, any preju-
dice against nontraditional parents that participants express
must occur with relatively little compunction.

Method

Participants

Seventy-nine adults (46 males and 33 females) between the
ages of 17 and 53 years (M = 30.11, SD = 12.62) were re-
cruited from a public park in Connecticut. Participants were
given a lottery ticket, a drink, or paid $1.00 in exchange for
participation in the study. Sixty-five participants were
European American and the remaining 15 participants were
African American, Asian, and Hispanic. None of the partic-
ipants under the age of 30 had children whereas 65% of
the participants over 30 years of age reported having one or
more children. Additionally, 91.14% of the participants re-
ported that they were currently working outside the home,
ranging from 8 hours per week to 65 hours per week (M =
38.22, SD = 13.29).

Procedure and Measures

Participants read four descriptions of parents: an employed
father, an employed mother, a stay-at-home father, and
a stay-at-home mother. These materials were identical to
those used in Study 1 and were presented in a random or-
der. In Study 1, the feeling thermometer rating correlated
.89 with the entire affective evaluation index.

Participants then completed demographic information
(including gender, race/ethnicity, and age) and were then
thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion

We expected that even using a within-subjects design, in
which participants evaluated stay-at-home and employed
mothers and fathers at the same time, more positive affect
would be reported toward traditional than nontraditional
parents. These predictions were tested with a mixed model,
within- and between-subjects (with gender of participant as
the between-subjects factor) ANOVA on the feeling ther-
mometer ratings.

There were no significant effects involving the gender of
participants, so all the data were collapsed across participant

gender. However, as predicted, the within-subjects ANOVA
was significant, F(3, 231) = 10.60, p < .01. Within-subjects
contrasts revealed that participants reported significantly
more positive attitudes toward traditional than nontradi-
tional parents. Specifically, attitudes toward stay-at-home
mothers (M = 79.00, SD = 19.10) were significantly more
positive than attitudes toward stay-at-home fathers (M =
65.40, SD = 24.75), F(1, 77) = 19.93, p < .001, and em-
ployed mothers (M = 71.55, SD = 23.96), F(1, 77) = 5.22,
p < .05. Likewise, attitudes toward employed fathers (M =
84.82, SD = 19.01) were significantly more positive than at-
titudes toward employed mothers (M = 71.55, SD = 23.96),
F(1, 77) = 22.30, p < .001, and stay-at-home fathers (M =
65.40, SD = 24.75), F(1, 77) = 27.93, p < .001. As predicted,
attitudes toward the two traditional parents (stay-at-home
mothers and employed fathers) were not significantly differ-
ent from each other nor were attitudes toward the two non-
traditional parents. Notably, participants reported nearly
the same pattern of attitudes in this within-subjects design
as in the between-subjects design in Study 1. Although di-
rect statistical comparisons cannot be made across studies,
assessing attitudes toward parents using a within-subjects
design clearly did not eliminate participants’ self-reported
dislike for nontraditional parents.

STUDY 3

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that people generally hold
more positive attitudes toward traditional than nontradi-
tional parents. Study 2 further indicated that people will re-
port negative attitudes toward nontraditional parents even
under conditions that enhance social desirability concerns.
When participants evaluated stay-at-home and employed
mothers and fathers side-by-side, in a within-subjects de-
sign, they continued to report more negative attitudes to-
ward employed mothers and stay-at-home fathers. This
complements research suggesting that people feel little
compunction about stereotyping based on gender (Czopp
& Monteith, 2003).

Study 3 built on Studies 1 and 2 by investigating whether
attitudes toward employed parents would vary based on
the reasons that parents provide for working outside the
home. In Study 3, the target parent was said to work outside
the home either for personal fulfillment or out of financial
necessity. Bridges and Orza (1992) examined reactions to
employed and unemployed mothers while varying their em-
ployment motive. They found that participants perceived an
employed mother who worked out of personal fulfillment
as less communal than the employed mother who worked
out of financial need. We extend this work by looking at at-
titudes rather than trait attributions and further examining
the effects of motivation on reactions to fathers.

Because women who work out of financial necessity are
violating prescriptive gender stereotypes for reasons be-
yond their control, we hypothesized that they would pro-
voke less negative reactions than women who work outside
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the home for reasons of personal fulfillment. Research on
moral judgment indicates that actors are blamed less for
engaging in socially undesirable behaviors when the act is
externally compelled or otherwise outside of their control
(Weiner, 1995, 1996). Women who work for personal ful-
fillment may be perceived as willfully neglecting gender
prescriptions such as the “Motherhood Mandate,” which
demands that women always be available to their children
(Russo, 1976). They should therefore receive more moral
censure than women who work outside of the home be-
cause their family’s financial circumstances leave them lit-
tle option. However, motivation should have little impact
on evaluations of employed fathers because, whatever their
reason for employment, they are fulfilling their traditional,
expected role.

Method

Participants

One hundred twelve adults (51 males and 61 females) be-
tween the ages of 18 and 75 years (M = 34.50, SD = 14.74)
were recruited from a public park in Connecticut. Eighty
percent of the sample was European American. The re-
maining 20% were African American, Asian, and Hispanic.
Participants were given a lottery ticket, a drink, or paid $1.00
in exchange for participation in the study.

Procedure and Measures

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of six
paragraph-long descriptions. Each paragraph described ei-
ther a father’s or a mother’s decision to work outside the
home and one of two motives (personal fulfillment or fi-
nancial necessity) for why the target parent made that deci-
sion. A third, control condition did not describe the parent’s
motivation for his or her decision. The six paragraphs were
identical in every way except for the gender of the parent
and the motive for working outside the home, yielding a
2 (participant gender) × 2 (target gender) × 3 (motive:
financial, personal fulfillment, none mentioned) design.

Participants answered seven questions assessing their at-
titudes and beliefs about the parent. Five of these seven
items were identical to the affective evaluation items used
in Study 1 and two additional items assessed participants’
beliefs about the level of dedication the target parent pos-
sessed (“John is a dedicated father”) and perceptions of
the warmth of the target parent (“John is a warm person”),
using 9-point Likert-type scales (1 = completely disagree,
9 = completely agree). We added these two items to bet-
ter assess affective reactions to the targets. As predicted, a
factor analysis with a varimax rotation revealed one distinct
factor tapping affective evaluations for these seven items
(Cronbach’s alpha = .58).

Last, participants completed demographic information,
including gender, race/ethnicity, and age. Participants were
then thanked and debriefed.

Results and Discussion

The seven affective evaluation items were standardized and
summed to form a single index. We predicted that partici-
pants would hold the most negative attitudes toward moth-
ers who worked outside the home for personal fulfillment,
compared to mothers who worked outside the home out
of financial necessity and fathers who worked outside the
home regardless of motive. We also predicted that partici-
pants would hold equally positive attitudes toward fathers
who work outside the home for personal fulfillment or fi-
nancial necessity. In other words, for fathers, the reason
given for working outside the home should not have an im-
pact on participants’ attitudes.

These predictions were tested with a 2 × 2 × 3 ANOVA
and planned contrasts on the Affective Evaluations index.
Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, there were no signifi-
cant effects involving the gender of participants, so all the
data were collapsed across participant gender. Results were
consistent with our hypotheses, F(5, 102) = 3.34, p < .01.
Specifically, planned contrasts revealed that participants re-
ported the most negative attitudes toward mothers who
worked outside the home for personal fulfillment, com-
pared to all other types of employed parents. Simple effects
analyses revealed that fathers were evaluated the same re-
gardless of the reason stated for their working outside the
home.

Examining the feeling thermometer item separately
from the other Affective Evaluation items revealed the same
pattern of results (see Table 1). Specifically, participants felt
most coldly toward women who worked outside the home
for personal fulfillment compared to all other types of em-
ployed parents, t(103) = 3.52, p < .01. The evaluation of
employed fathers was not impacted by the stated reason
for their working outside the home, while the evaluation of
employed mothers was affected by the stated reasons for
their working outside the home, F(2, 53) = 3.67, p < .05.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

All three studies reveal that people report more negative at-
titudes toward nontraditional parents (i.e., employed moth-
ers and stay-at-home fathers) than toward traditional par-
ents (i.e., stay-at-home mothers and employed fathers).
This finding is consistent with other research showing that

Table 1

Mean Feeling Thermometer Ratings of Employed
Mothers and Fathers by Employment Motive (Study 3)

Gender of Target

Reason for Employment Father Mother

Financial need 69.21 (18.65) 66.06 (12.74)
Personal fulfillment 66.50 (23.16) 47.84 (25.20)
No reason given (control) 63.24 (15.30) 56.58 (20.35)
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people dislike those who violate prescriptive stereotypes
(e.g., Rudman & Glick, 1999) and prior studies of the
trait attributions made about traditional and nontraditional
parents (Bridges & Etaugh, 1995; Bridges & Orza, 1993;
Etaugh & Folger, 1998; Etaugh & Moss, 2001; Etaugh
& Nekolny, 1990; Etaugh & Petroski, 1985; Etaugh &
Poertner, 1992). However, the present research is the first
to empirically document prejudice against stay-at-home fa-
thers, a stigmatized category that has received insufficient
attention in the literature.

Participants’ beliefs about other people’s reactions to
stay-at-home and employed mothers and fathers were fur-
ther examined in Study 1, revealing that perceived social
regard was lowest for stay-at-home fathers. The perceived
social stigmatization of male homemakers may represent a
major barrier to mothers’ opportunities if it makes fathers
reluctant to stay at home with the children while their wife
works outside the home. Notably, perceived social regard
for employed mothers was just as high as for traditional
parents. It may be that by assuming the traditionally male
breadwinner role, employed women accrue some of the so-
cial respect and regard associated with that role. Thus, em-
ployed women may be simultaneously disliked and socially
respected. This highlights the distinction between percep-
tions of competence and warmth drawn by previous re-
searchers (Fiske et al., 2002; Rudman, 1998; Rudman &
Glick, 1999).

Participants apparently felt little compunction about ex-
pressing negative attitudes toward nontraditional parents.
People generally experience guilt and self-criticism about
their negative feelings toward racial minorities (Devine
et al., 1991). Other work indicates that people are most
likely to discriminate based on race under ambiguous cir-
cumstances, when their prejudices are easy to rationalize
and justify (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Hodson et al., 2002).
However, even in Study 2’s within-subjects design, where
gender-biased judgments were blatantly obvious, partici-
pants continued to evaluate nontraditional parents more
negatively than traditional parents. These results are con-
sistent with those of Czopp and Monteith (2003), who found
that people feel guilty at the thought of stereotyping a Black
person, but amused at the thought of stereotyping a woman.
As Fiske and Stevens (1993) note, gender stereotypes may
be more strongly prescriptive, and therefore normative,
than stereotypes of other groups. As a consequence, people
may not fear social censure for expressing gender stereo-
types to the same extent that they do for racial stereotypes.

The effects of motivations for working on attitudes to-
ward employed mothers and fathers were investigated in
Study 3. Participants reported more negative attitudes to-
ward mothers who worked out of personal fulfillment than
toward mothers who worked out of financial necessity or
mothers who did not mention a reason for employment.
However, motivation for working outside the home did not
affect people’s attitudes toward employed fathers. This find-
ing suggests that mothers are subjected to an unfair double

standard in that they are required to have a socially accept-
able reason for working outside the home while fathers are
not. If employed mothers are thought to work outside the
home for personal fulfillment, they may be perceived as
failing to fulfill the role of the selfless mother, thus causing
people to dislike them (Russo, 1976).

Remarkably, no gender differences in attitudes toward
traditional and nontraditional parents were observed. One
might expect that female participants would feel more pos-
itively toward employed mothers and stay-at-home fathers,
given that women should be less likely to endorse and act
on prescriptive stereotypes that are detrimental to their
own life opportunities. However, these results are consis-
tent with theories in which consensual ideologies, adopted
by both dominant and subordinate group members, pro-
mote social inequality (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Glick & Fiske,
1996, 2001; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). For example, Jost
and Banaji’s (1994) system justification theory proposes
that due to implicit socialization by the dominant culture,
members of low status groups adopt stereotypes and be-
lief systems that perpetuate their low social position. For
example, many African Americans endorse the Protestant
Work Ethic, which implies that laziness is the primary cause
of poverty (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Similarly, women of-
ten endorse ideologies such as benevolent sexism, which
holds that “good” women who fulfill their traditional roles
as mothers and wives should be “put on a pedestal” (Glick &
Fiske, 1996, 2001). Indeed, many women likely enjoy the
special status traditional gender roles accord the “weaker
sex.” However, they may do so at the cost of limiting their
personal options and those of women as a whole.

It is equally important to note that men’s life choices
are also limited by restrictive gender roles and prescriptive
gender stereotypes. Some men may want to care for their
children full-time rather than working outside the home,
but the stigma attached to being a stay-at-home father may
prevent them from doing so. Prescriptive gender stereo-
types and the stigma attached to violations of them limit and
restrict both men’s and women’s opportunities and lives.

Previous research that has examined the consequences
of prescriptive stereotype violations generally has not fo-
cused on whether men who violate prescriptive gender
stereotypes experience similar “backlash” effects as women
who violate gender norms. The media, however, has re-
cently paid a great deal of attention to the stigma that stay-at-
home fathers face. For example, a recent article in the Wall
Street Journal (“Stay-at-home dads,” 2003) reported that
employers view stay-at-home fathers either with disdain or
confusion. Sometimes employers even “wonder whether
‘stay-at-home dad’ is a cover for ‘couldn’t find work.’” (“Stay-
at-home dads,” 2003). Anecdotal reports have even sur-
faced of parents not allowing their children to socialize with
the children of stay-at-home fathers and employed mothers
(“Your career,” 2001). To our knowledge, the present studies
are the first to document this stigmatization of stay-at-home
fathers.
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One limitation of the present research is worth noting.
The present studies examined attitudes toward parents with
an infant. This scenario was selected as particularly relevant
to prescriptive gender stereotypes regarding care of chil-
dren. However, only future research can reveal whether
the present findings generalize to parents whose children
are older.

Future research should further seek to understand the
reasons why people dislike nontraditional parents and, more
generally, why people dislike those who violate prescrip-
tive gender stereotypes. Perhaps reactions to nontraditional
parents are negative because people generally dislike indi-
viduals who violate social norms (Cialdini & Trost, 1998).
However, this only raises the issue of how and why such
norms developed in the first place. Prescriptive stereotypes
may serve the system-justifying function of keeping women
“in their place,” such that they do not act in ways that dis-
rupt the social order (Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001; Jost &
Banaji, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). That is, people may
dislike employed mothers because they (consciously or un-
consciously) perceive these women as trying to increase
their power and status, thereby rejecting a subordinate role.
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