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CHAPTER 4 

 

Gender Differences in Adult Children’s Support for their Parents 

and Gender Role Ideology 
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Introduction 

 

Due to population aging, a growing number of studies have investigated various 

aspects of support provided by adult children to their parents. In multiple child 

families, frequently one child helps the parent more than another. In addition to 

such classical predictors of infrequent support as large travel distance, competing 

responsibilities and low norms of filial responsibility (Doty, Jackson, & Crown, 

1998; Silverstein, Conroy, & Gans, 2008), imbalances in siblings‟ contributions to 

parental support are particularly attributable to gender. Traditionally, daughters are 

the most common care providers of a broad range of assistance, whereas sons 

engage in support when daughters are not available (Davey & Szinovacz, 2008; 

Matthews, 1995, 2002) or for male-specific tasks (Horowitz, 1985). In the current 

research, we argue that in late-modern societies, not only the nomination of 

gender but also the way children perceive egalitarianism between the roles of men 

and women determines supportive behavior. Given the broad societal shifts in 

gender roles in the second half of the 20th century, we investigate the role of 

gender ideology in gender differences and parental support by comparing two 

cohorts at different points in time. 

Explanations of gender differences in parental support have been discussed 

as early as two decades ago. Campbell (1988) suggested that gender differences 

are rooted in dissimilar institutional positions in adulthood. Being employed versus 

being a housekeeper shapes expectations of who provides income and who 

should provide care. Finley (1989) tested this idea in light of the time-availability 

hypothesis, suggesting that women provide more care to their parents than men 

because they have fewer time-consuming responsibilities, such as employment. 

She did not find support for this suggestion, and later research found no consistent 

evidence regarding the association between female employment and parental 

care. Some studies have demonstrated that employed female primary caregivers 

provided significantly fewer hours of help than non-employed caregivers (Doty et 

al., 1998) and that employment reduced the gender gap in parental support 

(Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004). Other studies have not observed a correlation 

between female employment and caregiving (e.g., Moen, Robison, & Fields, 1994; 

Stoller, 1983).  

Another way of addressing gender differences among siblings in parental 

support refers to women‟s traditional role as kin keepers, similar to other types of 

family labor such as child care or housekeeping (Finley, 1989). Men are less 
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involved in family labor than women are due to early family socialization 

(Chodorow, 1978). Parents transmit their norms and serve as role models for their 

children. According to the socialization hypothesis, it is assumed that daughters 

have stronger filial responsibility than sons, which could partly explain gender 

differences in parental support. Yet, to our knowledge, this idea has not been 

confirmed empirically. Previous studies have been contradictory in observing 

gender differences in filial responsibilities. Some scholars have not found any 

differences (Finley, Roberts, & Banahan, 1988), whereas others have observed 

daughters to have stronger norms than sons (Silverstein, Parrot, & Bengtson, 

1995). Moreover, although a stronger norm of filial responsibility is related to 

greater intensity of parental support (Finley, 1989; Silverstein et al., 2008), filial 

responsibility does not seem to alter gender differences in parental support 

(Finley, 1989). We acknowledge that the concept of filial responsibility includes a 

general expectation about the amount of care children should provide (Finley et 

al., 1988), which refers to all children regardless of their gender. Therefore, filial 

responsibility refers to norms of providing care at all rather than implying gender-

related expectations. 

In the current research, we propose that gender role ideology plays an 

important role in understanding why genders differ in parental support. Gender 

role ideology indicates the ways an individual perceives his or her own roles in 

relation to the roles of the opposite gender. Consistent with socialization theory, 

daughters observe their mothers to be traditional kin keepers from early childhood; 

in contrast to sons, daughters learn to be responsible for nurturing activities and 

later identify themselves with providing care (Chodorow, 1978). Watching various 

roles of women and men, daughters and sons develop attitudes about the roles of 

both genders. However, these attitudes are not fixed to the nomination of gender. 

Throughout the second half of the 20th century, an increasing number of women 

went beyond their role as kin keepers, attaining a high level of education and 

participating in the labor force. Mother‟s attitudes about employment versus 

housekeeping are likely to influence their daughters‟ attitudes, and daughters of 

employed mothers have less traditional ideas about women‟s roles (Hoffman, 

1989; Moen, Erickson, & Dempster-McClain, 1997). Furthermore, egalitarian 

attitudes increase with higher levels of education (Brewster & Padavic, 2000). The 

variety of women‟s roles implies within-gender differences regarding gender role 

ideology for both genders. In the current research, we suggest that to better 

understand gender differences in support provision, it is important to differentiate 
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between egalitarian and traditional attitudes regarding gender roles by daughters 

and sons and to include gender role ideology in the explanatory model of parental 

support provision. 

To our knowledge, research on the association between egalitarianism in 

children‟s gender role ideology and parental support is very limited. Dykstra and 

Van Putten (2010) investigated differences between male caregivers, and their 

results did not support the idea that egalitarian attitudes regarding gender roles 

increase the likelihood of care by sons. Other studies have looked at gender role 

ideology with regard to performing household tasks or providing care in relation to 

spousal gender differences. Gerstel & Gallagher (2001) investigated various forms 

of caregiving by married men and found no influence of gender egalitarianism on 

the amount of help given to parents. Presser (1994) investigated a subsample of 

married couples and observed that a husband‟s egalitarian gender ideology 

increased his share of housework, whereas a wife‟s egalitarian ideology 

decreased her hours of housework. Similar to Presser‟s (1994) findings, sons and 

daughters with egalitarian attitudes are not likely to consider parental support 

ultimately a female task and therefore are likely to provide support regardless of 

their gender. Our first research question investigates whether egalitarian gender 

role ideology reduces gender differences in parental support. 

The effect of gender and gender role ideology on parental support cannot 

be adequately understood without considering societal dynamics. We study 

parental support provisions in 1988 and in 2000 by children born around 1930 and 

around 1950, respectively, and we expect that these children were socialized in 

different social contexts. Most Western societies, including the United States, have 

experienced increased levels of education and labor force participation for women 

in the second half of the 20th century (Brewster & Rindfuss, 2000; OECD, 2006, 

2007). The traditional division of labor, with men responsible for income and 

women responsible for household and family care, has increasingly changed into 

one in which women combine employment with home and caretaking 

responsibilities. Simultaneously, there has been a trend toward increasing 

egalitarian gender ideology regarding women‟s work and family care (Brewster & 

Padavic, 2000).  

Limited research has investigated gender trends in elder care, which would 

demonstrate whether gendered elder support has changed. Spillman and Pezzin 

(2000), examining one-child, only-sons, only-daughters and mixed-gender 

families, showed that the participation of sons as primary supporters increased by 
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50% from 1984 to 1994, but sons still accounted for only 15 percent of primary 

caregivers in 1994. In families with elderly parents, societal alterations such as 

female employment and gender egalitarianism might create greater pressure on 

each specific child. Consequently, children become responsible for their parent 

regardless of their gender. It is therefore likely that the gender difference in 

support has decreased in recent decades. Furthermore, increasing egalitarianism 

in gender role ideology suggests that parental support is no longer considered 

solely women‟s responsibility. As egalitarian ideas spread throughout the 

population, suggesting less variation in egalitarian gender ideology in later cohorts, 

one might expect that the effect of egalitarianism on gender differences in support 

would decrease. The second research question investigates whether, compared to 

a previous cohort, the gender differences in parental support in a contemporary 

cohort become smaller or disappear and whether the impact of gender role 

ideology on gender differences decreases as well.  

As stated above, in this research, we compare two different cohorts of adult 

children. We look at gender differences in parental support and the effect of 

children‟s egalitarian gender role ideology within each cohort in conjunction with 

other explanatory factors important for caregiving: employment, filial obligations 

and a number of other key predictors of support, such as child‟s age, partner 

status, travel distance to a parent, parental gender, parental partner status and 

physical limitations. We believe that gender differences are most noticeable in 

gender-mixed families. Coward and Dwyer (1990) examined various gender 

compositions in the sibling network (i.e., only-child, single-gender and mixed-

gender) and found that in mixed-gender families, daughters provided more hours 

of daily help and engaged in more caregiving activities than sons. In only-child and 

single-gender families, they noted similar numbers of hours and similar caregiving 

activities by daughters and sons. Therefore, we will only consider children with 

opposite-sex siblings.  

 

Method 

 

Respondents 

 

Data from the Longitudinal Study of Generations (LSOG) were used. The study 

began in 1971 with a sample of more than 3000 older male adults and their 

spouses. Individuals were selected randomly from the subscribers of a prepaid 
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health maintenance organization in the Los Angeles area. Individuals aged 55 

years or older and with at least one grandchild aged 16 or older were eligible for 

inclusion. The questionnaires were mailed to selected individuals, their spouses 

and their descendants aged 16 years or older, and 64% responded. The survey 

resulted in a sample of 2044 respondents aged 16 to 91 from 328 three-generation 

families: 516 grandparents (G1s), 701 of their middle-aged children (G2s), and 

827 of their grandchildren (G3s). In 1985, the study became longitudinal when the 

sample members were surveyed again, yielding a sample of 1331 respondents 

(response rate of 62%). Later, data collection was repeated at three-year intervals, 

with response rates between 70% and 80%. Great-grandchildren (G4s) were 

added to the study in 1991 as they turned 16 years old, and the sample was 

constantly replenished by newly eligible spouses and previously nonresponsive 

sample members. Members of each generation reported on their cross-

generational and marital relationships, sociopolitical opinions, values, health, 

psychological well-being, and economic and occupational status (Parrott & 

Bengtson, 1999; Silverstein et al., 2008).    

We analyzed data from subsamples of two generations of adult children 

who had at least one surviving biological parent at the time of observation: the 

second generation (G2) participating in 1988 (wave 3, n = 266) and the third 

generation (G3) participating in 2000 (wave 7, n = 649). We only included children 

who had at least one surviving cross-sex sibling, resulting in a sample of 53 sons 

with at least one sister and 93 daughters with at least one brother among G2s and 

195 sons and 263 daughters among G3s. We excluded eight G3s whose 

biological parents‟ survival histories were unclear. Respondents residing with their 

parents were excluded from both subsamples (n = 6 and n = 1, respectively). For 

children with joint survival of biological parents, we used records for one of these 

parents chosen randomly; for their siblings, we used records of the same randomly 

chosen parent. Given that the difference between the two observations was only 

12 years, we found two subsamples in which G2s in 1988 were, on average, ten 

years older than G3s in 2000. We reduced the age difference by two years by 

excluding respondents older than 62 from G2s (n = 20) and younger than 44 from 

G3s (n = 16). The final sample consisted of 39 sons and 81 daughters (G2s) in 

1988 and 183 sons and 240 daughters (G3s) in 2000. Some G3s (n = 71) 

surveyed in 2000 were children of G2s (n = 58) surveyed in 1988; however, we 

analyzed both samples as independent samples of two generations.  
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Measurements 

 

Support provision to the parent was measured as assistance pertaining to seven 

activities: household chores, transportation and shopping, information and advice, 

financial assistance, emotional support, discussing important life decisions, and 

helping during sickness. In 1988, respondents were asked to report whether 

assistance was provided (0 „not provided‟; 1 „provided‟). We created an additive 

scale ranging from 0 to 7 (KR-20 of scale items = 0.75). Given that the modal 

value was 0, we dichotomized the scale into „0 or 1‟ versus „2 to 7‟ (0 „no support 

or supplying one task‟ versus 1 „supporting with multiple tasks‟), assuming that 

helping with only one of these tasks is not similar to helping with multiple tasks. In 

2000, respondents were asked to indicate the frequency of assistance with these 

seven tasks, ranging from „daily‟ to „not at all‟. To proximate this scale to the 1988 

scale, we dichotomously scored each item (0 „not provided‟; 1 „provided‟), and 

considered assistance not provided when the frequency was „a few times a year‟, 

„once a year‟ or „not at all.‟ This cut-off point was determined by comparing two 

distributions for each item from wave 5 in 1994, when respondents gave 

dichotomous answers, and wave 6 in 1997, when frequency of assistance was 

introduced. After dichotomization of each item, we created an additive scale of 

seven items (KR-20 = 0.74). Identical to the 1988 scale, we dichotomized the 

scale scores. 

Gender role ideology was measured by six items, each with four response 

categories ranging from (1) „strongly agree‟ to (4) „strongly disagree‟. Items 

included the following: 1) Some equality in marriage is a good thing, but by and 

large the husband ought to have the main say in family matters; 2) It goes against 

nature to place women in positions of authority over men; 3) The increase in the 

number of women who work has led to a decline in the quality of family life; 4) 

Women who want to remove the word obey from the marriage service don‟t 

understand what it means to be a good wife; 5) The women‟s liberation ideas 

make a lot of sense to me; and 6) A woman who places more importance on her 

career than on being a mother is denying her true nature. We calculated the mean 

score across six items (Cronbach‟s alpha = 0.77), with a higher scale score 

reflecting more egalitarian gender role ideology against traditional ideology.  

The norm of filial responsibility was measured as an average score of six 

items indicating the degree of obligation the children felt toward their parents in 1) 

providing companionship, 2) helping with household chores, repairs, and 
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transportation, 3) listening to the problems and concerns of elderly parents and 

providing advice and guidance, 4) providing personal and health care needs, 5) 

providing financial support and/or assisting in financial and legal affairs, and 6) 

providing housing. Respondents placed their feelings of responsibility on a scale 

ranging from (1) „none‟ to (5) „total‟. Cronbach‟s alpha was 0.89.  

Children reported their gender coded as (0) „male‟ or (1) „female‟, age (in 

years), partner status (i.e., 1 „having a partner‟ or 0 „no partner‟), and travel 

distance to the parent ranging from (2) „less than 5 miles‟ to (6) „more than 500 

miles away‟. Children also reported their employment status, dichotomized into (1) 

„employed full-time or part-time‟ or (0) „not employed‟, and their educational level 

ranging from (1) „8th grade or less‟ to (8) „Post-graduate degree (Ph.D., M.D., J.D., 

etc.)‟. Parental characteristics used as control variables were gender, marital 

status and functional limitations. Marital status was coded as a dichotomy. For 

parents whose marital status and history was not complete, we imputed the marital 

status from children‟s reports about parental survival (Silverstein et al., 2008). 

Functional limitations of parents were measured by five items indicating difficulty in 

performing the activities of daily living: 1) walking up and down stairs, 2) walking 

more than one block, 3) preparing meals, 4) doing household chores, and 5) 

taking care of their own personal hygiene needs, such as bathing and cutting 

toenails. Children were asked to specify for their parents the degree of difficulty 

per activity, ranging from (1) „no difficulty‟ to (4) „unable to perform at all‟. We 

created a scaled score as the average degree of difficulty for the five activities 

(Cronbach‟s alpha = 0.92). 

 

Procedure 

  

Averages and percentages of dependent and independent variables were 

calculated, and differences between cohorts were tested by means of independent 

t-tests and chi-square tests. The difference in support between 1988 and 2000 

was not tested because response categories for questions about support differed. 

We had observations from 120 children within 105 families in 1988 and from 423 

children within 334 families in 2000. When multiple siblings participated in the 

study, their reports were clustered within families. When spouses participated in 

LSOG, they reported about their own parent and were not considered nested in 

one family. We applied a logistic regression model with robust standard errors to 

take into account possible dependency of siblings clustered in the same family 
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using the Stata program. This approach is recommended in our case, where the 

primary focus is on variation across individuals (i.e., children) and not on group 

characteristics (i.e., family characteristics) (Hu, Goldberg, Hedeker, Flay, & Pentz, 

1988). Additionally, most of the variation in support was observed between 

children (about 70% in 1988 and 90% in 2000) and not between family clusters.  

 To answer our first research question, we examined the subsample of adult 

children in 1988. To demonstrate whether gender differences were observed, we 

regressed provision of support on child‟s gender (Model 1). In Model 2, we added 

the child‟s gender role ideology to the regression equation to estimate the unique 

effect of gender role ideology. In the last step, we completed our explanatory 

model (Model 3) by adding variables important for caregiving: child‟s 

characteristics (filial obligations, employment, education, age, partner, and travel 

distance to the parent) and parental characteristics (gender, marital status, 

functional limitations). To answer our second research question, we tested the 

regression model on the 2000 data and compared the parameter estimates with 

those from 1988 by using the Wald statistical test.  

 

Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Regression Analysis in 1988 

 

In Table 4.1, we report descriptive statistics for the variables included in the 

regression equation. Almost half of the children provided support for multiple tasks 

to their parents; the data showed the tasks were completed more often by 

daughters than sons (53% versus 28%, p < 0.01). The average score of gender 

role ideology was 2.69 on the scale ranging from 1 to 4. The score was 

significantly higher for daughters than for sons (p < 0.01; test is not detailed in 

Table 4.1), indicating that daughters were more egalitarian. The average filial 

responsibility norm was 3.54 and did not differ between daughters and sons. 

There were more employed sons than daughters, and sons obtained higher 

education on average than daughters. Most children had partners and lived at a 

distance of 5 to 50 miles from their parents. Regarding parental characteristics, 

most children reported about their mother. About one-third of the parents had a 

partner, and the parents scored low on the scale of ADL limitations.  
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Table 4.1. Means and Percentages of Variables for the Adult Children and their 

Parents from 1988 and 2000 

 

Year of observation 1988 2000  

 N = 120 N = 423  

 %  M SD % M SD Sig. 

Support to a parent (0 or 1) 45   28   n.a. 

Daughters 53   30   n.a. 

Sons 28   25   n.a. 

Daughters (versus sons) 68   57   * 

Egalitarian gender role ideology ( 1 to 4)  2.69 0.69  2.97 0.58 *** 

Daughters  2.81 0.62  3.03 0.57 ** 

Sons  2.46 0.77  2.90 0.59 *** 

Filial obligation norms (1 to 5)  3.54 0.59  3.59 0.63  

Daughters  3.61 0.57  3.61 0.58  

Sons  3.40 0.60  3.55 0.68  

Being employed (yes) 77   88   ** 

Daughters 70   85   ** 

Sons 92   93    

Educational level  4.23 1.61  5.54 1.43 *** 

Daughters  3.94 1.32  5.45 1.33 *** 

Sons  4.84 1.99  5.66 1.55 ** 

Age (41 to 62)  56.13 3.92  47.72 2.37 *** 

Daughters  55.44 3.40  47.57 2.22 *** 

Sons  57.56 4.56  47.93 2.55 *** 

Having a partner (yes) 87   80    

Daughters 83   79    

Sons 97   82   * 

Travel distance to a parent (2 to 6)  3.97 1.47  3.84 1.09  

Daughters  3.99 1.46  3.83 1.09  

Sons  3.92 1.49  3.84 1.08  

Parent characteristics        

Female (versus male) 78   63   ** 

Partner status (yes) 36   73   *** 

ADL limitations (1 to 4)  1.69 0.86  1.30 0.50 *** 

Note: Differences tested between early and late cohort (t-tests, Chi). N.a means not applicable; 

differences in support between 1988 and 2000 were not tested due to differences in support 

variable. 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
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The results of logistic regression analysis on the 1988 data are reported in 

Table 4.2. As also shown in the descriptive statistics of Table 4.1, daughters were 

more likely than sons to provide support to their parents (OR = 2.88). Adding 

egalitarian gender role ideology to the regression model (Model 2) shows that 

children with egalitarian attitudes provided less support to their parents but also 

increases gender differences (OR = 4.38). This finding suggests that when 

egalitarian gender role ideology is held constant on the mean level, 76% of the 

daughters and 22% of the sons provide support. After adding other variables 

(Model 3), the gender difference stays at the same level as in Model 2. Children 

living closer to their parents are more likely to provide support, and mothers have 

a higher likelihood of being supported. Addressing our first research question, we 

demonstrate that gender role ideology is an important predictor of support 

provision and reveals even stronger gender differences when taken into account. 

 

Table 4.2. Logistic Regression of Child‟s Support Provided to the Parent 

 

Variables and categories 

1988 

(N Children = 120; 

N Family Clusters = 105) 

2000 

(N Children = 423; 

N Family Clusters = 334) 

Wald Test
1
 

Model 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 1 2 3 

 OR  OR  OR  OR  OR  OR     

Daughter 2.88 ** 4.38 ** 4.34 * 1.31  1.24  1.34  + * + 

Egalitarian gender role 

ideology  

  0.42 ** 0.44 *   1.64 * 1.94 **  *** *** 

Child characteristics                

Filial obligation norms      1.15      2.39 ***   + 

Being employed     0.49      0.86     

Education level      1.28      1.17 +    

Age      0.94      1.00     

Having a partner      0.81      1.10     

Travel distance to a 

parent  

    0.71 *     0.68 **    

Parent characteristics                

Female     7.17 *     1.29    * 

Partner status     0.92      0.35 ***    

ADL limitations     0.99      2.20 **   * 

                

R
2
 0.04  0.09  0.23  0.00  0.02  0.14     

   1
Comparing logistic regression unstandardized coefficients of three models for 1988 and 2000. 

  + p <.10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Descriptive Statistics and Regression Analysis in 2000 

 

In 2000, less than one-third of all children provided support for multiple tasks. We 

should be cautious about concluding that fewer children provided support in 2000 

compared to 1988 because the difference could be attributed to dissimilar 

measures. The number of daughters and sons providing support did not differ. 

Gender role ideology was more egalitarian in 2000 compared to 1988, which holds 

for both daughters and sons. Similar to 1988, daughters in 2000 were more 

egalitarian than sons. Filial obligations did not differ between sons and daughters 

or between 1988 and 2000. There were significantly more employed daughters in 

2000 compared to 1988, whereas employment of sons did not change; there were 

still more employed sons than daughters (p < 0.01). Both sons and daughters 

obtained better education in 2000 compared to 1988; there was no significant 

difference between sons and daughters‟ educational level in 2000. In 2000, sons 

had partners less often than sons in 1988. The average travel distance did not 

change. Compared to 1988, there were significantly more reports about fathers, 

parents with a partner and parents with a smaller number of ADL limitations. As 

described previously, the differences in parental characteristics could be attributed 

to the younger children, who have younger parents, participating in the survey in 

2000 compared to 1988.   

The results of logistic regression analysis in 2000, and Wald tests are 

reported in Table 4.2. In 2000, there were no significant gender differences in 

parental support in any of the three models. Wald tests demonstrate a significant 

decrease between 1988 and 2000 in gender differences for Model 2 and a 

marginal decrease for Models 1 and 3. The effect of gender role ideology on 

gender differences in support becomes irrelevant. The probability that children 

provide support for their parents is higher when they have a more egalitarian 

gender role ideology, which is opposite the results for 1988. Wald statistics show a 

significant difference in the effects of gender role ideology on support between 

1988 and 2000. Adding the gender role ideology to Model 2 and 3 does not result 

in a different estimate for the gender difference in support provision. Furthermore, 

we observe that there is a higher likelihood of support provision by children who 

have stronger filial obligations, live closer, and have parents without partners or 

parents with more ADL limitations. Furthermore, we found a marginally higher 

likelihood of support by children with higher education. As shown by Wald 

statistics, filial obligations, parental gender and parental ADL limitations 
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demonstrate significantly different effects in 2000 compared to 1988. Answering 

our second research question, we demonstrate that the explanatory model of 

parental support in 2000 differs from the model in 1988.  

 

Discussion 

 

This study focused on the role of egalitarian gender ideology in explaining gender 

differences in support provided by adult children to their parents and its changes 

between 1988 and 2000. We added to the existing knowledge on gender role 

ideology as an important determinant of parental support and as an important 

factor in understanding gender differences. We showed that the explanatory model 

of parental support changes over time. We observed gender differences in 

parental support provision in 1988, but these differences were not observed in 

2000. In both cohorts, gender role ideology had a reverse effect on support; 

children had a higher probability of providing support when they had more 

traditional gender role ideology in 1988 and, in contrast, when they had a more 

egalitarian gender role ideology in 2000.  

To answer our first research question, we examined whether consideration 

of egalitarian gender role ideology would reduce gender differences in support. For 

1988, the results demonstrated that gender differences were not reduced. This 

result parallels previous research attempting to explain gender differences (Finley, 

1989), where gender differences remained after controlling for possible 

explanatory factors. Moreover, after controlling for gender role ideology, we 

observed that gender differences in support provision increased. This suggests 

that when gender attitudes are held constant, gender differences are particularly 

visible.  

In 2000, gender differences in support were not observed. This result 

suggests that the gendered nature of parental support might decrease or 

disappear in post-modern societies. Female employment has increased since the 

1950s, as have ideas about egalitarianism between men and women. However, 

according to our data, in 1988 there were still noteworthy differences in gender 

role ideology between men and women and in their support towards older parents. 

Previous research has demonstrated that prior to 1970, there was greater change 

in attitudes about equality in the labor market than about the division of family 

labor; after 1970, changes in attitudes about equality in the home began to catch 

up to attitudes about the labor market (Mason, Czajka, & Arber, 1976). Brewster 
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and Padavic (2000) reported that men tended to have less egalitarian gender 

attitudes than women and that they changed more slowly than women‟s attitudes 

through the 1977-1996 period, possibly due to the “price” for men if women were 

less committed to their traditional gender roles. The findings suggest that although 

the discussion about gender equality and family labor began some decades ago, it 

is only recently that egalitarianism in gender roles has become less visible in 

previously typical female tasks like supporting elderly parents.  

The disappearance of gender difference observed in this study is not in line 

with some of the latest studies reporting on gender differences in support around 

the same period (Matthews, 2002; Silverstein et al., 2008). This inconsistency in 

the evidence might be attributed to the way we considered support provision. 

Earlier research has demonstrated that men are not less involved with parental 

support in general, but they are less involved with traditionally female tasks 

(Campbell & Martin-Matthews, 2003). We looked at the total combination of 

different tasks. The comparison between 1988 and 2000 is based upon the 

general measure of support provision. Nevertheless, gender differences were 

found in 1988 suggesting the existence of a trend towards gender egalitarianism in 

general parental support. It is possible that this trend will persist in terms of 

“traditionally female tasks”. Further research is needed on this issue. Additionally, 

we should bear in mind a methodological limitation of our study that might 

contribute to the disappearance of gender differences in support. Children of the 

2000 cohort are, on average, about eight years younger than children of the 1988 

cohort, and the parents of the 2000 cohort are also younger and might not require 

as much assistance. We controlled for parental needs such as age, partner status 

and physical limitations. Nevertheless, the parents of adult children of the 2000 

cohort might have fewer needs. Lower levels of support may be more easily 

distributed among sons and daughters, whereas when intensive support is 

required, daughters might be more likely to take over such responsibilities. At the 

same time, this research only referred to sons and daughters from multiple-sibling, 

cross-gender families, whereas other studies have included other types of sibling 

group compositions as well. Although we did not directly compare sons and 

daughters of the same family, we may suppose that daughters‟ attitudes regarding 

gender roles and daughters‟ behavior influences the attitudes and behavior of their 

siblings (Tolkacheva, Broese van Groenou, & Van Tilburg, 2010). Sons with 

traditional attitudes who do not have sisters are probably more likely to provide 

support compared to sons with traditional attitudes and with sisters.  
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To further address our second question, we repeated the regressions for 

the 2000 data. The lack of gender differences in support provision in 2000 renders 

irrelevant the effect of gender role ideology on gender differences in support 

provision. However, an interesting difference between the cohorts was observed. 

The likelihood of support provided by children in the 1988 cohort was higher when 

children held more traditional gender role ideologies, whereas the opposite was 

true in the 2000 cohort. The change of the effect suggests that the first “shock” of 

increasing egalitarian ideas about the roles of men and women was over in 2000. 

Egalitarian daughters in 1988 might be more willing to prove their independence 

and egalitarianism in actual roles, and in cross-sex families, egalitarian daughters 

probably counted on their brothers. At the same time, we know that the general 

trend of men becoming egalitarian was slower than the trend for women (Brewster 

& Padavic, 2000), suggesting that sons in the 1988 cohort were less eager to 

adjust their support behavior to women‟s expectations. In 2000, egalitarian 

children might put their efforts toward redistributing their support more equally. 

Female employment became very common, most children had competing 

responsibilities, and all children had a greater chance to be involved with support. 

This also corresponds with the principle of equity because unequal involvement in 

support can create distress among children (Ingersoll-Dayton, Neal, Ha, & 

Hammer 2003; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978).  

Furthermore, we found that in 1988, support was provided mostly to 

mothers, whereas this effect disappeared among children of the later cohort. This 

observation could be attributed to gender differences in 1988. Previous research 

has demonstrated the prevalence of same-gender care versus cross-gender care 

(Pillemer & Suitor, 2006). Additionally, we demonstrated a larger effect of parental 

ADL limitations on the likelihood of support among the younger cohort. Compared 

to the children of the 1988 cohort, the children of the 2000 cohort possibly 

provided more selective support to their parents with multiple tasks when parents 

were in greater need at a relatively younger age.  

In our research, we only considered children with cross-sex siblings. 

Therefore, the results could be different in other types of families. Being a 

daughter with egalitarian attitudes is less likely to be important in families with only 

daughters. Daughters without brothers do not distribute parental support according 

to gender principles but rather according to their opportunities. In families with only 

male siblings, sons often involve their spouses in support provisions (Finch, 1989). 

This suggests that egalitarian sons without sisters might be less eager to search 
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for alternative caregivers such as their wives and may provide more support than 

traditional sons.  

 Some comments should be made about the limitations of the study. First, 

the measurement of support was slightly different in 1988 and 2000. Although we 

have approximated these measures as much as possible, we should be cautious 

in suggesting that less support was given in 2000. However, the way we 

approached the available data provided the possibility to compare effects and to 

contribute to the existing literature about parental support. Another limitation 

mentioned earlier in this study is the age difference between both subsamples. 

Furthermore, the lower numbers of multiple siblings in 1988 did not allow us to 

make direct comparisons between brothers and sisters. Such within-family, cross-

sex comparison would provide better understanding about gender differences in 

families with multiple cross-sex siblings and the implications of gender role 

ideology.  

 The current research indicates that gender differences regarding parental 

support are decreasing or disappearing over time. Egalitarian gender role ideology 

did not affect gender differences in the earlier cohort; however, it was an important 

predictor of parental support. We demonstrated that gender role ideology should 

be considered one of the important predictors in the explanatory model of parental 

support, and we showed that the explanatory model changes over time. This study 

could be of interest to practitioners working with ethnic groups and religiously 

affiliated communities where egalitarianism in gender roles is relatively low (Fan & 

Marini, 2000; Mason & Lu, 1988). Given the increasing need for long-term support 

to older adults, parental support could result in overburdening women who have to 

combine multiple roles. It is important for egalitarian gender role ideology to persist 

in support behavior and for parental support to increasingly lose its gendered 

nature. The latter could be maintained by government enhancement of care leave 

arrangements for male and female caregivers. 
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