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men are markedly underrepresented in care-oriented roles, activities, and careers. 
For example, across the globe, only one-third of the 215 million people employed in 
paid care jobs over the last decade were men. In the Americas and Europe, the per-
centage of men in these roles is less than 25 percent.2 This underrepresentation of 
men in the care economy is critical to understand given the severe labor shortages in 
these fields.3 In fact, the demand for people to fill jobs in the care economy outpaces 
labor demand in computing and engineering, sectors that have invested consider-
able resources in recent years to increase gender diversity and inclusion.4 Similar 
gender imbalances are evident in the home, where women in heterosexual relation-
ships continue to shoulder the responsibility for caregiving.

The emerging science of caregiving needs to identify the barriers to men’s ac-
tive engagement in caregiving. And yet, both scholars and the public alike give 
relatively less attention to understanding or reducing gender gaps in care moti-
vation.5 Research on gender inequality often focuses on the constraints placed 
on women and ways to increase women’s opportunities to enter into domains, 
roles, and occupations long dominated by men. But research points to powerful 
sociocultural constraints on men’s behavior and preferences that are often over-
looked and understudied.6 As such, we join with other scholars who have recently  
emphasized the need to expand our consideration of gender inequality to in-
clude men.7 Our goal in this essay is to synthesize the evidence for several impor- 
tant sociocultural barriers that constrain men’s interest in and engagement with 
caregiving roles and activities. We then consider how such constraints might be  
addressed to foster greater gender equality in care.

Why don’t men care? Different academic disciplines will seek to iden-
tify different parts of this elephantine problem. Perhaps men are less 
likely to be primary caregivers for young children because paternity 

leave is unavailable (says the policy analyst). Perhaps men are constrained from 
volunteering and caring for elderly parents because of the higher work demands 
placed on them (says the sociologist). Perhaps men are less attracted to careers in 
teaching and social work because of the lower salaries these careers pay (says the 
economist). While each of these scholars would surely have their finger on one 
contributing factor in a specific domain of care, they might miss the social psycho- 
logical processes that give shape to a more foundational part of the problem. Men 
don’t care because women do, and being a man too often requires being unlike 
women. These culturally ingrained beliefs about gender and masculinity can in-
hibit men from imagining themselves taking on caregiving, much less finding a 
sense of meaning and purpose in it. These psychological processes attract women 
to and repel men away from care in ways that are self-reinforcing, serving to rep-
licate the types of systemic forces identified by our hypothetical policy analyst, 
sociologist, and economist.
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Of course, these broad generalizations are not true of all men or for all forms 
of care. For example, compared to straight men, gay men are disproportionately 
represented in female-dominated occupations that require social perceptiveness, 
such as nursing.8 In recent years, fathers have also become more involved and  
intrinsically motivated to take an active or even primary role in the care of their 
children.9 But despite the variability among men and across time, the general  
underrepresentation of men in caregiving roles is undeniable. There is no region 
in the world where even paid care jobs are filled more by men than by women, or 
where young men expect to do more childcare than women.10

In the analysis presented here, we draw from, extend, and integrate social  
psychological theory and evidence for how gender stereotypes constrain men’s 
interest in care. These stereotypes are culturally shared beliefs about gender that 
shape how people perceive both others and themselves. Although gender identity 
and expression are not binary, the stereotypes we have about gender are linked to 
split-second binary categorizations of people as women or men.11 Even children 
who self-identify as transgender or gender nonbinary automatically categorize 
people, animals, and even inanimate objects into binary gender categories.12 The 
ease with which we see the world through a gendered lens from a young age leads 
people to assume that gender is an important component of one’s own and others’ 
identity. Starting from this assumption that people see and express their identity 
in terms of (typically binary conceptions of ) gender, we next consider a series of 
sociocultural barriers to men’s equal engagement in care. 

The first barrier to men caring is the prevalence of cultural stereotypes of 
men as being less care-oriented than women. Gender stereotypes can in-
clude both explicitly endorsed beliefs (“women are more caring people”) 

and implicit associations (“think care, think woman”) that can be automatically 
activated to shape judgment and behavior.13 In fact, the strongest stereotypes that 
people hold about gender include the explicit belief that men are less caring and 
compassionate than are women. In 2018, three-fourths of American adults in large 
public surveys reported believing that women are more communal and caring 
than men. This stereotype is not weakening; the percentage of people agreeing 
with it has actually increased over five decades surveyed.14 By way of contrast, less 
than 10 percent of Americans in 2018 believed that women are less competent or 
intelligent than men. Gender stereotypes about women’s intellectual inferiority,  
once used to explain and justify constraints on women’s educational and employ-
ment opportunities, have sharply declined over the last century. Nevertheless, 
many people still endorse without compunction the belief that men are less com-
munal than are women, a stereotype that has only increased over time. 

These stereotypes partly reflect the different roles that people see men and 
women do.15 Given the evidence that women remain more likely to be the primary  
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caretakers at home, it is not surprising that people develop a strong association 
between women and “home” in contrast to men and “work.”16 From a young age, 
children ingest a steady diet of cultural representations that associate the concept 
of “female” more than “male” with care and concern for others. Such exposure 
can come from direct experience of who cares for them at home or school as well 
as from indirect portrayals of care in the books and media they consume.17 For 
example, text analyses of parent-child conversations, books, and entertainment 
media reveal that male (versus female) pronouns and characters are less likely to 
appear alongside words about home (versus work).18

Gendered conceptions of care might begin as descriptive observations of what 
men and women do, but people also use stereotypes to justify the status quo.19 In a 
world where 86 percent of nurses are women and 86 percent of engineers are men, 
people make an inference that women must be more caring and people-oriented 
and men must be more mechanically minded and systems-oriented. This tendency  
to assume that women and men are what we often see them do is an example of a 
broader phenomenon known as the “fundamental attribution error,” because it 
reveals a blind spot for the external constraints on people’s actions and choices.20 
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tion.32 These strong proscriptions against signs of weakness in men appear to be 
culturally universal.33 As a result, boys and men can expect to encounter negative 
attitudes and possible harassment if they exhibit an interest in activities, roles, or 
occupations that are typically preferred by girls or women.34 As such, gender role 
stereotypes that associate care with women represent a powerful barrier to boys’ 
and men’s engagement in care activities because such engagement can threaten 
their gender identity.

Notably, those boys and men who associate care and communion more strongly  
with women are less inclined to describe themselves as kind and caring. Our re-
search reveals that preschool-aged boys do not yet have a strong stereotype that 
associates care more with girls than with boys.35 Once in grade school, however, 
boys show more gendered associations with care that predict describing them-
selves as less caring. This tendency to distance themselves from care guides their 
preferences: boys with more gendered notions of care are less interested in play-
ing a care-oriented video game. Such evidence suggests that boys unlearn the  
ability to be caring as they are socialized to personally devalue activities and pref-
erences that seem at odds with being a man. Parents play a role in this process. For 
example, sociological analyses suggest that in recent years, fathers have become 
even more likely to pass on male-stereotypical occupations to their sons. Moth-
ers, in contrast, have remained gender-neutral in how the stereotypicality of their 
own occupation relates to that of their children.36 

Setting aside men’s personal interest in taking on caregiving roles, the gender 
gap in communal values also has implications for the broader value and signif-
icance assigned to care. Not only do men, on average, say they personally value  
care and compassion less than women do, this gender difference also predicts 
men’s tendency to assign less societal worth to care-oriented occupations than do  
women.37 The seeds for men’s lower interest in care are planted early and shape 
their broader devaluation of care-oriented roles, occupations, and activities, not 
just for themselves but for society more broadly.

Ironically, the socioeconomic climate of countries highly supportive of gender 
equality represents a fourth barrier to men’s equal engagement in care. Not 
only are gender gaps in care interest not closing alongside other indicators of 

gender equality, we have documented evidence that these gaps are paradoxically 
larger in cultures ranking higher on measures of gender equality.38 This paradox 
of progress means that even as women gain greater economic independence and 
political freedoms (a decrease in vertical gender segregation as women gain great-
er status and influence), they are increasingly segregated into more care-oriented 
careers (an increase in horizontal gender segregation between men and women 
into different occupational spheres). Scholars continue to debate the explanation 
for such paradoxical patterns of gender segregation, but we do not believe they are 
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ples of men who choose to and excel at care work in real life, media, and books 
can challenge traditional notions of masculinity. Alongside efforts to broaden our 
conceptions of masculinity could be efforts to rebrand caregiving roles in ways 
that are more inclusive of men, but this approach often represents a shorter-term 
solution.61

A second approach to fostering greater gender balance in care includes efforts 
to increase young boys’ and men’s motivation for care. Early educational initia-
tives to foster socioemotional education can be helpful. For example, initiatives 
like the Roots of Empathy program promote empathy in young school-aged chil-
dren by giving them direct training in understanding and caring for the needs of 
infants.62 Such training has been found to be equally beneficial for young boys and 
girls, with overall improvements to children’s social behavior. For many boys and 
men, practicing the skill of care often starts at home where the intrinsic rewards 
of caring for close family can be readily apparent. In studies of sibling care, for ex-
ample, although girls are more likely to be observed caring for younger siblings, 
there is cross-cultural variation in boys’ level of involvement in sibling care, espe-
cially with younger brothers.63 Such training can prepare young boys for future 
roles as caregivers. In adult heterosexual relationships, women are also increas-
ingly valuing partners who will be active caregivers in their future families.64 One 
question that remains, however: how can we transfer the motivation to care for 
close family more broadly to an interest in caregiving outside the home?

Whereas the two approaches above focus on tackling individual conceptions 
of gender and the personal motivation for care, these need to be complemented 
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care as an activity that is at odds with being a man. These gendered beliefs about 
care are especially entrenched in wealthy, individualistic societies. Perhaps as a  
result, people seem relatively uninterested in working to combat the gender gap in 
care. Given the myriad benefits of promoting a more gender-balanced care econ-
omy, elucidating the reasons why women care more than men can motivate new 
ways of understanding and counteracting the persistent barriers to gender equal-
ity and a more caring society.
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