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Abstract

In the present work, we addressed the relationship be-
tween parental leave policies and social norms. Using a
pre-registered, cross-national approach, we examined the
relationship between parental leave policies and the per-
ception of social norms for the gender division of child-
care. In this study, 19,259 students (11,924 women) from
48 countries indicated the degree to which they believe
childcare is (descriptive norm) and should be (prescrip-
tive norm) equally divided among mothers and fathers.
Policies were primarily operationalized as the existence of
parental leave options in the respective country. The de-
scriptive and prescriptive norms of equal division of child-
care were stronger when parental leave was available in a
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BACKGROUND

The fundamental influence and importance of social norms on human behaviour has been extensively
addressed in past interdisciplinary social science research (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). However, sur-
prisingly little empirical research has been dedicated to understanding how social norms evolve and
change. Changes in norms are important because they represent shifts in individuals' understanding and
interpretation of their society. In the present work, we focus on public policy as one important factor
in shaping social norms. We argue that public policies can signal what is desirable or undesirable within
a society and can influence individuals not only with the force of legal penalties but also by shaping
and promoting social norms. We examined this idea in 48 countries by investigating the relationship
between parental leave policies and young adult's perception of social norms for the gendered division
of childcare among heterosexual couples. In this way, the present study also contributes to the under-
standing of how to close the persistent gender gap in childcare.

The power and evolution of social norms

Social norms influence human behaviour powerfully in many aspects of everyday life (Cialdini
et al., 1991). For example, social norms direct us to congratulate people on their birthdays or say thank
you when someone does us a favour; and they proscribe that we do not shout at our supervisors, nor
talk badly about recently deceased people. The importance of social norms as determinants of behav-
iour is outlined in several prominent psychological models, such as the theory of planned behaviour
(Ajzen, 1991) and social role theory (Eagly & Wood, 2012), and a large body of empirical psycho-
logical research demonstrates that social norms are important antecedents of behavioural intentions
(Ajzen, 1991; Armitage & Conner, 2001; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003; Van Kleef et al., 2019).

Due to the popularity of the study of social norms across different research fields, there is variation
in the definition of social norms (Chung & Rimal, 2016; Hogg, 2010; Horne & Mollborn, 2020; Legros
& Cislaghi, 2020). We follow Cialdini and Trost (1998), who define social norms as “rules and standards
that ate understood by members of a group, and that guide and/or constrain social behavior without
the force of laws” (p. 152). Accordingly, social norms can communicate what others commonly do (i.e.,
descriptive norms) as well as what others commonly approve or disapprove of (i.e., prescriptive norms; also
called injunctive norms). That is, descriptive norms convey information about what most members of a
group do in given situations, whereas prescriptive norms convey information about how members of a
group should behave in given situations (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007; Hogg & Reid, 2000).
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One of the major unresolved questions in the social norm literature refers to how social norms evolve
(Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). Whereas some scholars theorize that behaviour changes first and norms
follow (Morris et al., 2015), others suggest that norms change first and behaviours follow (Mahmoud
et al., 2014). In our view, assuming mutual influence between these two variables is the most plausi-
ble: the more frequent a behaviour becomes in a certain population, the more individuals will believe
there is a norm, and the more individuals believe in a norm, the more likely they are to comply with it.
However, as other researchers have noted, there is little ezpirical work on how, precisely, norms evolve
(Bicchieri & Mercier, 2014; Cialdini & Trost, 1998).

Policy as a normative signal

One of the basic mechanisms proposed to underlie norm dynamics involves policymaking (Morris
et al., 2015; Sunstein, 1996). Public policy constitutes a series of attempts made by a government to ad-
dress a public issue by instituting laws and regulations. As such, public policy is presumed to influence
individuals by motivating them to avoid penalties they may incur when law enforcement agents are
present. Beyond punishing undesirable behaviour, legal scholars have proposed that policies have an ex-
pressive function that influences individuals by signalling what is desirable or undesirable within a specific
society: policies express underlying social norms and values and attach a certain normative meaning or
interpretation to a behaviour (McAdams, 2000; Posner, 2000; Sunstein, 1996). Therefore, it has been
claimed that the links between cultural and individual values and norms are mediated through societal
institutions (Schwartz, 2014). In this view, governing institutions are an important source for shaping
social norms (Kinzig et al., 2013; Tankard & Paluck, 2016).

Consistent with this view, research has shown that public policies can shape social norms in domains
of smoking bans (Hamilton et al., 2008; Luis & Palma-Oliveira, 2016; Orbell et al., 2009), renewable
energy (Syropoulos et al., 2024), and COVID-19 lockdowns (Galbiati et al., 2021). Similarly, in two pre-
registered studies — an experimental study (IN=1673) and a longitudinal time-series study (IN=10063)
— Tankard and Paluck (2017) found stronger social norms towards support for marriage equality after
a ruling from the U.S. Supreme Court in favour of same-sex marriage. Furthermore, in a natural ex-
periment (N=437), Eisner et al. (2021), found that informing Swiss participants about a new policy
legalizing stepchild adoption decreased perceived societal disapproval of same-sex parenting compared
with participants not informed about the policy.

In the present work, we moved beyond previous research on policy and social norms by having used
a large sample in an extensive cross-national design. With this design, we were able to isolate how cross-
national variation in policies relates to variation in social norms across different nations, societies, and cul-
tures. To advance theorizing, we explored the idea that public policy decisions can instantly signal what (the
majority thinks) others should do (prescriptive norm) (immediate effect) or change people's behaviour over
time (distal effect), which then in turn changes and signals what people commonly do (descriptive norm).

The case of unequal childcare division

Although both fathers and mothers in Western societies have been spending more time with their chil-
dren in recent decades, fathers' (expected) contributions to the total amount of time parents spend on
childcare among partners in women/man dyads remain rather limited (Dotti Sani, 2020; Dotti Sani &
Treas, 2016; Pailhé et al., 2021; Steinbach & Schulz, 2022; Wei, 2020). Using the same dataset as in the
present work, Olsson et al. (2023), for example, found that across 37 countries, women intended to take
longer leave than men in all countries. Furthermore, fathers' lower engagement in childcare has concern-
ing consequences such as lower career opportunities for women and marital dissatisfaction among couples
(Carlson et al., 2016; Croft et al., 2019), and lower well-being for both fathers and their children (Meeussen
et al., 2020). Existing social norms about gender roles likely play a major role in explaining this gender
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gap in childcare, as different tasks and behaviours are generally expected of fathers and mothers (Eagly
& Wood, 2012). Traditionally, gender norms favour mothers for childcare tasks: women are expected
to be communal (i.e., caring, warm, social, kind) but not too dominant (i.e., assertive, bossy, arrogant),
while men are expected to be agentic (e.g., competent, independent, rational) but not too weak (e.g., pas-
sive, timid, dependent) (Bosson et al., 2022; Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Croft et al., 2015; De Visser &
McDonnell, 2013; Prentice & Carranza, 2002; Rudman & Fairchild, 2004). To reduce this gender gap in
childcare, it is thus important to understand how social norms upholding a traditional gender division
of childcare can be changed. To do so, we investigate a large selection of countries with varying gender
inequality in childcare and varying parental leave policies. To focus on the relationship between parental
leave policies and norms, we do not examine the actual leave that (new) fathers take (as this is a different
question about whether such policies are effective in incentivizing behaviour) or on people's intentions to
take care of their children (for this, see Olsson et al., 2023). Rather, we examine the relationship between
patental leave policies and young people's estimates of current gender norms. Note that some leave poli-
cies are written exclusively for one parent whereas other leave policies are written to either parent. In the
present work, we refer to parental leave as being available to either parent.

According to the proposed normative power and expressive function of policy, one fruitful strategy
for reducing the gender gap in childcare may involve parental leave policies, as they have been proposed
to not only incentivize actual childcare behaviour, but to also reinforce or change existing gender norms
(Meeussen et al., 2020). Studies on social attitudes support this notion. In a longitudinal study includ-
ing data from nine countries, Omidakhsh et al. (2020) found that changes to parental leave policy that
incentivize or encourage fathers to take time off to care for their children corresponded with changes
in attitudes towards women's equality in the workplace. Furthermore, a study showed that grandparents
whose son had a child after a parental leave reform in Germany in 2007 (including income-dependent
compensation for taking leave, and two of 14months reserved solely for the father) had more posi-
tive attitudes towards nontraditional gender roles compared to grandparents whose son had a child
shortly before the reform (Unterhofer & Wrohlich, 2017). While personal attitudes are internally mo-
tivated judgements about something (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), social norms, instead, are beliefs about
what other people do and approve of. In contrast to the mentioned studies on attitudes (Omidakhsh
et al., 2020; Unterhofer & Wrohlich, 2017), the present research explicitly assesses social norms — that
is, gender norms regarding childcare division.

The present research

In the present work, we argue that public policy can have an expressive function and can influence
behaviours not only with the force of legal penalties or financial incentives, but also by shaping and
promoting social norms. We postulate that the normative influence of public policy decisions can be
immediate by instantly signalling what (the majority thinks) others should do (prescriptive norm) or distal
by changing people's behaviour, which in turn changes and signals what people commonly do (descrip-
tive norm).

Policies vary across nations and cultures. With our large sample of 48 countries, we have a unique
opportunity to examine whether social norms correspond with variations in policies (i.e. a natural ex-
periment). Specifically, we investigated the relationship between parental leave policies on the country
level and the individual perception of social norms regarding childcare division between mothers and
fathers. To get more insights about the potential causality of policy on social norms, we further anal-
ysed the relevance of time since policy decisions were made. This also uncovers potential differences
between descriptive and prescriptive norms (see reasoning below).

We pre-registered the investigation of several country-level predictors that refer to parental leave
policies. First, and most importantly, we assumed that parental leave (i.e., leave that is available to either
parent) constitutes a normative signal that equal childcare division between mothers and fathers is a
socially approved option within society (prescriptive norm) and, over time, leads fathers to engage more
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in childcare, leading to perceptions of more equal division of childcare (descriptive norm). Accordingly,
we predicted that prescriptive and descriptive norms of childcare division between mothers and fathers
would be more equal in countries where parental leave is available, compared to countries where it is not
(H1). Note that findings showing leave to be linked to larger gender gaps in intended parental leave uptake
suggest the opposite effect (Boeckmann et al., 2014; Tharp & Parks-Stamm, 2021).

Second, we assumed that several aspects of the parental leave policy should be beneficial for more
equal childcare division between mothers and fathers. Based on existing evidence that financial gener-
osity of parental leave impacts men more than women (Haas & Hwang, 2019), we suggested that higher
generosity of parental leave constitutes a normative signal that equal childcare division between mothers
and fathers is a socially approved option within the society (prescriptive norm). This leads especially fa-
thers (compared to mothers) to engage more in childcare and consequently to perceptions of more equal
division of childcare (descriptive norm). Accordingly, we predicted that relatively higher generosity of
parental leave would predict stronger prescriptive and descriptive norms of equal childcare division
between mothers and fathers (H2a).

We further assumed that the extent to which more leave (maternity, paternity, and parental leave) is
exclusively available to mothers (vs. fathers) constitutes a normative signal that mothers are expected
to take the caregiver role (prescriptive norm) and leads mothers to engage more in childcare and con-
sequently to perceptions of more unequal division of childcare at the expense of women (descriptive
norm). Accordingly, we predicted that more exclusive leave for mothers predicts weaker prescriptive and
descriptive norms of equal childcare division between mothers and fathers — with mothers as primary
caregiver (H2b).

Lastly, we addressed the length of parental leave. On the one hand, one could assume that longer
available leave length signals that equal childcare division between mothers and fathers is a socially
approved option within the society (prescriptive norm). On the other hand, the gender gap regarding
intentions to take leave is consistently found to increase with longer possible leave duration (Olsson
et al., 2023; Tharp & Parks-Stamm, 2021). Longer leave length may hence signal desirability of invest-
ment in childcare within traditional gender roles. In light of these contrary predictions, we hypothesized
a bidirectional relationship between prescriptive and descriptive norms regarding gender equality in
childcare division and the available length of parental leave (H2c).

As mentioned above, we postulated that prescriptive norms are instantly affected (immediate effect)
whereas descriptive norms are especially affected over time (distal effect) after a certain policy changed.
To empirically address these assumptions, we explored the effect of time since policy change, that is,
since parental leave was introduced. Accordingly, we reasoned that prescriptive norms regarding gender
equality in childcare division should be perceived as stronger than descriptive norms immediately after
parental leave was introduced as an option. Note that this idea was not pre-registered.

To ensure the robustness of these effects, we controlled for several variables that reflect relevant soci-
etal, national, and cultural differences. These included: gender of participants (individual level), gender
essentialist attitudes (individual level), having children (individual level), and Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita (country level). Especially gender essentialism (i.c., belief that parents' involvement in
childcare is determined by fixed qualities intrinsic to women and men), and GDP per capita (i.e., mea-
sure of a country's economic health) might be confounding variables regarding patrental leave policies.
So, we regarded it as informative to check whether the relationship between policies and social norms
holds beyond these variables.

We also pre-registered to control for egalitarianism as a cultural value in each country (i.e., cultural
orientation requiring individuals to see each other as moral equals; Schwartz, 2008). However, including
this variable in the models led to the exclusion of ten countries due to missing values. This means a
substantial reduction of statistical power. Therefore, we decided to report the models including egalitar-
ianism as a control factor only in the Supporting Information on the OSF.

This research was conducted consistent with open science practices. Exclusion criteria, hypotheses,
and analyses were registered prior to data analysis. Pre-registration, materials, data, and procedure are
publicly available on OSF (https://osf.io/dzq3m).
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METHOD
Sample

The data used in this paper were collected as part of a large international collaborative research
project aimed at understanding communal orientation in men (https://ucom2017.wordpress.
com/). All methods were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.
Collaborators obtained ethical approval from their respective universities (if necessary) and col-
lected data via a questionnaire, either online or in a laboratory. All participants gave informed
consent. Data collection started in October 2017 and ended in June 2019. The data were pre-
pared in accordance with a pre-registered data preparation plan, excluding participants from the
analyses who failed attention checks (e.g. “If you are reading this, please select three”), com-
pleted the questionnaire in less than 10 min, had not been socialized in the specific cultural con-
text before the age of 15 (i.e., moved to their country of residence after age 15), and who did
not fall within the age range 17-30years. Additionally, individuals from sites that collected
fewer than 6 participants were excluded from analyses as these could not be nested within sites.
The final sample consisted of 19,259 participants (11,924 identified as women, 7078 identified
as men, 257 identified as non-binary; MﬂgC:20.54, SD=2.38) across 123 sites and 48 countries
(see Table 1).

Procedure and instruments

The data were collected using a 45-minute survey which was completed by participants in the language
of instruction at their university. Only relevant items for the present analyses will be described here (for
a complete list, see: https://osf.io/rwxcj/Pview_only=35deb74b4ddc49958bd7001a0064431d).

Outcome variables

Prescriptive norm

Individual perceptions of prescriptive norms regarding division of childcare were assessed using one
item: “How much of the childcare (taking care of children, spending time with them and fulfilling
their physical and psychological needs) do others in (country) think mothers and/or fathers should do,
respectively?” This was rated on a scale from O (father should do all) to 100 (mother should do all); that is, a
value of 50 means equal childcare division.

Descriptive norm

Individual perceptions of descriptive norms regarding childcare division were assessed using one item:
“How much of the childcare (taking care of children, spending time with them and fulfilling their
physical and psychological needs) do mothers and/or fathers do, respectively?”. This was rated on a
scale from O (father does all) to 100 (mother does all); that is, a value of 50 means equal childcare division.

Policy predictors (country level)

Parental leave availability

We coded whether parental leave available to either parent was available in a country (yes=1; no=0).
Data were obtained from the International Labour Organization (2014) report. Of the 48 countries,
parental leave was available in 30 countries (62.5%; #=13,483; see Table 1).
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TABLE 1 Sample size by country and information about whether parental leave is available.

Country n Parental leave Country n Parental leave
Albania 154 Yes Lithuania 194 Yes
Australia 450 Yes North Macadonia 159 Yes
Belgium 385 Yes Malaysia 342 No
Bolivia 339 No Mexico 199 No
Canada 1333 Yes Netherlands 554 Yes
Chile 447 Yes New Zealand 242 Yes
China 169 No Norway 305 Yes
Colombia 411 No Pakistan 215 No
Costa Rica 219 No Palestine 121 No
Croatia 424 Yes Poland 515 Yes
Czech Republic 217 Yes Romania 237 Yes
Denmark 157 Yes Russia 187 Yes
Ecuador 185 No Serbia 778 No
Estonia 213 Yes Singapore 210 No
Ethiopia 203 No Slovakia 277 Yes
France 429 Yes South Korea 157 Yes
Germany 681 Yes Spain 381 Yes
India 152 No Sweden 198 Yes
Indonesia 251 No Switzerland 1092 No
Ireland 304 Yes Tanzania 120 No
Ttaly 300 Yes Turkey 580 No
Japan 512 Yes Ukraine 315 Yes
Kazakhstan 156 Yes U.K. 285 Yes
Lebanon 190 No U.S.A. 3315 Yes

Financial generosity of parental leave

An index was computed to capture the generosity of leave available to both mothers and fathers in each
country (see Olsson et al., 2023). This index is the duration of parental leave (in weeks) multiplied by
the rate of compensation (percentage of earnings prior to leave). The resulting indicator represents the
number of weeks of 100 percent income (e.g., 10weeks compensated at 80% would be 8weeks). Data
were obtained from the International Labour Organization (2014) report (range: 0—78 weeks). Values
were grand mean centred.

Gender imbalance in exclusive leave

Following the procedure of Olsson et al. (2023), an index was computed to capture the ratio of how
much of the parental leave is exclusive to mothers relative to fathers in each country. The index is calcu-
lated as the duration of maternity leave (in days) + duration of parental leave (in days) that are exclusively
reserved for mothers — the duration of paternity leave (in days) — duration of parental leave (in days) that
are exclusively reserved for fathers. Positive scores indicate more unequal leave policies (in favour of the
mother). Data were obtained from the International Labour Organization (2014) report (range: =10 to
283 days) and grand mean centred.

Available parental leave length

Available leave represents the total amount of leave (in weeks) that is available to either parent (i.e., no
part of this leave is exclusive to mothers or fathers). Data were obtained from the International Labour
Organization (2014) report (range: 0—156 weeks) and was grand mean centred.
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Introduction of parental leave availability

According to the available data from the International Labour Organization (2014), we coded countries
with no parental leave available, countries that had parental leave available since 2013, and countries
that had parental leave since 1994. Only data for these dates were reported in the International Labour
Organization (2014).

Control predictors (for robustness checks only)

Gender of participants
Gender was measured by the item: “What best reflects your gender?”. Possible responses: “male” (coded
as 1), “female” (coded as 0) and “neither best reflects my identity”.

Gender essentialist attitudes

Gender essentialist attitudes were assessed on the individual level with three items proposed by
Gaunt (20006): “Mothers are instinctively better caretakers than fathers”, “Mothers are naturally more
sensitive to a baby's feelings than fathers are”, and “In terms of childcare, fathers have to learn what
mothers are able to do naturally”. Response options ranged from 1 (szrongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In
an internal consistency calculation of the three items, all countries showed a Cronbach's Alpha of 2.70,
so a composite score of the three items was computed (as specified in the pre-registration for data clean-
ing). Only one country (Ethiopia) achieved a value <.55 and was therefore excluded from robustness
checks. Values were grand mean centred (Enders & Tofighi, 2007).

Having children

Whether participants have children was assessed using the item: “In your future, do you expect you
will have children?”, whete the response “I already have a child/children” was coded as 1 and all other
answers were coded as 0.

Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita

Although not pre-registered, we decided to additionally control for countries' GDP (per capita) as a
comprehensive measure of economic performance since this variable has been found to be linked
to sociopolitical developments (Korotayev et al., 2018). We opted to use GDP values from 2017, be-
cause our data collection started in 2017. Values ranged from about $US 767 (Ethiopia) to 80.189 $§US
(Switzerland) per capita.

Data analyses

Data analyses followed the pre-registered protocol (except where noted). We first checked the normal-
ity distribution and skewness of the predictor variables. Financial generosity (skewness =2.22), gender
imbalance in exclusive leave (skewness=1.52), and available leave length (skewness=1.19) were right-
skewed and non-normally distributed. Therefore, we used Spearman's rank-order correlations when
calculating bivariate correlations between the predictor variables and the perceived descriptive and pre-
scriptive norm. For robustness checks, we further recoded these three continuous variables into ordinal
variables and re-ran the regression models. We ran linear-mixed models (LMM) by nesting individual
data within sites and within countries. Random effects for sites and countries were included in the
models. Separate models were used for the prescriptive and the descriptive norm measures. The control
predictors were only included for the robustness checks (not the main analyses). All predictor variables
were entered as fixed factors. Due to a likely confound between the leave availability and the other three
main predictors, we ran separate models (LMM 1: leave availability as main predictor; LMM 2: financial
generosity, gender imbalance in exclusive leave, and available leave length as continuous predictors).
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RESULTS

The means of the prescriptive and descriptive norms regarding the gender division of childcare (see
Table 2) were significantly larger than the equality value of 50, both ps <.001, both Cohen's ds >12.29,
clearly indicating that across all countries, participants estimate the existence of gender norms dictating
that mothers should and are perceived to actually do more childcare than fathers (means across coun-
tries ranged from 57.10 to 83.00 for the prescriptive norm and 59.30 to 87.80 for the descriptive norm).
Although the correlation between the two norms (see Table 2) was positive, significant, and strong
(Spearman's p =.60; Cohen, 1988), the size of this effect suggests that the two norms are distinct.

Hypothesis testing
Bivariate correlations

Due to the right-skewed distribution of financial generosity, gender imbalance, and available leave, we
calculated Spearman's rank-order correlations for all variables. Bivariate correlations can be found in
Table 2. Most importantly, and as expected, there were negative correlations between both types of
norms and the availability of leave, indicating that in countries that have policies providing parental
leave (i.e., leave that both mothers and fathers can take) gender equality in childcare division is more
promoted as a social norm. The correlation was large for the prescriptive norm (who should take pa-
rental leave, Spearman's p = —.53), whereas the correlation for the descriptive norm was moderate (who
does take parental leave, Spearman's p=—.32). Significant negative correlations between prescriptive
norms and leave policies (i.e., financial generosity and amount of available leave length) further mean
that higher financial generosity and higher amount of available leave length are positively associated
with the belief that gender division in childcare should be equal. For descriptive norms, only the cor-
relation with leave availability was significant.

LMM 1: Parental leave availability

We first tested the hypothesis that prescriptive and descriptive norms of childcare division between
mothers and fathers would be more equal in countries where parental leave is available, compared
to in countries where it is not (H1). In line with this hypothesis, the two LMMs using the policy
variable parental leave availability as a binary predictor significantly predicted the prescriptive norm

TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations (Spearman's p) of study variables (IN=48 countries).

Mean SD 1) ) 3) “) 5)
(1) Prescriptive norm 67.42 5.48 -
(2) Descriptive norm 68.25 4.82 .60 -
(3) Leave availability - - -.53 -.32 -
(4) Financial generosity of leave 9.90 17.42 -.34 =11 .60 -
(5) Gender imbalance in exclusive leave 94.13 68.03 .09 .10 .36 .07 -
(6) Available leave length 51.48 62.88 —.40 =13 .87 .59 .33

Note: Bold marked correlations are significant at p<.05. Individual scores of prescriptive and descriptive norms were averaged for each country.
Means and standard deviations refer to the country level. The scales of the norm variables range from 0 (men should do/do all the childcare) to
100 (women should do/do all the childcare); a value of 50 means equal childcare division. Leave availability was coded with ‘yes” as 1 and ‘no’
as 0. The scale of financial generosity indicates the number of weeks of 100 percent income. The scale of gender imbalance in exclusive leave
indicates the ratio of how much of the parental leave is exclusive to mothers relative to fathers in each country. Positive scores indicate more
unequal leave policies in favour of the mother. Available leave length represents the total amount of leave in weeks that is available to either
parent.
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TABLE 3  Fixed effects and random effects in the LMM 1 for prescriptive and descriptive norm.

95% CI
LMM 1 for prescriptive norm
(n=19,230; 48 countries) b SE b LL UL P
Fixed effects
Intercept 71.14 1.07 69.02 73.28 <.001
Parental leave availability -5.98 1.34 —8.68 —3.31 <.001
Random effects b SD b
Intercept variance (site-level) 2.67 1.64
Intercept variance (country-level) 27.42 4.17
LMM 1 for descriptive norm
(n=19,229; 48 countries)
Fixed effects
Intercept 70.54 1.03 68.49 72.60 <.001
Parental leave availability -3.72 1.30 —6.32 -1.13 .006
Random effects b SD b
Intercept variance (site-level) 1.87 1.37
Intercept variance (country-level) 16.62 4.08

Note: Bold marked correlations are significant at p <.05. Parental leave availability was coded with ‘yes’ as 1 and ‘no’ as 0.

and the descriptive norm (see Table 3). Thus, in countries where parental leave is available, the norm
that women should do (prescriptive norm) and actually do (descriptive norm) all the childcare was
weaker and close to a more equal division. The prediction was descriptively stronger for prescriptive
norms and was still significant with p <.001 for prescriptive norms when the descriptive norm was
included in the model.

Adding gender, having children, essentialism, and GDP per capita as control variables to the model
(LMM 1_r; see Table 4), parental leave availability as a predictor was still significant for the prescriptive
norm (p=.012) but not significant for the descriptive norm (p=.330). Notably, each control variable
(except having children in the model for the prescriptive norm) was a significant predictor in these ro-
bustness analyses (see Discussion).

LMM 2: Financial generosity, gender imbalance in exclusive leave and leave length

The LMMs using the policy variables financial generosity (H2a), gender imbalance in exclusive leave
(H2b), and leave length (H2c) as predictors yielded no significant predictions for the prescriptive norm
nor the descriptive norm (see Table 5). When including gender, having children, essentialism, and GDP
as control variables the models also did not predict the prescriptive (ps>.107) or descriptive norm
(ps>.509). As a robustness check, we recoded the three continuous predictors into ordinally scaled
variables, with no change in the significance of the models (prescriptive norm: ps>.116; descriptive
norm: ps >.484). More information on the recoding procedure and detailed results can be found in the
Supporting Information on the OSF.

Since some of the policy variables were correlated, we ran separate LMMs for each of the three policy
predictors. In line with H2a, financial generosity predicted prescriptive norms, /=—0.09, SE 5=0.04,
p=.048. No significant effects occurred for gender imbalance in exclusive leave (p=.162) and leave
length (p=.163). There were no significant predictions for the descriptive norm (all three ps>.380).
Note that these separate analyses were not pre-registered.
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TABLE 4 Robustness analyses for the fixed effects and random effects in the LMM1_r for prescriptive and descriptive

norm.
95% CI

LMM 1_r for prescriptive norm

(n=18,722, 47 counttries) b SE b LL UL §2)

Fixed effects
Intercept 69.09 0.94 67.19 70.98 <.001
Parental leave availability —2.88 1.09 —5.07 —0.69 .012
Gender —3.40 0.25 —3.88 -2.92 <.001
Having children 2.12 1.11 —0.06 4.29 .056
Gender essentialism 0.24 0.08 0.07 0.40 .004
GDP per capita —0.13 0.02 —-0.17 —0.08 <.001

Random effects b SD b
Intercept variance (site-level) 2.30 1.52
Intercept variance (country-level) 8.46 291

LMM 1_r for descriptive norm

(n=18,720; 47 countries)

Fixed effects
Intercept 69.00 0.95 67.11 70.90 <.001
Parental leave availability —1.08 1.10 —3.27 1.11 .330
Gender -3.21 0.24 —3.68 —2.73 <.001
Having children 3.55 1.10 1.40 5.70 .001
Gender essentialism 1.16 0.08 1.00 1.33 <.001
GDP per capita —-0.06 0.02 —0.11 —0.01 .017

Random effects b SD b
Intercept variance (site-level) 1.89 1.37
Intercept variance (country-level) 8.80 15.53

Note: Bold marked correlations are significant at p <.05. Parental leave availability was coded with ‘yes’ as 1 and ‘no’ as 0. Gender was coded
with ‘male’ as 1 and ‘female’ as 0. Having children was coded with ‘yes’ as 1 and all other options as 0. Higher scores in gender essentialism
indicate a stronger gender essentialist attitude. Original values for GDP per capita (in $US) were divided by 1.000 to increase readability of the
corresponding coefficient estimates. Ethiopia was excluded as a country due to low reliability in gender essentialism (Cronbach's alpha < .55).

Time passed since introduction of parental leave

To explore immediate and distal normative effects of the introduction of parental leave, we considered
the time passed since the introduction of parental leave. We categorized countries into three groups
according to the data from the International Labour Organization report: no parental leave policy in
place, available since 2013, and available since 1994. We used dummy-coded variables to predict child-
care division norms. Results can be found in Table 6 and Figure 1.

The norm that women should do (prescriptive norm) and actually do (descriptive norm) all childcare
was significantly weaker when parental leave had been available since 1994 (vs. no policy in place). When
parental leave was only made available in 2013, only the prescriptive norm was significantly weaker
compared to when no parental leave policy was in place. The effect for the descriptive norm was not sig-
nificant. That is, the effect on the descriptive norm — in contrast to the prescriptive norm — was only sig-
nificant when parental leave had been introduced a longer time ago. Including gender, having children,
essentialism, and GDP as control variables yielded a significant comparison for the prescriptive norm
(p=.004): the norm that women should do all childcare was significantly weaker when parental leave
was available since 1994 (vs. no policy in place). The comparison between introduction of leave in 2013
and ‘no policy in place’ approached significance for the prescriptive norm (p=.056). No significant
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TABLE 5 Fixed effects and random effects in the LMM 2 for prescriptive and descriptive norm.

LMM 2 for prescriptive norm
(n=19,230, 48 countries)

Fixed effects
Intercept

Financial generosity

Gender imbalance in exclusive leave

Available leave length

Random effects
Intercept variance (site-level)
Intercept variance (country-level)

LMM 2 for descriptive norm
(n=19,229, 48 countries)

Fixed effects
Intercept

Financial generosity

Gender imbalance in exclusive leave

Available leave length
Random effects
Intercept variance (site-level)

Intercept variance (country-level)

67.38
—0.06
0.02

—0.01

2.70
22.31

68.20
—0.03
0.00
—0.00
b

1.86
19.42

SE b

0.72
0.05
0.01
0.01
SD b
1.64
4.72

0.67
0.05
0.01
0.01
SD b
1.37
4.41

95% CI

LL UL
65.94 68.83
—0.16 0.04
—0.01 0.04
—0.04 0.02

<.001
.228
195
409

<.001
584
787
720

Note: Bold marked correlations are significant at p<.05. Financial generosity and available time of leave were assessed in weeks. Gender

imbalance in exclusive leave was assessed in days. All predictors were grand mean centred.

TABLE 6 Fixed effects and random effects in the LMM for prescriptive and descriptive norm with introduction of

parental leave (dummy coded) as predictor.

LMM for prescriptive norm
(n=19,230; 48 countries)
Fixed effects
Intercept
Available since 2013 (dummy 1)
Available since 1994 (dummy 2)
Random effects
Intercept variance (site-level)

Intercept variance (country-level)

LMM for descriptive norm
(n=19,229; 48 countries)
Fixed effects
Intercept
Available since 2013 (dummy 1)
Available since 1994 (dummy 2)
Random effects
Intercept variance (site-level)

Intercept variance (country-level)
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71.13
—4.52
—7.83

2.66
15.68

70.54
—2.67
—5.06

1.84
15.7

SE b

1.02
1.46
1.56
SD b
1.63
15.86

1.00
1.43
1.54
SD b
1.36
3.96

95% CI

LL UL
69.1 73.18
—7.44 -1.62
—10.97 —4.73
68.53 72.55
—5.54 0.20
—8.14 -1.99

<.001
.003
<.001

<.001
.070
.002
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FIGURE 1 Effects of introduction of parental leave on prescriptive and descriptive norms regarding gender division in
childcare.

predictions occurred for the descriptive norm when including the control variables (ps>.210). Detailed
results can be found in the Supporting Information on the OSF.

DISCUSSION

Despite extensive research on the influence of social norms on human behaviour (Legros &
Cislaghi, 2020), little empirical work has been conducted on how these norms evolve and change
(Bicchieri & Mercier, 2014). In the present work, we addressed the potential expressive function of
policymaking for shaping social norms. Although this idea is widespread in the literature, it has received
little attention on an empirical level (for exceptions, see e.g., Eisner et al., 2021; Tankard & Paluck, 2017).
Using a pre-registered, large-sample, cross-national approach, we addressed this gap. Specifically, we
examined the relationship between policy at a national level and individuals' perceptions of prescriptive
and descriptive norms in the context of the division of childcare between mothers and fathers. With this
study design, we were able to examine the proposed relationship across different cultural, societal, and
political systems. We were also able to examine a time-relevant aspect of this — that is, whether the rela-
tionship between polices and prescriptive or descriptive norms, respectively, differs between countries
where policies were adopted earlier compared to countries where policies were adopted later.

The relationship between policy and norms

First, in line with previous research, we found generally prescriptive and descriptive norms in favour
of mothers doing more childcare than fathers. Importantly, however, as predicted (H1), results of the
bivariate correlations and the corresponding LMM showed that in countries where parental leave is
available, the norm that women should do (prescriptive norm) and actually do (descriptive norm) more
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childcare was significantly weaker, indicating a stronger tendency towards a more equal division. For
the prescriptive norm, this relationship was weakened, but still significant in the LMM, when control-
ling for gender, having children, essentialism, and GDP per capita. This supports the notion that policy
making in this context plays a unique role — at least for prescriptive norms. Interestingly, each of the
control variables (except having children in the model for the prescriptive norm) was a significant pre-
dictor in these robustness analyses indicating stronger prescriptive and descriptive norms of equal divi-
sion in childcare for (a) male (vs. female) participants, (b) for participants having no children (vs. having
children; only for the descriptive norm), (c) for individuals with weaker gender essentialist attitudes and
(d) for countries with higher GDP per capita. Beyond the included control variables, there are further
institutional (country-level) variables that might explain the link between the availability of parental
leave and norms of gender division in childcare, such as expansion of public childcare, female labor
force participation or policy landscape. Future research should investigate these possible confounds.

Results of the bivariate correlations provided further support for our hypotheses: financial generos-
ity of leave (H2a) and the available leave length (H2c) were negatively related to individuals' perceptions
of the prescriptive norm. That is, higher financial generosity of leave and longer availability of leave are
associated with prescriptive norms favouring a more equal division of childcare. There was no signifi-
cant correlation with gender imbalance in exclusive leave. Furthermore, financial generosity, available
leave length, and gender imbalance in exclusive leave did not predict prescriptive or descriptive norms
in the LMMs, when being included simultaneously. Financial generosity only predicted prescriptive
norms when included as a single predictor. Thus, regarding the prescriptive norm, H2a was supported
by this result and by the bivariate correlation, while H2c was only supported by results of the bivariate
correlation. Taking the nested data structure into account, yielded no strong support for the influence
of these variables. These null findings could indicate that these specific parental leave policies do not
have a substantial impact on social norms. It could be, for example, that people are not aware of these
policies and/or that they only weakly signal gender equality in childcare division (see Eisner et al., 2021).
However, present null findings might also be due to low statistical power in some of the analyses (see
Limitations below).

Time since policy change

Exploring the role of time since new leave policies were introduced (distal vs. immediate), revealed that
the norms that women should (prescriptive norm) and actually do (descriptive norm) all childcare were
both significantly weaker when parental leave had been available since 1994 (distal) compared to when
parental leave was not available. When parental leave was available since 2013 (immediate), the prescrip-
tive norm was significantly weaker compared to when parental leave was not available, suggesting an
immediate effect on prescriptive norms whereas the effect for the descriptive norm was not significant.
These results were basically not affected when taking gender, having children, essentialism, and GDP
per capita into account as control variables. Taken together, these findings suggest that policymaking
may more quickly affect perceptions of prescriptive norms, whereas changes in perceived descriptive
norms take more time. In other words: it seems like people first interpret a new policy as a normative
signal about what shou/d be done, and it takes more time until they see this reflected in what other people
in their country actually do. Over time, policies appear to be linked to both types of norms.

Descriptive versus prescriptive norms

In sum, our results provide support for the expressive function of policymaking for shaping social
norms. Interestingly, relationships were consistently larger and more robust for the prescriptive norm
than the descriptive norm, speaking for a more immediate normative influence of public policy on pre-
scriptive (what should be done) than descriptive norms (what is done). The present findings favour the
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prescriptive norm as the first norm to change rather than the descriptive norm. However, this might
be restricted to the context of social issues, or childcare division and parental leave policies specifically.
In addition, many scholars argue that a social norm could not become prescriptive at all unless it was
descriptive initially (Morris et al., 2015). In our view, at least in the context of policymaking, assuming
mutual influence between the two norms remains most plausible (Eriksson et al., 2015) — especially over
time (Lufs & Palma-Oliveira, 2016; Nyborg, 2003).

Practical relevance

Besides contributing to the theoretical understanding of how social norms evolve, our findings also
point to the potential power of policies for shaping and promoting behaviour, beyond the force of legal
penalties. These changes in perceived social norms matter because they represent shifts in individuals'
understanding of their society—where it stands and where it is going. Nevertheless, for the efficient
application of the expressive function of policymaking, it is important to investigate the boundary
conditions for the effect of policies. For example, one could assume that some level of trust in govern-
ment is necessary for the expressive function of policies and that political orientation is likely to play a
crucial role (Tankard & Paluck, 2017). Furthermore, the effect of policies on social norms might further
depend on whether current policies are salient or not, or whether and how they were communicated in
the public media.

Limitations

The present cross-sectional data do not allow causal inferences. Although we theoretically addressed
the question of whether policymaking impacts social norm shifts, it is also plausible that existing social
norms impact policymaking. For example, public opinion influences policies through political voting
decisions. Nevertheless, the existence of a relationship between policy and social norms is a necessary
condition for a causal effect of policy, and the present research thus makes an important step in showing
this relationship. Additionally, the documented relevance of time passed since policy decisions points to
a causal effect of policy on social norms. While applying a pre-post design would provide stronger sup-
port for causality (Tankard & Paluck, 2017), our data allow generalizing the relationship between policy
and social norms across a large selection of countries.

On the individual level, our sample includes more than 19,000 participants. However, with only 48
cases on the country level, statistical power in the analyses is rather low (meaning a high probability of
false negative errors). Thus, especially, the present null findings should be interpreted with caution. For
this reason, we refrained from further (theoretically potentially insightful) exploratory subgroup analy-
ses. One could, for example, conduct separate analyses for geographically or culturally close countries,
such as European Welfare States. This exemplary subgroup would consist of 16 countries, thus, a sub-
stantially smaller sample reducing statistical power even more. Especially, null findings would be highly
fragile and speculative under these circumstances. To control for cultural similarity, we pre-registered
analysis including egalitarianism as a cultural value in each country (Schwartz, 2008). However, as al-
ready mentioned above, including this variable in the models led to the exclusion of ten countries due
to missing values. This led to a substantial reduction of statistical power. That is, changes in the models
through including egalitarianism might occur (a) because of the missing values for egalitarianism in ten
countries or (b) because controlling for egalitarianism might have removed real shared variance because
egalitarianism and policies are affected by similar variables and affect one another. So, it remains open
question whether including egalitarianism or not reveals the more accurate result.

The present work does not address actual behaviour or behavioural intentions. However, parental
leave policies were previously shown to have an impact here (Olsson et al., 2023). For example, longitu-
dinal studies have shown that introducing incentives for fathers to take parental leave increases uptake
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in men (Jurado-Guerrero & Mufioz-Comet, 2021). Future research should thus investigate the mediat-
ing role of social norms for policy effects on actual behaviour.

Generalizability is limited by the used sample of relatively young, educated participants, who likely
are anticipating but not yet directly involved with the issues of childcare division and parental leave
policies. We tried to address this issue by controlling for whether participants had one child or more
children. This did not change our results. Besides that, investigating university students is an informa-
tive endeavour, as it allows us to better understand the decisions they will make regarding work-family
divisions in the future. Moreover, young, highly educated individuals are more likely to later hold posi-
tions of power and influence policies at an organizational or national level (Meeussen et al., 2016, 2019).
By gaining insight into the choices they make now, we can better understand the decisions they might
make in the future when they are in a position to influence the lives of others. As a result, the perceived
social norms of this group may provide insight into the development of societies.

Research on the link between policy and anti-gay (or anti-queer) attitudes debates a backlash effect in
terms of greater disapproval of the issue induced by policy change — however, the evidence for a backlash
effect is weak (Bishin et al., 2016; Flores & Barclay, 2016). This possibility should, however, be taken
into account when investigating the effect of policy on social norms. There is also the argument that
once something becomes policy, people are motivated to justify it as part of the system (Laurin, 2018).
Beyond the expressive function of policy, this could also explain why norms of equal gender division
in childcare are stronger in countries where policy enables parental leave. Further research is needed to
investigate the mechanisms of potential policy effects more thoroughly.

CONCLUSION

To our knowledge, the present work is the first large-scale cross-national approach investigating the
relationship between policy and social norms. Assessing the prescriptive and descriptive norm regard-
ing childcare division between mothers and fathers in 48 countries, we found support for a relationship
between parental leave policy and these norms, indicating that introducing parental leave availability
may reduce the norm that mothers should (prescriptive norm) and actually do (descriptive norm) all
the childcare. Moreover, analyses of time since policy change suggested that policy change may initially
first affect prescriptive norms and then descriptive norms at a later point. In sum, our findings provide
(partial) empirical support for the expressive function of policy. Nevertheless, due to the cross-sectional
nature of the data, the present results should be interpreted with caution and should not be understood
as evidence for causal mechanisms.
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