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What do women want?

Many of my friends find this ques tion rather hack neyed (like “Would you
travel to Mars one day?”, “Would you change places with a Miss Uni verse?” or
“Imag ine you won/in her ited a mil lion bucks. What would you do?”).

More over, they find this ques tion rather an noy ing. The other ones, in my
friends’ view, usu ally come from cu ri ous chil dren or young girls, who seem too
con cerned about their looks, or, fi nally, from peo ple who are sick and tired of their 
dead-end jobs or dreary daily tasks. Hardly any body will feel un com fort able an -
swer ing ques tions like these. How ever, be ing asked about what women want — if
you are your self a woman — is not very en joy able. One of my old class mates, for
ex am ple, sees red ev ery time she hears these words and strongly be lieves that no -
body but those “clue less and in sen si tive men” will ask such a blunt ques tion in -
stead of try ing to fig ure out what we (as you can guess, in tel li gent and re spon sive)
women re ally need.

To be hon est, I am far from agree ing with her. For one thing, even sen si tive
and quick-witted men can not read women’s minds yet. And even if they could do
it — like Mel Gib son’s char ac ter in a well-known ro man tic com edy (I am sure
that many of you re mem ber the ti tle of this movie and, to some de gree, its plot) —
that would def i nitely not be to our ben e fit. So, ask ing your part ner about their
pref er ences, even in a blunt man ner, is quite rea son able. Si lence is not al ways
golden. How ever, the ques tion it self and, what is more, nu mer ous at tempts to
find a one-size-fits-all so lu tion to this “is sue”, seem a lit tle awk ward to me. First
of all, be cause I am not in clined to make gen er ali sa tions, be they gen der-, age-, or
eth nic ity-based, or the like. For this rea son, I take with a pinch of salt all kinds of
self-help books or man u als claim ing to be “the ul ti mate and only guide to get ting
girls and to un der stand women once and for all”1.

 O.Maksymenko, 2019

1 For instance: Anton, W. (2010). The manual: What women want and how to give it to them.
Scotts Valley, CA: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.



On the other hand, if we tried to be more spe cific and iden ti fied women’s
pref er ences for par tic u lar things (such as hol i day gifts) or their at ti tudes to wards
par tic u lar phe nom ena (e. g. the wife’s role in mar riage), we could build up more or 
less re al is tic pro file of our women and, fur ther more, better un der stand our so ci -
ety it self.

Ob vi ously, this was what a re search team at the Kyiv In ter na tional In sti tute 
of So ci ol ogy (KIIS) had aimed to do. In the first half of Feb ru ary 2019, they car -
ried out a na tion wide sur vey fo cused just on gifts for In ter na tional Women’s
Day. Given that 8 March is one of the most cel e brated hol i days in Ukraine, the
sur vey was con ducted at a very op por tune mo ment. Even if most men had al ready 
de cided what to buy for their sig nif i cant oth ers, the sur vey find ings might have
given a use ful tip on pick ing the best gift and so might have made some men
change their de ci sion. Be sides, the an swers of women who took part in the sur vey
could have served as a guide line for those who did not have a clear idea of what to
buy for this hol i day.

Struc tur ally, the sur vey con sisted of two ques tions. One of them, “What
would you most like to pres ent to your part ner for 8 March?” was ad dressed to
men while the other, “What would you most like to re ceive as an 8 March gift
from your part ner?” — to women. In to tal, 2,042 re spon dents aged over 18 were
in ter viewed. The study cov ered all Ukraine’s re gions, ex cept for the Au ton o mous 
Re pub lic of Cri mea and non-gov ern ment con trolled ar eas in the East.

So, what did the KIIS team find out about women’s gift pref er ences and men’s
will ing ness to buy a par tic u lar thing as a gift? First, flow ers topped the list of
Women’s Day pres ents: about 23% of women would like to re ceive them for 8
March and 32% of men were go ing to buy them, which is ac tu ally not sur pris ing.
The sec ond most pop u lar gift was jew elry: around 7% of women would like their
part ners to pres ent them with a neck lace, ring, brace let, ear rings, etc., and the same
pro por tion of men were will ing to pur chase these things. Then, 6% of women chose
per fume and cos me tics over the other op tions, and 5% of men in tended to buy these 
items. 5% of women and 3% of men opted for money as a gift. Ro man tic din ner, as
well as ro man tic jour ney, was pop u lar with 5% of women and the same share of
men. Things that in volve con sid er able ex penses (like an au to mo bile or an apart -
ment) were re garded as 8 March gifts by only 2% of women, and about the same
num ber of men were ready to buy a car or a house for their sig nif i cant oth ers. 13% of 
women re ported that they did not have some one to re ceive a gift from; 10% of men
were in the same po si tion and there fore did not plan to buy any thing.

So, at this junc ture, we can state that there is some bal ance be tween women’s
ex pec ta tions and men’s plans (in other words, fi nances) — when it co mes to buy -
ing pres ents. Yet, there is one thing left to note: 12% of women wanted a lit tle
more at ten tion and a kind word in stead of any other pres ents, but only half as
many men (6%) had real ised the power of these in tan gi ble gifts1.

Well, do Ukrai nian women dif fer from their West ern or for mer So viet coun -
ter parts — I mean, in terms of gift pref er ences? If we glance through the data of a
sur vey un der taken by the Yuri Levada An a lyt i cal Cen tre in Feb ru ary 2014, we
may con clude that dif fer ences be tween Rus sian and Ukrai nian women, though
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1 For more detail see press release by Tetiana Piaskovska at 
http://kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=829&page=1&t=8.



not vast, do ex ist. For in stance, 13% of fe male re spon dents in Rus sia said they
would like to re ceive money (more than twice as many in Ukraine) in or der to
pick a pres ent on their own. No body viewed their part ner’s at ten tion as a gift —
since this “item” had not been in cluded on the list of gift op tions. In ad di tion,
there was a mis match be tween the re ceiver’s ex pec ta tions and the giver’s in ten -
tions in sev eral po si tions: only 9% of men were go ing to give money to their wives
or girl friends for 8 March; 7% of them were ready to pur chase jew elry, whereas
nearly twice as many women (13%) wished to re ceive these valu able things. As
for flow ers, the pic ture is quite dif fer ent: 53% of men said that they would buy
them for 8 March, but only 42% of women would be pleased with such a pres ent1.

Still, I am not go ing to draw com par i sons be tween women of the two coun -
tries. First, the sam ple size in the Rus sian case was smaller (1,603 re spon dents)
than in Ukrai nian. Sec ond, it would be ab so lutely un rea son able to make in fer -
ences us ing only one cri te rion.

Any way, the hol i day lasts only a few days — and then back to ev ery day life,
which is not a piece of cake. And what makes the life of a mar ried cou ple both mo -
not o nous and stress ful are house hold tasks, es pe cially if they are not prop erly di -
vided. Even in eco nom i cally and so cially ad vanced coun tries such as the USA or
the UK women still bear the brunt of house hold la bour. As a rule, they have to ei -
ther com bine full-time work and rais ing chil dren, or re duce their ca reers for the
sake of the fam ily. For ex am ple, a 2013 Pew Re search Cen ter sur vey re vealed
that, among par ents with at least some work ex pe ri ence, moth ers with chil dren
un der age 18 were about three times as likely as fa thers to say that be ing a work -
ing par ent made it harder for them to ad vance in their job or ca reer (51% vs.
16%)2. Fur ther, ac cord ing to an in-depth study per formed by the UCLA (Uni -
ver sity of Cal i for nia, Los An geles) Sloan Cen ter on Ev ery day Lives and Fam i lies, 
even in fam i lies where women worked equiv a lent or lon ger hours and earned
higher sal a ries they still took on more do mes tic re spon si bil i ties. Women spent
22% of their time on house work and car ried out 67% of house hold tasks (for men,
those fig ures were 18% and 33% re spec tively)3. The re sults of the 2010–1UK
House hold Lon gi tu di nal Study are even more dis qui et ing: out of 8,500 cou ples
in ter viewed, fewer than 7% of cou ples shared house work equally4. Such un fair -
ness, stem ming from rigid gen der roles, enor mously af fects the qual ity of life of
mar ried women and even tu ally de stroys the fam ily it self: lots of cou ples break up
within the first sev eral years of mar riage, and one of the ma jor causes of this sit u a -
tion is, again, spouses’ fail ure to co or di nate their house hold ac tiv i ties.
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1 For more detail see: 
https://www.levada.ru/2014/03/05/podarki-k-mezhdunarodnomu-zhenskomu-dnyu.
2 Parker, K. (2015). Despite progress, women still bear heavier load than men in balancing
work and family. Pew Research Center. Retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/ 
fact-tank/2015/03/10/women-still-bear-heavier-load-than-men-balancing-work-family.
3 Klein, W., Izquierdo, C., & Bradbury, T. N. (2013). The difference between a happy mar ria ge
and miserable one: Chores. The Atlantic. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/ 
archive/2013/03/the-difference-between-a-happy-marriage-and-miserable-one-chores/273615.
4 Bodkin, H. (2019). Women still performing bulk of household chores, survey finds. The
Telegraph. Retrieved from https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/07/25/ 
women-still-perform-bulk-household-chores-survey-finds.



Gen der ste reo types have not been over come in Ukraine ei ther. As a rel a -
tively re cent KIIS sur vey found1, women shoul der the full bur den of house work
in al most 70% of fam i lies. About a half of these women (49.3%) would like to
“equally share house hold chores and parenting” with their hus bands, but only
22% of men said they would not mind do ing that. The ma jor ity of male re spon -
dents (56.5%) were only ready to take on some house hold re spon si bil i ties and
play a more ac tive role in rais ing chil dren. How ever, there were 9.9% of men
agree ing to do most of the house work and per form the parenting du ties, which
may be con sid ered a good be gin ning.

The sur vey also re vealed that re spon dents from dif fer ent re gions hold dif fer -
ent views on their du ties as a fam ily mem ber. In the East, 33% of men ex pressed
their readi ness to take on half of the house hold tasks and childcare. The West and
the South turned out to be a lit tle more con ser va tive in this re gard — only 23.9%
and 22.7%, re spec tively, re ported they were will ing to do it. The low est fig ure
(12%) was re corded for the cen tral parts of Ukraine. Apart from the above, 8.3%
of male re spon dents in the West, 7.9% in the South and 2.5% in the Cen tre said
that they were not in clined to help their wives run the house hold.

This study was con ducted from 11 to 21 Sep tem ber 2015 across Ukraine, ex -
cept for the Au ton o mous Re pub lic of Cri mea and non-gov ern ment con trolled ar -
eas in the East. 2,041 ran domly se lected re spon dents aged over 18 filled in the
ques tion naire. An other point worth not ing is that the sur vey was ini ti ated by the
Kyiv In ter na tional In sti tute of So ci ol ogy within the frame work of the “Four
Hands Hap pi ness” pro ject launched by the UN Pop u la tion Fund in Ukraine
and the Min is try of So cial Pol icy.

The goal of this pro ject is to break down a wide spread at ti tude that the wife
has the sole re spon si bil ity for fam ily well-be ing and, as the name sug gests, to pro -
mote a new, more pro gres sive model of mar riage, which is based on a fair di vi sion
of house hold and child-rear ing du ties be tween the two spouses. In fact, these are
the es sen tial steps to wards a sta ble and har mo ni ous mar riage.

“Four Hands Hap pi ness” has en joyed pop u lar ity among Ukrai ni ans. You
might have come across or lis tened to sto ries of men (in clud ing mu sic and sports
stars) who pride them selves on be ing ac tively in volved in rais ing their chil dren
and thus set an ex am ple to other fa thers. You might also have seen sev eral in spi ra -
tional post ers that fea ture happy cou ples ti dy ing up the flat or mak ing lunch to -
gether. Smil ing warmly, they as sure ev ery one look ing at them that “to gether is
eas ier” and show what gen u ine hap pi ness looks like.

Per haps, that sounds a lit tle trite, but I re ally be lieve that fam ily hap pi ness is
made by four hands.

Be cause, to my mind, split ting house hold chores is not only about re duc ing
women’s do mes tic work load.

It is not so much about pre vent ing ar gu ments over dirty dishes, an over flow -
ing rub bish bin or your child’s poor per for mance in maths.

It is not so much about cre at ing a fa vour able en vi ron ment for women’s ca reer 
ad vance ment ei ther.

Rather, it is about ac knowl edge ment of what your wife does ev ery day to
keep the fam ily op er at ing smoothly — and what still goes un re warded.
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Yes, it is about rec og ni tion of house work as real work. Even though of fi cials
have not put a value on do mes tic la bour yet, it is en tirely up to you to de servedly
value your wife’s con tri bu tion to the fam ily and make her feel ap pre ci ated.

Fi nally, that means fair ness and re spect — things that are of pri mary im por -
tance to most peo ple, in clud ing women.

In a sense, it sounds like quite an ap pro pri ate an swer to the ques tion posed at
the be gin ning, does n’t it?
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What do women want?
The pa per pres ents some data from so cial sur veys con ducted (in dif fer ent years) by the Kyiv In -
ter na tional In sti tute of So ci ol ogy, the Yuri Levada An a lyt i cal Cen tre and other well-known or -
gani sa tions such as Pew Re search Cen ter and UCLA Sloan Cen ter on Ev ery day Lives of Fam i lies
(USA). The fo cus of the re search was on the fol low ing is sues: women’s pref er ences in 8 March
gifts, their cur rent role in the fam ily, as well as the at ti tudes to wards shar ing house hold chores and
parenting. Ac cord ing to the re sults, a con sid er able num ber of fam i lies (both in Ukraine and in
other coun tries) are still guided by ste reo typ i cal ideas about di vi sion of house hold and child-rear -
ing du ties. How ever, so cial pro jects like “Four Hands Hap pi ness” give us con fi dence that these
views will grad u ally be trans formed in fa vour of a new model of family based on the principle of
gender equality.
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