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ABSTRACT - : |
The literature on how parent gender 1nflu:zées 4

responses to children has grown enormously in the past dec de;
mothers and fathers have been found ?o differ on many dimensions and
to be similar on just as many. Conflicting evidence also edhists on
how a child's gender affects parentxng style. This paper reports some
important gender differences in the way women and men respond to
their children and discusses mediation of these gffects by parent
personality and other variables. The Family Changes Project, a study
of post-separation families, allowed analysis of several aspects of
these questions. Children in mother-custody families reported that
their fathers often gave them no reason fbr the divorce, while -
mothers more often gave an explanation. Videotaped observatxons of
mothers and children playxng, made durxng the first post- separatxon ~-
year, revealed differencés in children's responses by sex -and age.
.Also, Type A mothers (impatient, achievement-striving, ‘and
aggressive) were found to be nfore directive with their sons, while
Type B mothers were more directive with daughters, Results from the
Pregnancy and Paxenthood Project revealed parent gender differences
. in child caretaking, somevinfluenced by the child's birth.-order and
gegder. It was concluded that the development of today's children
wiXl be influenced by the paradox of receiving direct messages that
boys and girls are equal while being surrounded by evidence that’
" their parents behave very differently in their family roles‘ (cB)
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We stayt with the prcmiae -~ and data to be presented later support

Cthis -- that children report gende; to be a 5pnerally iM$ortant fami{y

y .
. characbcrlstic. a filter through which they could be expected to process . ' o

"

\

-
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incoming information. What evidence is there that the spec{fic\acts of

[ . ‘ ° L1

: . " '. - - .
" parenting are affeated by gender? It is important to understand both (a) how
' ' r ' o ' "
.the gender ?f a parent affects hlg/her behavior, attitudes, and judgments with- .
v ’ , - . . . . b
rfﬁerd to chlld\rearfng,-and_(b) how the gender of a child affecxs-the' . Y

]

,

parents’ bqgfviors, values, and attitudes .in relation to that child.

t
r

) Thé literature on the first of these questions, how pékﬁnt gender ‘o .
1 LI Al a - .
‘influences behavior and responsee to children, has grown enormously fn the! .. v

- L} " [

past five to:ten years, in parallel with the ipérease'in interest in family '

: ' inberacfiop research. Mothers and fathers have been found to differ on‘mnny' T, <

h]
¥

dfmensions, and to'be quite similar on just as many. The differences are not.

.
] . .
[ 3

- 'be surprising. Mothers, for example, spend more time taking care of their L. .,
O } ® , . .

. . ." . s ) "B
children than fathers., Fathera,‘in turn, seem to play in ways that are quite

A e e ' . 3
ddfferent from mothera, using a more phy;\cally active, arousing, ahd

] ) - .

' _ idiosynsrat*:nmnner (e. g Lamb, 1977). . . . ’ T ,
h - * .

Mother-child énd father~child 1ihguistic exchanges are also djfferbnt in

R Y

— i

important respects . Mothers tend to talk more tg their infanta.and young

A B ‘ : . \ ‘
children hdg\?re more accepting and empathie in their verbal{;ations. Fathers . '1=_ S

‘\_
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4interrupt them more than ‘their mothers do, and to tease more, especially their -

! e . . ' . *a
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m- have bégn found to provide more c_omplex‘ information to ybung.'éhildren anld,to
g sons. As noted in a 1985 reviey by Pollack and Grossman,‘theae differenceé, ..

and many other parent gender differences, are greatly Yeduced when familieb -

‘:L‘ are studied in 1aboratory hettings, in contrast the’ home context. That is, - e

. * o
‘ <

“when told ‘to Thteract for the _re'searchers, fathdrs can h?h_avé precisely ,as
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. mothers do. When deft more to their own doviccs. they vrarely do. . A . (”
[ i ‘ . p . ' ' , . 4 ~ : N .
On the othgr hand, rosobrch ‘has revenled more simitarities than : , BN
differences In how mothers and fathers interact with their young children,” o,

N\

‘!atheru prompt their children to’be polite. , Lewis and -Feiring (1982) found no

In our search for the roots of gender effects in parenting, then, we learn

’ suggest not. On the other hand, some researchers have found that patrents
A ]

p.raiee e‘criticire their sons more than their daughtera, and that style of

*

»

For cxample, Greif gnd Cleason, (1980) found s{milaritieh in how mothe)s and

Pip o

) ) . oF
differences in the amount of nurturing\?nd caregiving of parents of three year _ \;}§
olds at the dinner table, and Lytton (1980) eported.no differences.in A

v . N l \ *
fathers' and mothers' responses to attachment bids, from their two-year-olds.
. ) ) .
¢ . R . ~
some from kpowing the gender of a parent. But we need to look fuyther, and to

include other parts of the equation. . : .

1 . . :
o daughters elicit different parenting styleg thran sons? Many studies
= /

- Lo . . .

-
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- .
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play has been found to be, to some degree, dependent on a child”’s gender | {.J‘f{
vl

.
- ' -

Besides simple boy-girl differences,'gender\matcbing between parents p}ays,aix"g b

’ ) _ R ) S
role. This literature is also complek, however, and generalizations TR 0%
. . . 1 . * ' . T ‘.",.‘ s
T ¢
hnzardous. Some évidence supports the "same-sex‘hever{ty, cross-sex ‘ fi-ﬂ
t '+

indulgence rule, as when fathers are-found t6 use more “imperatives with their, ;uff
R . . o _-._‘.‘;'
fns than their daughters~ On the other hand support can also g:‘presented

!
LY

for the opposite rule, as was found by Wainraub and Frankel, who reported more

inte:zption nnd shared play. in same gender dyads than in Opposite gender

dyéds. It is important to tote that in a number of these studties, : }vﬂ;ﬂﬁ"

2 n \’ Q."‘;.

particularly with young children, it was the fgther who vere makfhg the f’!ﬁ,

child- -gender distinction, not the mofhers. This is yet another generalizattqﬂﬁ ‘ '
) A .’
supported by these studies and others. _— ' ‘ Q,fux-»
. ™ . . L] . i ‘.,j"._’;
Theae two factorg, then -: a child's gender and a parent's gender -- ' ) ‘

A . . )
" e . ¢ . _' ; N 2o

seem to q;Tect family ingeractlon a great deal. In this paper. we describe

* * ‘o . . . -

’ ’ ) . . ‘ . | ' . l- ‘ “‘l‘

N . - L T
LY T e L as v meo Mt ST e



- _
- - P - ~ , ¢
\ - . -

some {mportant. gender differences in &he way women ‘and men reapond to Thedir

children. In contrast, we found very few main effects of the child's gende~

\ * .
‘on parent behavior, but ‘gome offccts mediated by xépectu of pnxent pcrsonality -

3

and other variables: , , o -

b .

The Family Changes Project, the study of post separublon families,

allowed,onalysis of several aspects of the gender and parentingy question.

)

While custodial mothers and fathers did not differ from eaqg other {n their

reports of how. much’ they talked:.to other people about finnncea, jobs. future
/
hopes, and daily problems, custodial' mothers did report talking more about

their Children 8, qgjustment thgn did custodial fathers. When chiydren in

| : )
mother-cugtody families were asked about the reasons each parent ﬁad given

them about the reason for the divorce, chilqisy reported that th ir fathers S

more oftenogave them no reason, while mothers more often explai ed it somehow,.

usually {in .specific terms like arguing, one not loving the othe , ot that onme

- . ?

parent -- usuglly the father ~- had behaved inappropriately _#Lxheré!

" post- aeparation year, that of boya did.

parenting attﬂ;udes, as measured on Block's Child RearingQPrac}ices Repoft,‘

vere not different depending on the gender of their':hildﬁkn./ Not enough

fqthersfparticipated in this project to provide comparable d ta, but exploring ' .
this qdestton’ﬁith.fathers WO Al be an important addi;ioﬁ. o .
o : L
Very few maln effects 'for the gender of the child wéred found in\fhe

analysis of the videotaped observationa of mothers playing ith their farget
- \ \ v
children in thie etudy i(Remember that fathers and childrén were never

+

. videqtaped). -Only when other factqQrs are consldered do gender differencea

\ - | Y |
bmerge. For example, when the 1ength of the marltal sepa atlon and children 8

The 6-8- ~year 0 d ‘boys start
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-the yeary the trend yns rhe'nppnslto for older, 9- 12 -year- old boy9\ who .

- ¢
* v

seemed to begin the year 'hold{ng it together " if you will, -but by the ¢nd,

werb engaged in nonrcsponsiventas and a lack of posltive interaction wit\

- [ .

o~ (]
their mothers. So inclusibn of age*and length of aeparatidn in the nna;yses

°

revenled otherwiae hidden child- gender effects.. o " 4

T - ~

Similnrfy, in the same study, an intriguing interaction between nérént

. personnli;y and child gehJer was found. Type A mothers (l.e., impatiedﬁ . ’

l

achievement- striving, and aggressive women) vere particularly directlve n ’J
'!

these videotaped interactions -~ as _ expected -- but only with sons. Da 8
¢ ) . - 4. ‘ L o . - ~

- -

of these mothers were more compliant than sons, suggesting a smoother< y !

.

interaction; though perhaps at some cbst‘to.the daughters. With Type B

4

mothe}s, on the other hand, the child's ‘gendeér had the pppoaite effect -- this L N
. - * v . N

.
’ .

r

time girls got‘the more directive and less .supportive behavior ;rqﬁ the

. LI : : ' \ |
mothérs. - -/ . ., . ) :
“5‘. _ | .- f‘ ] _ . -‘ | ,
C\early this is not an exhaustive list of the factors that meWiate the .

! : ! .

gender .effects i parenting. But théy make’dur boinL that both parent and v
cht&d gendef‘g:; important, though often only in interaction with personality

and context dimensions. v T, . .
- : \ v Co
The Pregnancy ans Parenthood Project a%{orded the opportunity to examine.

gender effects inm two-parent families, and thus comparisons of mothers and

v fathers with the same children, in this case 5-yenr-olda. Here, a number of

pén;nt gender differences emerged. On the Parent Attikude Queationnalre;i a’ mif‘ "f'{

paper and pencil scale of nttitudes tov;rda parenting, mothero had higher!
. scores on measures of adaptive concr:l, reciprocit;; and cloneneas thnn‘did ‘ ‘ :
: fathers. Similarly, ,on. anbther papeiDand pencil acale.-mothera'reported ' | -

’ -

spending more time performing caretaking functions than faghers, reported "'.
! - - . u:
X ) while there were no differences in the time parenta.xcpon:ed'plqying wi;h the
¢ . " " . . . ! \'. .
child or in the amount of. time spent with the_qhikd on weekends. Fathers ° "
- - - K . . ‘ .
. : . y . ) ~ . L]
* . ' \ .’
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spent time caretakink primarily with their f{rst-born sonsa; they spent muoh

K]

leasn Limo'taking.cqrc of first-born daughters or later-born girlas or boys. . . v

' lmporcantfy“.mothers and’ fathers were not different in their observed support ‘. .
& . . - . b \

a

1

' . Ty ' [} . N ¢ .
) for the chi}dren'e-nffiliatibq or asutonomy, ndr did they respound differently -

~

. S ™ i v ?
to boys and glrla‘ on these interactic}rml measures, o N ‘ P -

In general, théd, the pibture is a comblex one, Some parenting \\

<o differences and some similavities appeared in the data; differenced’in

N
s

) 1 N / 1
parenting felationships with boyg ve. girls were not as pronounced and are not . -
| - . ' .
best characterired by a siwmple gender effect. . Not qurpriaingly, mochers

appear ﬂpre involved with their children than fathers, in time apent with them

~ ~

and timefspent talking about them. They also appear, by-their own and cheir

13 N . A ’ . - L4

9hildren’s accounts, to have more gommuniéatlon with their children than do o

’ -
- u

. . _ .
fathers. _As a consequence, children seem more central to mothers' than

,fathi;ﬁ' lives; whether this is a cause or effect of the type of . '/' oo

. ) . L4
relationships they have with their childrqn i;”_of codrse. unclear .from these
. - M “ e )
data. . Leaving aside for now -- and perhapa for a long while == the: queation
of bhx it is_that mothers have come to’'be the closer, more central

L RN N a L 3 ' ‘,
communigator ard nurturer of their children, one can atill speculaég on the

outcome of this set of affairs for the children == for ;hq daughters and for A

RIS . .

the sons -- in these families. Social learning theory would predict, due*to

\
0 gender differentiated MOdeling, the continuatiOn of sex~typed behavior for' men

f

and women who are growing up in traditional two-pareht families, We of course .
. » . d

have the. hope tNat some of the limiting gender stereotypes will break down, ' - T

but in fact, now, in the mid- 80 8, we might beﬁin to recognize the relative

intransigence of these:roles. Although mothers and fathers now appear more ) a
similaf than dgfferent in-thel} parentiné, tﬁere are still clea'-d!fferencea. ;
Today's children, then, are confronted with the direct mesaagc that boys and e

‘ girls are equal while being surrounded with cont{nual evldence that their

N ~.° 1 ‘Qﬁ
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fathers and mothers in fact behave very diffevent]y in their roles in the

“
-
«

family. Their'd§vclopment musat pg‘influenceduby th}n\Phradox, in ways that

/ V ’ .
are not yet snderstood. Apparently, children for several more decades will be

’ - N

learning about, obderving, and being 4n actor in a gender-fyped family‘t Thus

the education and modification of attitudes with which edch of us has had to

. : ! i
' _" oA R Lo et . ’ . :
struggle, may have;to’continuq as, the way to the break down of $tereotypes for
1 v . . o . Ve z . 1
a while lonfer. : ' o
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Measure

Fami.lyv Chahges P‘rb_fe& .

Use of Friends for Discﬁssion,
- 4
.

-

.
a-
v -

Reasons for Rivorce (froﬁ Child)

Block Child Rearjdg Practiced

Observation of Play -

-

" Pregnancy and Pafenthbod Préject

Parent Attitudé Queationnairé .
(adaptive control, reciprocity,
closeness) A

y -
Time Spent with Child

~

Support for Child's Antonomy and
Affiliation

: .

TH Lalk‘mqre than fathers
about c¢hildren, no differences
for finances, joba, hopes. otherw

mothers gave reasona mere often
than fatHers

*

' . *

no differences ,

410 main child gender effects; only

significant in interaction with

other variables
€y

‘mothers higher . oo i

mothers higher on caretaking and
weekday; no differences on play
and weekend

no differen%es‘
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