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1HQ
\ Cender Diﬁfarencea in Children?h.Experiencea of the Family
' Abigail J. Stewart and Anne P. Copeland v
Very little is known about Kow children experience and unde{htend

their families; even_lesn is known about how children's views vary by
Coe . o <
gender.. Data from the three projects were Jpnaly:wd with two questions in
: - _ . v

mind: do boya-and girls attend to and respond to diffeyent aspects of family

’ " ) *
PO

life; and do childred in general experience the fqmiiy as

“

4 - :
gex-differentiated? Aha}ypes aimed at these two questions wete expected to

add to out understanding of -the sources of gender differences in adults\\

’
-

L " 't
otientations to marriage and parenting. For example, if boys and gi\l.ls differ

in what %\y notice anH- respond ‘to about their families of origin, we might

expect ‘that adylt gender differen¢en are rpoted in long-standing patterna of'

experience and behavior, or ansiblx even 'in innate differencea in responde

- N
L) ~ .

dispositions.; 1f, however, boys and girls respond “"aimilarly, but are exposed

o ' . o N

as more likely the “tesult of"repeated and lengthy exposure to

_sex-differentiated_ models than gender-based response ,diffdrences.,

1 ’ketrospecti_ve:datq‘ regardi'ng a{u_lt childten's recall of their

i

parents' behdvior were avaiiable from The Family Re.lation'shipa ‘and The

Pregmﬁ\cy tnd garenthood Projects. In addition, from the Family Chaniea

h Froject, a great deal of dafa were available ﬁroth 8 younger generation of

b

03 6- 12 ye‘er ola children about their percep*ions, ‘feelings, and bellefs about

c both parents. It must be noted, though tnat these children were discussing N

.
*
’

!

)

U) Project we had tvo tmeasures which yielded/th ée variablesz ttre Fgmily

pdre’ﬁts recently, sepgrated ' o A -

s

! .~ The measures from the three«pro]ecta were all different, and often
. L} L ]

based on diff-erent bypea of de‘ta (see Tabl‘e'l-) From the Family Rel&tionships

[ ] 4 N "
Re,la‘tipnahipa Scale«, based on c0ntent a‘nql'yaieh f an entire interview, ‘and
. 4 - . . "l . \ ~ 4
L) ' . . . . .
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_yielding an index of the maturity o¥ orientation to the relationship and 80 _~— ' -

)

: \ _ o
" the other pernbn, which was expressed in the subjedtip description of his or.

e P R

.
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T

’

her current ralationnhip with each parent; tha’Block Child-Rearing Practices ST

Ll

0Dk ami i A

Report, filled out in terms of the.adult child 8 recall of ‘the. parent's . . *
3 \.' . . ‘ .

. child-rearing benavior}in the Eéat, and yielding two independent, '
" v ' . . e ) E
factor-analyticqlly-derived scales for warm-accepting (10 itj&a) and :
: oo ) . ' . ' -/ ' oo
authoritarian-controlling(7 items) behavior. ' ' S

. L. e
B R R S AL

7 + From the Pregnancy and, Parenthood§Project we also had two measures: . d

o3 g ..'.aL;‘c.—:\‘ &

. N ’ N -
! the degree to which adult children viewed themselves as curreptly like each T

g

A

rs - . ..
parent in each of four areas(e.g., marriage, parenting, etc.); and the degree

-,

4 . , . : N
to which adult children remembered each paremkt as having been warm and _ , ;"_

L

nurturant towards them in the past (five items for each parémt). Finally, )
: _ _ » .

from .the Family Changes Project, we had children's interview reaponses to

three gqaestions about each parent:'what are some of the thlpgs you like ab\gt
[your” mom/your dad]?"; "what- are some of the things you don't like abeut {your

' ' + . s
mom/your dad]?"; "why do.you think [he/she] does that?" The responses to these '

)
N A3

. quegtions were ceded into 20 breaence/absénce_Eategorieei These categories

L d L

Cpe
PREPETE

2 included aeveral describing warm and nurturant. as well as disciplinary and

Y [ -
- “hostile aspects of both-parenta. Thus, though the measqres used were quite
‘ ) T
different.in the different projects, there was_ some similarity in the ' '

»

condtructs aéseaaed across them. - .

The data were, of courae. analyzed separately. in each ‘Project; N

- ] om

however, similar queations codld be aaked acroas the studies: namely, do male

- ahd female children.differ in how they view their_parenta- behavior and.
.{\ . . ‘ ‘ + ) I

& - traits; do children in general differ in how they vidw their mothers ve.' .
_ . . ’ . -, :

. . . A
fathers; and is there an interaction between these two factors such that one

-

" [

C gender of .child is particulafly aenzﬁtive to a particular parent? In'dther

?
Q Co + words; «we use a"¥wo-by-two --'or gender of child by gender of parent --.
"E“' © . . N o o . .o . . . ‘ .o N
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factoriel design. Data will be reported for each of these qneatipns, across
(S

hY

the three studies. ' . ' .

Our notion was that if the pattern of the findlnga was coneisf!’t
\'l
acroés-the three studies and across descriptions of both pagt and current
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' parent-child relationships, very robust and stable differences in childrenfa

A 4

- experience of the famly must be’inVolved: If samples ddffering not only in . | .

terms of the measures used, but also the intactpess of thelr family, their age‘

r

at the time of data ¢ollection, and the time in hietofy,when‘they were raised, _)', :

I

neverthelesa showed gender of child or ,gender of parept differences which were
- {f : '
consistent, aode very powerful force for consiutency muet be present If,

K ’ _ however, the\wo d4dult samples which were both reared during . the post-WorId

War 11 feminine mystique years, revealed differences, especially in their .

-

recall of their parents in.the~past, ahd theae differences were not found in

the sample of present day chfldren, three interpretations would be possible:
the adult samples and the current children dtffer in thdir length of exposure .

to an intact, two-parent family atructure, their level of dognitive and | ,:
. -~ o
v \ personality development is different, and the socio-historic period in “Which
By . . ) o ”~ ™ ) )
ﬁ they were raised was quite.different. Any of these vgriablea'might account for
f‘ N

BV there being qore differences 1n the adult than the child sample.

A}

’ Our first queation was, then, are there child gender differencesd? L
‘. . ‘ . P ] . . ’
R The young adult men and women. in the Family Relationahips Project did not

5 differ in the degr§e to,which they expressed a matuye orientation to their S "

current relationahlpe with their parents. However, in deecribing their

- ‘' pare ts past behavior hnd attitudes on the Block. Chllg-reaging Practicee

Report, men (or, for these purposes, male children) deocribed both parente as
1 2

PR )

. \
sboth more warm and Jtcepting and more euthOritarian and controlling than 'did

P LIS
LY

women ( or female children). On ‘“g ogher ang, adult Eemale children in .the

' .
. .

v - Pregnancy and Parenthood Project tended to deecribe their parenta as

s
X
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v .-\‘ . . 1 , ’ v
e . ’having been wore nurturant than did adult maie/ihildren;’but did not diffeY in

A $

the degree to which they reported being Mike thelr parenta now. The data from

e - the anily Changee Project revealed very- few child‘gender effectn.There was.
) only one aignificant difference out of 20 possible comparisons; only when

lboxp vere deacribing what thinga they did nat like Lbout their parenta did LA
fj they diffdr from girls, and here only in their‘more frequent statement. that |

there is nothing they disliked In general. then, we see aome tendency for
’ 4
9 )
. A pale children to be unable 2t 0 artibulate or deacribe negative aapecta of their .
° ! { ‘ \ :

parenta, but the more atriking reault is how similar males and fjjjij? vere in

L oeew

-

their descriptions of their parents.

. “Whatmabout views of mothers vs. fathers as reported by their
:t' 1 9 Ll N - , ) ' : *

~children, though? Here, more differences emerge. In the Family kelationahipe

-

. _l . Project, young adulta,regardleas of their gender, described mothers as hQ\ing . .

been warmer, but also as more authoritarian and controlling, on the Block

v -

Child Rearing Practices Report. Both adult males and females from this pqoject v

also described the'ir current relationehipa with their mothers in more mature .

A v

tern"ﬁhan their current relationahip with their father. The women in the ;
! Pregnancy and Parenthood Project also remembered their mothera as having been
more nurturant than their\fathera. . : o |
- : From the children in the ﬁhmily Changee Project, we get confirmation
of this pattern of differentiating mothers and fathera. In 9 out of 20 _ .
' compariaona, mothers and fathere were differently described,and in two more

1 1

there were trenda for a difference. Children more often reported for here o

oL RIS .
.

*

g \ . than fathero that they interacted with them ("ahe plays with me’ hnd etuff") ¢
e ' . » . ,

and expressed affection towerd them ("she's really nice to me") ‘They also

reborted 11king bhyeical attributes of their mothers -more often than fathers.

vy When asked what they did not like' about each pareht,-mothera-were moxe-often
SN . ’ 4 t:
' + .criticized for dieciplining then were fathera,,hpt fathers were more often ‘

' v

) ‘ - -'criticized for having an dnadequate relationahip with the mother in some way. ; }-:d

v
v
] . . *
q 2 @ ‘ ® .
- S \ . N
. .




1 :
Theae responses seemed ‘to reveal a broader difference in the

children'a relations‘bith both parents. Thus, after answering the question .

’

about what they did not like about a parent, children were asked "Why do you
. ) ) \ 7 - . ’ » []
think she, or he, does that?" Children said mothers, whqv as noted earlier,
‘ ‘ N ’ ) ’ Q
wvere criticized for disciprintng them too much, did that because the children

> »

deserved it. Fathers. desd&ibed more as having an inadeun!L relabionfhip

LERY ¢

with the mothers, were thought by the child to do that-becausk of some

internal negative trait on the fathers' part (such as "He's just that type of
P .

or "he's just got a mean temper'"). In addition, children said "I don t

person'
) \

ﬁg know" more to this follow-up questidn about. fathers than mothers -- perhaps .
» )
because they have less exposure to their fathers, or because their fathers are

less inclined to ¢xplain their actions to .them than are bheir mothers.

A
[ -

Finally. children wetre mOre likely to say of their fathers "1 can 't think of

- o

e T . - “ e . -
P Vo SRR R S SR LT SRR ORI T 2T I OS] ST R T
A
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L3

anything I don't like" or "There's nothing I don't like about him." Whether '

D R e 1,-['IA )
’

N . . {
this inability to articulate negative characteristics of thei fathers, at

- ~

:i least in response to an open ended question, results from these children s

3 ) |
3 © - recent separations from their fathers, or from lack of detail‘d knowledge of .
3 “ " ?
} and closeness to their fathere# is unclear _ : \ _

-

Our last question was, do children of different. genders diffgr in

P

. P .
their views of their mothers and fathers? In most cases, no such differences
¢ .

v T ' emerged Thus, in the Family Changes Project, out of 20 Naridbles, the only

gl BV LA B

L

significant interaction of child gender by parent gender suggested that girls

were more likely than boys to mention their mother's physical attributes as
N ¥ o

something they liked about them; they also mentioned these more than physical

attributes of their fathers. §imilar1y, there was only a trend for the

-

St ci P o Sl s b T e A e A L

+
]

interectton of parent and child gender for adult children on the Family

L)

- Relationships Project. That Rrend suggested that adult females described more
N } A
{, - mature relstionships with their mothers than with their fathers or than males v g
} . ' N -
-t ‘!‘ I
4 ‘I N \“ -J » *“ . Ld . ‘ .
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.. mothers as being warmer and more aocepting than did daughters. Reciprocally.

: . ‘ ' }
tey . : . : S . . * i -
’ h . -
» o _ ) - . :

described’ with either parent. ﬁinally. where it might seem most likely, in the
~ rating of which parent.one is currently moat like,there was mo interaction
Ll 4 ] : v

for adulkt c¢hildren from the Pregnancy and Parenthood Project. However, from
~ the two samples of adylt childfen. one set of consistent interactions did

emeTge. In the Family Relstionships Project there was an interaction for

M 3

young adults' ratings-of ‘thedr parents warmth -- sons remembered-their

J

daughters tended td 8 see their fathers as less authoritarian and controlling T

)

tbén did sons, and less authoritarian and controlling than they saw their

mothers. On the other hand. sons, while not distinguishing their parentg on

’

this factor.'sad.both parents as more authoritarisn andicqntrolling than

daughters saw either parent. Similarly. in thelPregnsncu and Parenthood

Project, sons, in particular, saw tneir.fathers as less nurturing than théir
‘_mothers and ad—less nurturing than daughters,saw thems In the adult. samples,

then,but not fhe current child ;ample. a differential view of the past

nurturance of the two parents was present in male und femsle subjects‘%rom
' : Lo /-
these twb separste-projects. : ..
A { s ’

What can we conclude from this Rattern of results? First, and most

A

clearly. ve have found clear‘hender of parent differences in all three '

studiesuj These differences..despite varied,measures. are also quite
- - w
consistent. indidating that our adult children recall. and our contemporary
Y

children experience. their mothers and fsthers as different in the same way.

, In all three stUdiesx mothers are described or rated as warmer and more

-
Y

. ) 4 . )
nurturant thap fathers. This does not seem to result from c¢hildren simply .

“liking" their mothers better though, since mothers and'fathers were not W

‘described as differing in desirable personslities. skills, or the tendency to
LI 4 .

. do nice things ‘for children. Morveover, mothers were algo rated. in hoth )

-

studies with relevant measures, as the more disciplinary or controlling

AN

e




‘ :z:y --;at least in some small way -- be experiéncing somewhat less

-- both not to be perceived in t?ese pa%bh al

[ ~ ) N ‘ . Lo ¢ )
v v ’ _ . . . ) N
parent. Overall, mothers seem literally to be experienced, in all three

»

studies, as the more "parental" phtent -- pr ing both affection and .

'
limits. In _cbntr”l‘(dthers seem -- even j

&

-

' '
2rms, and not-to be seen as
’ L3 ! .

fully intelligible tonﬁhe child. - : _ -8 ;

+
»

In contrast to this clear sex-differentiated péttern in terms of
. ' A

children's views of their ﬁarenta. t"&e vere no conaistent ‘gender of child Coe
. - R * E 2 ’

effec{s at all. Th&%, theré is no basi{ for Q;l}éving‘thht the differencés
peréeived as present in the parents (and, indeed, according to the evidence of
the last paper, écFually presbh?liq the_parenbs)~re?ult'ftbm early gender
differences in ch%ldrén. in fact; the pattern of gender of child By gender of |

[N -~ J

Pnrent‘interactiona provides ‘some suggestion that our contemporary children

nder-differ®ntiation in the family than past childr!n.ﬁave. In both adult
o ~ . .

. AN
samples, adult males recalled their fathers as having been less nurturant than

did females, and as less nﬁrtd}ant than their ‘mothers. Mbreover. in the-

Family Relationships Project, "the adult males recalled both parents, but o T
, L .

.especially fathé;sh\as more conteolling than did girls. These kinds of _ .

: _ Jo : . e
intefactions were not present in the contemporary Family Changes Project data _ !

at all. | C " : ) - ‘ I

"

It may be, then, tﬁat in the past boys and girls were not only
. ., . " ) 1 . )

' exposed to gender-dlffefenttaced parents, but were also themselves

< > '

diﬁferentiated along gender, lines by those pétents. As adults, then, these

N

boys and gigis'carry gimilar images of mothera; and fdfhera'-behavior,‘bdt ‘oo

AN
those images have different intensity or affecti:e meaning. Thus, though both '

males and females vievwed their mothers as more nurturant than their fathers, / '
F 3 . N ) . N . Y . . ' . )
this. differentiating was more extremejfor males than females. The
) | . . .

- ' 1 : o
_contemporary children do seem to see fheir mothers and fathers very much as AR

* . ¢
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L . : '
l ‘ the plg:lm:\generat:lon saw theg'parenta -- but the male and female children do

.~ not differ in their perspectivé on their parents, at least atsthis age. . o
» . ‘ It i# impossible 'CO{ kn;)w for gure whether this common,
- gender-irrélevant perspective on gender-differentiated 'p?e.nts\can be
_‘; & maintained. Even more,fwe cannot know whether this shared understanding could
. R _ . '
. form a b"asis -- ‘along with\years of gender-irrelevant socialization -- for ° ¢
. future men and women to produce families with less gender-based parent roles. '

g An alternative possibility is, of course, that today's children, .a["(er years _

N i ‘ | . . . . \ .
- of exposure to gender-differentiation inside-and outside the family, will L
o become adults whose basic exper_ienég of the fagily is_gendetfﬂ‘inked in a way .,
: .that theh;experience as children -18, not. ' ' * .~ ,
» " -
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| ‘Table 1 " o
L~ : . . _ t o, “y . «y '
Méas%gea Used to Assesg Children's Experience of ‘their Pathts : 1
[ 3 ' : ; : ) g - - v
f , | , ~ N :
.o ~ ~ ' d s
Family Relationships Project(longitudinal s;ud;_of adult children'a.cﬁangtng
rélationships with their parentp!{apohses'and children) -
+, R [ * -
‘ Family gg;ggioqghggs Scalgs interview measure of cutrent maturity of- I
' orientatibn to the relationship and theé other ‘ - C

"Block Child-Rearing Practices Report: paper and pencil report by adult
" child, oq seven-point scales, of parent's behavior and attitudes in
the past;. two scales: Warmth-affection; Authoritarian-controlling

. " , . , . "
g \ Pregnancy and Parenthood Prolect (longitudinal study of families experiencing )
e - addition of a family‘member frop.pregnancy’to that child's fifth birthday). - Co
g Similarity to Parents- Scald: paper and pencil report on five-point
5 \§ : scales, of degree to which adult child is currently-like each .
o tOR ‘parent in four areas (personality, parenting, marital relationship, .
A : N , and hopes and wishes) : . \jg
3 ﬂjlﬂ/f Remembered Nurturapce and Involvement Scale: paper and pencil\ . -
. . - report on:fi¥e-point scales, of how nurturant and 1nvol$ed ) X
N " " -ieach parent was, in relation to them, when they were "a ,
3 youn@ child"(five items each) o . )
k. . o, ; , -
ﬁ Family Changes Project(longitudinal study of femilies experiencing parental:
4 separation - ST P /
: P " . . . ‘
. Liked “aspects of parent(six codes) Bresence or absence of ‘child
i se“meption of lik{ng parent because he/she: (1) treats
v o “ " me wellj(2)interacts with(plays with)“me; (3) é!presbes .
5 o 4 affection; has particula¥ (4) skills .and abilitYes; .
oo ' . (S5)physical attributes; or (6) personality traite .
I Disliked aspects of parent(five codes) Presence or absence of child

_ : » -, mention, of disliking parent because he/she (1) disciplines;  , _

*(2)diap1ay§ objectionable behaviors(e.g.,, drinking)smoking’) -

g (3)has objectionable personality characteristics;(4)is
""globally inadequate as a parent; (S5)treats’the child's other
: pérent badly.. ' . > . ' :
- ' " Incapacity to:describe parent (four codes) Presence/aWseiice of child -
- N . mention of liking or dieliking everything or nothing about :
B N S the parent ' : |

3 ¢ . Attribution of source of disliked aspect(five codes Pré-éncg/nbaence.

o, of chiild's judgment of reason for disliked parent chardcter- , .

: S istic as:(I)child ddesn"t know reason;’ (2) negative parent
- state(e.g., bad mood, tired); (3) negitive parent trait )
(e.g,,parent is mean;(4)parent is correct(e.g., discipline - <

o e ‘L§\1a deserved);(5)parent is well-meaning though imcorrect (he
- _ thinks that will help, but it doeen't | -

B S A R L R
'

-
-

”" »

=~

~ X . . - ) PO
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N
'
¥

-

Pro]ect

FRP
P&P

FCP

FRP

P&P

FCP

‘ iiked spects
Interacts (mothers high)

Ro differences

A

1

"Current rela¢ionship
maturity

L

Ciirrent similarity

.
X

All other codes

N S
.
v A . & »
4 X
. : -Table 2 . v _ o
Gender Differences in Children's Experience of the Family -
Signlfiqant'dilfethces Trends
L. . ".CHILD GENDER DIFFEkENgis
. ) . S 4
Warmth on Block(males high)
Controllrn§>on Blocﬁ(malea~
high) : S 4
: Remembered
g T nurturance
) , (female high)
Vg d , —
aNothing disliked(males high) Exmress affec~
‘ : - /;, ot liked
» ' ' (Mgale high)

" Phys¥cal -attri-
"~ butes liked
(fémale high)

-

PARENT GENDER DIFFERENCES

Current relationship matgg- .
ity (mothers higher) : | :
Warmth on Block (mothers ] =
high) = . ' '
Controlling on Block >
mothers high)

. N .
Remembered wurturance
(mothers high) ' !

Expresses  affection
(mothers high) : .
Physical att®ibutes : ’
(mothers high) . '

Disliked aspects ’
Discipline %gptherp high)
Negative relations with

(fathers high)

-\ ) ’ '

Inability to.describe
Dislike nothing (father ’
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