L DOCOMENT RESUME
ED 168 091 CG 014 488
AUTHOR - Mills, carol J.: Tyrrell, Donald dJ.
YTIITLFE Sex and Sex-Rcle Effects on Release from Proactive
' . Interference.
POB DATE May 80 ' ‘
NOTF , 12p.: Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

_Hidvestern Pgychological Association (52nd, sSt.
'louis, HO, Hay 1-3, 1$80).
FCFS PRICE HPO1/PC01 Plus Postaqe. .
DESCRIPTORS Adults: *Cognitive Processes: Ccncept Formation:
- *Learning Processes; *Memory: *Nontraditional
. Occupatione: Occupations:; *Sex Differences:; Sex Role; -
: _ Sex Stereotypes:; *Social Envirconment; Stereotypes ot
_IDENTIFIERS - *Encoding Processes N
ABSTRACT \ ’
A "release fronm proactive inhitition (PI) task"
method exqmines the masculine-feminine ccnnotation of a word as an
attribute of encoding in memory. Male (N=US) and female (N=61)
" sukjects yere given four trials, each trial consisting of three
cccupation's with -all masculine or all feminine connotations, a
suttraction task, and a Tecall sheet. Males presented with three sets
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The effect of internal- cognitive structures, called frames (Minsky,1975),
scripts t(Abe]son, 1975). or schemata (Bobrow & Norman, 1975; Stotland & Canon,

1972; Tesser & Conlee, 1975), have been investigated in numerous memory tasks’

with the dne consistent conclusion that recall of specific facts is affected -

by their relation to an ebstract organizing principle. Since considerable
evidence now indicates that stimuli’ (particularly words) are encodeg in memory
as members of conceptual classes, the task becomes one of identifying the

mental schema or encoding categories that are operative for any given individual

or group of individuals. One method that has been used to identify many classes

or attributes of encoding is the "re]easenfrom proactive inhibition (PI) task"
(Wickens, 1972). For the release from PI task, a‘trial consists of the presenta-
tion of words to be remembered, a distracting task, and a recall period. Recall
typically declines with tr{als if the words presented share a common attribute.
When words of a different conceptual class are presented on a later trial, recall
should 1mprove, indicating that the last set of words are encoded differently

4

in memory.

In the past, research in this area has concentrated on the processing of

'neuﬂral or nonsense material. = Recently, however, empirica] work has been done

on the influence of cognitive strucokres on the selective processing of social
. ‘ )

'\information (Markus. 1977). One social encoding category that has been

invest1gated with chi]dren (Kail & Levine, 1976; Kob]insky, Cruse, and Sugawara,

-'1978) 15 the masculine- feminine connotation of a word Although this encoding: ©

‘attribute has been found to affect the short- term recall of words for grade

’
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school children, it has not been found to be as salient an attribute of
encoding for adults. In additiqn, children who showed a marked sex-role
preference (either mascu]ine_or feminine) encoded along the masculine-feminine
dimgnsion to a greater extent than those who were less extreme in their sex-
role preference. Thé éex-ro]e variable has ndf_been 1n9estigated in én adult
population.

ITﬁe purpose of the prese;t experiment was to further clarify the masculine- -
feminine connotation of a word és anrattribute of encoding 16 memory for adults,
as well as the influence of sex-role orientation on encoding. In recent years,
a number of researchers have hypothesized that sex-role stereotypes result in

| 6versimp11f1ed perceptions of rea]ity‘and restriction of 1ife options (e.g.,
Saario, Jacklin, & Tittle, 1973; Weitzman, Eifler, Hokada, & Ross, 1972).

b

To varying degrees, one's sex-role identity may be brganized around such
stereotypes, resthing in one aspect of the'§glj;schemata~that'organizes aﬁd
guides the processing of information. In other Words,.having a stereotypic
sex-role identity as part of one's self-schemata may result 1n'the‘fsort1ng
out" of social stimuli 1nto'§ex—role stereotypit categor1e§ -- masculine .~

*versus %eminine, Occupations were choﬁen as stimu1ﬁ§f0r,th15 §tudy siﬁce*

stereotypes exist thaf some jobs are feminine and otherg masculine. In fact,

it has been suébested that the major factor-accountﬁng for sex differences in

ocCupational'preferences is sex—ro{e stereotypes (Looft, 1971; Siegel, 1973).

- Reéently, howeQer, researchers,have-suggested that stefeotypic attitudes toward
occupafiona] sex-role division are breaking down, and that such trends are‘)
'most'evident in white; midd1e4class-populations (Afbrecht, 1976; Entwisle é
Greehberger; 1972). The present study asseséed the gxtent of exigting

occupational stereotypes in a college-age, upper middle-class population.
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Subjects. Forty-five male and sixty-one fema]e Introductory Psychology students

participated on a voluntary basis.

Release from PI Task. Stimuli consisted of eight groups of three occupations -
each, four grbups of words with%masculine connotations (e.g., carpenter, miner,
fand engineer) and four with feminine connotations (e.g., secretary, dieticiaé,

and nurse). Occupations were selected from Holland's Self-Directed Search

(1972) ahd Dﬁyer, Salbod, & Bedeil, 1978 as those most often associated with

\ R} :
one sexjor the other. Differences between masculine and feminine occupations

AW .
for income and educational level were minimized. Words in the two categories

were equated for length and acoustic properties, wﬁi]e minimizing associations
within each g#ﬁup of words. Test booklets containeﬁ the fo]]owing sequence:

a) threé Occupations; b) a subtraction task, and c) a recall sheet. This ’
sequence was repeated for a total o% four trials. Control group booklets
contained efther feminige words for all four trials or ai] masculine words,

while experimental booklets had words selected from one category (e.g., masculine)
on Trials 1-3 and from the other category (e.g., feminine) on Trial 4. The

ordering for groups of words across trials was counterbalanced.

- Sex-Role Task., Twenty mascyline and twenty feminine adjectives from the Bem..

Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) were used to assess sex-role orfentation (Bem, 1974).
Based on their se]f—rdtingsf all subjects wefe classified {nto either a sex-
. tybéd or non-sextyped category depending upon whether there was a‘significant
91fference'or not betweéh their ma§cu11nity_and fémininity séores.
. , Proceddre. A1l testing was doﬁe in the classroom with one male and one female
experimenter, Instructions were prerecorded and stimulus materials were
presented in 1nd1v1dua1 booklets. Each booklet contained a Brown-Peterson |

distractor task, with three to-be-remembered items pef trial.. For eaEh trial
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subjects were given 10 seconds to study the group of three words, a 21-second
distraction task, and a 10-second recall 1ntefva1, followed immediately by the
next trial. For one-half of the control.group the words on the triéls were
masculine and for the rest the words were feminine. For the experimental

groups, the words were\selected from one category on Trials 1-3 and from the

other on Trial 4.

Results.

Recall data over tri#ls for both males and females are presented in

“Figure 1. As expected, a significant trials effect” (Trials 1-3) was found,

\.xf?i; _ _ . . ¢
indfcating a build-up of PI, F(2,180) = 39.43, p<.001. Although no signi-

* ficant difference qaé found between the experimentalfand control groups for

the first three trials, they did differ on Trial 4, F(1,90) = 4.03, p<.05.
This too'has expected since only the experimental group was presentéﬁ with
stimuli on Trial 4 that differed from fria]s.laB. thus'allowiqg'a release from

PI. A significant sex (male,female) x type of word (masculine, feminihg) X

~group (experimental, control) interaction, F(1,90) = 8.57, p<.005, also existed

" for Trial 4. No main or interaction effects were found for sex-role orjthation.

Discussion.

; releaseggggm PI.

’

.Reﬁu]ts indicate that the mascu]ine;femihine conﬁotaiion of a word 1; a
salient attribute for nnhory encod{ngfin adults. The effect, however, was
different for males and females. Males presented with masculine occupations
aﬁd.then switched to feminine words on Trial 4 showedla continual decline in ;
récall, whézgas_ma1es presented with the feminine to masculine switch showed

an 80% release from PI. Females, on the other hand, showed a 'small but consistent

g T - _ 8 )
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In order to-interoret and explain the above finding, the following

" hypothesis was formulated. "When presented with masculine occupations, males

activated the category "occupations." When feminine occupations followed on ’
Trial 4, they were subsumed fnto the same category of "occupations," and
thus no re]ease from PI was shown. Feminine occupations on Trials 1-3 for

for males, however were encoded as "feminine occupations or non-masculine

occupations. When masculine occupations fo]loweg on Trdial 4 they could not

 be subsumed‘in_the prevailing category eithr as "masculine occupations" or.

.
"occupatioos" in general due to the heightened saliency of the sexual stereo-
type caused by seeing-feminine occupationé on the first thrée trials -- a

kind of poiming effect. Thus, ‘the occupations on Trial -4 were categorically

distinct from those on Trials 1-3. Females, on the other hand, recognized [

- the djstinction"between masculine occupations such as surgeon, lawyer, or
_: e]ectrician and feminine occupations such as nurse, secretary, or housekeeper
:ﬁﬁfregardless of the order of presentation. The d1chotomy worked both ways for

'“:wefenmles and resulted in a consistent release from PI.

TN . T s
3 | )
Implications and Conclusions :

" The present results suggest that a differing soctal reality is experfenced

by males and females in our society, and that this differing experience has a

¢

more'perVasive'infloence on encoding of occupations phan one"s sex-role 1dentity.
This is underéeandEble since* our social structure has very different consequences
for'males and females. Few barriers exist for males in terms of occupations
because of -sex, out, in geﬁera], males do not elect to pursue those occupations
classified as feminine because of the 10Qer pay and prestige aésociated with
them. S1nee men are not.mov1ng in the direction of more equa{ representation

in feminine occupatiopsg they most like]y see masculine occupations as the

....
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"real occupations" versus that other category of "feminine occupations.”

Females, in their attempt to achieve equa]ity in terms of masculine occupations,

are more likely to see the dichotomy between masculine versus feminine -

‘ occupations, regardless of their own personal sex-role 1dent1ty or beliefs

about what "should be." The small effe&ts found in our study do reflect that

Iz

this dichotonw is lessening.

-~

Tentative resu]ts from a recent study done to test the above hypothesis

o

1nd1cate that this may be a reasonable explanation for the pattern of results

found in the present study. We are also in the proce§s of conducting-a stdy

to investigate the Welease from PI effect for the masculine-feminin cdnnota—
tion of words using behavioral traits more often associated with,one sex or

the other (i.e., tra¥t™associated with traditional sex-role stereotypes).

An 1mport§nt implication of the present research is the usefulness of
- v

. the release from PI method for assessing sex differences, as well as individual

. differences in attitudes surrounding sex roles and stereotypes. Since this

task is a projective measure of encoding categories, it is re]ativé]y free

Zr many of the biases dffecting se]f—rating scales for sex role behaviors and
ttitudes. This has straightforward benefits f;r understanding: ajferson s
performqnce on other cognitive tasks such as other memory tasks, as well as
percept;SE of items on tests of ability that may,activate‘existing stereoiypes.
We must fhen.irvestig;te how ¢Ogn1t1ve structures such as memory encoding

categories affect a person’'s social behavior when interacting with others.
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