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BSTRACT - ' : \

' This study explores the attribution patterns of |
ungergraduate students for females and males who performed parenting
tasks traditionally defined as femininé. A total of 136 menrn and 136
vomen vere randomly assigned to one of eight conditions and were
presented vith stories of parent-child interactions which varied in
terms of the success or failure of the iq@eraction, the sex of the

. parent, and the sédx of the thild. The story of the successful parent
enmphasized nurturant-authoritative qualities described as
characteristic of the parents of ‘energetic-friendly preschoolers,

vhile the unstccessful parent displayed authoritarian-ponsupportive

' ‘behaviors linked with conflicted-irritable preschoolers. On a'
seven-point scale, students rated the importance of 22 attribution
items for providing an explanatotry account of the parent's '
perfcrmance. Factor analysis and analysis of variance were used to
reduce success/fai e attributions to more basic components and to
identify relationships dmong resulting factor scores. Several main
effacts for Sex of Respondent and Sex of Parent~were found. Males:.
cited external attributions, such as' faults of the child, in h
accounting for parental failure. Females assigned Intrinsic .
Qualities, such as parent's ability, effort, love and education,-as
explanations for parental success. Mothers, but not fathers, were
perceivedg}p te influenced by fanily relationships. (Author/RH)
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Bernard Heiner and his associate;g§;972a. l972h) have develoébd a method
for analyzinq\causal attributions in achievement situations alonq an internal/
external.dimension and a fixed/variable dimension-which_has.b. n used to ,
document differences between the sexes 1in what is perceived t:Cdetermind their

performance There is evidence that male success 1s more likely to be attri-

“ buted to the internal fixed factor of ability than female success is by both
_mactors and observers. Female failure. on the- other hand, is more 1ikely to be

v linked to lack of ability than is male failure; the latter is more 1ikely to be ‘

‘,

attributed to deficits in the variable and/or external factors usually invoked

to explain female success--effort and luck (Ntcholls. 1975; Feather & Simon, l975
Ftaugh & Brown, 1975), | ‘ 7

In this Judgment proqess>}it‘is generally assumed that a nerformancg by o

an actor which is consistent with the expectations for that actor will be -
attributed to a fixed cause. and x performance inconsistent. with expectations
will be attribyted to a variable cause (Deaux, l976) ' Therefore. success by
a male on a masculine task and by a female on a “feminine" task would be es-

pecially likely to be attributed to. ability, while success on a cross-sex task

, would be more\likely to be attributed to a variable cause. However, those who

~ have been interested in. the attributions_made.on sex-appropriate.tasks (Deaux'&

Emswiller, 1974; Feldman-Summers a Kiesler l974) have not found that a female's

success on a 'feminine" task {s more likely to be attributed to skill than a

male's pgrformance in the same situation This may be because the ;ntellectual

and occupational accomplishments evaluated by observers in these studies have !
‘ .

still leaned towards achievement situations with an overall "masculine“ flavor.

~ What 1s lacking in the literature is research on the attribution patterns for

females and males performinq tasks that have an indisputably "feminine" flavor

v
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In their 1975 book enfitled Women and Achievement, Mednick, Tanqu: and

Hoffman began by pointing out that'thls is pne of the lacdnae in present research:

Dunestlc activities, including mothering, can represent achlevement areps, ..,
{

Our neqlect of this area reflects the dearth of research on it in the past decade

(p. x1). In a similar vein, Frieze (1975) speculated "Attributfonal patterns

~

_for women performymy more traditional feminine tasks have not been assessed but =~

x
they may well be more slmilar to the 'mascullne achiever' pattern of heinqg more

internal for success, especlallx if these tradltlonal tasks represent achievement
tasks to many women* (p. 165), ' y : ‘/ .

| Parenting was‘the-actlvlty chosen for scrutiny in this study bécause' Mednick
and her associates mentioned 1t as an obvious area. Veroff and Field (1970)
"found that being a successful parent fis consldered_to he an accompllshment for
.both sexes, thle the role'ls important to both sexes, it 1s’pne 1n!wh1ch women

are tradltlonally expected to succeedkmore than men. For many women, motherhood'

18 almost the excluslve aVenue for femlnine creatlvlty ‘and achievement (chride.

l9753 Yet taking care of and understandinq ch1ldren have been seen as requlrlnn _

* the same 1ntellectual ablllty as the knowledge required’ to appreciate literature.
music. and art: or that necessary to hold a 1ob (Scanzoni \l975. p. 56). Parentlnp

is an activlty with salience for both sexes which calls for skiMs comparable .

to those demanded by other achievemsnt sltautlons but 4t 1s also one in which

expectatlons for female performance are hlqher ' L
‘ v o \ !t'. s
Procedures ) o | _ _ ; ’

[y ‘.

* | One hundred thlrty-slx female and 136 male underqraduates were randomly
assjgned one of eight summaries of parent-ch{ld 1nteract10ns. 4 successful and

4 unsuccessful, whlch werdé further varled.in terms of the sex;of the parent and
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the sex of the four-year-old - (Seventeen subjects fel) 1nto edch cebl.) They

then rated how 1mportant they cgnsidered each 22 1tems to he in accounting for

the parent's performance on a seven-point scale. The portrait of the succbssful‘h.

parent emphasized the nurturant-authoritative qualities described hy Baumrind

(1967) ‘as being characteristic of the parents of enerqetic friendly preschoolers, ‘ f"
~.while the unsucCessful barent disBIayed the authoritarian nonsupportive o;;aviors

she 11inked with conf]icted- frritable presqhoolers ' That the storfed constructed

¥
to portray success or failure did do just that was demonstrated in pretestino

\ .
On a n1ne -point scale, pilot- study subjects awurd@ﬂ the srccessful narent an

averaoe rating Qf 8. 33 while the unsuccessful parent received a rattnq of 2.09,
Since Frieze (1976) noted that Weiner's four standard causal attributions only”
accounted for 50% of the open-endeq responses proffered to explain success/failure,
pilot work was also.done to generate the 2? items used to exolatn parentina

L

performance. . C
. Factor analysis was used to reduce the success/failure attrfbutioos to toetr M-
more basic'coﬁponents._ Fxact factor scores were‘theo*calculated for all of those
r . factors with eigenyalues greater than or equal to l 0 using a formuha (Kiﬁ' 1975' )
p. 489) which includes a weighted term for each varfable in the.factor, This
method provides estimates of eachﬁ&actor that are then orthoqonal to each other._
Analysis of varfance was pe\>o;med on each of the resultino factor scores
Results |
‘When the 22 attributions explaininquuccess uere anlayzed, five factors
toj::her accoun'ed for 56.9% of the oriqinal variance. The first factor was
Specific‘Situation° observer bias;, luck that day, parental effort that day.
‘the child's effort that day, observer 1nfluence, and’ the fact that it was:a week-

end all loaded very hithy on this factor. The second factor was designated

Sy ’ RPN, RTES ey o
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Intrinsic Qualdties because.ability, qenerally\puttinn effOrt into the relationship.
havinq qood instincts. éducational preparation. and lovinq the chi1d loaded és-
pecially highly on this factor. The third factor was called Luck With Children;"
“generally havino luck relating to children, having an easy child and the fact
that‘n are easy to handle lere the attributions that were most ~prominent
f An. the. composition of. this factoz. The fourth . f;ctor was named State of Mell= ——
Beinq Sgcause it was shaped most by the attribitions of. feelina physically well
being in a qood mood, beiny relaxed about other thinqs. and having a qood per- -
sonality. ahd the fact that it was a weekend Fimally, the fifth factor was )
designated Good Family Relations because the attributions that*;gaded mos t hithy
on it were that the child loves the parent, that the parent has a helpful spouse,
'_‘ ' \and that tbe p:!:nt had a happy cb#fdhood. \
| ‘ Female responderits made-more use of Intrinsic fualities thanm did the males
( "in ;;plaining success--F(l 128)- S 53.py 02. Both sexes used Good Family Relations . ;'
more in explaininq a mother's successful performance--F(l 128)-5, 583,p-.02. _ .
When the 22 attributions explaininq fatlure were analyzed seven factors
toqether accounted for 59,14 of the oriqinal variance.. The first factor was named
. Child's Fault° havinq a qifficult child, the child not lovinq the parent‘ |
children generally being difficult and the child not making an effo&t that day
all loaded very highly on this factor, . The gecond factor was desiqnated
Intrinsic Qualities because lack of abilitv. qenerally not putting effort into the ¢
.relationship. generally having bad luck with children. having bad instincts. and
a poor personality loaded especially highly on this factor. The third factor was
called Contingent Factors, being in a bad mood havinq an unhelpful spouse, the
Y - pressure of other things. and the fact that it was a weekend were most- prominent
in the composition of this factor. The fourth factor was named Poor Family

’ Relations because it was shaped most byuthe attributions of the child not loving
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the parent, the parent having an unhelpfu) spouse, the parent not lovina a!e child,

and the parent having had an unhappy childhood. The fi}hh factor was d Mated
Disqualifying Factors because poor health. 1ittle experience, inadeouate educa-
tional preparation, and an unhappy childhood were the most prominent at\rihutions

General bad luck and bad Tuck that day loaded especially highly on the sixth

observer bias loaded eshegi:ily high}y on the seventh factor, so 1t was named
Observer Influence, ) | |

Both sexes useéd Poor Family Relations more to,explain the-unsueéessful per-
formance of the mother--F(lIIZS)-G 982,p=.009. Female respondents explained "\/
failure less ‘in terms of Intrinsic Qualities than their male counterparts 'did--
fjl 128-3, 79,23 054, Male respondents explained parental fatlure more in terms
of Child's Fault than the females did--F(l 128)=0, 163.23 003. Finally, there

/'":\

was an interactidn effect in the use of" Observer Influence° females used it more

to expﬂain the failure of mother-son interactions than they did father-son in-
teractions--F(1,128)=5, 792.23 o8, .~ N
~\Conclusions g

| ' ‘

While there were no main effects for Sex' of Child in this study, there were

" several involvinq the Sex_of the‘ReSpondent and the Sex of the Parent The
emphasis on Child's Fault as an explanation for parental fatlure by the male

underqraduates is in keeping with other findingsﬁthat males are narticuiarlv
]

{:nclined to use'external attributions in expiaininq fatlure (Rosenfie]d & Stephan,

978) As opposed to the male respondents, the ratings of the females emphasized
lntrinsic Qualities as an epranation for parental success, but demonstrated 2

hesitancy to call ipto question: the Intrinsic Oualities of the parent who s -

factor. so it ‘was designated Bad Luck, .The two attributions»that»involved~'--”-~-~L>""'



AN

N . Sex Differences--6

unsuccessful, Like lntrinsic Qualities, Family Relations factored out as an
explanation for both success and fatlure. In each situation, however, 1t was
the mother rather than the father who was perceived to be c1rcumscr1bed by

Vg ) )

. family #blationships
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