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N Role Model Choice: Who Do Women Say Their Models Are?

The achievement mo}ivatioz and behavior of women' has been and continues
. o . .

. to be an active area of research and theory (Mednick, Tangri, & Hoffman, 1975;
‘.
O Leary, 1974 fn an attempt to understand why women do not atta1n levels of =

success frequent]y attained by men, why trad1t1ona1 measures of achievement
‘ ]
mot1vat1on and behaV1or are uUnrelated for women, and how®to mot1vate women to

A e - — — .
A‘..s.. S W

enter previously all-male areas, research has focused on child- -rearing and
) ‘ socialization practices‘(Hotfman, 1972, Kipnis, 1974; Stein & Bailey, 1973),

aspects of women's persona11t1es4(e g., Horner, 1972), women'siatérihutions
/

for success and faiture (e g: 5 Fr1eze, 1975), hoy women define success {Stein

& Bailey, 1973' Veroff, 19723, and institutional discriminat1on against women

(e.q., Rosen & Jerdee, 1974; Ladd & Lipsett, 19767,

‘ o

The.operat1on otgro]e models on women's achievement has been rece1V1ng
4
increased attention. Unfortunately, at this point there is little agreement

as\mo(how to defina a role mode] _Kemper (1968) defined a role model as one

-

= who providgs technical 1nformat1on on how_to do something, whereas Douvan (1976)
\ )

stressed the 1mportance of a role model defining og!s1b111tzes of what a person

LIEN

can do. BéT] (1970) suggested tHat 1nteract1on between the acter and the mode]l

s needed for one to function as a role mode}, and Go]dstern S (1979) research

4

suggests sustained, intense 1nteract1on is necessary, while other researchers

. P Have‘assumed that mere visual exposure to a person (e. g , Via f11m) is sufficient-

[

_* for that person ‘to function as a ro1e mode] (e.g., Plost & Rosen, 1974) A re-
e : cent 1nvest1gat1on (Basow & Howe f%QQO) defined a ro1e~mode1 as "someone whose
E 1ife and act1V1t1es 1nf1uenced the respondent 1n specific Tife dec1s1ons (p.

) . 53 Accord1ng to’th1s def1n1t1on?’an pno]e who gave his niece a 1argq sum

‘. of money: cont1ngent .upon her attending nurs1ng school, woutd be his niece's role ,

~model if the money was a factor influencing her to attend nursing schoo]

.
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. Not only is the definition of a role model unclear, bgt in pract1ce if-

R vesb1gators have determined who funct1ons as a role model through an attri-,

‘ 1)
butional process: Var1ab1es perta1n1ng to a c]ass of people (e.g., mothers,

fema]e.teachers).and the behavior of a group'of women ﬂe.g:, career choice,

°,‘mathemat1cs 1nterest) are'eiamined If .a relationship exists'oetween the

‘variables measured and the behaV1or examined, the class of people 1s asgumed

/
v

to function as a role mode] (A]mqu1st & Angrist, 1971:TCBTH§te1n;-|§79, Stake -

" & Granger, 1978; Tangr1, 16723 White, 1967)., e .

k /
Rather thap start1ng from the assumptwon that mothers, fema]e teach rs,

or any other group of people do act as, ro]e models, we dec1ded to first ascer-
ta1n wh0!women say the1r role models are, and to see whether ro1e mode1 cho1ce
changed wi th age. While not denying that peop1e are sometimes not fu]]y con-

-

scious of who- the1r role models m1ght~be—~aatobtograph1ra1 accounts suggest,

~

that frequently peop]e are aware of.whp provides them w1th information and

.def1nes poss1b111t1es for them (cf Douvan, 1976). He hoped that such an ap-

proach m1ght br1ng about ‘more order to the area and u1t1mate1y 1ead to ‘more

systematic investigation of the effects of ro]e models on aqh1evemenﬁ, : .

“
~ 5

Because of the conceptua] confu51on surround1ng the definition of a role

;

mode], and because we w1shed to Took at whom women chose as their ro]e mode]s
as a function of age, we had a d1ff1cu1t time arriving at'the‘proper way to
* ask people dhout the?f’?%]e‘mode1s. We‘finajly deciged.to simply asg women

whom they wanted to be 1ike or model themselves.after. ‘ he hoped toldetermine v

LN

whether these cho+ces fel 1nto mean1ngfu1 categor1es, whether thede categor1es

Y

were similar to those chosen by past ;nve§t1gators, whether cafegor1es4changed p

L)

with age,’ and whether women chose the same modelé as. men. . - - o %7"
! 1 MethOd e " - s '
o g
Questionna¥res weré.constructed which asked for age, sex. employment status,
\ ' N & > o % o
. . K ‘
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and the following question to be.answeyéd<in~an open-ended fashion:‘ "Who,.if

v N

anyone: are the people (or pegson) you would most like to be 1ikel. That is,
. who are the people .you try to model youréé]f after? If the persons are not

* Widely known, describé whq they are. If there is no such person, write. ho

* a
F . one'."

J - . . .

These questionnaﬂres were distributed to the eighteen students enrolled -

“ina Psycho]ogy of Women extens1on course in a small Iowa town. As part of a-
class project,.each student was asked to distribute the quest1dhna1re>t0 a

minggium of five females and five males, with_no restriction on age. Students -

1 \'3"‘ : o P

were instructed not to actually pass out the forms to young children, but;to ,
ask eachhch11d, "Who would you most like' to be 1ike when you grow up?"

Two hundred fifty-four questionnaires were returned In addition, because
of the small number of co11ege aged persons in this samp1e, the quest1onna1 es
‘were d1str1buted to students in-a summer session: c]ass in Abnormal Psycho]ogy

Th1s gecon amp1e y1e1ded an add1t1ona1 26 usable quest1onna1res

i

A scanning of a random samp1ePof the quest1onna1res revea1ed‘that responses

’

could be coded into ten oategor1%? Fema]e Relative-a - .specific female relative
)
was named, e.g., my motherﬁ Auntte Em, Fema]e Nonrglative-a specific female was

<~

named, but there was . nou1ﬁd1cat1on that the person was re1ated to the respon-

‘ £

. dent, e.g., Betty Ford,{my teacher Ms. Smith; Male Relative-a specific male rel-.
ative was naped,” €.9., my father, Unc]e George Male Nonrelative-a spec1f1c male

was named, but there was no indication the person was re1a%ed to the respondent,

!
” ‘

e.g., Harry Truman, my minister Mr. Jones; Female 0ccupat1on no person was named,

but ?/trad1t1ona11y fema]e occupation was stated, e. g., [ want to be nurse,- LAL
* want* to be a’ secretary, Feminine Adjectives-no person or occupat1onewas named ,

but feminine traits'were indicated (cf, Broverman, et al., 1970; Spence &

}He1mreich 1978) I would Tlike to be warm and more open with my fr1ends" HMale

n0ccupat1on no person was named but a traditionally male oc;upat1on was stated




e.g., I want to be a truck driver, I want to be a baséba]] player with the :

3 <\ -

Yankees, MasCLﬂ1ne AdJéct1ves no person or occupat1on was named, but mascu11ne
traits were 1nd1cated (qf Brovennan, Broverman,j§1arkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1970,
Spence & He]mre1ch 1978), e. g , 1 want to be 1ndependent and important; Me-

the resandent named themse]ves,‘No One-the person wrote- the words "no one."

. The 280 respondents generated 355 responses Each subjects' responses were

rg

1ndependent1y oategor1zed by two of the authors. If a respondent gave more

o

’ ~than ope model, each model was recorded A third author. rev1ewed the catego-
rizatians and reso]ved the few d1fferences that existed between the coders
Exdmination of the data yielded by the aboVe ‘process revea1ed that the
following categor1es were too sparse1y populated to be analyzed Mg]e 0ccupa—.) )
‘tions Female Occupat1ons, Me, No One. S1nce the 0CCupat10nS categor1es were

s1m11ar to the AdJect1wes categories in that specific persons were not named, .

but sex- typ1ng was 1nd1cated Male Adjectives were combined. with Masculine

EEY

Occupations and ealled Mascu11ne Character1st1cs and Fema]e AdJect1ves and

\Fem1n1ne 0ccupat1ons were 11kew1se comb1ned into Fem1n1ne Character1st1cs

. ) Using a s1m11ar rat1ona1e “the Me and No One categories wereb;omb1ned - ]
- ’ d F1na11y, it was noted that +133 of the 355 responses were generate&be 56 ’//421///

subgects who 1nd1cated roTZ»mode]s in two or more categor1es Since_the ap- <
‘propr1ate ana1ys1s of these data required that each subject fa11 into only one f
category, only the first ro1e modél Tisted by each of these subjects was used Can
in the data ana]ys1s to'Foilow. Two respondents were dropped from the analysis.

because the seX of the role model could not-be determined (e.g. ; "parents"),
Thus, ‘the ana]yses were performed on 278 responses y1e1ded by 278 respondents

"Independent “variables. The 1ndependent var1ab1es were sex of respondent

and respondent age. Age was def1ned as six ad hoc groups Ear]y Childhood- “N
4 to 8; Late Ch11dhood 9 to 11 Adolescence- 12 to- 17 Ear]y Adu]thood- 18 to

.
s ) - xS - ) . Yy . 4




,square ana19s1s showed that ro]e model choice was dependent upon ag\\ond/or

role model se1ection.' : . -

.tics, and-underchose female relatives and female nonrelatives.

. - : . ~ 6 .

25. MiddTe Adulthood- 26-39; and Late Adulthood- 40 or oldéy, Table 1 presents
the age and sex distribution of . the_sampie. ‘

. . .

Ansert Table 1 about here

e

|
___________________ ~——— - .

-~ Dependent measure. , Role model choice was the dependent vahigb]e. which

Relatiye, Male Re]at1ve ‘Female Nonre1at1ve Ma]e Monrelative, Fenpn1ne Char-

acteristics, Masculine Characteristics, and Me/No One.
o4,

) Resu?ts

-

A6 (Age) X 2 (Sex of Subject)\ (Ro1e Model Choice) multivariate Chit

4
sex, X2(65) 283. 78 p < 001‘ Therefore a series of two-way Chi- square
%
analyses were performed to invéstigate the spet1f1c effects of sex and age 0n

P

Sex Effects

Table 2 shows the data for ro]e model cho1ce as a funct1on of“subJect Sex,,

" which revea]ed a statistically significant effect, Xz(fs 123 46, p < .0001. -

Same- sex nonrelatives and me/np one were the most frequent1y chosen cédtegories,
fo]]owed\\y same-gex relatives, Female subjects overchose fema]e relatives

and femahe nonrelatives-and underchose male relatives and nonre]at1ves Wa]e

subjects dverchose male relatives, male nonrélatives, and mascu11ne cha(acteris-

-

.
d . »
A e e m——————————— N
N ° -

>

: V"« Insert Table 2 about here

wa g;gressed as one of the fo110w1ng seven categor1es (def1ned above): Female.




Inspection of fab]e 2 suggested that whtﬁe.both'women qnd men chese pre- .

N

dominantly mode]s of the same Sex, fema]es may be more likety to choose cross-
{

sex mode]s than males. A s1gn1f1cant 2(sex of subJect) x 2 (same versus cCross-

1sex mode] choice thi-square ana1ys1s, 5?(1) = 11.13, p < .00T", revealed that

*

this was ihdeed the.case.b These data are presented 1n Table 3 Addttiona]]},
wa? (same'versus cross-sex role model choice) x 6 (rp]e model” category) re-’

vea]ed a significant effect, X2(5) = 11. 29 .05, showing that mele non-

re1at1Ves and masculine characterﬂst1cs were fema]es*‘nkst frequent1y chosen

| crosssex role model cho1ces Theée data are presented in Table 4. Near1y

* ——

ten percent of the females designated a cross-sex model, while only one percent
. . . ( =

of the maleg did so.

Insert Tables 3 and 4 about here’

T R [
) . .
Age Effects
Table 5 shows the distribution of role model choices by age. A 6 _(Age) x

7 (Role Model Category) Chi-square analysis revealed that role model chice did
2
(

not vary as a function of respondent age, X 30) = 39.95, p.< 1. Despite =

" the nons1gn1f1cance, examination of Table 5 suogests age d1ﬁferences in_the use

e *

P

‘of the Me/No and relative categories. Ch1 square analyses performed on each of

.-

'these categories separately failed to find significant effects.

+
v

)

>
-

~A1thoﬁgh the danger of -obtaining épurious1y signf?ﬁcant results was in-
creased, thref more Chi-square ana]yses were carr1ed out in an attempt to 1den- v

: ~
tify a refationship between age and role model des1gnat1on A 2 (same versus

crpss-sex ro]e model choice) x 6 (Age) Ch1 square dnd not attain significanse,

v .
. .

vt

%
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nor did additionat analyses for gach sex of respondent separately.
4 : o » ’ ) ' . %
Descriptive Analysis of Female Role Model Choices - . .

Table 6 presents a Lmre de%ai]ed déscniptioh of the role model choices made ° .

s .

by females. Intergsting]y, mpthers and fema]e‘teéchers, the most ?reddent]y

" studied role mode]s,_wére not the most frequently mentioned choices. In fact,
these two categories adcouﬁtqd for only 17" of the'choices. Rarely studied,

.

but more frequently listed, are féha]e ent®rtainers (22) and famous women (12)
AR -

who were chosen by nearly one-quarter (24.17%) of the women in this sgmp1e. Two

kal

additional aspects of Table 6 merit mention. Women most- frequently either 1jsted'
no one as their role model or Tisted themselveg/(36.2“)t When we add to .then
’ ™
_,the/women who listed occupations or characteristics, these mode1less women com-

‘prise 44% of our sample. Finally, eleven subjécts (8%) ]i§ted_5 specific male

as their ro]e'mode1. . . .,

L4
' g . n .
N N ~
) —---‘ --------------------
s

Discussion

The present‘investigatibﬁ resultéd in four main findings: (1) females

1y

. A
and males edch chose predominantly. same-sext models, but'(2) females were more \
17kely than male$ to make cross-sex choices, and (3) these findings were un-

affected by the age of the respondentl\ fhe’fourth result-is thgt females'

>

predomiﬁant éhoice was no role model at all, followed by 7ema1e entertainers,
/ . mothers, famous women, male nonrelatives, and. female teachers./
. ] . .
That jndividuals chose primarily role models of the same sex is not sur-

>‘brising; Basow and Howe (1980) reported th?t individuals indicate they.are more
L

¥

influenced bytéame-sex_than cross-sex others. Likewise, we were nqt startled

/ . & N

to learn that females made more cross-sex choices than males given the higher
% ° .a‘ ' ‘\ B '. A'

- S

- I} —




status of males in-our society ahd their greater visibilily in the media (cf. -
:Unger 19;5) Us1ng very different methods . Basow and Howe found that femaTes‘
reported being more 1nf1uenced by males than males Féported be1nq anf1uonced

by . fema]es \ Whether cross- sex)ro1e hmde1s are as, effect1ve as same-sex models .
is open to quest1on In the preseﬁt study we were not ab]e to Obt&ln data on
our resoondents"achieyementigoa1s or actual accomp11shments. ‘Goldstein (1979)

using & measure of productivity, found‘that female Ph.D.s who had a female major )

i

professor‘were more productive than those who had male majo;’professors- however,

\

Go]dste1n d1d not determ1ne whether her respondents saw the1r major professors

- as role mode]s. Thus it 1is 1mposs1b1e to determ1ne whether her results are due

to role modeling or a differénce jn'the way the students were treated as a‘func-

. . - ¢ @

tion of .sex of major professor.

AT The stability of role model choice across the -age span is noteworthy. De-

—

spite repeateq/attempts (and repeated violations of independence of analysis

y

and hence inflated alpha error) ho significant‘re1ationship with age was wun-
.~ covered. Examination of the individual responses indicates that the content

.‘changed as a function of age but not the category itself. For, example, under

N

enterta1ners, the most frequegx choice for young girls was Cheryl T1ege wh11e

L4 -

young women listed Barbara Streisand. For other categornies such as mother and

AN

fema]e teachers, no effect due to age was apparent. It would be ihteresting for

-

future researth—to<examine the extent to which individuals do ma1nta1n the séme

role model or same role model category across the life span, and the relation-

ship of role mode]fstab111ty to achievement behaviors."

.

N ~ . .
- In comparison with past research.which Nas focused attention almost solely
on mothers and female teachers as role models, the present-study revealed that

role model choices are far more varied. While women do mention mothers and fe-

Ny O

male teachers, thex}a]so list politicians, movie stars, fr1ends, co]leagues, rock - !

- . .
‘ - ’ N ~ . v
] .o - - ~
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‘stars, and men. The next step is to determine the effects of- role model choice -

on actual achievement geals apd achievement behaviag, )

e

Finally, as pointed out earlier, the method of determining-role models dif- )

fered in this resedarch from baét studies. We assumed a role model is someone
an individual conceptualizes and chooses, rather than an individual designated:
/ T ] -

by the investigator. We suspect that man§ peoplé, including female teachers

and mothers, influence the achievement behaviors of women, but we would prefer

—_—

to see the term "role model" used only when there is evidence that the respondent

»

‘ \4A
conceptualizes anothe(\ii\i person she wishes to be 1ike.
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. ) ~ Footnote ~ ‘ ;

' . LT . _ F,

1. Ten questionnaires had to be eliminated froﬁ\éhe college sample: " Two ‘
because no sex was indicated, two because the responses were bizzare '
and cTearly not j;ﬁ%egs, and six because the students were foreign, ° SR

. .No questionnaires were eliminated from the Mason City sample, as
students in the class had already omitted those which were illegible -
L g N « - . - °
"~ -or incomplete:
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A Sex, Age, and Squ'rce of Sample
Females Males
Mason -, Female Mason Male Row
Age City I1SU Total City .ISU Total , Total
"4-8 13 - 13 1377 - 13 26
9-11 25 - \ 25 33 - - 33 7 58
12-17 29 - 29 27 L 27+ 56 .°
18-25 14 13 27 14 10 24 51
26-39 24 2 26 24 g 25 . 51
40+ 21, - 2 15 - 15 . 36 /
Column Totals . 126 15 T {26 11 13T 278
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Téb]? 2. -

Frequency of Role Mode! Choice by Subject

‘Role ModeJ'Categorxf“ . Fémales - Males Row Totals

A

Female Ré]atives . ’ : 19
Male Relatives - : ] + 20
Female Nonre]gtives ‘. . . "~ 50 -
'Ma1e Nonre]étfves . i - . 64
Feminine Chargcteristics . : - .8
Masculine Chéracteristics C. - \ : 20
Me/No One | : . 51 | 97

] ‘ .

Columr Totals 141

-
A

Note: Cells which contributed substantially to the Chi-square statistic °
.are indicated by a "+" if the observed value was greater than the expected
value, and a "-" if the observed value was less than the expected value
_(cf. Helwig & Council, 1979). :
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* Table 3. . y
? : N i /e
. Frequency of Same or Cross-sex -Role Model
Choice by Subject Sex 1. )
Role Model . Females Males Row Totals
v h\‘ °
Same-Sex 75 89 ,. 164
Cross-Sex 15" : 2 17 ,
> w . " . ~
Column Totals 90 L 9 : 181
Note: Cells: Cells which contributed substantially to the Chi-
square statistic are indicated by a "+" if the observed value was
greater than the expected value, and a "-""if the obsenved value
-was less, than the expected valug (c.f. Helwig & Council,™1979).
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Table 4 -\
\ | * Frequency of Same or Cross-sex Rale Model
\ - o y Choice by Role Modei Qéteégry

- Rple Model Category Séme—sex «  Cross-sex Row Totals
\ Female Relatives | L 19" 0 19
Male Relatives ' ‘ 19 1 ) 20
) Female Nonfe]atives' . 49. v ) - 50
\* - Male Nonrelatijves 54 j0+ . ' 64
& Femiﬁﬁne Characteristics - 7 ] "3
\ Masculine Characteri%tids ‘16 3" | 20
| 164 17 ST

y ' Column Totals \\

Note: Cells which contributed substantially to the Ch%;square statistic

\ ar%ujndicated by a "+' if the observed value was greater than the expected
d value was_less than the expected va1u%.

vatue, and

& |
\ \
i -
}
~ —
g S
3 ‘ - ;
[}
\ /

‘ “." if the observe
| (cfi Helwig'& Council, 1979).
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T4ble 5

- Frequency of Role Model Choice by Age Grouping

' iy Early Late Early’ Middle Late . <

Role Model Category childhood childhood Adolescence- adulthood adulthood, adulthood  Row Totalss
Female Relatives -5 2 2 3 5 2 19
Male Relatives & - 5 5 3 0 2 20
Female Honrelatives 4 14 13 7 6 B 50
Male Nanrg]ativeg \ 7 t 16 11 ' ;12< . i4 4- a64
Feminine Characteristics 0 1 1 2 3 1 B
Muscaline Chargcte}istics 2 5 4 4 v 4 1 20 -
Me/No One : 3 15 20 o 19 20* 97
CoTum Totals, 26 58 56 51 51 ° 36 . 278

-

I
|
i
|

A)

ved value was larger than the expected value,
(cf. Helwig & Council, 1979). -

Note: Calls which contributed substantiaijy to the Chi-square statistic

‘ 4 *

—— -

are indicated by a "+" if the obser-

and a "-" if the observed value was less than the expected value
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Role Model Choices of Female Subjects
“ No Specific. Model Named: 62
o . :
- Me/No One " ¢ 51 . }
. . M N £ y
Characteristics/Occupations n .,
r\ ~ 7 ‘5
: Specific Model Named™ ‘ 79° . -
. AT I
% Yfemale Entertainers . ¢ 42° f .
Mother\ . ‘ ‘ - IS 16 ’ .
. PEamous Women ' O A
"‘~ CMale Nonrelatives ’ 90 B .'i?‘f;
+ * . . . ° P - . ) -
Female Teachers . L 9T '
.. .. 1 \. v . »
Peers/Friends ¢ . "6 . ) h
. . e Q“ v
Other Female Relative » - 4
. ' . : P -
’ Father . , KR I
. ) e e
Total . ‘ ; 143 :
S t :‘ .
. . Y ’f - >
A
* ncludes Movie & TV Stars, Singers. ~
binctudes public figyres, well=known ath]étes, ~ .
@ < ¢ 5
persons known for their accomplishments,
CA11 times when a man other than a male relative
' ' o ‘ ' x : ‘
‘was named, * - RN, <
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