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Parental sex—typed perceptions of infants &t two
different ages were examined in this study. Twenty-nine primiparous.
couples were :ecruxxed from a local hospital where they had been

~ participating in various childbirth and child-care education .
programs. Sxxteeﬂ\wczg parents of boys, and 13 were parents of girls.
First when-their children were 5 to 9 months old and agaxn ‘when they
were 12 to 17 months old, all parents completed questionnaires

- consisting of 20 bipolar word pairs arranged on 7-point scales.
Parents were asked to circle the poxnt on the scale which most
closely represented their. perceptxon of their child. Results
indicated that both parents' perceptions of daughters differed rather
consxstently and often significagptly from perceptions of sons. On
both quéstxonnaxre administrations, boys were seen as more

T aggressive, firmer, ‘'bigger, calmer, rougher, more stubborn, apnd less

easily scared than girls. For the second administration only, boys

? were regarded as significan®ly noisier and Yess cuddly than girls. It
—ags concluded that) at both ages, parents do stereotype thei?‘quants
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Parent; of first-born thlldren responded to a

questionnalre concerning perceptlg%s of
»
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thelr infants at

——

age 5-9 months. and egein when their children were 12- 17

months old., Half were parents of boys,

«

in sex-stereotypic fashion. ,)
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v ~ (1) Title of Paper |

Parental sex-typed perceptians of qheir iﬁfahts. .,\\\ \/> )
" at two dif}erenf ages | \Q\J<~L
t Mk\ . 7. T e
) (2) Topical Session Preference
DgVelineqtal. Infaht. Sex Differences
| ~ . -
(3) Problem
It seems palpably clear that sex-role steraotypés/exist.
_and there is general agreement among both men and women
- S
concerning the specific adjectives that are used in this steres-
typing proceés (Nilliams & Bennett, 1975) However, debate
still rages over whether thege stereotypes are a cause or an
eff;ctlof actual sex differences. In attempting to address
- thi; question, it seems fruitless to study indigiduals beyond
a‘certain age, since ;he socialization process confounds
. nature with nurture, making it impossible to separate their
. effects. . R . . 7
. When infants are s@dﬁfed. twd:?T?nds becowj apéarent.
NPV

FF§rst.'f§-‘gf any consigtent‘and significant sex /differences
emerge (Birns. 1976; Jacklin, mMaccoby, & Dick, Y973; Maccoby &

¢Jack11n, 1974; mOss. 1974) The 'second trend 's .that parents
and _others do perqflve and behave toward An aﬁts dlfferentially
as though be differences do exist (Condry/a Condry. 18764
Fagpt, 1974; Gurwitz ¢ Qodge, 1975; Lewis, 1972a, 1972b;
Suavey; Katz, & Zelk, 1975; Sidorowicz & Lunﬁey; 198q; Smiéh

»~

. . & Lloyd, 1578). o o
. ’_., e, :
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The parentai sex-stereotyping process begins a$ early as |
the first 24 hours of life (Rdbin.‘vrqxemzano. & Luria, 1974).

However, no study to date has attempted to ‘tap paepntal . i
“

perceptions. when their children were Beyond‘};e neonatal stage,

. - and befora the toddler stage when socialization has already had
r ’ \ “. . .
fficient impact to produce observed sex differences. If such

d\ffarencas in perception do appear, when in reality we know
that actual difflerences are éi best weak an& inconsistent, fhis

« result mopld indicate support for th social leayning explana-

\ N\

' ticn of s%;‘role differentiat%pn and development.

4
” N /‘ ;
- (4) Subjects

-

The subjects were 29 g;imiparous couples recruited from

. ’ .
a local hospital at which they had been participeting in\various

childbirth and child-care educajion programs. <Sixteen were

parents of boys, and 13 were pzrents of girls,

e

i

(5) Procedure

The parents completed questfbncaires consisting of 20

]

. bipolar word pairs arranged on seven-point -scales (see Table 1).
Parents were agted to circle the paint on- the scale mthh most

closely represented tbel? perception of thelr Chlld. The

'parants First completed the questlonnalres when their chlldren

were 5-9 months old, They were contacted again pver half a
. . - o
year later, and compl ted the questionnaires a second time,

when their ch;lﬁren were 12417 months old. For this second

questionnaire administration, two sets of parents failed t8
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participate, redueing the sample size to 15 sets of parents

- of boys, and 12 sets of parents ofsgirls.

-

.. (6) Results

o The means for each of the 20 .scaled %iems are displayed
in Table 1’‘as a function of sex of inéant-for,the two question-
nsire administrations. The evalustions of daughters differed
ratherjnonsiétently and often sig?ificantlyyfrom those\of sons,
collapsing acioss sex.pf the parents. Only two items reached
statistical significance on both administrations:. Boys were o ~
seen as signtficantly more sturdy and more masculine. ‘However,
eight other items eithe; approached significance on both
administpetions, or were significant for one and approaqh;d
L signffié::ce for the other: Boys were seen as more aggressive,
firmer, bigger, calmer, rougher, more da%ing, more stubbeorn,
ané less easily scared f?en\girls.' Finaily, fot the second
(12-17 months old) admtnistretion\only, b;ys‘wéré perceived,
at significantly noisier and less cuddfy than girls.
_ ‘(7)_Implication§ and Conclusions
The major finding of this study was tqf demonstration thnt, f
parents.stéreotype their infants in a sex-tngd fashion. in -
spite of the absence of "objective” measur;ble sex differefces.
As Rubin, érovénzano. & Lurie (1974) pointea“out, this process
'begins.at birtn. with the 8&tereotyping centering on physical
: traits, such as big-little. By.the time theign?ants have

¢

reached the age of S5-9 months, this stereot;ping extends to
’ [ 4

4
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psychqlogical traits (such as delicate-stprdy). as well, .By ;
‘pre-school aga. most of these steqeotyp’é have indeed become

true (Birns. 1976)*\’The questlon is, do these parental per=-
ceptions somehbw translate them lves into differential behavior

uhicb then produces these differences7« Or are o%r behavioral
measures‘;oo 1naensitive to detect these differences during (
L .

infancy. differences which the parents (somehow) are ble to

discern? : eénativelx. it -might be that}the. parental ber- .

ceptions are indeed only "in the eye of t olders," yet are |

without any effect on their infants who are d

e ined to develop

these sex d;ffe;ences biologically over the next several years
. of maturation. - ~ \ ‘ - . 4
| Of these three competing explanations, the /first seems to
be the most compelling, and has received some I direct enpirical
- aupport (Coldberg & Lewis, 1969; Lewis, 19722, 19725; Seavey,

~ Katz, & Zalk, 1975) fore recently, a comblnatlon of soc1al-
¢ s
learning and cognitive~ -developmentel explametions has received

\f some theoreticaévsupport. Lewis & Weinraub (1979) hypothesized

that ever if di erent1a1 parental reinforcement does not

*contribute direct}y to the development of sex-typed behavior,
o

it mwmay st111 aervp to establlsh in the child's Mnd that,
e rewards can be obtained by conformlng to sex-appropriate -

standards.,.._The child’'s tésk may be to develop sex-role

knopledge andfto'chaose-apprdpriate-sexed behaviors.” This

.

approach is in-'substantial agreement with that) of Congtantinople
.- f ,

(1979), who claimed that infants may have an inherent readiness.

.

="

j to attend to Qender-—relate%’stlmulj:._ Thus pafents, may provi;d’e
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sexatyped labels which-are readily absorbed by their chlldren ;)
due to differsntial reinforcemen} and observatlonai learning. '
Once the label *boy" or ”girl”‘has'ceen 1nternalizeq. it
provides a cue fpr‘subsequent behadlor. ‘.
Further extensions of the present study ar; mandator;i
. / studies nhich wo‘ld assess early parental pegceptlons of and .
behaviors toward theit .children, and subsequent actual“devel-
opment ‘of the children over the first ;our of five years ::
life. It would ce inr esting to s%e if parents interact u}ih
 their cfildren as a functicbVof how "they perceive .them, or as
a function'of.how they actually develop. A.longitudinql study
. might help to discrimicate between these two explanatidns, o
especia&ly if it turns oyt that parental perceptions and biases’
(such as the 1mportance they place on the masculinlty or -~
femininity of their child) differ before their infant's behaJ&or
differentiates itself, and Eﬁ; behevior develcps in accord with
the parental perceptions and biases. If this is indeed the .-
case, the "eye of the beholder"” effect might then be extended | ,
from a mere perceptual sﬁencmenon'tc one that hes actual impact

]
\

on behavior. * K
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Table 1 S 4

Mean Parentel Ratings for 208ipolar Adjectives .
as a‘Function of Sex and Age of gnfant

Sex and Age of Infants

o 5-9 Months *_12.—13' Months
Bipolar Adjectives : Boys Girls Buys "Girls
Delicate-Sturdy 6.257%% 4,77 6.10 #+ 4,92

. Aggressive-Unaggressive 2.75 # 3,38 2.30 *  2.63c
Shy-Outgoing 5.56 *# 5,12 5,57 5,79
Fussy-Easy Going ] 5.1? 5.46 4,90 5.25
Quiet-Noisy "L a.56 ¢ 4,19 5,10 ** 4,29
MBssy-Nea:\\\\\ 4,09 4,23 4.00 3.92
Firm-Soft : 3.28 + 4,08 2.60 * ,3.46
'Nhiny-UnEbmplaining 4,97 - 5.19 4,37 */ 4,83 -
Active-Inactiveé 1..56 1.65 1,13 » 1,29
Sociable-Unsocisble 1.69 1.96 1,60 1,58
Interested in People-Objects  2.69 *  3.50- 3,03 2.92
‘Masculine-Feminine : 1,78 #** 5,96 1,43 #+ 6,00
Cuddly-Not Cuddly . 1.81 1.65 2.93 =+ 2,00
Big-Little . - 2,59 ##\"3,73° "3,00 * 3.83
Dependent -Independent 3.88 3.58 5,00 ¢ 4.92
Excitable-Calm ' 3,38 *+ 2,42 3,20 *  2.67
gontle-Rough . 4,28 * 3,77 5.03 #+ 4,38
Dgring-tautiqus s 2,28 **., 2,96 2,33 * 2479
Stubborn-Not Stubborn - 2,91 #+ 3,54 2,23 2.
an}ly-ﬂot Easi{1\§cared 4,31 # "3.54 4,73 *+ 4.04

*+ Approached Significance (.05¢p<¢.15) = plp5 ¢

NQTE; The lergef the mean, the more the perception weas in the
direction of the second (right-hand)'adjective in each _pair.
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