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The question that interested us when we began our research ‘program on sex
‘stereotyping in“children was the degree to which children used these sex~typed

expectations to make evaluative judgments. If children develop their sex

stereotypes simply as a way to facilitate dealing with a social world that

‘seems highlx complex, these stereotypes might not repreéent'an issue of great

concern. To the extent that these stereotypes represent somewhat accurate,

although overly simplified views of the social world, theyimay be no more than
. ]

a beginner’s assessment of the way things seem to be. When a child indicawes

that nurses must be female, this may be no more than a reflection of the fact

'
-

that the child has experienced almo '“nonfemale nurses. In other words, an

indication of the world as it has presented itself to the child. ' The child’'s

1

desire to be correct, and to créate a world sufficiently simple ‘that it can be
dealt with, may produce a seemingly rigid, but,essentiélly harmless adherence

to these categctizations. As therchild is exposed to a more varied world, with

.

instendfemtnat'contradict the simple structure that initially emerges, the

tendency to respond according to these stereotypes should ‘diminish.
o

On the other hand if the child treats the sex-typed categdrization scheme
as the definition of the socially correct pattern,, then varlatiOna from the

expected will be perceived not jhst as deviations to be considered in terms of

' | ./\q
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the possihle impllcations for. the structure that has developed but as

evaluatively 1nappropr1ate and probably inferior instances. This application

of the stereotype would seem to be problematic, since it will lead to reJection

of counterstereotypic instances and a failure to revise the stereotype based on

experience. These effects are not limited to the child’s rejection of opposite

sex activities for the self but extend to ‘the devaluation of those others who

'may engage in cross sex—typed behaviors and to devaluption of the performances.

: . L A 7 .
of these sex role violators. Sex role consistency becomes not fust. expected,

. [N

~w

it becomes the only acceptable'pattern.

€ : . - »
Our initial project involved presenting children with a series .of sex .

typed activities and asking them to indicate whether a male or a female would

~

most likely perform the activity. These data would provide us with a clear
. " : . l . " e

basis for assuming that the children did, .in.fact, hold sex stereotypic views

of the activities. We also wanted to assess deyélOpmental‘differencésﬁ to

identify the age at which- the stereotypes became clear and,'possibly, the age

at whlch‘they no longer operated. s

.
v,

The first study in the series was carrie¢ out as a senior project by Linda
\ ) ' ‘ ' .
Gettys. The children ranged in age from 2 1/2 to 8 years, with approximately
equal‘numbers of males and females in each of three age groupings. The
children were seated at a table and presented'with two adult dolls, Barbie and
Ken. The dolls were: dressed as similarly as possihle, and the positioning of
the dolls was varied fsom child to child.'. The child was told that the

experimenter would call out some "jobs that people do", and the child’s task

**" was to indicate who would do the job by pointing to one of -the two dolls. The

roles selected were occupations which had been found in research with adults to

DR
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be identified as sex-typed roles. There were 5 female and 5 male.rolqﬁl

£ i

" Thé responses were scored by assigning 0 when the ‘male dQLJ/was selected

[N
- ) 1

and a I when the fémélg doll was 1indicated. The datauwéfé analyzed with sex of
. : ) ‘< S ¥

A .

child and‘age of child (B;lévels) as between grpups factors and sex-type of
role as a within groups factor. Ihe sex-type of rple main effecp.and its
iﬁteractibn with age were*significént. The children clearly distinguished | Rt
,beégeeﬁ the feﬁalg and the_maie ;oles, assigning_theffemale EB the femalg goleé
f?nd the male to the male roles, and demonétratiné a recognition of the sex

stereotypes consistent with adults’ Views. The interaction with age indicated

.

théc the distinction between roles increased with.age, although the difference
‘between roles Qas gigaifiéanﬁ at each gge'level. Thé results of this initial
investigationlsuggested'that children';ere aware of'thgse sex stereotypes at a
~very early'age,pas eariy as 2 1/2 years of age, and that the tendency to

‘categorize according to sex increased through age 8 years.

0 .o, . \ .

L 1 ~

Having determined that the children recognized the sex-typed distinctions
among roles, our next project was designed to assess for the presence of
+ ) ~ . .

evaluative differences that corresponded with the stereotypic expectations. -

-

This study was performed by Jeanne Hdight as her senior project. . The |
procédures were very similar to those in the first study; but only older

children were used as participants because of thé types of judgments to 'be

made. The c¢hildren ranged in age from 5 l/ﬁ to 9 years and were divided into

three age éroupidgs.\ The same two adult dolls were used &s stimuli, but 16 |

roles were used rather thénljust 10, again the roles were évenly’divided.

. Hetween female and'male sex-typed roles. The child was told that the two

"people' represented by the dolls both'performed the job described. The
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child’s task was to indicate which person did the job best. . If the

e NS _ :
Stereotyping by children is nonevaluative, informing the child that both a male

and ‘a female enga*e in the activity should make the performers equivalent and

1ead to a random pattern of choices of the female or male doll. Alternativeiy,

if perceived category membership-implies competence, .and conversely,

nonmembefship equals incompetence, then .the same paftern of results should

emerge whether the question asked involﬁedwmembership or’competenee: Results

"were scored by aésigning 0 when the male doll was selected and a 1 when the“

. '
. ]

female was chosen. If the child indicated "both", this was recorded, but then

a choice was requested. Less than 1% gf all responses were "both",
R

' -
As in the.initiai study, the sex—type of role main effect and sex—-type of

role by age of child interaction ‘were significant. - In addition, the sek of

-
’

\child main effect wasvsignificant. Again the children at each of’ the age

Y

~levels clearly distinguished between the roles in a sex stereotypic‘manner,

with the degree of separation increasing’with age. The female doll was
1 , . L3 .

i

selected as the'sdperior,performer when the role’was female sex~typed and the.
. .
male dol]l was selected for the male sex-typed activities. The sex of child

main effect revealed a tendency by the children to select the same .sex doll.

Apﬁarently, children base their evaluations of likely competence on the"

LY

category membership of the performer. If the task is a stereotypically female
. 1 .

task, then the femdle must be more competent, while males are supgrior‘at ’

stereotypicalry male tasks. 'Note the single exception to,this pattern occurred
for the actiyityl"banker", where chiidren assumed the female would be superior
to the male. In retrospect, it seems possible that the children defined. banker

as the bank teller, the person they most likely see in their visits to banks,

and this activity is sex-typed as female. This deviation actually represents °

A
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further support forr the asspmption that children~are simply attempting o’

-

categorize according to their experiences.. Unfortunately, bv using category -

membership as an evaluative guideline, they are going beyond the necessary and‘

appropriate application of their defi#ea schema.Q ' " &

In the third siudy of xthe series, we wanted to design a procedure which
would allow children to express the strength of their beliefs im-éex~rypedi
evaluations of competence. In the first two:studies the child had been asked

¥ - . ..
to make a dichotomous choice between the male or the female doll. With that -
e . .

procedure, it Was not possible to assess whether the child believed‘the

 stereotypically consistent performer‘was just slightly superior, or vastly

.

,Superior. Indeed, the safe response in that situation might have been to

L4

choose the gtereotype consistent performer even when no,-or only slight\

- R4 P

differences were perceived to exist. The stimuli for this study weré»the same.

_ : . )
as those in the two previous Qfojects, but the dependent measure required that

A Y
3

the t%ild allorate a pile of 10 plastic chips between the two dolls to indicate

a relative ‘evaluation of thé person’s likei competence at the activity
p eLy P

destribed. The children were tralned in the usc of the chips by presenting

4

pairs of drawings ‘of familiar objects which had been created to be of similar

.

euality.or of very differenl‘quality. ‘Thevexperimenter demonstrated the use of

the chips forftwo paizs of drawings, and then the child indicated an er¥aluation

! \

- ‘\ . <k
for a third pair. It was made clear that any division of the chips was

possible, from a 0--10 splitjto‘a 5~-5 gplit. When_the experimenter was

e - o~
i '

- ' . 1
certain that the chi®™ understood the requirements, the dolls were presented

ana'the roles were, described. As {h the previous study, the experimenter made

' '

‘a point of telling the child that both people did perform the activity

, . . . .
presented. The children in this study ranged in age from 5 1/2 to 9 years, and

' , : R 6 -
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there were 12 of each sex at each of three age groupings: Eight activities
v o .

H
'

were used, four female and four male sex~typed roles. '}

0 ] R : . . - -
J

-,

The responses were scored by counting the number of chips allocated to the

-female: doll and averaging the respohses,for the'fourvfemale and four male

roles. The analysis ylelded the exact same pattern as ;hat obtained in the

. LY ! . . .
previous study. The ‘sex-type of role main effect and the interaction with age
)y . . *

were significant, as was the gex ofi child main effect. As before, the children

evidenced strong's;ereot&pes in judging'likely competence at the activities,

.
.

and this tendency, while significant at each age level, didiipgrease in

strength with age. The sex of child ef fece again revealed a bias tbwa;d the‘
same sex performéL,' Wo™h noting, however, is tﬁe degree of differentiatidn
that’takes placebwhen the(éhilégén.can make relativé evaluations. Chiﬁs vere

allocated with p‘tlear'bias toward the stereotype consistent performer; but the

differences ‘were not extreme. Ovérall, the ratings were much closer to the

1

’ : ; . - 5
- midpoint evaluation of équal,competence than thesendpoints representing an

absolute dependence'on the stereotype. The average number of chips assigned

for the male occupations was jusf under A.(3.§2), agd the average allocated for
the female act;01ttes was less than'waS;ﬁs).) For the female activities, 287
of the ratings were eveh distributions of ghe chips, while 24X of the ratings
of mdle activities were even. Obviously, children do not aasﬁme thét the

counterstereotypic performer will be totallv incompetent, although they do see

] . o ‘ : :
moderate, and consistent, differences.

‘ N » ‘ o | . ,
We alss collected data on a new dependent measure in this stldy, baged in

part on findings like those reported by Signorella and’'Liben, and Martin and
. . ' .

. Halverson indicating memory deficits for counterstereotypic portréyals. After

» ' 1 —

//,‘!
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‘ the child had responded to the last activityf we asked for recall oi the
activity that had' been presented - The experimenter pointed to the doll on: the

right, and asked the child what activity it was that this peNson performed.

. | .
Since doll position and.activity order had’been controlled for, we had
B . - . .

approximately equal'numbere of male-and .female instances,

v

and stereotype

consistent and inconsistent pairings of doll and activity; A chi-square

comparison assessing the frequency'of correct recall as a function of the

consistency revealed that the childreu had a much lower probability

P

stereotvpe

of ,correct recall when the.dpll pointed to had last been presented in a

counterstereotypic activity. There were no differences in the number of chips

allocated as a function of the accuracy of recall, and recall did not depend on

age or sex of the child. Even with the very short delays involved in this

-

procedure, children had considerable difficulty processing counterstereotypic

*information. Since responses on the chip allocation ,task were unaffected, it

would appear that the children vere méking a judgment concerning the sexrrole

»

appropriateness of the information presented, and then basing their evaluation

on this decision. Knowing that the’ match between the sex of ‘the performer and

o

the actiyity was inconsistent with the sex stereotype enabled the, child to‘make

]
- x

‘an evaluation, even when the specific information about the activity had been
. ' . ‘ s

lost. This would seem to support a schema-based model of sex stereotyping.

L |

( . : '
\

. " Two additional studies in this research program were carried out by Lindg

-

Gettys for her masters thesis. In the first study, she examined choices made

¢

by second, fourth ‘and sixth grade children when asked to imagine that they

”
needed a person to perform an activity for them and that they could select

The activities were presented using single sentence

‘descriptions} and choiEea were made oy pointing to one of two dolis._ This task

either a female or a male. '

3

5 |
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930&1& be quite similar ‘to assessing the perceived competence of the ind}vidunl‘

.at the éctivity. The primary difference from the earlier studyv {s the

‘inclusion of older children, extending the age range examined to 12 vear olds.

il

Twelve otcupational roles were presented, and for each (olé‘the experimenter - ‘

1

made it cleat thét both pedﬁ&e diakﬁhgage in the'activity.‘ Results from this

study replicated thL sex of , role main etfect that had been obtained in all the

prevtous studies, but failed to. produce the sex of role by age of child

-7
interaction. Chtldren at these ages still discriminated in their solections-
) \ s (L [ ] . .
based°¢n sex, but the tendency seems to have stabilized by thc sécond grade, .

showing no further increases or decreases.

- . ) N . [
S | ,.
s ' - * : .

[ - .
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The final study inlthe series again used children in grades 2, 4 and 6.
This time they were pfesenﬁed with one stimulus person at a‘time and asked to
mékc judgments on a four poing fating scale. Each child received 12‘different
activities, halprresented with a stereotype consistent performern andlhalf
nresented’with a counterstereotypic performef. Along with priefidescriptions
of the activity, each child received'a pictpfé depicting a persor in the
appropriate setting for the activity: ‘The descrip;tons reinforced the sex of
pcrfqrmer manipulation by 1ncludiné male or female pronouns. _Fhe questfon of
main interest asked the child to 1nd1cate~iETu goéd the ﬁerson‘deégcted probablv
whs at the job. An'anélysis of “the ratings reveaied no reiiable effects; The
children did not discriminate based on sex when the& nade 1nd1vidua1
evaluations of performers. All of the performers were judged as'ﬁighly skilled
at the activities. The implication is that children believe -both females and

males. can engagé in fhe‘activitiea and perform competently, but when a choice

. S

is fgquired, or a4 comparative evaluation is requested, they will resort to
. v ' ] . o . . .
their stereotyped expectancies to arrive at & judgment. A second possibility




~1s that the children are trying 'té give 'correct' answers when asked to decide
between a female or a male, but feel no such need when asked to evaluate a
particular performer. This remains an alternative explanation worth testihg.
.Taking the results of this series of investigations together, a number of
. . . :

!

cdnclﬁsions seem justified. First, it is quite clear that, in general,

children hold sex~typed views similar to those thét_emerge.in research with

¢ ot

adults.'fTHey'recognizebsex as a potential categorization variable, and they

apply it to many ac;ivitiés. The only: exception to this pattern‘ofksex-typed

i ~ r
"responding occurred when the children made independent evaluations of male and

~

- '

female pezformers rather than relative ratings. A number of explanations,for
this deviation seem plausible, if it is found to be a reliable varf?%ionﬂ
Children, in fact, may not‘berceive sex diffgrences on these tasks when the

comparison based uponksex ;s not made salient, If the sex'orlgendef schema 1is
. not activated, there may be less of“a tendency t; devalue c0un£erstéreotypic

performances. Alternatively, cﬂildrEn may' simply have a positivity bias whgn

rating adult behaviérs,.ratihg all édufzvbehavior as good. A second conclusion

concerns developmental changes. The adherence to this sex-based categorization

[

A strategy, at least for the activities we examined, seemed to increase up to

about 8 to 9 years of age. Although there was evidence for sex stereotyping at

v

every age level examined, from age 8 to 12 no additional increases were found.

Whether there are changes'after age 12 remains an issue for future

consiaeration. There is certainly abundant evidence of sex-tyﬁing by‘adults on

similar tasks, although the processes involved may turn out to be quite be
. \ . ‘ .

» ' K

dissimilar.

A third conclusion involves the children’s tendencies to equate stereotype

-

A U




T - 0

h\ Y v ) . v
. ¢ ) . ~ . V . ‘ .
' ' consistency with perceived competence. This application of the sex stereotype

.is of gredtest concern. There i8 an important distinction between observing

hat most doctors are male or that most nurses are female and’ believing that

female doctors or male nurses. are necessarily less competent., Such evaluative

. s a ‘I
pre judiees could greatly affect children’s career aspirations and perceptions “\\/

of potentia® role models, especially, éince these biases were held regardless of

.

the sex of the child. 'Female children were just as likely as male children to

/see the female doctor as less competent. The pervasiveness and §enerality'of

the sex stereotype’s infldence leave little room for optimism,cQFcerning easv

elimination of sex-typed behaviors. How can traditional sexhtypéﬂ roles be

1

avoided if counterstereotvpic role models are either rejected as less competent

or processed inefficiently, leading to biased recall or no recall? ‘The recall
‘ e

data collected in the third study would seem to indlcate that the children made -

a.very géneral‘judgvent concerning category appropriaténess, and based upon
{ that decision 'arrived at an evaluation. Their ratings reflected the sex

‘ (RN
stereotyped biases even when they could not recal] the specifics concerning the

f] t '

activity. Thus, for the child, the,sex stercotypes nct only describe the

soc;alwwoild, they define the.appropriate social world, and information about

' category appropriateness 1s sufficient to make mahy judgments.

1

Paper presented at APA Convention, Washingion, D.C., 1982
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Table . Percentuge of onlldren Selecting the Stereotype-consistent Noll

)

(from fettvs, I.bL: & Cann, A.)

2-71 vear olds

4-5 year olds  6-7 ygar olds

'

Tabie 2.
TN More Competent

Mzle Activities

_Doctor’ 67 . \§§ : R4
Police 67 Y 97
Mavor " 61 70 9!
basketbe.l plaver 83 90 ‘o0
Lonatruction worker ) 7 9R 97 .

' Female Activities
Secretarv 67 . 66 96
‘Teacher 78 90 G4
‘Dancer 61 ' 90 91
Model £7 72 bR
Librarian N 44 84 87

)
b

'y

Aotiviny

Malc/A(tfvlt‘er

v -

(irow Cann, A. & Haight, J: M.)

5.~-h% vear nlds

7-7% vear clds

v

bercentage of Chiliren Selecting the Sterentype-consistent D1l as

M-8 yeonr oldd

a-

Dortor S o 39 me
Police Otficer 8h 91 1
Truck Driver . 82 96 - 100
Mechanic , 68 89 Gv
Lawves LY 4 81
Boses 80 86 94 ,
Banker 42 34 30
rincipal 80 91 B9 :
”
Female Activities .
Secretar . 76 YA g
Teacher 8¢ 9R 9. .
Dancer 76 93 9 -
Model RO 77 .
L.ibrarian 74 70 Ay, y
Nurse 84 - 99 af
Casnier o bl . 62 hl
Comk t,f 75 , th . '
. .
o e — e & TR
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Table 3. Mean Number of Chips Allocated to the Stereotype-consistent Dell
: . (from Cann, A. & Garnett, A. K.) ‘ '
: - T o , .
 Activiety .7 Ageof Child ¢ . o
' ' ' 67-78 mths ©  79-95-mths ° 96-114 nths
: Male'Activities~ R e .f”f - ~‘f:
Policé Officer . 537 - 579  6.58
Truck Driver S 6.67° T 6.83 3 . 6.46 . - %
Doctor o - . 6.08 S 05.58 7.00
Principal " . o - 5.37 .. 5.62 5.62
Combined = . 5.87 596, . 6.42
" .Female Activities
Secretary - . 5.25 - .5.75. . 6.83
Nurse — 7.08 ) - 7.54 7.63
« Dancer : , 5.58 5.04" o T 633
- Teachér ‘ o 5.75 : . 5.79 6.58
Combined ot 592 6.03 6.84
o Higher nuhbersk%ﬁdicate-perceptions of greater competence
: K L K _ ’ - )
'v. . _’.ZN“
{
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