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Abstract

This study examined undergraduate students' attitudes and expectations

about future parenting experiences, especially their attitudes regarding the gender

preference for their first child. Findings revealed that female college students were more

likely to predict having a son as their first child. A strong preference for boys (92%) was

observed among the male college students (chi squareA= 61.2 p<.001). However, most

of the female college students (57%) predicted having daughters first. Prior research has

suggested that parents in general and fathers in specific demonstrate differing levels of

involvement and commitment when their child is of a favored gender or not. As family

life educators work with expectant parents, implications from this study may alert them to

this potentially important variable in the processes of early parenthood.
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Parents' gender preferences for children have been well documented in history,

and are embedded in cultural, religious, community, and societal norms. Children of a

particular gender are often more desired because of the perceived benefits or costs of

having a certain gender. Having male offspring once implied the continuity for the

family heritage, passing down of the family wealth/business (American women could not

inherit property until late 1800s and could not vote until 1912), providing financial,

farming, practical assistance and security for parents' old age. Some research has

indicated the preference for sons is still prominent especially in many countries like India

(Malhi, 1995) and China. A strong commitment to and expectation for a certain sex in

children has led to tragedies such as discrimination or even infanticide. Sex ratios at birth

vary across countries due to health, fertility rates, prenatal sex screening, sex-selective

abortion and some female births not being registered. Even if societies provided

unbiased health conditions and equal nutrition to both males and females, male mortality

rates are higher at any age from conception on (Smith and Smith, 1994).

Traditional values for many Asian countries have placed a premium on producing

male heirs, but recently there have been suggestions that this trend changing. Japan was

once a country with a strong preference for sons. Failure to produce a male heir used to

be grounds for divorce. Recent surveys showed that up to 75% of young Japanese

parents now prefer baby girls (Efron, 1995). This overwhelming enthusiasm for baby
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girls was easily observed from popular how-to-books and magazines, expensive services

for sex selection and clinics dispensing pink suppository jelly to help produce girls or

green for boys to assist couples in conceiving the child of their dreams. Reasons

supporting this preference for girls include factors such as the desire for a stronger bond

and stereotypes about girls (e.g., cuter, softer, easier to raise). Although the same level of

passion for baby girls was not observed in the United States, some stated that many

American women also fantasizes about giving birth to a baby girl (Klass, P., 2001).

The "match" of the child's gender to parent's preference could impact parent

child relations and interaction. Zimberoff and Hartman (1998) reported some parents

were actually traumatized when they learned that they did not get the child they had

wished for. A group of two hundred and twelve Swedish expectant mothers (ages 21-25)

participated in a study by Stattin and Klackenberg-Larsson (1991) and the participants

were interviewed several times before and after delivery. Prior to delivery, the majority

of the mothers (52.3%) wanted their first child to be a girl, 32.8% expressed a preference

for a boy, and the rest (14.9%) had no explicit preference. However, the mothers

indicated that in their opinion, more of the fathers wanted a son. Congruence or

incongruence (when the child's gender matched with parent's expectation or not) was

found to be an important predictor of parent-child Interactions. For example, mothers of

the incongruent girls reported less time playing with their child than did mothers of

congruent girls. Surprisingly, parent's prenatal prediction did impact the parent-child

interaction, even for first-born children. Parents' gender preferences of children are

found to be most prominent for the third and fourth child (Hank and Kohler, 2000),

weaker for the first child.
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Although parents' gender preferences are researched in conjunction with

population studies for many Asian countries, little empirical research exists which

investigated the status of parental gender preferences in the United States and the

implications of this preference. With the years of rapid political changes and the

feminist movement, one might conclude that gender preferences for children should have

diminished in the United States. However, gender preferences for children still exist in

the United States, it just has become more subtle. In many American families, boys are

still more highly valued than girls, and that the gender preference is socially sanctioned

(Zimberoff and Hartman, 1998). Studies have documented that fathers with sons were

more involved and committed to their children than fathers without sons. The purpose of

this exploratory study was to gain further understanding of gender preferences for

children and timing/preparation of parenthood for college students.

Methods

Three hundred and ten college students (87 men and 223 women) from a regional

mid-western university were included in this study. The participants were students from

different sections of a general education course. The participants are predominantly

white (93%), fifty percent of volunteers were freshman, 25% were sophomores, 12%

were juniors and 15% were seniors. This course is taken by approximately 60% of the

students at the university and is generally representative of the student body by

curriculum. As part of the in-class writing activity, the subjects were asked to write a

letter to their future first child stating when and under what circumstances they plan to

have their first child. Letters from students who already have children at the time of the
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survey, or do not plan to have children were not analyzed for this study. All participants

were encouraged to guess the sex of their first child and name their child.

Results

I. Overall
Overall, participants reported a great enthusiasm for entering parenthood. A high

level of romanticism and fanaticism were observed.

Some examples:

... I have been always dreaming of having a child on my arm and to

sing her a lullaby every night

She smiles and lights up the entire room

... your life will be filled with joy

... your presence has made all my dreams come true.

II. Prediction of the First Child's Sex

1. Among Male Students

Among the male participants, 92% predicted sons and 8% predicted daughters
a.

(chi squaref=61.2 p<.001). Many men plan to name their sons (juniors). Here are

examples of the responses from male students: (names have been changed to ensure

confidentiality).

For example:

Dear James, I am 19 right now so hopefully you won't come around for

another few years. I named you after your grant-grandfather.

6



Chang, Kennedy and Brown 6

Dear Jay Jr., My whole life I dreamed that one day I would have you

and that I could have a loving family that would give you success in

whatever you wanted to do in life.

Dear Jessica, I am going to be a very loving parent to you.

Dear Janet, your mother wanted a girl first

2. Among Female Students

Among the female participants, 43% predicted sons and 57% predicted daughters.

(Chi square =4.32 p<.05).

For example:

Dear Jonathan, For as long as I can remember, I always wanted my

first child to be a loving son.

Dear Jason Daniel, First of all I would like to tell you how you got

your name. You are named after your father and grandfather.

Dear Jasmine: As I sit here dreaming of my future, I see this a

beautiful baby girl.
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Dear Jenny: Your existence meant so much to me! I've

always wanting a daughter and your presence made my life

complete.

III. Timing and Circumstances

Ninety-nine percent of all students planned on having their children two to three

years after they got married. Most students reported planning to have their children in

their late 20s. Overall, participants reported a high level of dedication, passion and love.

Many revealed planning to be the "best" parents. Among all participants, only one

female student planned on adopting her first child.

Examples

.... You will be greeted by a host offamily members and

grandparents.

I will be married already hopefully for about three years. Your

father and I will both work so we can provide you with a stable

environment...a caring environment, with all the support....

I want to be a good parent; I want to always be there for you.

Conclusion and Implications

The results of this study show a clear preference for a male child on the part of

male undergraduates. There was no such gender preference expressed by the female
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subjects. The preference for a male heir has a long pedigree. The influence of feminism

and other social changes have challenged this preference and made it less socially

acceptable. However, the preference, at least on the part of males, has not disappeared.

Subjects may be unwilling to admit to it directly, but a gender bias still exists. This may

have implications for fathers' involvement with their children, with "less desired"

daughters more likely to receive less attention from their fathers. If daughters are less

desirable it is not unreasonable to anticipate they might receive less attention. Both

daughters and sons benefit from involved fathers.

These subjects were also held unrealistic and exaggerated perceptions about their

future performance as parents. As Urie Bronfenbrenner has pointed out, this may be the

first generation in history where large numbers of individuals are reaching adulthood

without ever having had to care for a dependent infant or young child. With little or no

experience it is not surprising that their expectations are unrealistic. Our society requires

that each child, male or female, is wanted and valued and that parents are reasonably

realistic and prepared before assuming the responsibilities of parenthood. Parent

educators, policy makers and the larger society all have a role to play in making this

happen for all our children. As family life educators work with expectant parents,

implications from this study may alert them to this potentially important variable in the

process of early parenthood.

9



Chang, Kennedy and Brown 9

References

Efron, S. (1999, November 24). Baby Girls: Big In Japan. Los Angeles Times.

Hank, K. and Kolher, H. P. (2000). Gender Preferences for Children in Europe:

Empirical Results from 17 FFS Countries. Retrieved February 2, 2002 from

http://www.demographic-research.org

Klass, P. (2001). Sex of Children, Parental Preference for United States. Vogue, 191

(3), 518-522

Stattin, H. and Klackenberg-Larsoon, I. (1991). The Short- and Long- Term Implications

for Parent-Child Relations of Parent's Prenatal Preferences for Their Child's

Gender. Developmental Psychology, 27, 141-147.

Smith, E. A. and Smith S. A. (1994). Inuit Sex-Ration Variation. Current

Anthropology, 35, 595-608.

Zimberoff, D. and Hartman, D. (1998). Insidious Trauma Caused by Prenatal Gender

Prejudice [Electronic version]. Journal of Prenatal and Perinatal Psychology and

Health, 13.

1 0



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

4,4

Elkr
Wang kimrs twin Int=

Title: oh 810.A et-ti I Students `"Pred ;Ai-on, For Then--
Fir5t and

Author(s): I. Jogce Chanj , Sr 9or/ E. onne 6re 3orj Brown/
Corporate Source: 6401 Annual Con-fere", c.,2

14At oria I C014 flit" Or) Fa th7111 RelatroiS

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

Publication Date:

200.2.
AID OerAbe 1--

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents
announced in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche,
reproduced paper copy, and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source
of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign
at the bottom of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

plC
TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 'I

-181
Check here for Level 1 release, permitting

reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or
other ERIC arcluval media (e.g.. electronic) and

paper copy.

The sample slicker shown below wilt be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

2A

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY.

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

pie

TO TIIE EDUCATIONAI. RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

Chock here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination III microfiche zmd iii eluctronic media for

ERIC archival collection subscribers only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 20 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

pie

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (EIC)

Level 28

Check here for Level 20 release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in nicroficho only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-proft reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.
Signature:

gi'V Cj'et
Printed Name/Position/Title:

-1. Jalee chang.. h- a As*
Organization/Address:

Cen±ral 11.4rSSOCOI StosZ2 a Iliver67t-ii

:ago° FAX:

a wan sta .
Date: %.7 0 3

Wart491-,517u :3 1-1 640 9°3 emsu.edg

tp--17:)15-P-0-5S(iL/

g.



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or:if iou wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please

provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more

stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V.WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:
ERIC/CHESS
2805 E. Tenth Street, #120
Bloomington. 47408

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution.to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland-20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mall: eticfac@lneted.gov
WWW: http://ericfacility.org

EFF-088 (Rev. 2/2001)


