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GENDER ROLES AND WOMEN'S
ACHIEVEMENT-RELATED
DECISIONS

Jacquelynne S. Eccles
University of Michigan

Occupational sex segregation continues to exist and the occupational
career paths of women and men continue 1o differ. This article proposes
a model to explain these persistent, gender—ole linked trends,
summarizes evidence to support the proposed mediating psychological
mechanisms, and discusses the social experiences that shape gender
differences on these mediators. in addition, the article reviews the
economic and psychological costs often associated with the traditional
fernale choices and proposes interventions aimed at achieving a more
gender—fair social system that does not devalue traditionally female
domains. The proposed model links occupational choices to
expectations for success and subjective task value, which, in tirn, are
linked to gender-role socialization, self schemas, and anticipated role
and task demands. The importance of subjective task vatue is stressed,
as is the need to study women's achievement-related choices from the
women'’s perspective,

Differential participation of the sexes in employment and education is dif-
ficult to ignore. Although increasing numbers of women are working, women
are still concentrated in the lower levels of the protessional hierarchy and
in female-~dominated occupations, despite attempts to decrease discrimi-
nation. For example, since 1970 approximately 4 million women have en-
tered the work force; 3.3 million of these have taken jobs as secretaries,
nurses, bookkeepers, cashiers, and other female—dominated. supportive oc-
cupations (Hacker, 1986). Similarly, although there have been significant
increases in the enrollment of women in law, medicine, and business schools,
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women are still underrepresented in physical science and engineering pro-
grams and in all male—dominated vocational education programs, Further-
more, women are still less likely to enter and complete advanced gradunate
training even in such female fields as education (Eecles & Hollinan, 1984).
Finally, even the most recent surveys of the career aspirations of children
and adolescents suggest that sex segregation will continue to characterize
the world of work into the future despite the growing interest females have
in the ficlds of law, medicine, and business, For instance, Figure 1 illustrates
the results of a recent survey of San Francisco Bay area children conducted
by the EQUALS project at the Lawrence Hall of Science. As you can see,
I of the 15 carcer categories show stereotypic sex differences in the chil-
dren’s interest responses, including the traditionally male—dominated fields
of science, engineering, and business, and the traditionally female—
dominated fields of teaching, nursing, clerical work, and homemaker {(Krein-
berg, 1985). Similar differences characterize the aspirations of a represen-
tative sample of 10th grade students in Michigan surveyed in 1983 (Michigan
Board of Education, 1984). Stereotypic sex differences in these students’
reports of which occupation they were considering occurred on 25 of the 35
occupations assessed, including accountant, architect, all forms of skilled
unionized labor, cosmetologist, teacher, secretary, engineer, nurse, and
homemaker. Furthermore, 46% of the females were considering homemaker
as their career choice. As is true of the EQUALS data, no sex differences
occurred for lawyer, physician, artist, reporter, and musician. In addition,
no sex differences emerged for biologist, company president, computer pro-
grammer, dentist, and retail salesperson.

Enstitutional barriers, although highly important, are not solely responsible
for these patterns. Psychological factors also contribute to women’s under-
representation in certain high—-level and scientific careers. Some of these
factors limit women’s professional and educational accomplishments through
their influence on the training young women seek and the skills they acquire.
Successful intervention requires a thorongh knowledge of the socialization
processes linked to these psychological factors as well as a thorough knowl-
edge of the psychological dynamies themselves. This article explores these
social and psychological processes.

Before proceeding however, it is important to note that any discussion of
sex differences in achievement must acknowledge the problems of societal
influence on the very definitions of achievement as well as on our assessment
of the differential worth of various forms of achievement. Defining achieve-
ment itself, much less defining appropriate or ideal ways of using one’s
talents, is a vahie—laden enterprise at best. Evaluating the meaning and

consequences of sex differences onany particulur criterion of achievement
is equally value-laden. Too often scientists adopt 2 male standard of ideal
achicvement when judging the value of femae accomplishinents; they seck
to understand why women do not “achieve” like men without considering
the possibility that not engaging in some activity may refiect the choice of
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an alternate activity rather than avoidance. Focusing on negatively motivated
dynamics at the expense of zmaiyzing positive motivational dynamics has
perpetuated a distorted view of women’s achievement patterns and oceu-
pational choices and has limited the range of constructs studied (Parsons &
Gofl, 1980}, As & consequence, very little systematic information has been
gathered regarding the more typical female achicvement domains, such as
the academic accomplishments of ene’s offspring and/or one’s pupils, the
satisfaction of one’s clients, or one’s contributions to local organizations. And
until quite recently, even less information has heen gathered regarding the
meaning women and men attach to various achievement-related activities.
As a result, we know very little about why women think they make the
achievement-related choices they do.

What is needed Is a nentral model that legitimizes women’s choices while
acknowledging the impact of rigid gender—role socialization on the deter-
minants of these choices, as well as the costs and henefits of various choices.
Such a model would provide both a framework for more comprehensive
research on men’s and women's achievement patterns and a basis for de-
signing more comprehensive intervention programs to broaden the range of
educational and occupational choices considered by both females and males.
Over the last several years, my colleagues and I have been developing such
a model. Tl summarize that model briefly here, discuss the impact of gender
-roles and socialization on the psychological components of the model and
suggest intervention strategies.

A MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL AND OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE

Let me begin by summarizing the major features of our model. Applying
decision, achievement, and attribution theories of behavior (see Atkinson,
1964; Crandall, 1969; Weiner, 1974) to academic decisions, we suggest that
achievement-related choices are related to individuals’ expectations for their
performance on various achievement tasks and to their perceptions of the
importance of these various achievement tasks (Eccles, Adler, Futterman,
Goff, Kaczala, Meece, & Midgley, 1983; Eccles, 1984 Meece, Parsons,
Kaczala, Goff, & Futterman, 1982). Applving this model to broader edu-
cational and occupational choices, we predict that such choices are influenced
most directly by the value the individual places on the array of choices
perceived as appropriate and by the individual’s estimates of the probability
of suceess at these varions options, Individual differences on these attitudinal
variables, in turn, are assumed to resnlt from socialization experiences. the
individual's interpretation of her own performance history at variouns related
achievement tasks, and by the individual's perceptions of varions behaviors
and goals. These predictions are smmmarized in Fioure 2.

For example, people should prefer occupations that they think they can
succeed at and that have high vahre for them, Their cxpectations for success
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should depend on the confidence they have in their intellectual and other
relevant abilities, on their estimates of the difficulty of various ocenpations,
and on their estimates of the external or societal barriers to their suceess.
These beliefs will have been shaped over time by experiences with related
activities, by individuals” interpretations of these experiences (e g, does the
person think that her successes are a consequence of high ability or hard
work?), and hy their beliefs regarding the opportunity structures in their
culture. _

The value of any particular occupation for a particular individual is also
influenced by several factors. For example, does the person anticipate liking
the work? Is the work seen as instrumental in meeting long— or short—range
goals? Have the individual’s parents or counselors insisted that she consider
this particular occupation, or conversely, have people tried to discourage
her from considering it? Has the person had negative or positive experiences
in associated activities, like various related school subjects? Finally, is the
ocenpation seen as too time—consumming? That is, are the demands assumed
to be inherent in the occupation compatible with the individual’s other life
goals and anticipated activities?

CRITICAL FEATURES OF MODEL

Cognitive Mediation

Several features of our model are particularly important for understanding
sex differences in educational and voeational decisions: First, we assume
that the cffects of experience are mediated by the individual's interpretation
of the events rather than by the events themselves. For example, doing well
in math is presumed to influence one's future expectations for math per-
tormance only to the extent that doing well is attributed to one's ability.
Past research has shown that girls do as well in math as boys throughout
their formative years, yet they do not expect to do as well in the future nor
are they as likely to go on in math as are boys (Eccles, 1984). This apparent
paradox is less puzzling if we acknowledge that it is the subjective meaning
and interpretation of success and failure that determine an individual's per-
ceptions of the task and not the objective antcomes themselves, The extent
to which boys and girls differ in their interpretation of outcomes and the
extent to which they receive differcential informution relevant to their inter-
pretation of their experiences should account, in part, for the ohserved sex
differences i oceupational choice.

Choice

The second feature of our mode! is the focus on choice as the oufcome of

interest, We believe that individuals continually make choices, though often
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nonconsciously, regarding how they will spend their time and their efforts.
Many of the most significant sex differences ocour on achievement—related
hehaviors that invelve an element of choice, even if the outcome of that
choice is heavily influenced by socialization pressures, gender-role beliefs,
and cultural norms. Conceptualizing sex differences in achievement patterns
in terms of choice takes us bevond the question of “Why aren’t women more
like men?” to the question “Why do people make the choices they do?”
Asking this fatter question, in turn, legitimizes the choices of both men and
women, allowing us to look at sex differences from a choice rather than a
deficit perspective,

Perceived Field of Options.  Conceptualizing achievement sex differences
in terms of choice highlights another important component of our perspee-
tive; namely, the issue of what becomes a part of an individual's field of
perceived options. Although individuals do choose from among several op-
tions, they do not consider the full range of objectively available options in
making their selections. Many options are never considered hecause the
individual is unaware of their existence. Other options are not seriously
considered because the individual has inaccurate information regarding
either the option itself or the probability of achieving the option. $till other
options may not be considered seriously because they do not fit in well with
the individual’s gender—role schema. In fact, assimilation of the cultarally—
defined gender-role schema can have such a powerful effect on one’s view
of the world that activities classified as part of the opposite sex’s role may
be rejected without any serious evaluation or consideration. Research has
provided some support of this hypothesis. By age five, children have clearly
defined gender-role stereotypes regarding appropriate hehaviors and traits.
and appear to monitor their behaviors and aspirations in terms of these
stereotypes (Huston, 1983; Montemayor, 1974; Williams, Beunett, & Best,
1975). Consequently, it is likely that gender roles influence educational and
vocational choices through their impact on individuals’ perceptions of the
ficld of viable options, as well as through their impact on expectations and
subjective task value.

if we are to understand the dynamics leading women and men to make
different achievement decisions, we must understand the processes shaping
individuals’ perceptions of the viable options. Yet there is very little evidence
regarding these processes and their link to important achievement choices.
Socialization theory provides a rich source of hypotheses: For example,
sociologists have repeatedly documented the tendency for chiklren, espe-
cially sous, to move into occupations much like those of their parents, es-
pecially their fathers (Stevens, 1986). The mechanisms underlying this
phenomenou have vot been fully identified. Role modeling surely is one
importunt countributor. Through their own occupations. parents provide sa-
lient information on available ocenpational options. Similarly, the suceess of
nontraditional role models may lay in the information they provide regarding
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available occupational options. These models may legitimize novel or non-
traditional options; ruising these options to the evel of conscions consider-
ation. Parents, teachers, and school counselors can also inflhuence students’
perceptions of their field of options through the information and expericuces
they provide regarding varions conrses and/or occupations (Kidd, 19%4b).

In the past, school counselors have heen notoriously bad at providing
students with information on nontraditional careers (Eceles & Toffman,
1984} 1n part, this failore stems from the time demands and client loads
placed on school counsclors; they simply don’t have the time to provide
individusalized carcer goidance to very many students. As a result, they tend
to rely on pre—packaged materials that often provide the students with rather
general, gender—role stereotyped information. However, special programs
designed to give more comprehensive carcer information have bheen sue-
cessful at expanding the options children consider {(see Eccles & Hoffman,
1984; Fennema, Wolleat, Pedro, & Becker, 1981; Klein, 1985). For example,
“Free Style,” a television series designed to expose children to nontraditional
fumily and gecupational roles, appears to have its primary impact on chil-
dren’s views of the range of options that are appropriate for males and females
to consider. After viewing the TV series, both hoys and girls endorsed a
wider range of family activities and vecupations as appropriate for males and
females (Johnston & Ettema, 1982). Similarly, comprehensive counseling/
career guidance programs coupled with support for nontraditional choices
have been effective at increasing the participation of females in math and
scienee (e.g., Fennema et al., 1981),

Parcnts can also affect the options actually available to their children by
providing or withholding funds for certain training and educational experi-
ences. For examiple, in the past parents have been less willing to pay to
send their danghters to college (Eceles & Heollman, 1984). Although this no
longer appears to be true (Eecles, Jacobs, Flanagan, Goldsmith, Barber,
Yee, & Carlson, 1986), parents now secm less willing to provide their daugh-
ters with comnputer training. As a consequence hoys substantially ontnumber
girls in summer computer camps (Kiesler, Sproull, & Eccles, 1985).

Parents can influence the options considered through less direct, more
psychological means as well. For example, parental encouragement has
emerged in several studies as one of the major influences children cite as a
reason for both course enrollment decisions and career choice. Furtherimore,
children list parents as one of the major sources for educational and ocen-
pational information and guidance (Fccles (Parsons) et al., 1983, Farmer,
1985; Kidd, 1984h).

Finally, peers can affect the options seriously considered by ecither pro-
viding or withholding support for varions alternatives. These effects can be
quite direct (e g, hinghing at a giv] when she says she is considering be-
coming a nuclear physicist), or very indirect {e.g., anticipation of one's future
spouse’s psychological support for one’s vecupational conmitments). Clearly,
social agents can either enconrage or discourage stndents from considering
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nontraditional choiees. Unfortamately, they typically highlight and reindoree
options that are consistent with gender-role steveotypes (Eecles & Hoffaum,
1984).

Psychological Influences on Choice.  Cheice among various options will
also be influenced by the individuals self schemas and by the individual's
educational and occupational stercotypes. As individuals mature, they de-
velop an image of who they are and who they would like to be. They also
acquire stereotypes of the characteristics inherent in various ()C('n;)'atinns and
academic subjects. We belicve that individuals assess the match hetween
their own self images (sell schema) and the occupations they consider {sec
Holland, 1985, and Super, 1963, for similar argument). If the match is good,
the odds of selecting that occupation increase. If the match is bad, the odds
decrease. For example, if a female prides herself in being a caring, person—
oriented individual, anticipates spending a substantial portion of her adult
life actively involved in the roles of wife and mother, and sces warking
largely in terms of employment rather than career development, then oc-
cupations that allow her to express these nurturing, person—oricnted char-
acteristics, and that fit well, logistically, with her anticipated adult—role plans
will be seen as more attractive than vecupations perceived as either anti-
thetical to her caring, person—oriented characteristics (such as engineering
or physical science) or as demanding excessively high levels of time, CHCTEY,
or geographical mobility (such as high~level management positions). The
limited available evidence supports these hypotheses for at least a sizeable
portion. of the population (Farmer, 1985, Holland, 1985; Kidd, 1984a.l:
Leslie, 1986).

Unfortunately, the stereotypes young women and men develop regarding
various occupations are typically ill-informed. Consequently, voung women
may, unnecessarily, rule out, or not consider seriously, many occupations
that might well fit with their sell schema and their adult—role plns. Addi-
tionally, ifa young woman’s adult—role plans are based on outmoded, gender—
role stereotyped seripts of family roles——as even recent data suggest that
they ure (Leslie, 1986)—she may make decisions that are not in her own
best interest. Better career and life—role counselling have been shown to be
effective in helping voung women develop more informed images of the
oceupational world and their own adnlt vesponsibilities and probable role
demands {Eccles & Hoffman, 1984; Klein, 14985).

Complexity of Choice.  The fifth important featnre of our perspective is
the explicit assumption that achievement decisions, such as the decision 10
enrolt in an accelerated math program or to major in education rather than
law or engineering, are made within the context of a complex social reality
that presents cach individual with a wide variety of choices, each of which
lhas hoth lone—range and inmediate consequences. Furthermore. the choice
is often between two or more positive options or between twa or more
options that cach have both positive and negative components. For example,
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the decision to enroll in an advanced math course is typically made in the
context of ather important decisions such as whether to take advanced En-
glish or a second forcign langnage, whether to take a course with one’s best
friend or not, whether it’s more important to spend one’s senior year working
hard or having fun, and so on. Too often theorists have focused attention
on the reasons why capable women do not select the high status achievement
options and have failed to ask why they select the options they do. This
approach implicitly assumes that complex choices, such as career and course
selection, are made in isolation from one another. For example, it is assumed
that the decision to take advanced math is based primarily on variables
related to math, or the decision not to become a medical doctor is based
primarily on the occupational characteristics of the medical profession. My
colleagues and I explicitly reject this approach, arguing instead that it is
essential to understand the psychological meaning of the roads taken as well
as the roads not taken if we are to understand the dynamics leading to the
differences in men's and women's achievement-related choices.

Summary

In summary, I am assuming that educational and vocational choices, whether
made consciously or not, are guided by the following: {a) one’s expectations
for success on the various options perceived as being appropriate, (b} the
relation of these options both to one’s short- and long—range goals and to
one's core self identity and hasic psychological needs, {¢) the individual's
gender role and more general self schema, and (d) the potential cost of
investing time in one activity rather than another. We believe that each of
these psychological variables are shaped by experiences, cultural norms. and
the behaviors and goals of one’s parents, teachers, role models, and peers.
Finally, because we have focused on choice rather than aveidance, we believe
our model provides a more positive perspective on women’s achievement
behavior than is common in many popular psychological explanations for sex
differences in achievement patterns.

Beginning with the work associated with need achievement and continuing
to current work in attribution theory, a variety of scholars have considered
the origin of sex differences in achievement patterns. The bulk of these
scholars have looked for the origin in either motivational or expectancy/
attributional differcnces, There are several problems with this body of work
that stemn From the fact that it has assumed a deficit iodel of female achieve-
ment. First, the deficit perspective has Hinited the range of variables studied,
Researchers have focused most of their attention on a set of variables linked
to either self confidence and expectancies or to anxiety, since high self
confidence and low anxiety facilitate competitive achievement (e g, Betz &
Hackett, 1981 Dweck, 19586; Horner, 1972; Tobias, 1978). While this may

he true, it overlooks other possible influences on women's edocational and
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career decisions. Second, the assumption that the differences uncovered in
most studies actually mediate sex differences in achievement hehavior has
rarely been tested. Instead, the hulk of the studies have simply demonstrated
a statistically significant difference between males and females on measnres
of causal attributions or expectations, for example, and concluded that these
differences account for sex differences in more general achievement
behavior.

Our model provides a different perspective. By assigning a central role
to the construct of subjective task value, we have offered an alternative
explanation for sex differences in achievement patterns that puts male and
female achievement choices on a more equal footing. Our model makes
salient the hypothesis that differences in male and female achicvement pat-
terns may result from the fact that males and females have been socialized
to have different but equally important goals for their lives. 1t also opens
up the possibilities of testing the relative importance of a variety of beliefs
in mediating females” occupational decisions and of designing more com-
prehensive vocational education programs using value socialization as well
as expectancy socialization. I'll now discuss these processes in more detail,
focusing on the impact of gender roles and socialization on expectations for
success and subjective task value. -

EXPECTATIONS FOR SUCCESS

Expectations for success and confidence in one’s abilities to succeed have
long been recognized by decision and achievement theorists as important
mediators of behavioral choice (e.g., Atkinson, 1964; Bandura, 1977 Lowin,
1938; Weiner, 1974). Furthermore, there are good theoretical reasons t(;
believe that gender—role socialization could lead females to have loss con-
fidence in their abilities than males. For example, because females are typ-
ically stereotyped as less competent than males, incorporation of gender—
role stereotypes into one’s self concept could lead girls to have less confidence
in their general intellectual abilities than boys (Broverman. Vogel, Brov-
erman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrante, 1972; Parsons, Ruble, Hodges, & Small,
1976). This, in turn, could lead girls to have lower expectations for suceess
at difficult academic and vocational activities. 1t could also lead girls to expect
to have to work harder in order to achieve success at these activities than
boys expect to have to work. These differences should be even more extreme
for male-sex-tvped activities and ocenpations.

Evidence from several sources suggests that either of these beliefs could
deter girls from selecting demanding educational or vocational options, os-
pecially i these options are not perceived of as especially important or
interesting. Unfortunately, although general expectations and other related
variables have been studied, the link of these self perceptions to sex difler-
ences in academic and vocational choices has typically not been assessed
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and the {ow studies that have looked at these varizhbles have vielded mixed
results once aptitudinal differences are controlled. For example, we have
found that the sex differences in the decision to take advanced math are
more a function of perceived task value than of expectations for success
(Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984). Similar results in a variety of domains have
been reporied by several other investigators {e.g., Blackman, 1986; Eccles,
1986; Farmer, 1985; Fennema, 1985, Freedman, 1986; Kidd, 1984b; Paludi
& Funkell-Hauser, 1986). This is not to say that cxpectations are not im-
portant. Numerous studies have documented the relation of expectations
for success to both performance and occupational choice {Armstrong, 1985,
Betz & Hackett, 1981; Covinglon & Omelich, 1979; Lantz & Smith, 1981).
Furthermaore, we certainly would not expect people to select occupations at
which they are not reasonably confident they can succeed. But expectations
for success are strongly related to actual levels of performance, and when
levels of performance history are controlled, expectations for success appear
to play a less substantial cansal role in choice.

It is also possible, however, that researchers have been assessing the wrong
expectancies. Typically, individuals are asked to report on their confidence
about succeeding on an upcoming task or course. They are not asked how
confident they are that they could sutceed in particular professions or in
particular advanced training programs. They are also not asked how much
effort they think it would fake to succeed in various professions or advanced
training programs. It could be that females are less confident than males of
their prospects for success in these more abstract, distant activities. It is also
possible that females are as confident as males in their ability to succeed
but assume that it will take more work, time, and/or effort to succeed than
their male peers assume it will take. Either of these heliefs could mediate
a sex difference in educational and vocational decisions, especially given the
gender stercotyping of most high—status occupations and the plans of most
women {o integrate work and family roles.

Alternatively, it is possible that the critical expectancy beliefs are neither
the expectation one has for success in a particular field nor the perception
one has of the amount of effort it will take to sncceed in a particular field;
instead, the critical beliefs may be the relative expectations one has for
suecess across several fields and the perceptions one has of the relative
amounts of efort it will take to succeed in various felds. If females think it
will take a lot more effort to succeed as an engineer or a doctor than it will
take to succeed as an elementary school teacher, a newspaper journalist, or
a nurse, they may opt for the more female—typed ocenpations, especially if
they place high importance on having a carecr that is compatible with their
anticipated family roles.” Similarly. if a woman thinks she has relatively more
ability in English. for example, than math, she may opt to develop her
English skills rather than her math skills even though she is quite confident
of her ability to master inathematics.

Finally, we need to consider the possibility that expectations of ovenpa-
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tional success are influenced by factors other than confidence in one’s abil-
ities. An understanding of the dynamics of discrimination and tokenism may
affeet women’s estimates of the probability of success in various :a(-{:np;lténnis'
and their perceptions of the potential costs of that suecess {Pavan, 1983). In
support of this suggestion, Herzog and Bachman {1982) reported that voung
girls planning careers in male~dominated felds expected to face discrimi-
nation whereas girls planning careers in female—dominated ficlds did not.
Knowledge that one will have to overcome discrimination as well as acquire
the training necessary for success may deter some females from seriously
considering male—dominated professions, especially i the voung women
doubt their ability to be assertive enough to fight discriminatory prictices
and beliefs. Similarly, more general concerns over the availability of jobs
and opportunities could affect an individual's estimates of the pmb;x!;iiit-y of
success at various occupations (Palodi & Fankell Hauser, 1956,

In summary, then, it is likely that expectations for success do influence
oceupational choice. In addition, it is probable that lower expectitions have
deterred some women from seriously considering male—dominated oceu-
pations. But whether expectations for success and the other related psycho-
logical constructs are the primary cause of sex differences in educational or
occupational choices is not clear. Furthermore, it is likely that one will have
to choose from among several occupations for which one has essentially
equivalent expectations for success. In this case, subjective task value s
likely to play a more powerful causal role. Thus expectations {or success may
be a necessary but not sufficient condition for achievement choices (sce
Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984, for review).

VALUES AS MEDIATORS OF ACHIEVEMENT—-RELATED CHOICES

Value is the second major component of our model; Educational and voca-
tional decisions are assumed to be influenced by the value individuals attach
to the various options they believe are available to them. Furthermore,
given the probable impact of gender—role socialization on the variables as-
sumed to be associated with subjective task value, sex differences in the

_subjective value of various achievement-related options are likely to be im-

portant mediators of sex differences in educational and vocational choices,
Evidence from several sources support this hypothesis {Eccles, Adler, &
Meece, 1984; Farmer, 1985; Holland. 1985; Lantz & Smith, 1981; Navlor,
1984; Wise, 1985). For example, in a longitadinal study of the math course
enrollment decisions of high aptitude, college-bound —studc:nts, sex differ-
ences in stidents” decisions to enroll in advanced mathematics were me-
diated primarily by sex differences in the task value the students” attached
to mathematics (Focles, Adler, and Meece, 1484} The girls were less likely
than the boys to enroll in advanced mathematics primarily because they felt
Ethat math was less important, less useful, and less enjovable than did the
0VS.



148 Eccles

But what exactly is task value? My colleagues and I define task value in
terms of four components: {a) the utility value of the task in facilitating one's
long—range goals; (h) the incentive value of engaging in the task in terms of
more immediate rewards such as the pleasure and/or external rewards one
gets from deing the activity; {c) the attainment value of the task in terms of
its relation to one’s sclf image and personal values; and (d) the cost of engaging
in the activity. Although each of these can be influenced by processes linked
to gender roles, T will discuss the last three in more detail before proceeding.

Incentive and Attainment Values. Incentive value is conceptualized in
terms of the immediate rewards, intrinsic or extrinsic, an individual derives
from performing the task. For example, studying mathematics is intrinsically
rewarding to those individuals who enjoy solving mathematical problems;
studying mathematics can also yield extrinsic rewards, particularly if one’s
parents or teachers provide praise and/or privileges for doing well in math-
ematics. As discussed earlier, either actual rewards and punishments or
anticipated rewards and punishments for engaging in a particular activity or
profession may be related to the gender—typing of the activity.

The attainment value of a task or occupation is best understood in terms
of the needs and personal values that the task fulfills. As they grow up,
individuals develop an image of who and what they are. This image is made
up of many component parts including: (a) conceptions of one’s personality
and capabilities, {(b) long range goals and plans, {¢) schema regarding the
proper roles of men and women, (d) instrumental and terminal values {Ro-
keach, 1973), (e) motivational sets, (P ideal images of what one should he
like, and {g) social scripts regarding proper behavior in a variety of situations.
Those parts that are central or critical to self definition should influence the
value the individual attaches to various educational and vocational options.
These differential subjective task values, in turn, should influence the in-
dividual's achievement-related choices (Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Hol-
land, 1985; Markus, 1980; Parsons & Geff, 1980; Super, 1963).

More specifically, personal needs, self images, and personal values should
operate in ways that both reduce the probability of engaging in those activ-
ities or roles perceived as inconsistent with one’s central values and increase
the probability of engaging in roles or activities pereeived as consistent with
one’s definition of self through the following processes. First, it scems likely
that individuals perceive tasks and oceupations in terms of certain charac-
teristics that cau be refated fo their own needs and values (sce Bilim &
Winer, 1983, and Rowell, 1985, for some support of this suggestion). For
example, a difficult task requiring great effort for mastery may be perceived
as am achivvement task; #f it also mvolves pitting one’s performance apainst
others, it may be perceived as a competitive task. Other tasks may he
perceived in terms of nurturance, power, intelligence, masculinity, acsthetic
pleasure, and so on. Participating in a particular task will reqaire the dem-

Women’s Achievement-Related Decisions 149

onstration of the characteristics assumed to be associated with the task
Whether this requirement is seen as an opportunity or a hurden will depend
on the individual's needs, motives, and personal values, and on the indi-
vidual's desire to demonstrate these characteristics both to him/fherself and
to others.

Essentially, T am arguing that the opportunity to affirm the central com-
ponents of one’s self schema will have positive value for the individual: 'Fo
the extent that females and males have different self images, various activities
will come to have different subjective value for them. And, to the extent
that females and males place differential subjective value on varions edu-
cational and vocational options, they should also differ in their educational
and vocational choices. Preliminary support for this hypothesized link has
heen provided by Feather and his colleagues {e.g., Feather, 1982; Feather,
1986, Feather & Newton, 1982].

Personal values and self schema can influence the subjective task value
of various options in another way—through the anticipated plezfsurc one
expects to experience from engaging in the activity. For example, if smnem're
values helping others then it is likely they have had positive experiences in
the past associated with helping others. These pleasant affective memories
should be aroused when one considers engaging in tasks with similar char-
acteristics in the future, leading one to anticipate positive alfective conse-
quences from engaging in such activities in the future. These affective
associations in turn, should raise the value of tasks providing such
opportunities.

Perceived Cost. The value of a task will also depend on a set of beliefs
that are best characterized as the cost of participating in the activity. Cost
is influenced by many factors, such as anticipated anxiety, fear of failure,
and fear of the negative consequences of success. Several researchers have
suggested that potential emotional costs of both success and failure may
inhibit women's achievement aspirations (e.g., Horner, 1972; Sutherland &
Veroff, 1985). To the extent that women think that participating in partienlar
occupations will lead to censure by their peers or loved ones or will project
an image of them that is antithetical to their self schema, they should attach
low or negative value to such occupations,

Cost can alse be conceptualized in terms of the loss of ime and energy
for other activities. People have limited time and energy and so must choose
among activities. To the extent that one loses time for Activity B by engaging
in Activity A and to the extent that Activity B is high in one’s hicrarchy of
importance, then the subjective cost of engaging in A increases. Alterna-
tively, even if the attainment value of A& is high, the value of engaging in A
will be reduced 1o the extent that the attainment value of B is higher and
to the extent that engaging in A jeopardizes the probability of successtully
engaging in B.
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Gender Roles and Task Value

This analysis has a number of implications for understanding sex differences
in educational and vocational choices. Because socialization shapes individ-
uals” goals and personal values, men and women should acquire different
personal values and goals resulting from the process of gender-role social-
ization. Through their potential impact on subjective task value, these gender
differences in personal value structure can affect educational and vocational
choices in several ways,

Value Higrarchies.  One possibility is that gender—role socialization could
lead males and females to have different hierarchies of core personal values
(such as interest in people vs. interest in things or high status achievement?}.
Consequently, tasks embodying various characteristics should have different
values for men and women. For example, both boys and girls stereotype
mathematicians and scientists as loners who have little time for their families
or friends because they work long hours in a laboratory on abstract problems
that typically have limited immediate social implications (Boswell, 1979}
Such a profession should hold little appeal to someone who rates soctal values
high and thinks it is very important to devote time and energy to one’s
family. A wide variety of studies suggest that females rate social values and
helping, person-oriented values, higher than males do (Dunteman, Wis-
enhaker, & Taylor, 1978; Feather, 1984; Fox & Denham, 1974; Gilligan,
1982, Lyson, 1984; Navlor, 1984; Sutherland & Veroff, 1985). Thus it is not
surprising that they are less likely than males to aspire to a career as a
mathematician or scientist. It is also not surprising that adolescent females
rate working in social service agencies or in schools as more desirable while
adolescent males rate self employment and technological careers as more
desirable than their female peers {Erb, 1983; Herzog & Bachman, 1982),

Similar differences have emerged in several studies assessing the criterion
adolescent males and females use in picking an occupation or a course, For
cxample, both Tittle (1981) and Herzog and Bachman (1982) have found that
high school-aged males are more likely than females to consider the status
and economic aspects of an occupation. In contrast, high school-aged females
are relatively more likely to consider their own intrinsic interest in the field
and the hwnan service aspects of the job. Similarly, college males rate
money, status, freedon, and the opportunity to be aleader as more important
job characteristics than women, while women rate the opportunity to help
others, work with people. and be creative as more important than males
{Lvson, 1944), ‘

Recent data gathered by Veroff and Douvan (e.g., Veroft, 1983) suggested
that these concerns may have a particularly important impact during late
adolescence and carly adulthood. They have found that women’s need for
affiliation and social connectedness is especially high in their late teens and
precisely the time when important life decisions are made.

curly twentices
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For young men, in contrast, the need for achievement is especially high at
this point in their lives. If this is true, then, we should expect socially—
oviented adolescent women to be most likely to select oceupations that allow
time for anticipated social relationships and for diverse interesty and aetiv-
itics. This should be especially true for young women who plan to devoete
time to their children, family, and friends. In support of this suggestion,
Farmer (1985} found a negative association of both carcer aspirations and
career commitment to adolescent girls’ mterest in becoming fulltime
homemakers.

Motive and Goal Density.  Men and women may also differ in the density
of their goals, valnes, and motives. For example, several studies suggest that
women integrate achievement and affiliative needs whereas men are maore
likely to compartmentalize their various needs, leading to less potential
conflict between these needs (Sutherland & Veroff, 1985; Tittle, 1982).

There is also evidence suggesting that men are more likely to exhibit a
single—minded devotion to one particular goal, especially their occupational
goal. In contrast, women seem more likely to be involved in, and to value,
competence in several activities simultaneously, to plan a multiphased life
path, and to worry ahout the interconnectedness of family and occeupational
domains (Baruch, Barnett, & Rivers, 1983; Fox, Pasternak, & Peiser, 1976;
Leslie, 1986; Maines, 1983; McGinn, 1976; Paludi & Fankell- Hauser, 1986;
Sears, 1979%; Terman & Oden, 1947). For example, in his study of doctoral
students in mathematics, Maines (1983) asked the students what they worried
ahout most. To the extent that there were sex differences, the men were
relatively more concerned about their professional status and shout their
mentors’ estimates of their professional potential. In contrast, the women
were relatively more concerned about the impact of their graduate training
on their families and other interests; they felt that their studies were taking
too much time and energy away from other activities that they valued just
as much as their graduate training. Similarly. both Leslie (1986} and Pahdi
and Fankell-Hauser {1586} found that many females are concerned about
the worth of success/working in terms of its personal and familial costs,

A discussion with one of my graduate students made this point especially
poignant, She had been talking with her mother and father about integrating
a family and a career. Her mother assured her it could be done and that
nothing was as rewarding as raising children. In contrast, her father warned
her that it was quite difficult to have a family and be the “very best” at what
you do (meaning, of course, her profession). Both of these picees of advice
are true. What is most intercsting is the fact that women are forced 1o
reconcile their conscquences but men, in this culture, typically are not.
Equally important is the value judgment associated with each perspective,
The male—dominated professional system clearly assumes that one shonld
sacrifice other intercsts to the goal of being the “very best” at what vou do,
despite recent concern over the high cost of such a perspective to individuals’



152 Eccuss

physical and mental health, Women appear to be lesg likely than men to
endorse this value and, in part, as a consequence, may be both less likely
than men to rise rapidly through the ranks in their chosen educational and
vocational scttings and inore likely than men to reap the physical and psy-
chological benefits of their diverse interests and activities {Nathanson &
Lorenz, 1982; Sorensen, Pirie, Folsom, Luepker, Jacobs, & Gillum, 1985:
Verbrugge, 1976},

Role—Preseribed Values.  Even more directly, gender—role socialization
could lead males and females to place different value on various long-range
goals and adult activities. The essence of social roles is that they define the
activities that are central to the role. In other words, they define what one
should do with one’s life in order to be successful in that role. Gender roles
mandate different primary activities for men and women. If success in one’s
gender role is a central component of one’s identity, then activities that fulfill

this role should have high value and activities that hamper efforts at suc-

cessfully fulfilling one’s gender role should have lower subjective vahue.
Consequently, to the estent that a woman has internalized this culture’s
definition of the female role, she should rank order the importance of various
adult activities differently than her male peers. In particular, she should rate
the parenting and the spouse—support roles as more important than (or at
least as important as) a professional career role and she should be more likely
than her male peers to resolve life’s decisions in favor of these family roles.
In contrast, men should rate {amily and career roles as equally important
and because they can fulfill their family role by having a successful career,
they should expect these two sets of roles to be compatible. Consequently,
aspiring after a high status, time-consuming career should pose less of a
conflict for men and such careers should have higher subjective value to
inen not only because of the rewards inherent in these occupations but also
because they fulfill the male gender—role mandate.

In support of this suggestion, hoth Tittle (1982}, and Herzog and Bachman
(1982} have found that young women are more likely than young men to
expect to have to madify their work roles and commitment for the sake of
their families, despite the fact that the young men and women in these
studdies had equally ambitious ocenpational plans. In addition, in Titde’s
study the adolescent men and women who agreed that their family roles
would influence their work behavior differed in the specific type of influence
they anticipated their family roles wonld have. Consistent with the analysis
outlined here, the young men reported that children would induce them to
work harder in order to ensure a steady Eunily ncome: in contrast the yonung
women reported that children would induce themn to leave work for a period
of years. Less than 10% of the females in these studies planned to continne
working while their children were wnder 3 years of age. Similar results were
reported by Lestie (1986,

Gender roles also mandate which educational and voeational activities one
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should e mterested in: Women are expected to be interested in ocoupations
that allow the expression of their “need to nurtare,” men are expected to
be interested in occupations associated with sports, mechanics, business, or
science. To the extent that gender roles are salient to the individual, this
mandate should affect their interest in varipus sex—typed occupations and
avocations directly. In turn these interests should affect the training one
seeks out and the skills one develops through hobbies and other avocational
activities. Evidence suggests that from early in life females and males do
aspire to different occupations and engage in different avocational activities.
For example, when asked their occupational interests and/or anticipated
college major, females typically rate domestic, secretarial, artistic, hiological
science, and both medical and social service occupations and training higher
than males, while males express more interest than the females in both
higher—status and business—related occupations in general, and in the phys-
ical sciences, engineering, and the military in particular (Erb, 1983 Fox,
Pasternak, & Peiser, 1976; Kreinberg, 1985; Terman, 1925, 1930} Similarly,
throughout childhood and adolescence, girls both like and spend more time
than boys reading, writing, and participating in a variety of activities related
to arts and crafts, domestic skills, and drama; in contrast, boys spend more
time engaged in sports, working with machines and tools, and involved with
scientific, math-related, and/or electronic hobbies (Fox. 1976; McGinn,
1976; Terman, 1925, 1930, Terman & Oden, 1947). These differences shounld
have a direct effect on the training boys and girls seek out and on the skills
they acquire during childhood.

Definitions of Success. Similarly, gender roles can also influence the
definition one has of successful performance of those activities considered
to be central to one’s identity. Consequently, men and women may differ
in their conceptualization of the requirements for successful task participation
and completion. If so, then men and women should approach and structure
their task involvement differently even when they appear, on the surface,
to be selecting a similar task. The parenting role provides an excellent
example of this process. H males define success in the parenting role as an
extension of their occupational role, then they may respond to parenthood
with increased commitment to their career goals. In contrast, if women
define suecess in the parenting role as high levels of involvement in their
children’s lives, they may respond to parenthood with decreased commit-
ment to their career goals, at least for a period of time. The spouse role
provides an egually compelling example. To the extent that males and fe-
males differ in how they define their spousal role, they should differ in how
they integrate career and family roles and in what they expect from tlaf*ir
spouse in the way of fnancial, physical. and emotional support and defer-
ence. Since many nien define their role as that of provider and not caregiver,
they should be less likely to offer assistance in home and child care and
maintenance and more likely to expect family deference to their career
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development and occapational demands. If women accept this definition of

the husband’s role, they will not feel justified in asking for help with house-
work and childeare and in asking the family to accommedate to their own
professional needs. The women may also experience guilt over the demands
their ocenpation is placing on the family.

These dynamics may affect both the occupation women aspire to enter
and the sacrifices they are willing to make once they are in a particular
occupation. For example, it seems likely that young women whe accept
society’s definition of both the appropriate male and female spousal roles
and the paramount importance of the male’s occupational development will
attach higher value to occupations that they perceive as being compatible
with these definitions, namely, lower status, Hexible jobs that are readily
available in many parts of the country. Data gathered by Herzog and Bach-
man (1982) suggested that the majority of young men and women in this
country still endorse these definitions—however unrealistic they may be—
and that acceptance of these role definitions is predictive of traditional future
plans and aspirations.

The academic world provides another example. 1 am repeatedly struck by
the different orientation my male and female colleagues seem to have toward
the professorial role. The women seem much more likely to place high
importance on the teaching and advising aspects of the job whereas the men
place more importance on the research and publishing aspects. As a con-
sequence it seems to me that the women advise more students, spend more
time on informal teaching, and serve on more committees than the men,
often at the expense of their publication rate. Similarly, the women seem
less likely to request promotion or salary increases and less likely to seck
outside offers. It is not surprising then, given the disproportionate weight
placed on publication and outside offers in most universities, that academic
womern’s salaries continue to lag behind those of their male colleagues (Vet-
ter, 1981).

Motives, Goals and Task Perceptions. Men and women may also ap-
proach similar activities with different goals and needs in mind. In a recent
study of leisure activities, White and Gruber (1985) asked male and female
college students to rate the extent to which each of 16 popular leisure
activities fulfilled 13 different need attributes (e.g., cooperating with other
people, seeing the results of your cfforts, feeling important, hearing how
well you are doing from others). The women rated each of the following
attributes as more salient to them in selecting particular leisure activities:
feeling satisficd, cooperation with other people, and significantly affecting
the lives and well being of others. In contrast, the males rated feeling secure
and seeing the results of one’s own cfforts as more salient for the same leisure
activities. These differences should certainly alfeet men's and women's be-
haviors in these activities.

A recent study by Buss (1981) provides an example of one more relevant

-
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dynamic: namely, expressing the same psychological need in different wavs.
He compared male and female cvaluations and performances of acts of dom-
inance. Men and women who expressed equally high levels of dommance
on the California Psychological Tnventory were asked if they had ever en-
gaged in an array of 100 different acts of dominance. Although the men
reported more incidents, the more interesting sex differences emerged on
the types of acts that correlated with the subject’s dominance scores. For
men but not women, personal dominance scores were correluted with the
number of manipulative self-enhancing acts of dominance the person re-
ported. In contrast, for women but not men, dominance scores were cor-
related with the frequency of dominance acts linked to helping others,
settling disputes, and sexual initiation. These data suggested that gender
roles influence’ the manifestation of personal characteristics as well as the
acquisition of those characteristics. To the extent that this is the case then
occupations embodying varying opportunities to express these manilestations
should be differentially appealing even to men and women who have similar
levels of the associated personal characteristics.

A similar dynamic was reported by Veroff and Feld (1970). They related
adults’ need-achievement scores to behaviors at work and at home. The
women's need—achievement scores were related to behaviors associated with
parenting and homemaking and not to work—-related hehaviors. In contrast,
the men's need-achievement scores correlated with their work-related
achievement behaviors, but not their family—related behaviors. Veroff and
Feld (1970) concluded that men and women differ in how they choose to
express their achievement motives and that gender—role definitions play a
major role in these choices. In support of this, subsequent studies suggested
that high need—achievement men and women conform more to gender-role
stereotypes than those with lower achievement motivation; in other words
high need achievement may lead one to excel at precisely those activities
considered to be “gender—role appropriate” (Sutherland & Veroff, 1985).
Such relationships, however, ought to hold primarily for people who consider
their gender role to be a central component of their self schema or who
define their masculinity or femininity in terms of culturally—defined, gender-
role characteristics and activities.

In sum, there are a variety of ways in which gender roles may be linked
to the subjective value men and women place on various occupations and
to their definitions of the nature of various occupations. Unfortunately, few
of these hypothescs have been adequately tested.

SOCIALIZATION INFLUENCES

Now let me turn to a brief discussion of how socialization might differentially
affect fewales’ and males’ expectations for success and subjective task values.
Since most of the published work has focused on expectations, 1 will disenss
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these influences guite briefly, devoting more space to the socialization of
subjective task value.

Socialization of Expectations

Most of the work on the socialization of expectations focuses on differential
treatment in the classroom and on attributional processes. This work suggests
that parents and secondary school teachers have sex—typed beliefs regarding
boys™ and girls’ abilitics, and that they communicate these heliefs to boys
and girls through various subtle and explicit behaviors. For cxample, we
have found that parents believe the following: (a) Daughters are better at
English than sons, {b) sons are better at math than danghters, and (c) daugh-
ters have to work harder to master math than sons and vice versa for English.
Furthermore, these sex—differentiated beliefs exist even after school per-
formance levels are controlled (Eccles et al.. 1986, Eccles & Jacobs, 1986,
Jayaratne, 1983; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982).

In trying to understand these effects we have Iooked at parents’ causal
attributions. As one might predict, parents exhibit a slightly different attri-
butional pattern for hoys” and girls’ math successes. Although parents of hoth
boys and girls rate effort and talent as the two most important causes of their
children’s math success, they differ in the relative weighting of these two
attributions. Compared to girls” parents, parents of boys rate math talent as
a relatively more important cause of their child’s math successes. In contrast,
they rate effort as a relatively less important canse of their child’s math
success. Consequently, talent is rated the most important cause for boys,
while effort is rated the most important cause for girls (Yee & Eccles, 1983).

We have discovered a more subtle dynamic that may be important in
explaining sex differences in expectations, one that involves the joint impact
of parents” perceptions of their child’s English and math abilities. Many
parents believe that their daughters have higher English than math abilities
even when they are performing equally well in both subjects. How does
this differentiated view of their child’s abilities affect girls’ self perceptions?

Using regression analyses, we examined the impact on children’s self-
concept of their math abilities of both their parents’ ratings of their child's
math and English abilitics, controfling for the math teachers' ratings of the
children’s math talents. A negative beta coefficient emerged for the relation
between parents’ rating of their children's English abilities and the children’s
self concept of their math ability. This finding indicates that when controlling
for parental confidence in their child's math ability and teacher’s ratings of
the children’s wath ability, children whose parents have higher estimates
of their children's English abilities have relatively lower perceptions of their
own math abilities than children whose parents have lower estimates of their
children’s English abilitics. Who are these children tikely to be? Cirls! Ap-
parently, then, parents may be undermining their daughters’ expectations
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in mathematics through two mechanisms: their underestimation of their
daughters’ math ability and their relatively high estimates of their dunghters’
English abilities (Eccles et al., 1986).

Finally, we have also found that mothers’ heliefs regarding their daughters’
math abilities are rather easily modified in a gender—stereotyped direction.
In a study designed to assess the impact of the media coverage of Benbow
and Stanley’s original Science article (1980); Jacobs and 1 sent follow-up
questionnaires in April, 1980, to a random subset of approximately 100
parents who had participated in our study of parental beliefs during 1478
and 1979. We asked them once again for their estimates of their child's math
abilities and for their gender—role stereotypes regarding math ahilities and
math utility. In addition, we asked them {on the last page of the guestion-
naire) whether they had read or seen anything about the Benbow and Stanley
report. Consequently, we had measures of these parents’ estimates of their
children’s math ability before and after the media coverage of the article as
well as information regarding their exposure to this coverage. We found that
media exposure had a particularly adverse effect on mothers of daughters.
Compared with both their own “pretest” ratings and the ratings of mothers
who reported no exposure to the media, mothers of danghters who reported
having been exposed to the media coverage had lower ratings of their daugh-
ter's math competence (Jacobs & Eccles, 1985). Apparently, a relatively brief
exposure to “scientific” information supposedly documenting biologically-
hased differences in math ability is sufficient to move mothers’ beliets about
their daughters’ math competenee in a gender—stereotyped direction.

Socialization of Subjective Task Value

Gender roles should affect the subjective value of various educational and
vocational options indirectly through their influence on the hehaviors and
attitudes of the people to whom individuals are exposed as they grow
up. If, for example, parents, friends, teachers, and/or counselors provide
boys and girls with different feedback on their performance in various
school subjects, with different advice regarding the importance of var-
ious school subjects, with different information regarding the importance of
preparing to support oneself and one’s family, or with different information
regarding the occupational opportunities that the student should be consid-
ering, then it is likely that boys and girls will develop different estimates of
the value of various educational and vocational options. Similarly, if the
males and females around children engage in different educational and vo.
cational activities, then boys and girls should develop different ideas re-
garding which activities they are best suited for.

Specifically, how might parents and teachers be influencing the value hovs
and girls place on various achievement activities? As discussed earlivr, they
can influence these values most directly by the pattern of encouragement
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and information they provide. They can also influence subjective value more
indirectly and it is these processes I wounld like to explore now, focusing on
the classroom as an affective environment.

Rewards and Punishments.  Several studies suggest that boys, especially
those for whom the teacher has high expectations, get more rewards or
praise for academic performance in school .(e.g., Brophy & Good. 1974
Parsous, Kaczala, & Mecce, 1982). These findings are often interpreted in
terms of their influence on boys™ and girls” expectations for success and
confidence in their academic abilities. They can also be interpreted in terms
of their influence on the value children come to place on various intellectual
domains. Through basic classical conditioning processes, we would expect
children’s affective experience in the classroom to become attached to the
subject matter itsell. Thus to the extent that hoys and girls have different
affective experiences in varions subjects, we should expect them to come to
attach different affective value to different subject areas. This, in turn, ac-
cording to our model, should affect the courses hoys and girls take and the
oceupational domains some children seck out. The rather limited available
evidence supports this suggestion.

Girl-Friendly Classrooms. But this process assumes differential treat-
ment of hoys and girls in the same classroom. 1 have recently become intrigued
by an even more subtle, indirect process. Perhaps boys and girls develop
different values for various subjects not because boys and girls are treated
differently but because similar environments affect boys and girls differently.
There is a growing body of literature on what is loosely heing ealled “grir]—
friendly” clussrooms. Using quite differént strategies, Casserly (1950), Kahle
(1984), Fennema and Peterson (1986), and my colleagues and 1 have tried
to identify math and science classrooms in which girls have especially positive
attitndes toward math. A rather consistent pattern emerges. Girls have more

positive attitudes toward math in classrooms characterized by low levels of

competition among the students, high levels of cooperative learning or in-
dividualistic learning structure, and high levels of teacher communication
of hoth the intrinsic value of math and the link hetween math and various
interesting eccupations (Casserly, 1980; Eccles, Maclver, & Lange, 1986
Zecles & Blumenfeld, 1985). For example, in a study of 89 6th grade class-
rooms, Boecles et al. (1986) identified 19 classrooms in which girls had more
positive attitudes toward math than boys in terns of their plans to take
advanced high school math courses, their confidence in their wath ahility,
their expectations for success in math, and their intrinsic interest in math.
These classrooms differed from the other 70 classrooms in several respects.
According to student reports of the classroom enviromment, teachers in the
girl-friendly classrooms treated the students more equitably and fairly, did
more to make the math interesting, and were more likely to explain why
studying math is important. Tn addition, the students in these elassrooms
were less Likely to compete with one another and to compare their tests and
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report cards. In contrast, the boys had the most positive attitudes toward
math in clussrooms characterized by relatively high levels of social conipar-
ison among the students.

Furthermore, Peterson and Fennema (1985) have found that the cognitive
gain scores of boys and girls over a 1-year period were differentially infhu-
enced by these same characteristics. Girls' math—related gain scores were
refated negatively to the number of competitive interactions between stu-
dents and positively to the frequency of opportunities for cooperative and/
or individualized learning. In contrast, boys’ math-related gain scores were
positively related to competitiveness of the elassroom and negatively related
to frequency of cooperative learning opportumities.

These results suggest that females and males respond differently to com-
petitive environments. At a minimun, females, on the average, appear to
find such environments less motivating than males. In addition, however,
some females appear to find such environments adversive, leading them to
learn less in such elassrooms and perhaps to avoid situations and environ-
ments that they anticipate as being competitive in the future.

These results also point to the importance of active career and cducational
counselling for increasing nontraditional choices. Casserly’s study of exem-
plar high schools illustrated this conclusion dramatically. Schools that had
large numbers of females enrolled in their advanced math and science courses
had teachers who both considered carcer counselling an integral part of their
job and devoted substantial time to encouraging talented females (and males)
to consider careers in math- and science—related fields (e. g., Casserly, 1950).

Summary

The analysis in this section suggests that the educational and nccupational
differences between men and women result, in part, from sex differences
in gender—role definition and in the structure of one’s hierarchy of values
and interests. Furthermore, these differences result from differential so-
cialization experiences and from the internalization of calturally-defined,
and readily observable, gender roles. More specifically, this analysis suggests
that the differential involvement of men and women in math and science—
related occupations, for example, may result, in part, from differences in
their interest patterns and their personal values (e.g., being object— or thing-
oriented vs. being person—oriented). Furthermore, this analysis suggests
that the diferential involvement of men and women in “high status” time—
consuming occupations requiring long periods of preprofessional training
may resull. in part, from differences in men’s and women's psychological
investments in and definitions of their family roles vs. their professional
roles. These gender differences in psychological investment in familv vs.
professional roles undoubtedly result from a complex set of both psvcholog-
ical and sociological forces including the internalization of gender roles, the
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individual’s assessment of what jobs and roles are realistically available, and
hoth overt and subtle forms of discrimination operating in educational and
occupational institutions. Consequently, women may choose to limit their
investment in the professional role because they want to maximize their
investment in their tamily roles or because they think that their opportunities
in the professional role are restricted by discriminatory forces beyond their
control, or both (see Astin, 1984; Callahan, 1979; Frieze & Hanusa, 1954
Pavan, 1985; and Sears, 1979, for a discussion of the external harriers to
suceess women face within the professions),

THE COST OF TRADITIONAL CHOICES

This brings us back to the question of the value society places on the achieve-
ment choices of inen and women. It is clear that women achieve less than
men in terms of traditional educational and oceupational advancement. But
do they make less use of their talents, do they think they have “achieved”
less? One answer to this question can be found in Terman’s longitudinal
study of gifted women and men. Early in this century, Terman and his
colleagues began a longitudinal study of just over 1,000 gifted boys and girls
in California. Most of these people have been interviewed several times
over the last 60 years, most recently in 1978. The accomplishments of the
gifted men are easy to document. They have been highly successful voca-
tionally and, as a group, have amassed an impressive list of awards and
distinctions. The women have fared less well on these criteria; they are less
well represented in high—level occupational positions, have earned substan-
tially less money, and have earned fewer awards and honors. Instead, the
majority of these gifted women invested a large portion of their time and
encrgy into their families. As a consequence, their educational and vocational
attainments are less notable than those of their male peers. But have these
women really achieved less? The gifted men and women themselves provide
one answer to this question. In 1960, they were asked to rate the extent to
which they have lived up to their intellectual promise. Although the un-
employed housewives gave a slightly lower rating than the professional
wormnen, both groups of gifted women were guite positive in their response
to this question and, as a group, the men and women did not difler in their
responses (Oden, 1968). In general, then, in 1960 many of these gifted
women were fairly satisfied with their use of their intellectual talents.
More recent interviews, however, suggest that some of these women now
have more regrets about their high levels of investment of time and encrgy
in their families coupled with their relatively low levels of investment in
their own professional development (Sears, 1979). When asked in 1978 to
rate their level of satisfaction with several areas of their lives, the gifted
women were less satisfied than the gifted men with their oceupational de-
velopment. (They were also more satisfied with their friendships and the
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eunftural richness of their lives.) In addition, when asked how they would
have structured their lives differently, many now wished they had placed
less importance on the homemaker role and more importance on a career,

This shift in satisfaction with their life decisions has undoubtedly heen
stimulated, at least partially, by the shifting cultural norms regarding wom-
en's family and occupational reles. The decision to invest time and energy
in one’s family rather than in an occupation was consistent with the gender-
role norms of the late 1930s and early 1940s and may even have heen
attractive given the limited work opportunities readily available to them.
But, women have been reevaluating gender-role norms for the past 15-20
years. in addition, employment and educational opportunities for women
have expanded substantially over the last 30 years. Consequently, when
asked to reflect back on the decisions they made 3040 years ago, the cost
of these decisions in terms of their own development is likely to have hecome
more salient since 1960. Furthermore, the direct benefits gained by their
families may seem less salient now that their children have left home and
most of their hushands have retired and no longer depend on their wives’
contributions for their career advancement.

Most importantly, many of these women made their inittal decisions for
what they considered to he good reasons. In addition, although many may
have made no conscious choice, simply accepting the culturally-prescribed
norms, few apparently based their decisions on a lack of confidence in their
ability to succeed. Similar dynamics characterize the role choice of women
today. For example, Sholomskas and Axelrod {1986} interviewed 67 women
with children under the age of 6 regarding their role choices. These women
had made one of three role choices: full-time homemaker, carcer worker,
noncareer worker. For the most part, both the homemakers (n=27) and the
career women {n =28} reported that their current role status was primarily
a matter of personal choice. In contrast, the noncareer working women
{n=12) reported economic necessity as the primary reason for their role
choice, and several of these women would have preferred to he full-time
homemakers. Apparently, as documented by Gerson (1985), women's life
choices continue to involve inextricably linked decisions about work and
family that have conseguences for their vocational advancement in terms of
traditional modes of assessing achievement. And it is often fanily role con-
siderations that limit women's investment in the occupational world rather
than lack of confidence, fear of success, or debilitating attributional patterns.

Economic Costs

But what are the economic and psychological costs of these decisions? The
economic cost of a traditional choice has changed dramatically in the last
twenty vears. As a group, the married Terman women suffered reldtively
little economieally for their choice; nor did many white American women
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Table 1

Women's wages: How much less?

Earnings per 81,000 for Men

All Women' $637
Single Women® $910
Married Women' $583
Divorced Women® $728
Heads of Households® $671
Union Members® §753

'Encledes women warking fult and part time
Zncludes only womes working full ime
Sources:  Burcan of Census and Burean of Labor Statisties, 1954 as reported by Hacker (1986),

of past generations. For example, in 1969, in the United States, nonemployed
middle—aged wives enjoyed a higher standard of living than employed middle-
aged single women {Bernard, 1981},

Other groups of women have not fared so well economically either in the
past or the present, and at present the strategy of relying on a husband as
one’s primary means of support is quite risky for all women (Weitzman,
1985). Like Terman's gifted women, many women make ceducational and
vocational decisions consistent with gender—role norms for positive rather
than negative reasons. However, because society gives fewer economic re-
wards to those vocations typically chosen by women, the economic and long-
term psychological cost of these decisions can be great, especially given the
current high rates of divorce, spouse abuse, and failure to pay child support.

Table 1 illustrates these costs dramatically. Even though the differential
in men’s and women’s wages in some occupations (primarily professions) and
for some segments of the population {primarily the young and single) have
declined, the earning differentials among marrieds, heads of houscholds,
divorced, and older workers are still substantial. Consequently, there is still
a large wage gap between men and women {see Figure 3) and a growing
number of divorced women and children living in poverty {Weitzman, 1985),

Furthermore, several investigators have argued that these gaps reflect, at
least in part, the impact of female family responsibilities on women's work
patterns (Hewlett, 1985; Norwood, 1985; O'Neill, 1985). In addition to the
lower wages associated with many female gender—role stereotyped jobs, and
the fact that women's jobs are less likely to be unionized, the wage gap
reflects, in part, those patterns of women’s employment associated with child
rearing and spousal responsibilities; namely, part-tinte and intermittent em-
ployment, and limited geographic mobility (Resnick & Hartmann, 1986},

Psychological Costs

The psychological cost of these decisions is more difficult to assess. Several
studies suggest, however, that the decision to sacrifice one’s own career

Dolars
{111 thousands)

24

22

20

18

The Wage Gap Between Men and Women

Male,

four years of college

Male,
four years of high school

7 Femaie,
four years of college

Femate,
four years of high school

18 24 25 34 35 4 45 24 55 64 HE Ao

Froure 3. Wage differential across the life cyele,
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development for one’s family may have some negative consequences for
females. For example, in the Terman sample, the housewives reported less
satisfaction with their lives than the professional women (Oden, 1968; Sears,
1979). Similarly, despite the fact that they reported having chosen to stay
home, the homemakers in the Sholomskas and Axelrod (1986) study scored
lower on a measure of sell-esteem than either of the other two groups of
waomen. Consistent with this result, various studies of subjective well being
suggest that women who work ouiside the home feel better about themselves
and their lives than fill-time homemakers (Coleman & Antonucci, 1983;
Veroft, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981). Finally, numerous studies have shown that
maternal employment can have a positive impact on one’s children (especially
girls) as well as oneself (Hoffman & Nye, 1974; Hoffman, 1984). Furthermore,
remaining at home reluctantly can have a negative impact on one’s children
{Hoffinan & Nye, 1974},

But the solution to these problems does not lie in looking to deficit ex-
planations for females’ educational and vocational choices. The solution, in
part, lies in two separate strategies. First, efforts need to be made to change
the differential value society places on female and male vocations, thus
making both female and male choices equally economically viable, Com-
parable worth is one such strategy; legitimizing the right of parents, both
males and females, to invest time in their children without jeopardizing their
vocational advancement is another; allowing late entry into various educa-
tional and vocational settings is yet another; and providing adequate supports
for working parents is still another {see Bell, 1985; Hewlett, 1986, for fuller
discussion of these issues). ‘

Second, efforts need to be made to hroaden the range of educational and
vocational options that females consider during their formative years. Pro-
cesses associated with gender—role stereotyping and gender—role socializa-
tion lead girls to make choices that are often not in their best long—range
interests. Parents, teachers, counselors, and peers appear to lack confidence
in grirls” ability or motivation to succeed at demanding or nontraditional
educational programs. They do little to foster girls’ perceptions of these
programs as valuable and important: they do little to help girls evaluate the
relative importance of careers and family as well as the absolute importance
of economic independence; and they do little to provide girls with aceurate
and detailed information about the educational and occupational options
available for them and with experiences that might increase the salience of
these options (sce Eccles & Hoffinan, 1984, for a review), This is true for
all levels of occupational aspirations, hut is still especially true for nceupations
linked to voeational education programs. Given the omnipresence of gender—
role prescriptions regarding appropriate female life choices. there is little
basis for females to develop noutraditional goals if their parents, peers,
teachers, and cornselors do not encourage them to consider these options.
And there is even less basis if these individuals actively discourage such
consideration. sovializing instead traditional Female goals and deference to
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males as the “providers.” Consequently, due largely to inadequutte carcer
and educational guidance in the schools and at home, girls reach eritical
decision points with an incomplete picture of the vocational world, a ro-
manticized picture of traditional family roles, and ineomplete information
regarding the potential costs and benefits of various educational und voca-
tional options. Without such information it is difficult to make a wise choice
for onesclf. Every effort should be made to ensure that girls, as well as boys,
have a full picture of the options available to them, to ensure that girls have
ecqual access to these options, to make the importance of being able to support
oneself and one’s family equally salient to both boys and girls, and to increase
the boys’ interest in more traditional family maintenance tasks. In addition,
every effort needs to be made to keep options open for women who may
seek new opportunities as their role obligations change.

CONCLUSIONS

In summary, I have argued that sex differences in educational and vocational
choices result from both differential expectations for success and differential
values and have suggested that sex differences on hoth of these psychological
constructs result from gender—role socialization. What distinguishes my ap-
proach from other explanations of sex differences in achievement is its at-
tention to the issue of choice. Whether done consciously or not, individuals
make choices among a variety of activities all of the time. For example, they
decide whether to work hard at school or just to get by; they decide which
intellectual skills to develop or whether to develop any at all; they decide
whether to take difficult courses or to spend their extra time with their
friends; and they decide how to integrate work and family roles, ete. My
colleagues and I have tried to address the issue of choice directly and have
specified the kinds of socialization experiences that shape individual differ-
ences in the mediators of these choices (Fecles ef al., 1983).

Furthermore, because we have focused on choice rather than avoidance,
we belicve this model provides a more positive perspective on women's
achievement behavior than is common in many popular psychological ex-
planations for sex differences in achievement patterns. Beginning with the
work assoviated with need achievement and continuing to current work in
attribution theory, a variety of scholars have considered the origin of sex
differences in achievement. Many of these scholars have looked for the origin
in female motivational deficits or in expectancy/attributional differences,
arguing that women avoid male achievement activities because they Jack
confidence or because they are afraid of the consequences of success. For
example, it has been sugpested that women have lower expectations for
success, are less confident in their achievement-related ahilities, are more
likely to attribute their failures to lack of ability, are less likely to attribute
their success to ability, and are more likely to exhibit a learned helpless
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response to failure {e.g. Betz & Hackett, 1981; Dweck, 1986- Parsons et al.
1976). Furthermore, it has heen argued that these differences mediate the
sex differences observed in achievement patterns.

Although these dynamics may characterize some individuals, there are
several problems with the deficit perspective implied in these hypotheses,
First, because they assnme a deficit mode! of female achievement, research
has focused on the guestion “How are women different than men?” rather
than “What influences men's and women’s achievement behavior?”, As a
consequence of this focus on sex differences, individual differences amonyg
women have largely been ignored until guite recently (Gerson, 1985) despite
the fact that we know that within—sex variations on any psychologieal measure
are much larger than the mean between sex differences. Second, the as-
sumption that sex differences in these variables actually mediate sex differ-
ences in achievement hehavior has rarely been tested. Instead, many studics
simply demonstrate a statistically significant difference hetween males and
temales and conclude that this difference accounts for sex differences in
achievement behavior. Third, the deficit perspective has limited the range
of variables studied. Researchers have focused most of their attention on a
set of variables that are linked to self confidence and expectancies since high
self confidence is one of those “good™ things that facilitates men’s competitive
achievement. Fourth, the deficit psychological perspective has led to a
static rather than 2 dynamic view of role choices. As Gerson (1985) documents
so well, women have coped with the multiple demands of work and family
by the continual process of renegotiation with their social and personal
situations and reassessments of their own goals and options.

Our model provides a different perspective. By assigning a central role
to the construct of subjective task value, we have offered an alternative
explanation for sex diflcrences in achievement patterns. This alternative
explanation puts male and female achievement choices on a more equal
footing, Our model makes salient the hypothesis that differences in male
and female educational and vocational choices result from the fact that males
and females on the average have different but equally important goals for
their lives and that these goals themselves may change over the lifetime as
rofes and obligations change. This view differs markedly from explanations
that attribute sex differences in achievement patterns to females’ lack of
confidence, low expectations, and/or debilitating attributional tendencies.
Instead of characterizing females as deficient males, the perspective outlined
herve legitimizes femabes’ choices as valuable on their own terms rather than
as a reflection or distortion of male choices and male values. (Gilligan, 1952,
has made a similar point regarding males” and females’ moral judgments.)
i also suggests specific types of interventions that stress rational and com-
prehensive career counselling, changing opportunity structures and class-
room experiences across the lifetime. providing societal supports for
parenting and personal development rather than motivational retraining, and
macra-level reassessiment of the differential economic payoff afforded to male
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versus female occupations. Consequently, it places less blame on the “vie
tims™ of gender-role socializations and focuses our attention on the socul
changes that are needed if we are to create a traly gender—fair socicty.

NOTE

1. Recent time use studies add support to these concerns. Despite the fact tat women are
now working mare hours outside the home, husbands and fathers still coptribute little time
or energy to child care or household maistenance (Goff- Timmer, Eceles, & O Bricn. 1955).
In fact the wife's working status has very litile effect on the hashand's Hme use paiterns
either inside or outside the home.
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