Journal of Secial Issues, Vol. 46, No. 2, 1990, pp. 183-204

Gender Role Stereotypes, Expectancy Effects, and
Parents’ Socialization of Gender Differences

Jacquelynne 5. Eccles
Universities of Colorade and Michigan

Janis E. Jacobs
University of Nebraska

Rena D. Harold
Michigan State University

Gender segregation continues to exist in many activity and occupational do-
mains. This article uses the expectancy effect perspective to analyze the role
parents may play in influencing their children to engage in gender role stereo-
typed activities. It outlines the theoretical bases for such effects, and discusses
how to distinguish between accuracy and perceptual bias in parents’ gender role
differentiated perceptions of their children’s competencies and interests. Then it
summarizes the results of a series of studies, which show that parents distort
their perceptions of their own children in gender role stereotypic activities such
as math and sports, that the child's gender affects parents’ causal attributions
for their children’s performance in gender role stereotypic activities, and that
these perceptual biases influence the children’s own self-perceptions and activity
choices. Finally, the article presents a theoretical model of how these processes
may occur.

Gender differences in academic and occupational choices persist despite
efforts at affirmative action in schools and occupational settings (Eccles, 1987).
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These differences are especially marked in areas associated with mathematics,
physical science, technology, sports, clerical/office work, and education (Ec-
cles, 1989; Steinkamp & Machr, 1984). The differences are particularly dramatic
among students enrolled in vocational education programs. For example, in
1978, only 12% of high school students enrolled in technical vocational training
courses were female while the vast majority of the students enrolled in office
training programs were female (Eccles & Hoffman, 1984).

Why is this so? Several authors have suggested that gender differences in
self-perceptions play a critical role (see Eccles, 1987; Eccles & Hoffman, 1984).
Specifically, gender differences in self-perceptions of their abilities may lead
females and males to select different educational training programs, and to aspire
to different occupations, The existence of gender differences in early adoles-
cents’ views of their own abilities in mathematics, for example, is well docu-
mented {e.g., Eccles-Parsons, 1984; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles-
Parsons ctal., 1983}, In general, young women rate their math ability lower than
young men. They also express less interest than their male peers in studying
mathematics and in entering math-related professions. Less research has been
done in other domains, but evidence is emerging that gender differences exist
there as well, For example, females in grades 6—12 rate themselves as more
competent in English than do their male peers (Eccles et al., 1989). Similarly,
males rate their athletic competence higher than do females (Eccles et al., 1989;
Eccles & Harold, 1988). ,

Many explanations have been suggested for these differences in self-percep-
tions (for reviews sce Eccles-Parsons, 1984; Eccles, 1987; Eccles & Hoffman,
1984). This article focuses on one possible cause: parents’ gender-differentiated
expectations. If parents’ hold gender-differentiated perceptions of, and expecta-
tions for, their children’s competencies in various areas, then, through self-
fulfiliing prophecies, parents could play a critical role in socializing gender
differences in children’s self-perceptions, interests, and skill acquisition.

Two types of evidence are necessary to establish the effects of parents’
gender-differentiated expectations: First, one must demonstrate that parents hold
gegder—differentiated perceptions of their children’s competencies in various do-
mains. Next one must show that these gender-differentiated perceptions have an
impact on the children’s self-perceptions that is independent of the impact of the
children’s actual performance levels on both the children’s and the parents’
pe.rceptions of the children’s competence (see Jussim, 1989, for discussion of
this mode of proof). There is good evidence of both of these effects for mathe-
matics. Parents of adolescents who are junior high school aged hold gender-
differentiated views of their children’s math competence. Furthermore, these
gender-differentiated parental beliefs appear to mediate the association between
the adolescents’ gender and their confidence in their math competence even after
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controlling for independent indicators of the adolescents’™ prior mathematical
competence (Eccles-Parsons, 1984; Eecles & Jacobs, 1986; Eccles-Parsons,
Adler, & Kaczala, 1982). Interestingly, the gender-differentiated perceptions of
the parents in these studies exist even though their female and male children do
equally well in math on both their school grades and their performance on
standardized tests (Eccles-Parsons et al., 1982). Thus, the expectancy effects
demonstrated in these studies are not due to perceiver accuracy, and the parents’
gender-differentiated expectations for their children’s competence in math do
appear to facilitate the emergence of gender differences in the children’s percep-
tions of their own competence in mathematics.

New Sources of Data

Do these results replicate and generalize to other domains? Yes! We now
have evidence of similar effects for different aged children and in two new
activity domains (English and sports). These findings are described in the re-
mainder of the paper. They are drawn from two major, ongoing longitudinal
studies involving approximately 2100 families, both of which were done in
suburban communities in Michigan. Children were recruited through the schools
in 14 different school districts, with all children in eligible classrooms being
asked to participate. In each study between 80% and 95% of the children con-
tacted agreed to participate. Family participation was solicited affer the children
were recruited, and all families of participating children were asked to join the
study. In each study between 70% and 80% of the families solicited agreed to
participate. Questionnaires, interviews, and standardized aptitude measures were
used in both studies. The children and adolescents were tested at school, whereas
the parent data were collected via mailed questionnaires. Actual participation
rates for the children averaged 80% or better; participation rates for the parents
averaged between 60% and 70% depending on the district and the wave of data
collection.

Study 1 (the Michigan Study of Transitions at Adolescence) is a seven-year
longitudinal study of adolescent development in the context of the family and the
school. In 1983, approximately 2000 early adolescents were recruited into this
study when they were in the sixth grade. About 1500 of their families agreed to
participate as well, and these families have been participating in the study since
then. The data reported in this paper were collected in the fall and spring of the
adolescents’ sixth-grade school year (1983-84).

Study 2 (the Michigan Study of Middle Childhood) is a four-year longitudi-
nal study of the development of children who are elementary school aged, again
in the context of the family and the school. In 1986, approximately 600 children
and their families were recruited into this study, when the children were either in



Gender-of-Child Effects on Parents’ Perceptions

Table 1.
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kindergarten, first, or third grade. These families have been participating an-
nually in the study since that time. The data reported in this paper were collected
in the spring and summer of the first year of the study (1987).

Parents in both studies were asked a series of questions regarding their
perceptions of their children’s competency, and their expectations for their chil-
dren’s performance, in three domains: math, English, and sports. Previous stud-
ies had indicated the importance of tapping parents’ perceptions of their chil-
dren’s competency with several different constructs. Consequently study 1 used
7-point Likert scales to assess the following parent perceptions: (a) child’s cur-
rent competence (2 items: perceived current level of ability and perceived current
level of performance), (b} difficulty of domain for child (2 items: perceived
difficulty and amount of effort necessary to do well), (¢} child’s natural talent {1
item), (d) future performance expectations in math and English courses (1 item in
each domain), and (e) future career performance expectations in careers requir-
ing good skills in math and English (1 item in each domain). Similar scales and
items were used in Study 2. These scales have been used in other studies, and
their reliability and validity are reported in several articles {e.g., Eccles-Parsons
et al., 1983; Eccles et al., 1984; Eccles et al., 1989). To test for gender differ-
entiation in these perceptions, ANOVAs were run on each dependent measure
using the child’s gender as the independent variable. The results are summarized
in Table 1.

Gernder role stereotyped differences were clear in both studies in English
and sports. Parents of daughters rated their child as more competent in English
than parents of sons and vice versa for sports. The pattern for mathematics
depended on the age of the child being judged. There was no gender of child
effect on the parent’s perceptions of younger children’s mathematical compe-
tence (study 2); in conirast, 2 gender of child effect was beginning to emerge in
the teports of the mothers of sixth graders. We know from our previous studies
that the gender of child effect in the math domain is stronger and more consistent
among parents -of junior and senior high school students.

Possible Origins of Gender Role Stereotyping in Parents’ Perceptions

Many explanations have been offered to account for the gender role ster-
eotyping of ratings of males’ and females’ competencies in various domains. The
most critical issue for this paper is the extent to which parents’ stereotyped
perceptions of their children are either accurate, or are a reflection, at least in
part, of perceptual bias. This is a very difficult issue to settle because no consen-
sus has been reached on what criteria should be used to assess the accuracy of
gender role stereotypes. It is clear that parents’ perceptions of their children’s
competence in academic subjects are highly comrelated with teachers’ ratings of
the children’s competence, and with various indicators of the children’s perfor-
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mance and achievement, such as school grades and standardi

(Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Eccles-Parsons et al., 1982). Bu?:ridti::; ;sgézi
r(?le stercotyped perceptions an accurate reflection of true gender differences in
either talent or competence? This question is difficult to answer because females
and' mgles are treated so differently by their parents and peers from very early in
thelr' hveg. Consequently, it is impossible to get a good indicator of natural talent
that is uninfluenced by the processes associated with gender role socialization—
the very processes being described in this article.

Fo_r example, can it be concluded that parents’ gender role stereotyped
perceptlgns of their six-year-old children’s talent in sports are accurate if the
rn-a%e 'chl{dren perform better than the female children on a standardized test of
athletic _sKili at this age? Not really, because it is quite likely that the female and
male children have already had different opportunities to develop their athletic
skﬁl:s. The best that can be done at this point is to use the strategy proposed b
Ju§51m {_1989)‘ This strategy involves assessing the extent to which the per}-f
ceiver's judgments are related to the variables of interest (in this case the child’s
gender) after controlling more objective indicators of the children’s actual perfor-
mance le?/f:I. If they are, then efforts should be made to identify possible mediat-
ing cognitive processes to account for the biased portion of these perceptions
5;;3. ,b;i;es ;ortmn not due to actual differences in the performance levels of girls

' The mathematics domain provides the most fully developed example of this
logic at present. In both our own work (see Eccles-Parson et al., 1982; Eccles &
Jaco?s, 1986) and the work of Entwisle and her colleagues (s’ee A}P:xander &
Ent\fvwie, 1988), parents’ perceptions of their children’s competence in mathe-
matics hafze been found to be influenced by their children’s gender, independent
of the children’s actual performance in mathematics. Comparabl’e patterns of
results are emerging for the domains of English and sports (e.g., Jacobs &
?ccies, }990). Thus it appears that something other than overt pen;ormance is
%nﬂuencmg the formation of parents’ perceptions of their children’s competence
in bot_h math and sports. What might these factors be, and do they generalize to
domains other than mathematics? Three possible explanations seem especially
relevant to the expectancy-effects perspective being outlined in this paper. First
there may be a true sex difference in the children’s aptitude, but giris ma’
corppensa‘te by working harder than boys in order to do just as well Secondy
apgtude differences may be minor or nonexistent, but parents may aztrilbutc thei;
chlldre'n’s performance to different causes, leading them to different conclusions
regarding their female children’s vs. their male children’s ‘‘talent.”” Third, par-
ents may generalize their category-based gender role stereotypes to their tz;r et-
based judgments of their own children’s competence. Evidence for each of ihgese
three possible explanations is discussed below.
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Real Gender Differences in Children’s Aptitude and Effort

Attributional theorists have studied how people make inferences regarding a
target person’s talent. According to these theorists (e.g., Weiner, 1974}, adults
believe that performance is a joint function of aptitude and effort. Consequently,
adults take into consideration indicators of both objective performance and effort
in forming an impression of a particular target's ‘‘aptitude.”” To the extent that
perceivers believe that one target worked harder than another to achieve the same
level of performance, they will conclude that the first target has less true “‘ap-
titude’’ for the activity than the second target, even though the two targets are
performing at the same level.

This anaiysis has possible implications for understanding parents’ gender-
differentiated perceptions of their children’s talent in various activities. For
instance, some people have argued that there is a true gender difference in
children’s aptitude for mathematics and that females compensate for their Jower
levels of aptitude by working harder than boys to master mathematics. How can
one evaluate the validity of this suggestion? One way is to compare the perfor-
mance of females and males on a specific task that is considered to be more
closely related to aptitude, and less closely related to effort, than are school
grades. If gender differences appear on this task in a population in which there
are no gender differences in math course grades, then one might conclude that
there is a true aptitudinal difference that is being overcome by a gender dif-
ference in effort, Evidence reported by Benbow and Stanley (1980) is consistent
with this interpretation. They found that gifted boys scored higher than gifted
girls on standardized tests, and they concluded that the boys had more naturai
aptitude for math than the girls. Unfortunately, they did not measure effort or
prior exposure to mathematics, and thus we cannoi rule out the possibility that
the gender differences on these ““aptitude’” tests were due to gender differences
in experience (see Eccles & Jacobs, 1986). In addition, although there is a
reliable gender difference on standardized tests of math ‘‘aptitude’” among the
gifted, the evidence of such differences among more normally distributed sam-
ples is much less reliable, and the differences are much smaller whenever they

are obtained (Eccles, 1984; Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon, 1990).

Furthermore, several findings from our previous work (e.g., Eccles-Parsons
et al., 1982; Eccles & Jacobs, 1986) cast doubt on the notion that girls compen-
sate for lower levels of aptitade with hard work. First and foremost, we found no
gender differences on either standardized tests of math aptitede or on school
math grades in this sample. Second, the boys and girls reported spending equal
amounts of time on their math homework and schoolwork (Eccles & Jacobs,
1986). Finally, the teachers of the boys and girls in this sample did not report any
gender differences in these children’s talent for mathematics (Eccles-Parsons,
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1984). Nonetheless, there was a significant gender of child effect on the parents’
ratings of how difficult math was for their child {Eccles-Parsons et al., 1982).
This pattern of findings makes it unlikely that the gender of child effect found for
these parents’ confidence in their children’s competence was due primarily to a
“real” gender difference either in math talent or in the amount of work the
children had invested in mastering mathematics. Although these explanations
may be true in some populations, the Eccles-Parsons et al. (1982) study suggests
that a child’s gender can affect parents’ confidence in their child’s math compe-
tence even when effort and ability are controlled. Since comparabie studies have
not been done in the domains of English and sports, the validity of the
effort/compensation argument cannot be assessed at this point in these domains.

Parents’ Causal Attributions

A second plausible explanation for the effect of child’s gender on parents’
ratings grows out of attribution theory. According to Weiner (1974), perceptions
of another’s competence depend on the causal attributions made for the person’s
performance. If parents of boys make different attributions for their children’s
math performance than do parents of girls, it would follow that these parents
should develop different perceptions of their children’s math competence. In a test
of this hypothesis, Yee and Eccles (1988) found that parents of boys rated natural
talent as a2 more important reason for their chiid’s math successes than did parents
of girls. In contrast, parents of gitls rated effort as a more important reason for their
child’s math successes than did parents of boys, In addition, to the extent that the
parents attributed their child’s success in mathematics to effort, they also rated
their child as less talented in mathematics. Conversely, to the extent that they
attributed their child’s success in mathematics to talent, they also rated their child
as more talented in mathematics. Thus, it appears that the gender role stereotyped
attributions parents make for their children’s performance may be important
mediators of the parents’ gender role stereotyped perceptions of their children’s
math competence. The data from study 1 provide a direct test of this conclusion.

Mothers in study 1 were asked to imagine a time when their child did very
well m mathematics and then to rate, on a 7-point Likert scale, the importance of
the following six possible causes in determining the success experience: natural
talent, effort, task ease, teacher help, parent help, and current skill level. Con-
sistent with the findings of Yee and Eccles {198R), significant gender of child
effects were obtained on two of the attributions: natural talent and effort. To test
the mediation hypothesis, a series of regression analyses was conducted on those
mothers’ perceptions that yielded a significant gender of child effect in mathe-
matics (see Table 1). According to Baron and Kenny (1986), support for a
mediational hypothesis consists of demonstrating that the relationship between
variables A and C is reduced or eliminated when the hypothesized mediating
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variable B is entered into the regression equation. We .uscd a pafh-an.aiym
procedure to test this effect. The results for mat?a are ﬂlust.rated. in Fxg.. E
Consistent with the mediational hypothesis, the sigmﬁcant reiat;cznship of Fknld ?
gender to the relevant parent perception variables (i.e., paren_ts- p.ercepﬁons o
the child’s natural math talent, the difficulty of math for their child, and thm;
expectations regarding the child’s likely future success in both math courses'zz:x’
a math-related career) disappeared once the relationship betweel'l the child’s
gender and the parents’ attributions for the child’s math success to either talent (;xi
effort were controlled. Furthermore, eitherfone or btoth of ttli'les: tWO caus
ibutions were significantly related to all five parent perceptions. ‘
atmbé{;mparabie rfsults for {he talent attribution emcrgei in both the Eng}is:lh
and sport domains. The English resuiis are itlustrated in Fig. 2. As_ prefi.cm.,
children’s gender influenced their mothers’ cauosal gtmbutions,.whlf:h in turmn
influenced the mothers’ perceptions of, and expectations of, their qhﬂdrep. '
These data provide good preliminary support for th'e hypothesjized biasing
effect of causal atributions on parents’ perceptions' of their chtlvdren s competen-
cies. However, it is important to note that these beliefs are all highly 1r}terreiat@d,
and the data are correlational in nature. The consistency of the findlpgs gcros;
domains suggests that the relationships are r:eiiabie, but the causal duﬂfstxgn 0
the relationships is still at issue. The Iongitudinal analyses necessary to pin ‘ own
the predominant causal directions of influence among these various beliefs are

MOTHER'S PERCEPTIONS

L A TION

CHILD MOTHER'S ATTRIBY

T TiC FCR CHILD'S SUCCESS FOR MATH DOMAIN
CHARACTERIS

Chid@’s Current Compelence

Telent
Dittlculty of Domaln for Child

Sex of Child
Expectancy for Future Course Perfarmance

Efiort Expectancy for Likely Career Success

47

Child's Natural Taient

Fiz. 1. Mediational effects of mothers’ attributions for their children’s success in hmath;mahcs.
Stlag.t'lda;dizcd regression coefficients for the stgnificant paths (p < .01) appear on each path.



192

Eccles, Jacobs, and Harold

CHILD MOTHER'S
ATYRIBUTICN '
CHARACTERISTIC FOR CHILD'S SUCCESS MO HERS FERCEPTIONS
LD Sve NGLISH DOMAIN
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-15 {-.22}

Taient
Ditficuity of Domain for Child
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Expectancy tor Future Course Performance

<15 (-.18)
Expectancy tor Likely Career Succass

Chiid's Natural Tafent

Fig. 2. Mediational effects of m * attribaxi

I others” attributions for their chi ' i i

ol i ; " at ildren’s success

: ::fe gtgi;?ssf; coiffécel;:ms for the significant paths {p < .01) appear on eéilfgiltl;hlzse;?gaf‘

correatio siguiﬁg; ;1 o in pa:ent’heses. aft‘er the coefficients for those gender-of—chilc{ effects l;hzi
after mothers” attributions were entered into the regression equations

o . -
i hsirl;dt;;g:rs:riilrié;rehmma.ry arialyses suggest that parents’ perceptions of their
ence at time 1 influence causal attributi i
' 1ons made at both time
¢ ime
f(r:f t;z;?re i.. Iléimizermore, these analyses suggest that parents’ causal attributions
por ¢ Chi;(;r ze R Scrc: ] pertformances prior to time 2 affect the parents’ perceptions of
ompetence at time 2. Finally, the impact of children’
parents’ perceptions of their children’s ¢ , o e 2, in Dot ants o
: : ompetence at time 2, in both math an
f}?g?émh,' appears to be mediated, at least in part, by parents’ perceptions of thf:i(;1
ren’s competence at time 1 and b ’ i
i ' v parents’ causal attributi i
children’s successes in these tw i dings o o
0 domains. These prelimin i
: ' ary findings add sup-
g{(});t t(; ou;:h crlynciu'smn I?}at gender of child differences in parents’ caugsal attribg-
s for their children’s successes in each of these domains contribute to the

gender role stereotyped bias we find i i
e sK nd in their perception ir chi ’
competencies in each of these domains, perceptions of their children’s

Parents’ Gender Role Stereotypes

But why do parents make differ i
: ‘ ent causal attributions for boys’ and girls’
successes in math, English, and sports? This question brings ug to thcg;;i;t
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explanation for parents’ gender-differentiated confidence in their children’s com-
petence. Both Eccles-Parsons (1984) and Jacobs and Eccles (1985) suggest that
this difference in causal attributions, as well as the gender of child differences in
parents” confidence in their children’s competencies in various domains, may be
due, in part, to the impact of category-based gender role stereotypes on parents’
perceptions of their own children’s competence. In particular, this hypothesis
states that parents’ gender role stereotypes regarding the extent to which males or
females, in general, are likely to be more talented in a particular domain will
influence their perceptions of their own child’s ability in this domain, leading to
a distortion in the parents’ perceptions of their children’s abilities in the gender
role stereotyped direction. Essentially, we are predicting that parents’ percep-
tions of their children’s ability in any particular Gomain wili depend partially on
the parents’ gender Tole stereotypes regarding ability in that domain, and that this
effect will be significant even after controlling for the children’s actual level of
competence in the domain. :

Before presenting evidence to support these hypotheses, it is important to
put them in the broader context of research on the link between category-based
belicfs and target-based beliefs. Although there has been very little study of this
link in families, or as a developmental phenomenon, there has been quite a bit of
relevant research in social psychology. Two basic views have emerged. Work in
the field of stereotyping and expectancy effects has repeatedly documented the
impact of the perceiver's category-based beliefs (stereotypes) on the perceiver’s
perceptions of specific members of the social category (e.g., Darley & Gross,
1983; Duncan, 1976). In conirast, work in the area of social judgment has
pointed to the power of individuating information to override the impact of
stereotypical beliefs on perceptions of specific individuals (e.g., Locksley,
Borgida, Brekke, & Hepburn, 1980). Numerous studies have attempted to re-
solve the discrepancy between these two perspectives, These studies have docu-
mented a variety of factors that influence the extent to which social perceptions
are influenced by the perceiver’s stereotypic beliefs or by individuating informa-
tion the perceiver has received about the target (e.g., Higgins & Bargh, 1987;
Hilton & Fein, 1989; Rasinski, Crocker, & Hastie, 1985). Hilton and Fein
{1989) concluded:

Social judgment is not uniformiy dominated by either categorical information or by
individuating information. Perceivers do not always ignore individuating information nor
do they always suspend their stercotypes when mdividuating information is available.
Instead, the results indicate that social judgment involves a dynamic interplay between the
category-based expectations of the perceiver and the information that is available from the
target. (p. 208)

What do these conclusions indicate about the probability that parents’ gen-
der role stereotypes will affect their perceptions of their own children’s abilities?
This is a complicated question. On one hand, parents have ample opportunity to
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get individuating information about their children’s abilities in specific subject
areas. And evidence suggests that when individuating information about an
individual is both readily available and clearly diagnostic about the characteristic
being evaluated, perceivers are likely to attend primarily to this individuating
information and to ignore their stereotypic beliefs (Hilton & Fein, 1989). This
suggests that parents’ gender role stereotypes should have little or no impact on
their perceptions of their chiidren’s abilities.

On the other hand, the strongest suppoit for expectancy effects typically
occurs in naturalistic settings with naturally occurring beliefs and perceptions
(Jussim, 1986). In addition, categorical beliefs or stereotypes have their largest
effect *‘when categorical information can disambiguate the diagnostic meaning
of individuating information®* (Hilton & Fein, 1989, p. 210). Families are clear-
Iy naturalistic settings; and parents’ gender role beliefs and perceptions of their
children’s abilities are naturally occurring social cognitions. In addition, work in
attribution theory (e.g., Weiner, 1974) suggests that achievement-related out-
comes are ambiguous as to their cause, and earlier in this article we have
documented that parents’ causal attributions for their children’s competencies in

gender role stereotyped domains are affected by their children’s gender. These

facts suggest that parents’ category-based gender role stereotypes might affect
their perceptions of their own children’s competencies.

We know of no previous studies that have tested this hypothesis. As re-
ported earlier, parents do hold gender-differentiated views of their children’s
academic and nonacademic abilities, These beliefs are also more gender differ-
entiated than are objective indicators of the children’s actual performance in
these domains (e.g., Alexander & Entwisle, 1988, Eccles et al., 1989; Eccles &
Harold, 1988; Jacobs & Eccles, 1985). These studies, however, did not examine
the actual relationship between parents’ gender role stereotypes and their percep-
tions of their own child’s ability. The critical issue is not whether parents, on the
average, give gender-differcntiated estimates of their children’s abilities. In-
stead, the issue is whether parents who endorse the culturally dominant gender
role stereotype regarding the distribution of talent between males and females
distort their perception of their own children’s abilities in a direction that is
consistent with the gender role stereotype to a greater extent than parents who do
not endorse the cultural stereotype. Evidence from both studies I and 2 Supports
this hypothesis for mothers. (The data from the fathers have not yet been
analyzed.)

In swdy 2, the mothers were asked at time 1 who they thought were
naturally better at mathematics, English, and sports-—-boys, girls, or neither. In a
separate questionnaire they also rated on a 7-point Likert scale how much natural
talent their child had in each of these three domains, and how difficult (or easy}
cach of these domains was for their child. In each domain, we tested the signifi-
cance of the interaction of the child’s gender with the parents’ category-based
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gender role stereotypes in predicting the Rarents’ ratings of thellrgggn child’s
competency. All six interactions were sigm‘ﬁcant (Ef;CleS e.t al., F‘). B, As
The results for mathematics were particularly mtere:jatmg.(see. 2. .ff ;
Table 1 demonstrated, on the average, the gender of their child d;d not {z; 1‘e:):f
these mothers’ perceptions of their child’§ math talent. Hov&iever, tt1 3 hgen : tewas
their child did affect their ratings of the child’s natural talent in math when »
considered in interaction with their category-based gende-r role stf:reotgfpeare
mathematical competence. As predicted, 'mothe:rs whf:> b'cheved thz(lit mafe(s:hiid
naturally more talented in mathematics displayed a significant gender o
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Fig. 3. Interactive effects of mothers’ gendgr roke st:::eotypes 1am§ child’s gender in predicting
mothers’ rating of own child’s natural talent in math (** p < .01
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eff.ect in their ratings of their children’s math ability: Their ratings of thei

children were consistent with their category-based stereotype. In cfntrast t;H
gender of child effect was not significant for mothers who bciieved that :r,1ale.3
and females are equally likely to be naturally talented at mathematics. Simil i
gender ro}e stereotypic effects characterized the mothers’ reports for bo-th 8 {;:f
and English. Although it is possible that these effects are duc to the im ;c):t o?
target-based information on the mothers’ category-based gender role sterefl))t $

the extreme stability of gender role stereotypes across time in a variety of poigﬁaj

tions makes this an unlikely alternative interpretation (Rothbart, 1989)

Igcobs (1987) explored these effzcts in the domains of math ’and spo'rts more
fk'lll}f in the data from study I. Using path-analytic techniques, she tested the
significance of the interaction between the child’s gender and thgz mother’s cate-
go‘ry-based ggndcr role stereotypes in predicting mothers’ perceptions of their
ch%idren’s ability, controlling for the effect of an independent indicator of th
f:h:idrsr?‘s actual ability level (the teacher’s rating of the children’s ability) Thz
interaction term was scored such that a positive coefficient indicated t};lE;E the

Mothar's Gender-RAole
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Hother's Perception of
’ Child's- Selt-Percept
1/ Child's Math Abitlty W of Own Math Abmll; for
Sex of Child x
Mather's Gender-Hole
Stersotype

Tescher's Ruting of
Child's Math AbHiy

p:egdigﬁnz{ﬁx:?g :gf:gt c;? mcthe;s.]dgender role stereotypes on the impact of child’s gender in

12 : own chi 's competence in math and child’s self- H

;I:;Lil azbc:igyo, gtanéarélze§ regression coefficients for the significant paihs (p < C}i)f)r‘;?pt;(a’f c?!f ::Z;:
. -order corzelations are inciuded in parentheses after the coefficients for those gender-of-

child effecis that remained
significani ’ i
' ki t after mothers rar.mgs wWEere SB[CTEd into the leglessioﬂ
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mother was distorting her impression of her child in the gender tole appropriate
direction. For instance, if she was talking about a boy child, her rating of her
child’s ability was higher than what would have been predicted using only the
teacher’s rating; it was the opposite for a girl child.

Jacobs® results for math are illustrated in Fig. 4, and rather comparable
findings emerged for the sports domain. Once again the data were consistent with
our hypothesis, for the interaction term was significant and the coefficient was
positive for both math and spotts. Thus, to the extent that these mothers endorsed
the traditional gender role stereotypic belief that males are naterally better in
math and sports than are gitls, they distorted their perception of their children’s
competence in these domains in the gender role stereotypic direction. In addi-
tion, consistent with the findings of Bocles-Parsons et al, (1982), the mothers’
perceptions of their children’s competence in each domain had a significant
impact on the children’s own self-perceptions, even after the children’s actual
performance in each domain (i.e., the teacher’s rating) was controlled.

These data provide clear evidence of the processes associated with expec-
tancy effects. Given the power of individuating information and the large amount
of such information that parents are exposed to as their children grow up, we
would not expect the biasing effects to be large—and they are not. Nevertheless,
although the effects are not large, they are both reliable and consistent across
different activity domains. Finally, they do appear to influence the deveiopment
of the children’s own self-perceptions in a manner consistent with the self-

fulfilling prophecy hypothesis.

Conclusions

We have argued that gender differentiation in parents’ perceptions of their
children’s abilities in various domains results, in part, from processes associated
with perceptual bias and expectancy effects. In particular, we hypothesized that
both parents’ causal attributions for their children’s successes, and parents’ cate-
gory-based gender role stereotypes, would lead to perceptual bias in their impres-
sions of their children’s competencies in gender role stereotyped activity do-
mains. Current findings from two ongoing longitudinal studies, as well as results
from our previous work, support these hypotheses. As one would expect, par-
ents’ perceptions of their children’s competencies in math, English, and sports
are strongly related to independent indicators of their children’s actual compe-
tence in these domains. Nevertheless, the evidence clearly indicates that parents’
perceptions of their children’s competencies in math, English, and sports are also
influenced by their children’s gender, and by the parents’ gender role stereotypic
beliefs about which gender is naturally more talented in these domains. Further-
more, the evidence supports the conclusion that these influences are independent
of any actual differences that might exist in the children’s competencies. Thus, it
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appears that perceptual bias is operating in the formation of parents’ impressions
of their children’s competencies in gender role stereotyped activity domains.

Let us consider this from a self-fulfilling prophecy view concerning the
socialization of gender differences in children’s competencies in various activity
domains. Proponents of such a view would argue that these differences in par-
ents’ perceptions of their children’s competencies set in motion a train of events
that ultimately create the very differences the parents originally believed to exist
(see Eccles & Hoffman, 1984). Elsewhere, we have identified one mechanism
through which such a process might be mediated: the children’s self-perceptions.
We have argued that children’s self-perceptions and task-perceptions influence
the choices children make about their involvement in various activities (see
Eccles-Parsons et al., 19832}, In particular, children should spend more time
engaged in activities that they think they are good at, and that they value and
enjoy.

We have now documented these relations in the domains of math and
sports, with a variety of findings not reported in this article. In math, we have
demonstrated that decisions regarding course enroliment in high school are di-
rectly, and powerfully, influenced by adolescents’ confidence in their math
ability and by the value they attach to developing math skill (Eccles et al., 1984).
In sports, we have demonstrated that the gender difference in the amount of free
time sixth graders spend engaged in athletic activities is mediated by gender
differences in the adolescents’ confidence in their athletic ability and in the value
they attach to participating in athletic activities (Eecles & Harold, 198%). We
have also shown that gender differences in adolescents’ self-perceptions are
mediated, at least in part, by the gender role stereotyped bias in their parents’
perceptions of their competencies in various activities, Together, these results
support the conclusion that processes involving self-fuifilling prophecies contrib-
ate to the socialization of gender differences in the domains of mathematics and
sports.

But, specifically, how do parents’ gender role stereotyped perceptions of
their children’s competencies infiuence the children’s self- and task-perceptions?
We are just beginning to study this issue. Figure 5 illustrates the theoretical
meodel we are testing. Essentially, we believe that parents’ gender role ster-
eotypes, in interaction with their children’s gender, affect the following medi-
ators: (a) parents’ causal attributions for the children’s performance, (b) parents’
emotional reactions to their children’s performance in various activities, (c) the
importance parents attach to their children acquiring various skills, (d} the advice
parents provide their children regarding involvement in various skills, and (e) the
activities and toys parents provide for their children. In turn, we predict that
these subtle and explicit mediators influence development of the following child
cutcomes across various gender role stereotyped activity domains: (a) children’s
confidence in their abilities, (b) children’s interest in mastering various skills, {¢)
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Fig. 5. Theoretical model of self-fulfilling prophecy effects in the family.

children’s affective reactions to participating in various activitic?s, and (d) as a
consequence of these sclf- and task-perceptions, the amount of time _and type of
effort that children end up devoting to mastering and. den_lonstratmg Various
skills. Empirical work assessing these various causal 1mk§ is now under way.

In the end, these differences in self-perceptions and skills mﬂfxence the type
of jobs and activities that fernales and males seek out and qualify for. 1f our

society rewarded fernale-typed and male-typed activities and job choices equally,

this consequence might not be as problematic as it now is. But this is not the case
d status. As a conse-

in this society, particularly with regard to job salaries an .
quence of making female-typed occupational choices, females reduce their earn-
ings potential significantly (see Eccles, 1987), and this fact puts them at substan-
tially greater risk than males for all of the negative social consequences

associated with low income and poverty.
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