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\otherhood is often perceived as the quintessence
¢womanhood. The everyday tasks of mothering
seukentobe “natural” expressions of femininity,
od the routine care of home and children is seen
0 provide opportunities for women to express
pdreaffirm their gendered relation to men and to
e world. The traditional tasks of fatherhood, in
antrast, are limited to begetting, protecting, and
moviding for children. While fathers typically
gerive 2 gendered sense of self from these activi-
ties their masculinity is even more dependent on
wt doing the things that mothers do. What hap-
pens, then, when fathers share with mothers those
tusks that we define as expressing the true nature
of womanhood?

This chapter describes how a sample of twenty
dual-earner couples talk about sharing housework
ad child care. Since marriage is one of the least
wripted or most undefined interaction situations,
the marital conversation is particularly impor-
unt to a couple’s shared sense of reality. I inves-
tigte these parents’ construction of gender by
aamining their talk about negotiations over who
toes what around the house; how these divisions
iflzbor influence their perceptions of self and
ther; how they conceive of gender-appropriate
behavior; and how they handle inconsistencies
"teen their own views and those of the people
wound them. Drawing on the parents’ accounts
°f.1he planning, allocation, and performance of
‘id care and housework, I illustrate how gender
;‘dPIOduced through everyday practices and how

Hsare socialized by routine activity.

————

Gender as an Accomplishment

Candace Westand Don Zimmerman (1987) suggest
that gender is a routine, methodical, and recurring
accomplishment. “Doing gender” involves a com-
plex of socially guided perceptual, interactional,
and micropolitical activities that cast particular
pursuits as expressions of masculine and femi-
nine “natures.” Rather than viewing gender as a
property of individuals, West and Zimmerman
conceive of it as an emergent feature of social situ-
ations that results from and legitimates gender
inequality. Similarly, Sarah Fenstermaker Berk
(1985, 204, emphasis in original) suggests that
housework and child care

can become the occasion for producing com-
modities (e.g., clean children, clean laundry, and
new light switches) and a reaffirmation of one’s
gendered relation to the work and to the world. In
short, the “shoulds” of gender ideals are fused with
the “musts” of efficient household production. The
result may be something resembling a “gendered”
household-production function.

If appropriately doing gender serves to sustain
and legitimate existing gender relations, would
inappropriate gender activity challenge that legit-
imacy? Or, as West and Zimmerman (1987, 146)
suggest, when people fail to do gender appropri-
ately, are their individual characters, motives, and
predispositions called into question? If doing gen-
der is unavoidable and people are held account-
able for its production, how might people initiate
and sustain atypical gender behaviors?
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By investigating how couples share child care
and housework, I explore (1) the sorts of dyadic
and group interactions that facilitate the sharing
of household labor; (2) how couples describe the
requirements of parenting and how they evaluate
men’s developing capacities for nurturing; and
(3) the impact of sharing domestic labor on con-
ceptions of gender.

The Sample

To find couples who shared child care, I initially
contacted schools and day care centers in several
suburban California communities. Using snow-
ball sampling techniques, I selected twenty mod-
erate- to middle-income dual-earner couples with
children. To compensate for gaps in the existing
literature and to enhance comparisons between
sample families, I included couples if they were
the biological parents of at least two school-aged
children, they were both employed at least half
time, and both identified the father as assuming
significant responsibility for routine child care. I
observed families in their homes and interviewed
fathers and mothers separately at least once and as
many as five times. I recorded the interviews and
transcribed them for coding and constant com-
parative analysis.

The parents were primarily in their late thir-
ties and had been living together for an average
of ten years. All wives and 17 of 20 husbands
attended some college and most couples married
later and had children later than others in their
birth cohort. The median age at marriage for the
mothers was 23; for fathers, 26. Median age at first
birth for mothers was 27; for fathers, 30. Fifteen of
20 fathers were at least one year older than their
wives. Median gross annual income was $40,000,
with three families under $25,000 and three over
$65,000. Sixteen of the couples had two children
and four had three children. Over two-thirds of
the families had both sons and daughters, but
four families had two sons and no daughters, and
two families had two daughters and no sons. The
children’s ages ranged from four to fourteen, with
80 percent between the ages of five and eleven and
with a median age of seven.

a——— e

Mothers were more likely than fathers ¢, holg
professional or technical jobs, although mqg Were
employed in female-dominated occupatiop With
relatively limited upward mobility and Moderg
pay. Over three-quarters held jobs in the “help.
ing” professions: seven mothers were nyrp,
five were teachers, and four were social Worker;
or counselors. Other occupations for the mq,
ers were administrator, laboratory technicig,
filmmaker, and bookbinder. Sample fathers he|q
both blue-collar and white collar jobs, with cop.
centrations in construction (3), maintenance ()
sales (3), business (3), teaching (3), delivery (4),
and computers (2). Like most dual-earner wives
sample mothers earned, on average, less than half
of what their husband’s did, and worked an aver.
age of eight fewer hours per week. Eleven mothers
(55 percent), but only five fathers (25 percent) were
employed less than 40 hours per week. In nine of
twenty families, mothers were employed at least
as many hours as fathers, but in only four fami.
lies did the mother’s earnings approach or exceed
those of her husband.

Developing Shared Parenting

Two-thirds of the parents indicated that current
divisions of labor were accomplished by making
minor practical adjustments to what they per-
ceived as an already fairly equal division of labor.
A common sentiment was expressed by one father
who commented.

Since we've both always been working since we'e
been married, we've typically shared everythingas
far as all the working—I mean all the housework
responsibilities as well as child care responsibili-
ties. So it’s a pattern that was set up before the kids
were even thought of.

Nevertheless, a full three-quarters of the couples
reported that the mother performed much more
of the early infant care. All of the mothers and
only about half of the fathers reported that they
initially reduced their hours of employment after
having children. About a third of the fathers said
they increased their employment hours to con-
pensate for the loss of income that resulted from



wives taking time off work before or after the
;mhs of their children.
jntalking about becoming parents, most of the
jthers stressed the importance of their involve-
pent in conception decisions, the birth process,
rly infant care to later assumption of child
e duties. Most couples planned the births of
;heirchildren jointly and intentionally. Eighty per-
ctreported that they mutually decided to have
Jidren, with two couples reporting that the wife
iired children more than the husband and two
rting that the husband was more eager than
e wife to become a parent. For many families,
e husband’s commitment to participate fully in
sildrearing was a precondition of the birth deci-
! don. One mother described how she and her hus-
wnd decided to have children.

Shared parenting was sort of part of the decision.
When we decided to have children, we realized
that we were both going to be involved with our
work, so it was part of the plan from the very
beginning. As a matter of fact, I thought that we
only could have the one and he convinced me that
we could handle two and promised to really help
(laughs), which he really has, but two children is a
lot more work than you realize (laughs).

by promising to assume partial responsibility
for childrearing, most husbands influenced their
wives' initial decision to have children, the sub-
equent decision to have another child, and the
decsion of whether and when to return to work.
Almost all of the mothers indicated that they had
dvays assumed that they would have children,
{ ¢ most also assumed that they would return
{ bpid employment before the children were in
“hool. Half of the mothers did return to work
vithin six months of the birth of their first child.
J Allbut one of the fathers were present at the
hrths of their children and most talked about the
i{nportance of the birth experience, using terms
lke “incredible,” “magical,” “moving,” “wonder-
bl’and “exciting” While most claimed that they
Pajed an important part in the birth process by
Poviding emotional support to their wives or act-
aslabor coaches, a few considered their involve-
™1t to be inconsequential. Comments included,

4
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“I felt a little bit necessary and a lot unnecessary,”
and “I didn’t bug her too much and I might have
helped a little.” Three quarters of the fathers
reported that they were “very involved” with their
newborns, even though the mother provided most
of the daily care for the first few months. Over
two-thirds of the mothers breastfed their infants.
Half of the fathers reported that they got up in the
night to soothe their babies, and many described
their early infant care experience in terms that
mothers typically use to describe “bonding” with
newborns. The intensity of father-infant interac-
tion was discussed by fathers as enabling them to
experience a new and different level of intimacy
and was depicted as “deep emotional trust,” “very
interior,” “drawing me in,” and “making it diffi-
cult to deal with the outside world.”

About half of the fathers referred to the experi-
ence of being involved in the delivery and in early
infant care as a necessary part of their assuming
responsibility for later child care. Many described
a process in which the actual performance of care-
taking duties provided them with the self-confi-
dence and skills to feel that they knew what they
were doing. They described their time alone with
the baby as especially helpful in building their
sense of competence as a shared primary care-
taker. One man said,

I felt I needed to start from the beginning. Then
I learned how to walk them at night and not be
totally p.oed at them and not feel that it was an
infringement. It was something I got to do in some
sense, along with changing diapers and all these
things. It was certainly not repulsive and in some
ways I really liked it a lot. It was not something
innate, it was something to be learned. I managed
to start at the beginning. If you don’t start at the
beginning then you're sort of left behind.

This father, like almost all of the others, talked
about having to learn how to nurture and care for
his children. He also stressed how important it was
to “start at the beginning.” While all fathers inten-
tionally shared routine child care as the children
approached school age, only half of the fathers
attempted to assume a major share of daily infant
care, and only five couples described the father
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as an equal caregiver for children under one year
old. These early caregiving fathers described their
involvement in infant care as explicitly planned:

She nursed both of them completely, for at least
five or six months. So, my role was—we agreed
on this—my role was the other direct interven-
tion, like changing, and getting them up and
walking them, and putting them back to sleep.
For instance, she would nurse them but I would
bring them to the bed afterward and change them
if necessary, and get them back to sleep....I really
initiated those other kinds of care aspects so that
I could be involved. I continued that on through
infant and toddler and preschool classes that we
would go to, even though I would usually be the
only father there.

This man’s wife offered a similar account, com-
menting that “except for breastfeeding, he always
provided the same things that I did—the emo-
tional closeness and the attention.”

Another early caregiving father described how
he and his wife “very consciously” attempted to
equalize the amount of time they spent with their
children when they were infants: “In both cases
we very consciously made the decision that we
wanted it to be a mutual process, so that from the
start we shared, and all I didn’t do was breastfeed.
And I really would say that was the only distinc-
tion.” His wife also described their infant care
arrangements as “equal,” and commented that
other people did not comprehend the extent of his
participation:

I think that nobody really understood that Jennifer
had two mothers. The burden of proof was always
on me that he was literally being a mother. He
wasn't nursing, but he was getting up in the night
to bring her to me, to change her poop, which is a
lot more energy than nursing in the middle of the
night. You have to get up and do all that, I mean
get awake. So his sleep was interrupted, and yet
within a week or two, at his work situation, it was
expected that he was back to normal, and he never
went back to normal. He was part of the same fam-
ily that I was.

This was the only couple who talked about insti-
tuting, for a limited time, an explicit record-

—'—f——ﬁ

keeping system to ensure that they shareg chilg
care equally.

[Father]: We were committed to the principj, of
sharing and we would have schedules, keep hourg
so that we had a pretty good sense that we Were|
even, both in terms of the commitment to ¢,
principle as well as we wanted to in fact be equal,
We would keep records in a log—one might sayip
a real compulsive way—so that we knew what hyg
happened when the other person was on.

[Mother]: When the second one came we tried
keep to the log of hours and very quickly we threy;
it out completely. It was too complex.

Practicality and Flexibility

Both early- and later-sharing families identifieg
practical considerations and flexibility as keys
to equitable divisions of household labor. Mo
did not have explicit records or schedules for
child care or housework. For example, one early
involved father reported that practical divisionsof
labor evolved “naturally™

Whoever cooks doesn't have to do the dishes. Iffor
some reason she cooks and I don't do the dishes,
she'll say something about it, certainly. Even
though we never explicitly agreed that's how we
do it, that's how we do it. The person who doesnt
cook does the dishes. We don’t even know whof
going to cook a lot of the time. We just get it tha
we can do it. We act in good faith.

Couples who did not begin sharing routine
child care until after infancy were even more likdy
to describe their division of labor as practical soli
tions to shortages of time. For example, one mother
described sharing household tasks as “the ool
logical thing to do,” and her husband said, ‘Its
only practical way we could do it.” Other father
describe practical and flexible arrangements based
on the constraints of employment scheduling

Her work schedule is more demanding and take
up a lot of evening time, so I think I doalotalt
every day routines, and she does a lot of the ks
frequent things. Like I might do more of the ook
ing and meal preparation, but she is the on¢
does the grocery shopping. An awful lot of



Jone gets done because the person is home
©, Thats been our standing rule for who fixes
: x;cr. Typically, I get home before she does so 1
per, but that isn't a fixed rule. She gets home
., then she fixes dinner. Making the beds and
o~ the laundry just falls on me because I've got
d(:l';s time during the day to do it. And the yard-
::d( and cuttin’ all the wood, I do that. And so
m endin’ up doin” more around here than her just

pecause | think I've got more time.

while mothers were more likely than fathers to
that talk was an important part of sharing
youschold labor, most couples reported that they
little time planning or arguing about who

yas going to do what around the house. Typical
ares for allocating domestic chores were
gescribed as “ad hoc,” illustrated by one mother’s

giscussion of cooking:

fx din

Things with us have happened pretty easily as
far as what gets done by who. It happened with-
out having to have a schedule or deciding—you
know—like cooking. We never decided that he
would do all the cooking; it just kind of ended
up that way. Every once in a while when he
doesn’t feel like cooking he’ll say, “Would you
cook tonight?” “Sure, fine” But normally I don’t
offer to cook. I say, “What are we having for
dinner?”

lngeneral, divisions of labor in sample families
wre described as flexible and changing. One
mother talked about how routine adjustments in
skallocation were satisfying to her: “Once you're
wnfortable in your roles and division of tasks for
dlewmonths then it seems like the needs change a
litebit and you have to change a little bit and you
eto regroup. That’s what keeps it interesting. I
bink that's why it’s satisfying.”

Underlying Ideology

“hﬂg ad hoc divisions of labor were described
(&;bemg practical solutions to time shortages,
!a):;: were. two major ideological underpinnings
mesharlng of hous?wqu and child care: child-
memredness and eqqxty ideals. While those who
. Pled to share infant care tended to have
¢ elaborate vocabularies for talking about
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these issues, later sharing couples also referred to
them. For instance, all couples provided accounts
that focused on the sanctity of childhood and
most stressed the impossibility of mothers “doing
itall.”

Couples were child-centered in that they
placed a high value on their children’s well-being,
defined parenting as an important and serious
undertaking, and organized most of their nonem-
ployed hours around their children. For instance,
one father described how his social life revolved
around his children:

Basically if the other people don't have kids and if
they aren’t involved with the kids, then we aren't
involved with them. It’s as simple as that. The guys
I know at work that are single or don’t have chil-
dren my age don’t come over because then we have
nothing in common. Theyre kind of the central
driving force in my life.

While about half of the couples (11 of 20) had paid
for ongoing out-of-home child care, and three-
quarters had regularly used some form of paid
child care, most of the parents said that they spent
more time with their children than the other dual-
earner parents in their neighborhoods. One father
commented that he and his wife had structured
their lives around personally taking care of their

children:

An awful lot of the way we've structured our lives
has been based around our reluctance to have
someone else raise our children. We just really
didn't want the kids to be raised from 7:30 in
the morning ’till 4:30 or 5:00 in the afternoon by
somebody else. So we've structured the last ten
years around that issue.

Many parents also advocated treating children
as inexperienced equals or “little people,” rather
than as inferior beings in need of authoritar-
ian training. For example, an ex-military father
employed in computer research stated, “We don't
discipline much. Generally the way it works is
kind of like bargaining. They know that there are
consequences to whatever actions they take, and
we try and make sure they know what the con-
sequences are before they have a chance to take
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the action.” Another father described his moral
stance concerning children’s rights:

I'm not assuming—when I'm talking about
parent-child stuff—that there’s an inequality. Yes,
there are a lot of differences in terms of time spent
in this world, but our assumption has been, with
both children, that we're peers. And so that’s how
we are with them. So, if they say something and
they're holding fast to some position, we do not
say, “You do this because were the parent and
you're the child”

About half of the parents talked directly about
such equity ideals as applied to children.

Concerning women's rights, 8o percent of
fathers and 9o percent of mothers agreed that
women were disadvantaged in our society, but
only two mothers and one father mentioned equal
rights or the women’s movement as motivators
for sharing household labor. Most did not iden-
tify themselves as feminists, and a few offered
derogatory comments about “those women’s lib-
bers.” Nevertheless, almost all parents indicated
that no one should be forced to perform a specific
task because they were a man or a woman. This
implicit equity ideal was evidenced by mothers
and fathers using time availability, rather than
gender, to assign most household tasks.

Divisions of Household Labor

Contributions to 64 household tasks were assessed
by having fathers and mothers each sort cards on
a five-point scale to indicate who most often per-
formed them (see Table 1). Frequently performed
tasks, such as meal preparation, laundry, sweep-
ing, or putting children to bed, were judged for
the two weeks preceding the interviews. Less fre-
quently performed tasks, such as window wash-
ing, tax preparation, or car repair, were judged as
to who typically performed them.

Some differences occurred between moth-
ers’ and fathers’ accounts of household task allo-
cation, but there was general agreement on who
did what.

Table 1 shows that in the majority of fami-
lies, most household tasks were seen as shared.
Thirty-seven of 64 tasks (58 percent), including

- Ty

all direct child care, most householq busj
meal preparation, kitchen clean-up, apq 'l;“&
half of other housecleaning tasks were Tepj,rfm
to be shared about equally by fathers ang mm;d
ers. Nevertheless, almost a quarter (i5) (f th.
tasks were performed principally by the mother:
including most clothes care, meal planning, ;,
keeping, and some of the more onerous Teetitiy
housecleaning. Just under one-fifth (12) of g,
tasks were performed principally by the father;
These included the majority of the occasion,
outside chores such as home repair, car maing.
nance, lawn care, and taking out the trash. As,
group, sample couples can thus be characterizeq
as sharing an unusually high proportion of house.
work and child care, but still partially conforming
to a traditional division of household labor. The
fathers and mothers in this study are pioneers in
that they divided household tasks differently than
their parents did, differently from most othersin
their age cohort, and from most families studied
in time-use research.

Managing Versus Helping

Household divisions of labor in these families also
can be described in terms of who takes responsi-
bility for planning and initiating various tasks.In
every family there were at least six frequently per-
formed household chores over which the mother
retained almost exclusive managerial contral
That is, mothers noticed when the chore needed
doing and made sure that someone adequately
performed it. In general, mothers were more likely
than fathers to act as managers for cooking, clean-
ing, and child care, but over half of the couples
shared responsibility in these areas. In all house-
holds the father was responsible for initiatingand
managing at least a few chores traditionally per-
formed by mothers.

Based on participants’ accounts of strategies
for allocating household labor, I classified twelve
couples as sharing responsibility for household
labor and eight couples as reflecting manager
helper dynamics. Helper husbands often waited®
be told what to do, when to do it, and howit shm_ﬂd
be done. While they invariably expressed a desi®
to perform their “fair share” of housekeeping?
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d Tasks by Person Most Often Performing Them

fe |- Househo!
W Fathers and Mother Equally Father More
e
aein"%mg Vacuuming Taking outitrash
MopP ‘ Cleaning tub/shower Cleaning porch
sweepi"é Making beds
DUsf-".‘g o hroom sink Picking up toys
Cleanié i Tidying living room
Cleaning tO1e¢ .
Hanging up clothes
Washing windows
Spring cleaning
Cooking
planning menus Preparing lunch Preparing breakfast
Grocery shopping Cooking dinner
Baking Making snacks
Woashing dishes
Putting dishes away
Wiping kitchen counters
Putting food away
Clothes
Laundry Shoe care
Hand laundry
Ironing
Sewing
Buying clothes
Household
Running errands Household repairs
Decorating Exterior painting
Interior painting Car maintenance
General yardwork Car repair
Gardening Washing car
Woatering lawn
Mowing lawn
Cleaning rain gutters
Finance, Soca|
Writing or phoning Deciding major purchases Investments
Rehatives/friends b
Paying bills

Preparing taxes
Handling insurance

Planning couple dates

(continued)
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Table |. (continued)
Mother More Fathers and Mother Equally Father More
Children

Arranging baby-sitters Walking children

Helping children dress
Helping children bathe
Putting children to bed

Supervising children
Disciplining children
Driving children

Taking children to doctor
Caring for sick children

Playing with children

Planning outings

Note: Tasks were sorted separately by fathers and mothers according to relative frequency of performance:
(1) Mothers mostly or always, (2) Mother more than father, (3) Father and mother about equal, (4) Father more
than mother, (5) Father mostly or always. For each task a mean ranking by couple was computed with 1.00-2.49 =
Mother, 2.50-3.50 = Shared, 3.51-5.0 = Father. If over 50 percent of families ranked a task as performed by one
spouse more than the other, the task is listed under that spouse, otherwise tasks are listed as shared. N = 20

couples.

childrearing, they were less likely than the other
fathers to assume responsibility for anticipating
and planning these activities. Manager-helper
couples sometimes referred to the fathers’ contri-

butions as “helping” the mother.
When asked what they liked most about their

husband’s housework, about half of the mothers
focused on their husband’s selfresponsibility: vol-
untarily doing work without being prodded. They
commented, “He does the everyday stuff” and “I
don’t have to ask him.” The other mothers praised
their husbands for particular skills with com-
ments such as “I love his spaghetti” or “He’s great
at cleaning the bathroom.” In spite of such praise,
three-fourths of the mothers said that what both-
ered them most about their husband’s housework
was the need to remind him to perform certain
tasks, and some complained of having to “train
him” to correctly perform the chores. About a
third of the fathers complained that their wives
either didn’t notice when things should be done
or that their standards were too low. Although the
extent of domestic task sharing varied consider-
ably among couples, go percent of both mothers

and fathers independently reported that their

divisions of labor were “fair.”
Some mothers found it difficult to share author-

ity for household management. For instance, one
mother said, “There’s a certain control you have
when you do the shopping and the cooking and|
don’t know if I'm ready to relinquish that control”
Another mother who shares most child care and
housework with her husband admitted that “in
general, household organization is something that
I think I take over.” In discussing how they divide
housework, she commented on how she notices
more than her husband does:

He does what he sees needs to be done. That would
include basic cleaning kinds of things. Howeve,
there are some detailed kinds of things that he
doesn't see that I feel need to be done, and in those
cases I have to ask him to do things. He thinks
some of the details are less important and I'm not
sure, that might be a difference between men and

women.

Like many of the mothers who maintained 3
managerial position in the household, this mother




puted an observed difference in domestic
N eptiveness to an essential difference between
. ‘:nen and men. By contrast, mothers who did
ot act 28 household managers were unlikely
o link housecleaning styles to essential gender
differences. - .

Many mothers talked about adjusting their
pousecleaning standards over the course of their
qarriage and trying to feel less responsible for
ieing ‘the perfect homemaker.” By partially relin-
quishing managerial duties and accepting their
husband’s housecleaning standards, some moth-
s reported that they were able to do less daily
housework and focus more on occasional thor-
ough cleaning or adding “finishing touches.” A
mother with two nursing jobs whose husband
delivered newspapers commented:

Hell handle the surface things no problem, and I
get down and do the nitty gritty. And I do it when
it bugs me or when I have the time. It's not any-
thing that we talk about usually. Sometimes if I feel
like things are piling up, he'll say “Well, make me
alist; and I will. And he'll do it. There are some
things that he just doesn’t notice and that’s fine: he
handles the day-to-day stuff. He'll do things, like
for me cleaning off the table—for him it’s getting
everything off it; for me it’s putting the tablecloth
on, putting the flowers on, putting the candles on.
That’s the kind of stuff I do and I like that; it's not
that [ want him to start.

This list-making mother illustrates that respon-
sbility for managing housework sometimes
remained in the mother’s domain, even if the
father performed more of the actual tasks.
Responsibility for managing child care, on the
otherhand, was more likely to be shared. Planning
andinitiating “direct” child care, including super-
vision, discipline and play, was typically an equal
enterprise. Sharing responsibility for “indirect”
child care, including clothing, cleaning, and feed-
ing, was less common, but was still shared in over
half of the families. When they cooked, cleaned,
ortended to the children, fathers in these families
did not talk of “helping” the mother; they spoke
offulfilling their responsibilities as equal partners
and parents. For example, one father described
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how he and his wife divided both direct and indi-
rect child care:

My philosophy is that they are my children and
everything is my responsibility, and I think she
approaches it the same way too. So when some-
thing needs to be done, it's whoever is close does
it...whoever it is convenient for. And we do keep
a sense of what the other’s recent efforts are, and
try to provide some balance, but without actually
counting how many times you've done this and
I've done that.

In spite of reported efforts to relinquish total con-
trol over managing home and children, mothers
were more likely than fathers to report that they
would be embarrassed if unexpected company
came over and the house was a mess (80 percent
vs. 60 percent). When asked to compare them-
selves directly to their spouse, almost two-thirds of
both mothers and fathers reported that the mother
would be more embarrassed than the father. Some
mothers reported emotional reactions to the house
being a mess that were similar to those they expe-
rienced when their husbands “dressed the kids
funny.” The women were more likely to focus on
the children “looking nice,” particularly when they
were going to be seen in public. Mothers’ greater
embarrassment over the kemptness of home or
children might reflect their sense of mothering as
part of women'’s essential nature.

Adult Socialization Through
Childrearing

Parents shared in creating and sustaining a world-
view through the performance and evaluation of
childrearing. Most reported that parenting was
their primary topic of conversation, exemplified
by one father’s comment: “That’s what we mostly
discuss when we’re not with our kids—either
when we're going to sleep or when we have time
alone—is how we feel about how we’re taking care
of them.” Others commented that their spouse
helped them to recognize unwanted patterns of
interaction by focusing on parenting practices.
For instance, one father remarked,

I'm not sure I could do it as a one-parent family,
cause I wouldn't have the person, the other person



266 PART S:THE GENDERED FAMILY

saying, “Hey, look at that, that’s so much like what
vou do with your own family” In a one-parent fam-
ily, vou don't have that, you don't have the other
person putting out that stuff, you have to find it all
out on your own and I'm not sure you can.

Usually the father was described as being trans-
formed by the parenting experience and develop-
ing increased sensitivity. This was especially true
of discourse between parents who were trying to
convert a more traditional division of family labor
into a more egalitarian one. A self-employed con-
struction worker said his level of concern for child
safety was heightened after he rearranged his work
to do half of the parenting:

There's a difference in being at the park with the
kids since we went on the schedule. Before it was,
like, “Sure, jump off the jungle bars” But when
you're totally responsible for them, and you know
that if they sprained an ankle or something you
have to pick up the slack, it’s like you have more
investment in the kid and you don’t want to see
them hurt and you don’t want to see them crying.
I find myself being a lot more cautious.

Mothers also reported that their husbands
began to notice subtle cues from the children as
a result of being with them on a regular basis.
The wife of the construction worker quoted above
commented that she had not anticipated many of
the changes that emerged from sharing routine
child care.

I used to worry about the kids a lot more. I would
say in the last year it’s evened itself out quite a bit.
That was an interesting kind of thing in sharing
that started to happen that I hadn’t anticipated. I
suppose when you go into this your expectations
about what will happen—that you won't take your
kids to day care, that they’ll be with their dad, and
they’ll get certain things from their dad and won't
that be nice, and he won't have to worry about his
hours—but then it starts creeping into other areas
that you didn't have any way of knowing it was
going to have an impact. When he began to raise
issues about the kids or check in on them at school
when they were sick, I thought, “Well, that’s my
job, what are you talking about that for?” or, “Oh
my god. I didn’t notice that!” Where did he get the

intuitive sense to know what needed to be dones
It wasn't there before. A whole lot of visible ‘hing;
happened.

Increased sensitivity on the part of the fathers,
and their enhanced competence as parents, yp,
typically evaluated by adopting a vocabulary
motives and feelings similar to the mothers’, ¢
ated and sustained through an ongoing dialogy
about the children: a dialogue that grew out (f
the routine child care practices. Another mothe;
described how her husband had “the right ten.
perament” for parenting, but had to learn how to
notice the little things that she felt her daughters
needed:

When it comes to the two of us as parents, I fee|
that my husband’s parenting skills are probably
superior to mine, just because of his calm ratio-
nale. But maybe that’s not what little girls need all
the time. He doesn’t tend to be the one that tells
them how gorgeous they look when they dress up,
which they really like, and I see these things, [ see
when they’re putting in a little extra effort. Hes
getting better as we grow in our relationship, as the
kids grow in their relationship with him.

Like many fathers in this study, this one was char-
acterized as developing sensitivity to the children
by relying on interactions with his wife. She “see
things” which he has to learn to recognize. Thus,
while he may have “superior” parenting skills, he
must learn something subtle from her. His reliance
on her expertise suggests that his “calm rationale’
is insufficient to make him “maternal” in the way
that she is. Her ability to notice things, and his
inattention to them, serves to render them both
accountable: parenting remains an essential part
of her nature, but is a learned capacity for him.
Couples talked about fathers being socialized, as
adults, to become nurturing parents. This talking
with their wives about child care helped husbands
construct and sustain images of themselves as
competent fathers.

Greater paternal competence was also reported
to enhance marital interaction. Fathers were
often characterized as paying increased attention
to emotional cues from their wives and engag
ing in more reciprocal communication. Taking



_psibility for routine household labor offered
 men the opportunity to better understand
*. mother’s lives as well. For instance, one
( “ned father who did most of the housework
g ‘sted that he could sometimes derive pleasure
. Jeaning the bathroom or picking up a sock

pelooked atitas an act of caring for his family:
|

pmakes it a different job, to place it in a context of
being an expression of caring about a collective life

ther. It's at that moment that 'm maybe clos-
« to understanding what my mother and other
women of my mother’s generation, and other
women now, have felt about being housewives and
being at home, being themselves. I think I emo-
onally understand the satisfaction and the grati-
fication of being a homemaker.

\ore frequently, however, sharing child care and
wusework helped fathers understand its drudg-
o1, One father who is employed as a carpenter
ex'plained how assuming more responsibility for
husework motivated him to encourage his wife
o buy whatever she needs to make housework

£asIer.

It was real interesting when I started doing more
housework. Being in construction, when I needed
a tool, I bought the tool. And when I vacuum
floors, I look at this piece of shit, I mean I cant
vacuum the floor with this and feel good about it,
its not doing a good job. So I get a good vacuum
system. So I have more appreciation for house-
deaning. When I clean the tubs, I want something
thatis going to clean the tubs; I don’t want to work
extra hard. You know I have a kind of sponge to
use for cleaning the tubs. So I have more of an
appreciation for what she had to do. I tell her “If
youknow of something that’s going to make it eas-
i, lef's get it”

Mostsample fathers reported that performance
tfchild care, in and of itself, increased their com-
miment to both parenting and housework. All
tthe fathers had been involved in some house-
?"Ofk before the birth of their children, but many
Micated that their awareness and performance
housework increased in conjunction with their
Wolvement in parenting. They reported that
“they spent more time in the house alone with
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their children, they assumed more responsibil-
ity for cooking and cleaning. Fathers also noted
that as they became more involved in the daily
aspects of parenting, and in the face of their wives’
absence and relinquishment of total responsibility
for housekeeping, they became more aware that
certain tasks needed doing and they were more
likely to perform them. This was conditioned
by the amount of time fathers spent on the job,
but more than half reported that they increased
their contributions to household labor when their
children were under ten years old. This did not
always mean that fathers’ relative proportion of
household tasks increased, because mothers were
also doing more in response to an expanding total
household workload.

Gender Attributions

Approximately half of both mothers and fathers
volunteered that men and women brought some-
thing unique to child care, and many stressed that
they did not consider their own parenting skills to
be identical to those of their spouse. One mother
whose husband had recently increased the amount
of time he spent with their school-aged children
commented: “Anybody can slap together a cream
cheese and cucumber sandwich and a glass of milk
and a few chips and call it lunch, but the ability to
see that your child is troubled about something,
or to be able to help them work through a conflict
with a friend, that is really much different.” A list-
making mother who provided less child care and
did less housework than her husband described
herself as “more intimate and gentle,” and her hus-
band as “rough and out there.” Like many others
she emphasized that mothers and fathers provide
“a balance” for their children. She described how
she had to come to terms with her expectations
that her husband would “mother” the way that she
did:

One of the things that I found I was expecting
from him when he started doing so much here
and I was gone so much, I was expecting him to
mother the kids. And you know, I had to get over
that one pretty quick and really accept him doing
the things the way he did them as his way, and that
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being just fine with me. He wasn't mothering the
kids, he was fathering the kids. It was just that he
was the role of the mother as far as the chores and
all that stuff.

A mother who managed and performed most
of the housework and child care used different
reasoning to make similar claims about essential
differences between women and men. In contrast
to the mothers quoted above, this mother sug-
gested that men could nurture, but not perform
daily child care:

Nurturance is one thing, actual care is another
thing. | think if a father had to—like all of a sud-
den the wife was gone, he could nurture it with
the love that it needed. But he might not change
the diapers often enough, or he might not give
‘em a bath often enough and he might not think
of the perfect food to feed. But as far as nurturing,
I think he’s capable of caring . . . If the situation is
the mother is there and he didn't have to, then he
would trust the woman to.

This mother concluded, “The woman has it more
in her genes to be more equipped for nurturing.”
Thus many of the manager-helper couples legiti-
mated their divisions of labor and reaffirmed the
“naturalness” of essential gender differences.

Parents who equally shared the responsibil-
ity for direct and indirect child care, on the other
hand, were more likely to see similarities in their
relationships with their children. They all reported
that their children were emotionally “close” to
both parents. When asked who his children went
to when they were hurt or upset, one early- and
equal-sharing father commented: “They’ll go
to either of us, that is pretty indistinguishable.”
Mothers and fathers who equally shared most
direct child care reported that their children typi-
cally called for the parent with whom they had
most recently spent time, and frequently called
her mother “daddy” or the father “mommy,” using
the gendered form to signify “parent.” Most often,
parents indicated that their children would turn
to “whoever’s closest” or “whoever they’ve been
with,” thus linking physical closeness with emo-
tional closeness. In-home observations of family
interactions confirmed such reports.

p———ee

The central feature of these and other Parep
tal accounts is that shared activities formeg a:;
emotional connection between parent and chilg
Shared activities were also instrumental ip ¢,
structing images of fathers as competent, .
turing care givers. Two-thirds of both mothe,
and fathers expressed the belief that men cqyq
care for children’s emotional needs as wel] ,
women. When asked whether men, in genery)
could nurture like women, mothers used thej,
husbands as examples. One said, “I don’t neces.
sarily think that that skill comes with a sex type,
Some women nurture better than others, some
men nurture better than other men. I think thy
those skills can come when either person is will-
ing to have the confidence and commitment to
prioritize them.”

However, the parents who were the most suc-
cessful at sharing child care were the most likely
to claim that men could nurture like women,
Those who sustained manager-helper dynam-
ics in child care tended to invoke the images of
“maternal instincts” and alluded to natural differ-
ences between men and women. In contrast, more
equal divisions of household labor were typically
accompanied by an ideology of gender similar-
ity rather than gender difference. The direction
of causality is twofold: (1) those who believed
that men could nurture like women seriously
attempted to share all aspects of child care, and
(2) the successful practice of sharing child care
facilitated the development of beliefs that men
could nurture like women.

Normalizing Atypical Behavior

Mothers and fathers reported that women friends
most of whom were in more traditional marriages
or were single, idealized their shared-parenting
arrangements. About two-thirds of sample mothers
reported that their women friends told them that
they were extremely fortunate, and labeled their
husbands “wonderful,” “fantastic,” “incredible’
or otherwise out of the ordinary. Some mothers
said that women friends were “jealous,” “envious,
or “amazed,” and that they “admired” and "sup
ported” their efforts at sharing domestic chores.



poth mothers and fathers said that the father
oived more credit for his family involvement
 the mother did, because it was expected that
o0 would perform child care and housework.
e parenting is assumeq to be “only r}atural"
ﬁ women, fathers were frequently praised for
forming & task that would go unnoticed if a

mather had performed it:

[ think I get less praise because people automati-
cally assume that, you know, the mother’s sup-

d to do the child care. And he gets a lot of
praise because he’s the visible one. Oh, I think
that he gets far more praise. I can bust my butt at
that school and all he has to do is show up in the
parking lot and everybody’s all gah gah over him. I
don't get resentful about that—think it's funny and

[ think it’s sad.

While the fathers admitted that they enjoyed such
praise, many indicated that they did not take these
direct or implied compliments very seriously.

I get more credit than she does, because it’s so
unusual that the father’s at home and involved in
the family. I realize what it is: it's prejudice. The
strokes feel real nice, but I don’t take them too seri-
ously. 'm sort of proud of it in a way that I don’t
really like. It’s nothing to be proud of, except that
Im glad to be doing it and I think it’s kind of neat
because it hasn't been the style traditionally. I kind
of like that, but I know that it means nothing.

These comments reveal that fathers appreci-
ated praise, but actively discounted compliments
received from those in dissimilar situations. The
fathers everyday parenting experiences led them
o view parenthood as drudgery as well as ful-
filment. They described their sense of parental
responsibility as taken-for-granted and did not
consider it to be out of the ordinary or some-
thing worthy of special praise. Fathers sometimes
reported being puzzled by compliments from their
Wives' acquaintances and judged them to be inap-
propriate. When I asked one what kinds of reac-
ll]ions he received when his children were infants,
e said,

They all thought it was really wonderful. They
thought she'd really appreciate how wonderful it
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was and how different that was from her father.
Theyd say, “You ought to know how lucky you are,
he’s doing so much.” I just felt like I'm doing what
any person should do. Just like shouldn’t anybody
be this interested in their child? No big deal.

Another father said he resented all the special
attention he received when he was out with his
infant son:

Constant going shopping and having women stop
me and say “Oh it’s so good to see you fathers”
I was no longer an individual: I was this generic
father who was now a liberated father who could
take care of his child. I actually didn't like it. I felt
after a while that I wanted the time and the qual-
ity of my relationship with my child at that point,
what was visible in public, to simply be accepted
as what you do. It didn't strike me as worthy of
recognition, and it pissed me off a lot that women
in particular would show this sort of appreciation,
which I think is well-intentioned, but which also
tended to put a frame around the whole thing
as though somehow this was an experience that
could be extracted from one’s regular life. It wasn't.
It was going shopping with my son in a snuggly or
on the backpack was what I was doing. It wasn’t
somehow this event that always had to be called
attention to.

Thus fathers discounted and normalized extreme
reactions to their divisions of labor and inter-
preted them in a way that supported the “natural”
character of what they were doing.

One mother commented on a pattern that was
typically mentioned by both parents: domestic
divisions of labor were “normal” to those who were
attempting something similar, and “amazing” to
those who were not: “All the local friends here
think it’s amazing. They call him ‘Mr. Mom’ and
tell me how lucky I am. I'm waiting for someone
to tell him how lucky he is. I have several friends
at work who have very similar arrangements and
they just feel that it’s normal.”

Because fathers assumed traditional mother-
ing functions, they often had more social contact
with mothers than with other fathers. They talked
about being the only fathers at children’s lessons,
parent classes and meetings, at the laundromat,



redominantly compos :
fcttings were often discouraged from talking

about family or children. Several fathers reported

that people at their place of employment co:ﬂd not
they did “women’s work,” and a

_workers would be disap-
turn down
h the boys” for 2 drink.

invitations to go ou
rsin the study

One of three self-employed carpente
said that he would sometimes conceal that he was

leaving work to do something with his children
because he worried about negative reactions from

employers or coworkers:

I would say reactions that we've got—in busi-

ness, like if 1 leave a job somewhere that I'm on
and mention that 'm going to coach soccer, my
son's soccer game, yeah. I have felt people kind of
stiffen, like, I was more shirking my job, you know,
such a small thing to leave work for, getting home,
racing home for. I got to the point with some peo-
ple Yvhere I didn’t necessarily mention what I was
lea'wmg for, just because I didn’t need for them to
think that I was being irresponsible about their
work, 1 mean, I just decided it wasn't their busi-
:hess. If didn't know them well enough to feel that
ey were supportive. I would just say, “
leave early today”— oy i {have fo
carly today”—never lie, if they asked
:;etzsittno: I : tell them the answer—but not v;?sna
. And, maybe in som g -
knpw, you really have to b: Za;ii:l, o ik, You
ot e careful abo
doing j SOQ groovy too, that what it is that you’ut
u “r ’
g 1s Just so wonderful. “I'm a father, I'm goin;

pe with my children” It isn’t like N
know. 1 dor't 4° it for what people think oft;nYOu
|

do it l')ecause I enjoy it.

said their talk of spending tim, .
their children was PefﬁeiV?d b?: coworkers g lvxvxgh
g they were not "serious about thei vork
They reported receiving mdlreq Messages (p
roviding for the family was primary anq p,; at
with the family was secgndary. Fathers aVOid:d
negative workplace s'anctlo.ns })y selectively reye,).
ing the extent of their family involvement.
Many fathers selected their current o
k schedule was flexible, or so they

because the wor
could take time off to care for their children, Fy
instance, €ven though most fathers worked fy]|.

_thirds had some daytime hours off
fied by teachers, mail carriers, and
self—emplo}’ed carpenters. Similarly, most fathers
avoided extra, work-related tasks or overtime
hours in order t0 maximize time spent with their
children. One computer technician said that he
was prepared to accept possible imputations of

Some fathers

time, tWoO
as exempli

nonseriousness:

I kind of tend to choose my jobs. When I gotoa
job interview; I explain to people that I have a fam-
ily and the family’s very important to me. Some
companies expect you to work a lot of overtime or
work weekends, and I told them that I don't have
to accept that sort of thing. I may not have gotten
all the jobs I ever might have had because of it, but
it's something that I bring up at the job interview
and let them know that my family comes first.

The same father admitted that it is sometimes
“blessing” that his wife works evenings at a local
hospital, because it allows him to justify Jeaving

his job on time:

At five oclock or five thirty at night, wh
are a lot of people that are still going to eat Wf

for an hour or two more. I g0 “Adios!” [laugl.li'
I mean, I can’t stay. I've gotta pick up the K t
And there are times when I feel real gui'ty abm;
leaving my fellow workers behind whe? [ kn

they’re gonna be there for another hovf or r;
About a block from work I go “God, this is g
[laughs].

_;A




over half of the study participants also indi-
that their own mothers or fathers reacted

’ ively to their divisions of labor. Parents were
1‘)ﬁ;{,bed as “confused,” “bemused,” and “befud-
" 1»and it was said that they “lack understand-
'+ or “think it’s a little strange.” One mother
;‘\,md that her parents and in-laws wouldn’t
e 20 criticize” their situation because “times
o changed,” but she sensed their underlying

worrvand concern:

| think both sides of the family think it's fine
hecause it's popular now. They don't dare—I mean
fwe were doing this thirty years ago, they would
dare to criticize. In a way, now they don't. T think
poth sides feel it's a little strange. I thought my
mom was totally sympathetic and no problem,
pat when I was going to go away for a week and
mvhusband was going to take care of the kids, she
wid something to my sister about how she didn’t
think I should do it. There’s a little underlying ten-
sion about it, I think.

L A BT Gt 1 8 e B AT e e i i e . i
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Other study participants reported that disagree-
nents with parents were common, particularly if
| they revolved around trying to change childrear-
| ingpractices their own parents had used.

i Many couples reported that initial negative
| ractions from parents turned more positive over
| tme as they saw that the children were “turning
otall right,” that the couple was still together after
maverage of ten years, and that the men were still
employed. This last point, that parents were pri-
marily concerned with their son’s or son-in-law’s
povider responsibilities, highlights how observ-
astypically evaluated the couple’s task sharing. A
mumber of study participants mentioned that they
thought their parents wanted the wife to quit work
ud stay home with the children and that the hus-
band should “make up the difference.” Most men-
Uoned, however, that parents were more concerned
latthe husband continue to be the provider than
Uy were that the wife made “extra money” or that
behusband “helped out” at home.

Inthe beginning there was a real strong sense that
'was in the space of my husband’s duty. That came
from his parents pretty strongly. The only way that
they have been able to come to grips with this in
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any fashion is because he has also been financially
successful. If he had decided, you know, “Outside
work is not for me, I'm going to stay home with the
kids and she’s going to work,” I think there would
have been a whole lot more talk than there was. I

think it’s because he did both and was successful
that it was okay.

Another mother noted that parental acceptance of
shared parenting did not necessarily entail accep-
tance of the woman as provider:

There is a funny dynamic that happens. It's not
really about child care, where I don't think in our
families—with our parents—I don't get enough
credit for being the breadwinner. Well they're still
critical of him for not earning as much money as
I do. In a way they've accepted him as being an
active parenting father more than they’ve accepted
me being a breadwinner.

Here again, the “essential nature” of men is taken
to be that of provider. If the men remain provid-
ers, they are still accountable as men, even if they
take an active part in child care.

Discussion

This brief exploration into the social construction

of shared parenting in twenty dualearner families

illustrates how more equal domestic gender rela-

tions arise and under what conditions they flour-

ish. All couples described flexible and practical

task-allocation procedures that were responses to

shortages of time. All families were child-centered
in that they placed a high value on their children’s
well-being, defined parenting as an important
and serious undertaking, and organized most of
their nonemployed time around their children.
Besides being well-educated and delaying child-
bearing until their late twenties or early thirties,
couples who shared most of the responsibility
for household labor tended to involve the father
in routine child care from the children’s early
infancy. As Sara Ruddick (1982) has noted, the
everyday aspects of child care and housework
help share ways of thinking, feeling, and acting
that become associated with what it means to be a
mother. My findings suggest that when domestic
activities are equally shared, “maternal thinking”
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develops in fathers, too, and the social meaning
of gender begins to change. This deemphasizes
notions of gender as personality and locates it in
social interaction.

To treat gender as the “cause” of household
division of labor overlooks its emergent character
and fails to acknowledge how it is in fact impli-
cated in precisely such routine practices.

-
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(How) Does the Sexual Orientation of Parents Matter?

JUDITH STACEY AND TIMOTHY . BIBLARZ

“Today, gay marriage is taking on an air of inevi-
tability” (Detroit News, “Middle Ground Emerges
for Gay Couples,” October 4, 1999, p. Ag). So
observed a U.S. newspaper from the heartland in
September 1999, reporting that one-third of those
surveyed in an NBC News/Wall Street Journal
poll endorsed the legalization of same-sex mar-
riage, while 65 percent predicted such legislation
would take place in the new century (Price 1999).
During the waning months of the last millen-
nium, France enacted national registered partner-
ships, Denmark extended child custody rights to
same-sex couples, and the state supreme courts in
Vermont and in Ontario, Canada, ruled that same-
sex couples were entitled to full and equal family
rights. Most dramatically, in September 2000 the
Netherlands became the first nation to realize the
inevitable when the Dutch parliament voted over-
whelmingly to grant same-sex couples full and
equal rights to marriage. As the new millennium
begins, struggles by nonheterosexuals to secure
equal recognition and rights for the new fam-
ily relationships they are now creating represent

some of the most dramatic and fiercely contested
developments in Western family patterns.

Itis not surprising, therefore, that social science
research on lesbigay family issues has become a
rapid growth industry that incites passionate divi-
sions. For the consequences of such research areby
no means “academic,” but bear on marriage and
family policies that encode Western culture’s most
profoundly held convictions about gender, sexual-
ity, and parenthood. As advocates and opponents
square off in state and federal courts and legisl-
tures, in the electoral arena, and in culture wars
over efforts to extend to nonheterosexuals equal
rights to marriage, child custody, adoption, foster
care, and fertility services, they heatedly debate
the implications of a youthful body of research,
conducted primarily by psychologists, that inves-
tigates if and how the sexual orientation of parents
affects children.

This body of research, almost uniformly
reports findings of no notable differences between
children reared by heterosexual parents and thost
reared by lesbian and gay parents, and that it finds

Judith Stacey and Timothy J. Biblarz, “(How) Does the Sexual Orientation of Parents Matter?” from
American Sociological Review, 66 (April 2001: 159-183). Reprinted with permission.



Y parents to be as competent and effective
.l ¢

peterosexual parents. Lawyers and activists
iuggling to defend child custody, and adoptl(?n
;ﬁ{ions by lesbians and gay men, or to attain
' gender marriage rights and to defeat pre-
_amti;r referenda against such rights (e.g., the
qrious Knight Initiative on the 2000 ballot
\ California) have drawn on this research with
lI;ns,-demble success (cf. Wald 2000). Although
" s is uneven, this strategy has promoted a
ndual liberalizing trend in judicial and policy
jcisions. However, backlash campaigns against

fmily rights have begun to challenge the
alidity of the research.

In 1997, the University of Illinois Law Review
nal published an article by Wardle (1997), a
bigham Young University law professor, that
mpugned the motives, methods, and merits of
wcial science research on lesbian and gay par-
ating. Wardle charged the legal profession and
wdal scientists with an ideological bias favoring
oy rights that has compromised most research
in this field and the liberal judicial and policy
decisions it has informed. He presented a harshly
itical assessment of the research and argued for
apresumptive judicial standard in favor of award-
ing child custody to heterosexual married cou-
ples. The following year, Wardle drafted new state
rgulations in Utah that restrict adoption and
foster care placements to households in which all
aults are related by blood or marriage. Florida,
Aransas, and Mississippi also have imposed
rstrictions on adoption and/or foster care, and
suchbills have been introduced in the legislatures
ol10 additional states (Leslie Cooper, ACLU gay
fanily rights staff attorney, personal communica-
ton, September 27, 2000). In March 2000, a paper
Mesented at a “Revitalizing Marriage” conference
#Brigham Young University assailed the quality
“studies that had been cited to support the effi-
tcyoflesbigay parenting (Lernerand Nagai2000).
Characterizing the research methods as “dismal,”
lemer and Nagai claimed that “the methods used
' these studies were sufficiently flawed so that
lkse studies could not and should not be used
" legislative forums or legal cases to buttress

" arguments on the nature of homosexual vs.
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heterosexual parenting” (p. 3). Shortly afterward,
Gallagher (2000), of the Institute for American
Values, broadcast Lerner and Nagai’s argument
in her nationally syndicated New York Post col-
umn in order to undermine the use of “the sci-
ence card” by advocates of gay marriage and gay
“normalization.”

We depart sharply from the views of Wardle
and Gallagher on the merits and morals of les-
bigay parenthood as well as on their analysis of
the child development research. We agree, how-
ever, that ideological pressures constrain intel-
lectual development in this field. In our view, it is
the pervasiveness of social prejudice and institu-
tionalized discrimination against lesbians and gay
men that exerts a powerful policing effect on the
basic terms of psychological research and public
discourse on the significance of parental sexual
orientation. The field suffers less from the overt
ideological convictions of scholars than from the
unfortunate intellectual consequences that follow
from the implicit hetero-normative presumption
governing the terms of the discourse—that healthy
child development depends upon parenting by a
married heterosexual couple. While few contribu-
tors to this literature personally subscribe to this
view, most of the research asks whether lesbigay
parents subject their children to greater risks or
harm than are confronted by children reared by
heterosexual parents. Because anti-gay scholars
seek evidence of harm, sympathetic researchers
defensively stress its absence.

We take stock of this body of psychologi-
cal research from a sociological perspective. We
analyze the impact that this hetero-normative
presumption exacts on predominant research
strategies, analyses, and representations of find-
ings. After assessing the basic premises and argu-
ments in the debate, we discuss how the social
fact of heterosexism has operated to constrain
the research populations, concepts, and designs
employed in the studies to date.

We wish to acknowledge that the political
stakes of this body of research are so high that
the ideological “family values” of scholars play a
greater part than usual in how they design, con-
duct, and interpret their studies. Of course, we
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recognize that this is equally true for those who
criticize such studies (including Wardle [1997],
Lerner and Nagai [2000], and ourselves). The
inescapably ideological and emotional nature of
this subject makes it incumbent on scholars to
acknowledge the personal convictions they bring
to the discussion. Because we personally oppose
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation
or gender, we subject research claims by those
sympathetic to our stance to a heightened degree
of critical scrutiny and afford the fullest possible
consideration to work by scholars opposed to par-
enting by lesbians and gay men.

The Case Against Lesbian and
Gay Parenthood

Wardle (1997) is correct that contemporary
scholarship on the effects of parental sexual
orientation on children’s development is rarely
critical of lesbigay parenthood. Few respectable
scholars today oppose such parenting. However,
a few psychologists subscribe to the view that
homosexuality represents either a sin or a men-
tal illness and continue to publish alarmist
works on the putative ill effects of gay parent-
ing (e.g., Cameron and Cameron 1996; Cameron,
Cameron, and Landess 1996). Even though the
American Psychological Association expelled
Paul Cameron, and the American Sociological
Association denounced him for willfully mis-
representing research (Cantor 1994; Herek 1998,
2000), his publications continue to be cited in
amicus briefs, court decisions, and policy hear-
ings. For example, the chair of the Arkansas
Child Welfare Agency Review Board repeatedly
cited publications by Cameron’s group in her tes-
timony at policy hearings, which, incidentally,
led to restricting foster child placements to het-
erosexual parents (Woodruff 1998).

Likewise, Wardle (1997) draws explicitly on
Cameron’s work to build his case against gay
parent rights. Research demonstrates, Wardle
maintains, that gay parents subject children to
disproportionate risks; that children of gay par-
ents are more apt to suffer confusion over their
gender and sexual identities and are more likely

to become homosexuals themselves; thy hom
sexual parents are more sexually promiScuoﬁ.
than are heterosexual parents and are mor, “kels
to molest their own children; that childrey, are
at greater risk of losing a homosexual parep t
AIDS, substance abuse, or suicide, and to Suffey
greater risks of depression and other emotion
difficulties; that homosexual couples are p,
unstable and likely to separate; and that the 5oy
stigma and embarrassment of having a hop.
sexual parent unfairly ostracizes children gy
hinders their relationships with peers. Judges hay
cited Wardle’s article to justify transferring chilg
custody from lesbian to heterosexual parents

Wardle (1997), like other opponents of hom.
sexual parenthood, also relies on a controversj|
literature that decries the putative risks of “father-
lessness” in general. Thus, Wardle cites books by
Popenoe (1993, 1996), Blankenhorn (1995), and
Whitehead (1993) when he argues:

[Clhildren generally develop best, and develop
most completely, when raised by both a mother
and a father and experience regular family inter-
action with both genders’ parenting skills during
their years of childhood. It is now undeniable that,
just as a mother’s influence is crucial to the secure,
healthy, and full development of a child, [a] pater-
nal presence in the life of a child is essential to the
child emotionally and physically. (p. 860)

Wardle, like Blankenhorn, extrapolates (inap-
propriately) from research on single-mother
families to portray children of lesbians as more
vulnerable to everything from delinquency, sub-
stance abuse, violence, and crime, to teen preg
nancy, school dropout, suicide, and even poverty.
In short, the few scholars who are opposed to
parenting by lesbians and gay men provide aca-
demic support for the convictions of many judges,
journalists, politicians, and citizens that the sex-
ual orientation of parents matters greatly to chil
dren, and that lesbigay parents represent a danger
to their children and to society. Generally, these
scholars offer only limited, and often implicit,
theoretical explanations for the disadvantages of
same-sex parenting—typically combining ele-
ments of bio-evolutionary theory with social and
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The Case for Lesbian and
Gay parenthood

perhaps the most consequential impact that het-
qsexism exerts on the research on lesbigay par-
ating lies where it is least apparent—in the far
nore responsible literature that is largely sympa-
fhetic to its subject. It is easy to expose the ways
n which the prejudicial views of those directly
hostile to lesbigay parenting distort their research
(Herek 1998). Moreover, because antigay scholars
egard homosexuality itself as a form of pathol-
oy, they tautologically interpret any evidence that
children may be more likely to engage in homo-
enctic behavior as evidence of harm. Less obvi-
aus, however, are the ways in which heterosexism
dso hampers research and analysis among those
who explicitly support lesbigay parenthood. With
rare exceptions, even the most sympathetic pro-
eed from a highly defensive posture that accepts
beterosexual parenting as the gold standard and
ivestigates whether lesbigay parents and their
children are inferior.

This sort of hierarchical model implies that dif-
Jerences indicate deficits (Baumrind 1995). Instead
o investigating whether (and how) differences in
uhlt sexual orientation might lead to meaning-
hldifferences in how individuals parent and how
teir children develop, the predominant research
designs place the burden of proof on lesbigay par-
@isto demonstrate that they are not less success-
ful o less worthy than heterosexual parents. Too
thenscholars seem to presume that this approach
Mecludes acknowledging almost any differences
Wparenting or in child outcomes. A characteristic
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review of research on lesbian-mother families
concludes:

[A] rapidly growing and highly consistent body
of empirical work has failed to identify significant
difterences between lesbian mothers and their
heterosexual counterparts or the children raised
by these groups. Researchers have been unable to
establish empirically that detriment results to chil-
dren from being raised by lesbian mothers. (Falk
1994:151)

Given the weighty political implications of this
body of research, it is easy to understand the social
sources of such a defensive stance. As long as sex-
ual orientation can deprive a gay parent of child
custody, fertility services, and adoption rights,
sensitive scholars are apt to tread gingerly around
the terrain of differences. Unfortunately, however,
this reticence compromises the development of
knowledge not only in child development and psy-
chology, but also within the sociology of sexuality,
gender, and family more broadly. For if homopho-
bic theories seem crude, too many psychologists
who are sympathetic to lesbigay parenting seem
hesitant to theorize at all. When researchers
downplay the significance of any findings of dif-
ferences, they forfeit a unique opportunity to take
full advantage of the “natural laboratory” that the
advent of lesbigay-parent families provides for
exploring the effects and acquisition of gender
and sexual identity, ideology, and behavior.

This reticence is most evident in analyses of
sexual behavior and identity—the most politically
sensitive issue in the debate. Virtually all of the
published research claims to find no differences in
the sexuality of children reared by lesbigay parents
and those raised by nongay parents—but none
of the studies that report this finding attempts
to theorize about such an implausible outcome.
Yet it is difficult to conceive of a credible theory
of sexual development that would not expect the
adult children of lesbigay parents to display a
somewhat higher incidence of homoerotic desire,
behavior, and identity than children of heterosex-
ual parents. For example, biological determinist
theory should predict at least some difference in
an inherited predisposition to same-sex desire; a
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social constructionist theory would expect lesbigay
parents to provide an environment in which chil-
dren would feel freer to explore and affirm such
desires; psychoanalytic theory might hypothesize
that the absence of a male parent would weaken
a daughter’s need to relinquish her pre-oedipal
desire for her mother or that the absence of a
female parent would foster a son’s pre-oedipal love
for his father that no fear of castration or oedipal
crisis would interrupt. Moreover, because par-
ents determine where their children reside, even
one who subscribed to J. Harris’s (1998) maverick
theory—that parents are virtually powerless when
compared with peers to influence their children’s
development—should anticipate that lesbigay par-
ents would probably rear their children among
less homophobic peers.

Bem’s (1996) “exotic becomes erotic” theory
of sexual orientation argues that in a gender-
polarized society, children eroticize the gender
of peers whose interests and temperaments dif-
fer most from their own. Most children thereby
become heterosexual, but boys attracted to “femi-
nine” activities and girls who are “tomboys” are
apt to develop homoerotic desires. The impact of
parental genes and child-rearing practices remains
implicit because parents contribute genetically to
the temperamental factors Bem identifies as pre-
cursors to a child’s native activity preferences,
and parental attitudes toward gender polariza-
tion should affect the way those innate prefer-
ences translate into children’s cognition and play.
In fact, the only “theory” of child development
we can imagine in which a child’s sexual devel-
opment would bear no relationship to parental
genes, practices, environment, or beliefs would be
an arbitrary one. Yet this is precisely the outcome
that most scholars report, although the limited
empirical record does not justify it.

Over the past decade, prominent psychologists
in the field began to call for less defensive research
on lesbian and gay family issues (G. Green and
Bozett 1991; Kitzinger and Coyle 1995; Patterson
1992). Rethinking the “no differences” doctrine,
some scholars urge social scientists to look for
potentially beneficial effects children might
derive from such distinctive aspects of lesbigay
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parenting as the more egalitarian relationsh-

these parents appear to practice (Pattersonl s
also see Dunne 2000). More radically, a f95;
scholars (Kitzinger 1987, 1989; Kitzinger aew
Coyle 1995) propose abandoning Comparal'nd
research on lesbian and heterosexua] paremiwe
altogether and supplanting it with resear thn
asks “why and how are lesbian parents OPpress:;
and how can we change that?” (Clarke 2000,
paraphrasing Kitzinger 1994:501). While e per-)
ceive potential advantages from these agepg,
we advocate an alternative strategy that mo\,e;
beyond hetero-normativity without forfei;,
the fruitful potential of comparative resea
Although we agree with Kitzinger and Coy,
(1995) and Clarke (2000) that the social obsta
to lesbian (and gay) parenthood deserve rigor.
ous attention, we believe that this should supple.
ment, not supplant, the rich opportunity planneg
lesbigay parenthood provides for the exploratio
of the interactions of gender, sexual orientatiop
and biosocial family structures on parenting
and child development. Moreover, while we el
come research attuned to potential strengths s
well as vulnerabilities of lesbigay parenting, ¢
believe that knowledge and policy will be bes
served when scholars feel free to replace a hierar-
chical model, which assigns “grades” to parents
and children according to their sexual identi
ties, with a more genuinely pluralist approach
to family diversity. Sometimes, to bowdlerize
Freud’s famous dictum, a difference really is just
a difference!

Problems with Concepts, Categories,
and Samples

The social effects of heterosexism constrain the
character of research conducted on lesbigay par
enting in ways more profound than those deri¥
ing from the ideological stakes of researchers
First, as most researchers recognize, because
many individuals legitimately fear the social cor
sequences of adopting a gay identity, and becaus
few national surveys have included question
about sexual orientation, it is impossible to gather
reliable data on such basic demographic question!
as how many lesbians and gay men there arein




pulation, how many have children, or
R pychildren reside (or have substantial con-
W' - lesbian or gay parents. Curiously, those
W “r: hostile to gay parenting tend to minimize
’ -;ddence of same-sex orientation, while sym-
petic scholars typically report improb.ably.h'igh
i perical estimates. Both camps thus implicitly
gme that the rarer the incidence, the less
mate would be lesbigay claims to rights.
Mmuld imagine an alternative political logic,
.. in which a low figure might undermine
nds for viewing lesbigay parenting as a mean-
;ﬂml social threat. Nonetheless, political anxiet-
,;have complicated the difficulty of answering
sk demographic questions.

Gince 1984, most researchers have statically
eproduced numbers, of uncertain origin, depict-
ing 4 raNge of from 1 to 5 million lesbian moth-
o from 1 to 3 million gay fathers, and from 6 to
4 million children of gay or lesbian parents in
de United States (e.g., Patterson 1992, 1996).*
More recent estimates by Patterson and Freil
nooo) extrapolate from distributions observed
n the National Health and Social Life Survey
(Laumann et al. 1995). Depending upon the defi-
tion of parental sexual orientation employed,
hatterson and Freil suggest a current lower limit
ol$00,000 lesbigay parents ages 18 to 59 with 1.6
million children and an upper limit of 7 mil-
lion lesbigay parents with 14 million children.
However, these estimates include many “chil-
dren” who are actually adults. To estimate the
mmber who are dependent children (age 18 or
jounger), we multiplied the child-counts by .66,
which is the proportion of dependent children
aong all offspring of 18- to 59-year-old par-
s in the representative National Survey of
milies and Households (Sweet and Bumpass
%%6)’ This adjustment reduces the estimates of
wrent dependent children with lesbigay parents
“arange of 1 to 9 million, which implies that
“mewhere between 1 percent and 12 percent of
39{78 million) children ages 19 and under in the

leFed States (U.S. Census Bureau 1999) have a
tbigay parent. The 12-percent figure depends
Pon classifying as a lesbigay parent anyone who
“ports that even the idea of homoerotic sex is
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appealing, while the low (1 percent) figure derives
from the narrower, and in our view more politi-
cally salient, definition of a lesbigay parent as one
who self-identifies as such (also see Badgett 1998;
Black, Maker, et al. 1998).

Across the ideological spectrum, scholars,
Journalists and activists appear to presume that
the normalization of lesbigay sexuality should
steadily increase the ranks of children with lesbian
and gay parents. In contrast, we believe that nor-
malization is more likely to reduce the proportion
of such children. Most contemporary lesbian and
gay parents procreated within heterosexual mar-
riages that many had entered hoping to escape the
social and emotional consequences of homopho-
bia. As homosexuality becomes more legitimate,
far fewer people with homoerotic desires should
feel compelled to enter heterosexual marriages,
and thus fewer should become parents in this
manner.

On the other hand, with normalization, inten-
tional parenting by self-identified lesbians and
gay men should continue to increase, but it is
unlikely to do so sufficiently to compensate for
the decline in the current ranks of formerly mar-
ried lesbian and gay parents. Thus, the propor-
tion of lesbian parents may not change much.
Many women with homoerotic desires who
once might have married men and succumbed
to social pressures to parent will no longer do
s0; others who remained single and childless
because of their homoerotic desires will feel
freer to choose lesbian maternity. It is difficult
to predict the net effect of these contradictory
trends. However, as fewer closeted gay men par-
ticipate in heterosexual marriages, the ranks of
gay fathers should thin. Even if gay men were as
eager as lesbians are to become parents, biology
alone sharply constrains their ability to do so.
Moreover, there is evidence that fewer men of
any sexual orientation actually desire children as
strongly as do comparable women (cf. Groze 1991;
Shireman 1996), and most demographic studies
of sexual orientation find a higher incidence of
homosexuality among men than women (Kinsey
et al. 1948; Kinsey et al. 1953; Laumann et al. 1994;
Michael et al. 1994). Thus, although the ranks
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of intentional paternity among gay men should
increase, we do not believe this will compensate
for the declining numbers of closeted gay men
who will become fathers through heterosexual
marriages. Hence the estimate of 1 to 12 percent
of children with a lesbigay parent may represent
a peak interval that may decline somewhat with
normalization.

A second fundamental problem in sampling
involves the ambiguity, fluidity, and complexity of
definitions of sexual orientation. “The traditional
type of surveys on the prevalence of ‘homosexu-
ality,’” remarks a prominent Danish sociologist,
“are already in danger of becoming antiquated
even before they are carried out; the questions
asked are partially irrelevant; sexuality is not what
it used to be” (Bech 1997:211). What defines a par-
ent (or adult child) as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or het-
erosexual? Are these behavioral, social, emotional,
or political categories? Historical scholarship has
established that sexual identities are modern cat-
egories whose definitions vary greatly not only
across cultures, spaces, and time, but even among
and within individuals (Katz 1995; Seidman 1997).
Some gay men, for example, practice celibacy;
some heterosexual men engage in “situational”
homosexual activity. Some lesbians relinquish les-
bian identities to marry; some relinquish marriage
for a lesbian identity. What about bisexual, trans-
sexual, or transgendered parents, not to mention
those who repartner with individuals of the same
or different genders? Sexual desires, acts, mean-
ings, and identities are not expressed in fixed or
predictable packages.

Third, visible lesbigay parenthood is such a
recent phenomenon that most studies are neces-
sarily of the children of a transitional generation of
self-identified lesbians and gay men who became
parents in the context of heterosexual marriages
or relationships that dissolved before or after they
assumed a gay identity. These unique historical
conditions make it impossible to fully distinguish
the impact of a parent’s sexual orientation on a
child from the impact of such factors as divorce,
re-mating, the secrecy of the closet, the process of
coming out, or the social consequences of stigma.
Only a few studies have attempted to control for

N

the number and gender of a child’s parent bef,
and after a parent decided to identify 4 lesbiare
or gay. Because many more formerly marrieg
lesbian mothers than gay fathers retain Custoq
of their children, most research is actually
post-divorce lesbian motherhood. A few g4
ies compare heterosexual and gay fathers after
divorce (Bigner and Jacobsen 1989, 1992). If feye,
self-identified lesbians and gay men will becop,
parents through heterosexual marriages, the pyp.
lished research on this form of gay parenthogg
will become less relevant to issues in scholarly
and public debates.

Fourth, because researchers lack reliable dat
on the number and location of lesbigay parents
with children in the general population, there are
no studies of child development based on random,
representative samples of such families. Most stud-
ies rely on small-scale, snowball and convenience
samples drawn primarily from personal and com-
munity networks or agencies. Most research to
date has been conducted on white lesbian moth-
ers who are comparatively educated, mature, and
reside in relatively progressive urban centers, most
often in California or the Northeastern states

Although scholars often acknowledge some
of these difficulties (Bozett 1989; Patterson and
Friel 2000; Rothblum 1994), few studies explic-
itly grapple with these definitional questions.
Most studies simply rely on a parent’s sexual
self-identity at the time of the study, which con-
tributes unwittingly to the racial, ethnic, and
class imbalance of the populations studied.
Ethnographic studies suggest that “lesbian,
“gay,” and “bisexual” identity among socially
subordinate and nonurban populations is gener-
ally less visible or less affirmed than it is among
more privileged white, educated, and urban pop-
ulations (Boykin 1996; Cantu 2000; Carrier 1992
Greene and Boyd-Franklin 1996; Hawkeswood
1997; Lynch 1992; Peterson 1992).

Increasingly, uncloseted lesbians and gay men
actively choose to become parents through diverst
and innovative means (Benkov 1994). In addition
to adoption and foster care, lesbians are choos
ing motherhood using known and unknowt
sperm donors (as single mothers, in intentional
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The means and contexts for planned parent-

are so diverse and complex that they com-

d the difficulties of isolating the significance
o parental sexual orientation. To even approxi-
nate this goal, researchers would need to control
ot only for the gender, number, and sexual ori-
atation of parents, but for their diverse biosocial
od legal statuses. The handful of studies that
e attempted to do this focus on lesbian moth-
ahood. The most rigorous research designs com-
pare donor-insemination (DI) parenthood among
ksianand heterosexual couples or single mothers
g, Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998; Flaks et al. 1995). To

ar knowledge, no studies have been conducted

- adusively on lesbian or gay adoptive parents or

ampare the children of intentional gay fathers
with children in other family forms. Researchers
donotknow the extent to which the comparatively
high socioeconomic status of the DI parents stud-
ed accurately reflects the demographics of les-
banand gay parenthood generally, but given the
degree of effort, cultural and legal support, and,
fequently, the expense involved, members of rel-
dively privileged social groups would be the ones
most able to make use of reproductive technology
adlorindependent adoption.

~Inshort, the indirect effects of heterosex-
im have placed inordinate constraints on most
earch on the effects of gay parenthood. We
bflieve, however, that the time may now be pro-
Plous to begin to reformulate the basic terms of
heenterprise,
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Reconsidering the Psychological

Findings

Toward this end, we examined the findings of
21 psychological studies (listed at the bottom of
Table 1) published between 1981 and 1998 that we
considered best equipped to address sociological
questions about how parental sexual orientation
matters to children. One meta-analysis of 18 such
studies (11 of which are included among our 21)
characteristically concludes that “the results dem-
onstrate no differences on any measures between
the heterosexual and homosexual parents regard-
ing parenting styles, emotional adjustment, and
sexual orientation of the child(ren)” (Allen and
Burrell 1996:19). To evaluate this claim, we selected
for examination only studies that: (1) include a
sample of gay or lesbian parents and children and
a comparison group of heterosexual parents and
children; (2) assess differences between groups in
terms of statistical significance; and (3) include
findings directly relevant to children’s develop-
ment. The studies we discuss compare relatively
advantaged lesbian parents (18 studies) and gay
male parents (3 studies) with a roughly matched
sample of heterosexual parents. Echoing the con-
clusion of meta-analysts Allen and Burrell (1996),
the authors of all 21 studies almost uniformly
claim to find no differences in measures of par-
enting or child outcomes. In contrast, our careful
scrutiny of the findings they report suggests that
on some dimensions—particularly those related
to gender and sexuality—the sexual orientations
of these parents matter somewhat more for their
children than the researchers claimed”

The empirical findings from these studies are
presented in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 summarizes
findings on the relationship between parental sex-
ual orientation and three sets of child “outcome”
variables: (1) gender behavior/gender preferences,
(2) sexual behavior/sexual preferences, and (3) psy-
chological well-being. Table 2 summarizes findings
on the relationship between parental sexual orien-
tation and other attributes of parents, including:
(1) behavior toward children’s gender and sexual
development, (2) parenting skills, (3) relationships
with children, and (4) psychological well-being.
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Table 1. Findings on the Associations between Parents’ Sexual Orientations and Selected Child Outcomes; 21

Studies, 1981 to 1998

Variable Measured Direcm
Gender Behavior/Preferences
Girls' departure from traditional gender role expectations and behaviors—in dress, play, physicality, 0/+
school activities, occupational aspirations (Hoeffer 1981; Golombok et al. 1983; R. Green et al.
1986; Steckel 1987; Hotvedt and Mandel 1982).
Boys’ departure from traditional gender role expectations and behaviors—in dress, play, physicality, 0/+
school activities, occupational aspirations (Hoeffer 1981; Golombok et al. 1983; R. Green et al.
1986 Steckel 1987; Hotvedt and Mandel 1982).
Boys' level of aggressiveness and domineering disposition (Steckel 1987). -
Child wishes she/he were the other sex. (Green et al. 1986). 0
Sexual Behavior/Sexual Preferences
Young adult child has considered same-sex sexual relationship(s); has had same-sex sexual +
relationship(s) (Tasker and Golombok 1997).
Young aduilt child firmly self-identifies as bisexual, gay, or lesbian (Tasker and Golombok 1997). 0
Boys’ likelihood of having a gay sexual orientation in adulthood, by sexual orientation of father (+
(Bailey et al. 1995).
Girls’ number of sexual partners from puberty to young adulthood (Tasker and Golombok 1997). +
Boys’ number of sexual partners from puberty to young adulthood (Tasker and Golombok 1997). )
Quality of intimate relationships in young adulthood (Tasker and Golombok 1997). 0
Have friend(s) who are gay or lesbian (Tasker and Golombok 1997). +
Seif-Esteem and Psychological Well-Being
Children’s self-esteem, anxiety, depression, internalizing behavioral problems, externalizing behavioral 0
problems, total behavioral problems, performance in social arenas (sports, friendships, school), use
of psychological counseling, mothers’ and teachers’ reports of children’s hyperactivity, unsociability,
emotional difficulty, conduct difficulty, other behavioral problems (Golombok, Spencer, and Rutter
1983; Huggins 1989; Patterson 1994; Flaks et al. 1995; Tasker and Golombok 1997; Chan, Raboy,
and Patterson 1998; Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998).
Daughters’ self-reported level of popularity at school and in the neighborhood (Hotvedt and +
Mandel 1982).
Mothers’ and teachers’ reports of child’s level of affection, responsiveness, and concern for younger +
children (Steckel 1987).
Experience of peer stigma concerning own sexuality (Tasker and Golombok 1997). +
Cognitive functioning (IQ, verbal, performance, and so on) (Flaks et al. 1995; R. Green et al. 1986). 0

Experienced problems gaining employment in young adulthood (Tasker and Golombok 1997).

Sources: The 21| studies considered in Tables | and 2 are, in date order: Hoeffer (1981); Kweskin and Cook (1982); Miller, Jacobsen, and
Bigner (1982); Rand, Graham, and Rawlings (1982); Golombok, Spencer, and Rutter (1983); R. Green et al. (1986); M. Harris and Turner (1986):
Bigner and Jacobsen (1989); Hotvedt and Mandel (1982); Huggins (1989); Steckel (1987); Bigner and Jacobsen (1992); Jenny, Roesler. and
Poyer (1994); Patterson (1994); Bailey et al. (1995); Flaks et al. (1995); Brewaeys et al. (1997); Tasker and Golombok (1997); Chan, Raboy,and

Patterson (1998); Chan, Brooks, et al. (1998); and McNeill, Rienzi,and Kposowa (1998).

+ = significanty higher in lesbigay than in heterosexual parent context.
0 = no significant difference between lesbigay and heterosexual parent context.
- = significantly lower in lesbigay than heterosexual parent context.
() = borders on statistical significance.
0/+ = evidence is mixed.




ive signs (+) indicate a statistically significant
pigher level of the variable for lesbigay parents or
(et children, while negative signs (=) indicate a
higher level for heterosexual parents or their chil-

cen. Zero (o) indicates no significant difference.

while Table 1 reports the results of all 21
qudies, our discussion here emphasizes findings
from SIX studies we consider to be best designed
o isolate whatever unique effects parents’ sex-
,al orientations might have on children. Four of

pese—Flaks et al. (1995), Brewaeys et al. (1997);
Chan, Raboy, and Patterson (1998); and Chan,
grooks, et al. (1998)—focus on planned par-
" ting and compare children of lesbian moth-
ors and heterosexual mothers who conceived
trough DI. This focus reduces the potential for
arisbles like parental divorce, re-partnering,
«aming out, and so on to confound whatever
ofects of maternal sexual orientation may be
oserved. The other two studies—R. Green et al.
(986) and Tasker and Golombok (1997)—focus
o children born within heterosexual mar-
rages who experienced the divorce of their bio-
gical parents before being raised by a lesbian
mother with or without a new partner or spouse.
Although this research design heightens the risk
that in statistical analyses the effect of mater-
nl sexual orientation may include the effects
of other factors, distinctive strengths of each
sudy counterbalance this limitation. R. Green
¢tal. (1986) rigorously attempt to match lesbian
mothers and heterosexual mothers on a variety
of characteristics, and they compare the two
groups of mothers as well as both groups of chil-
dren on a wide variety of dimensions.® Tasker
ad Golombok (1997) offer a unique long-term,
imgitudinal design. Their data collection began
1976 on 27 heterosexual single mothers and 39
tftheir children (average age 10) and 27 lesbian
nothers and 39 of their children (also average
4 10) in England. Follow-up interviews with
#of the original children were conducted 14
fers later, allowing for a rare glimpse at how
‘idren with lesbian mothers and those with
Rerosexual mothers fared over their early life
Wrses into young adulthood.
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Children’s Gender Preferences
and Behavior

The first panel of Table 1 displays findings about
the relationship between the sexual orientation of
parents and the gender preferences and behaviors
of their children. The findings demonstrate that,
as we would expect, on some measures meaning—
ful differences have been observed in predict-
able directions. For example, lesbian mothers in
R. Green et al. (1986) reported that their children,
especially daughters, more frequently dress, play,
and behave in ways that do not conform to sex-
typed cultural norms. Likewise, daughters of les-
bian mothers reported greater interest in activities
associated with both “masculine” and “feminine”
qualities and that involve the participation of both
sexes, whereas daughters of heterosexual mothers
report significantly greater interest in tradition-
ally feminine, same-sex activities (also see Hotvedt
and Mandel 1982). Similarly, daughters with
lesbian mothers reported higher aspirations to
nontraditional-gender occupations (Steckel 1987).
For example, in R. Green et al. (1986), 53 percent
(16 out of 30) of the daughters of lesbians aspired
to careers such as doctor, lawyer, engineer, and
astronaut, compared with only 21 percent (6 of 28)
of the daughters of heterosexual mothers.

Sons appear to respond in more complex ways
to parental sexual orientations. On some mea-
sures, like aggressiveness and play preferences,
the sons of lesbian mothers behave in less tra-
ditionally masculine ways than those raised by
heterosexual single mothers. However, on other
measures, such as occupational goals and sarto-
rial styles, they also exhibit greater gender confor-
mity than do daughters with lesbian mothers (but
they are not more conforming than sons with het-
erosexual mothers) (R. Green et al. 1986; Steckel
1987).5 Such evidence, albeit limited, implies that
lesbian parenting may free daughters and sons
from a broad but uneven range of traditional gen-
der prescriptions. It also suggests that the sexual
orientation of mothers interacts with the gender
of children in complex ways to influence gender
preferences and behavior. Such findings raise pro-

vocative questions about how children assimilate
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gender culture and interests—questions that the
propensity to downplay differences deters schol-
ars from exploring.*

Consider, for example, the study by R. Green
et al. (1986) that, by our count, finds at least 15
intriguing, statistically significant differences in
gender behavior and preferences among children
(4 among boys and 11 among girls) in lesbian and
heterosexual single-mother homes. Yet the study’s
abstract summarizes: “Two types of single-parent
households [lesbian and heterosexual moth-
ers] and their effects on children ages 3-11 years
were compared....No significant differences
were found between the two types of households
for boys and few significant differences for girls”
(p.167)."

Similarly, we note an arresting continuum
of data reported, but ignored, by Brewaeys et al.
(1997, table 4). Young boys (ages 4 to 8) conceived
through DI in lesbian co-mother families scored
the lowest on a measure of sex-typed masculine
behaviors (the PSAI-preschool activities inven-
tory, rated by parents), DI boys in heterosexual
two-parent families were somewhat more sex-
typed, while “naturally” conceived boys in hetero-
sexual two-parent families received the highest
sex-typed masculine scores. By our calculation,
the difference in the magnitude of scores between
DI boys with lesbian co-mothers and convention-
ally conceived sons with heterosexual parents is
sufficient to reach statistical significance, even
though the matched groups contained only 15
and 11 boys, respectively. Rather than exploring
the implications of these provocative data, the
authors conclude: “No significant difference was
found between groups for the mean PSAI scores
for either boys or girls” (Brewaeys et al. 1997:1356).

Children’s Sexual Preferences
and Behavior

The second panel of Table 1 shifts the focus from
children’s gender behavior and preferences to
their sexual behavior and preferences, with par-
ticular attention to thought-provoking findings
from the Tasker and Golombok (1997) study, the
only comparative study we know of that follows

N

children raised in lesbian-headed fap;
young adulthood and hence that ¢y
the children’s sexuality in meaningfy
significantly greater proportion of young o
children raised by lesbian moth Ul
c 4 thers than gy,
raised by heterosexual mothers in the Tagj, . ;
Golombok sample reported having had 4 hOmI:)
erotic relationship (6 of the 25 young adu]t Taiseé
by lesbian mothers— 24 percent—compareq Wit
o of the 20 raised by heterosexual mothers) The
young adults reared by lesbian mothers were alsg
significantly more likely to report having thougly
they might experience homoerotic attractiop
relationships. The difference in their opennegy,
this possibility is striking: 64 percent (14 of 2y)
the young adults raised by lesbian mothers repy
having considered same-sex relationships (in t
past, now, or in the future), compared with only
17 percent (3 of 18) of those raised by heterogey.
ual mothers. Of course, the fact that 17 percent of
those raised by heterosexual mothers also report
some openness to same-sex relationships, while
36 percent of those raised by lesbians do ng,
underscores the important reality that parent]
influence on children’s sexual desires is neither
direct nor easily predictable.

If these young adults raised by lesbian mothers
were more open to a broad range of sexual pos
sibilities, they were not statistically more likely
to self-identify as bisexual, lesbian, or gay. Tobe
coded as such, the respondent not only had to
currently self-identify as bisexual/lesbian/gay, but
also to express a commitment to that identityin
the future. Tasker and Golombok (1997) employa
measure of sexual identity with no “in-between’
categories for those whose identity may not yetbe
fully fixed or embraced. Thus, although a mor
nuanced measure or a longer period of observ
tion could yield different results, Golombok and
Tasker (1996) choose to situate their finding
within the “overall no difference” interpretation:

lieg ingg

expl()re
WayS_ A

The commonly held assumption that children
brought up by lesbian mothers will themsel®
grow up to be lesbian or gay is not supported
the findings of the study: the majority of ci
dren who grew up in lesbian families identified
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exual in adulthood, and there was no
ally significant difference between young

‘nsn;roﬁm lesbian and heterosexual family back-

ﬂ:‘l:,:ds with respect to sexual orientation. (P. 8)

orientations, or parents with greater ambiguity or
fluidity of sexual orientation might transmit some
of this to their children, leading to greater odds of
sexual flexibility.

heteros

: i hnically accurate
. reading, while tec ) . , _ ,
ﬂ"; analytic attention from the rather sizable Children’s Mental Health
e exual attitudes and behaviors that  Given historic social prejudices against homosex-

arences NS
qudv actually reports. The only (_)ther com-
ive study we found that explores intergener-

’ resemblance in sexual orientation is Bailey
qd (1995) on gay fathers and their adult sons.
his study also provides evidence of a moderate

uality, the major issue deliberated by judges and
policy makers has been whether children of les-
bian and gay parents suffer higher levels of emo-
tional and psychological harm. Unsurprisingly,
therefore, children’s “self-esteem and psycholog-

of parent-to-child transmission of sexual
o,gmation.
Tusker and Golombok (1997) also report some
fcinating findings on the number of sexual part-
qers children report having had between puberty

ical well-being” is a heavily researched domain.
The third panel of Table 1 shows that these studies
find no significant differences between children
of lesbian mothers and children of heterosex-
ual mothers in anxiety, depression, self-esteem,

ad young adulthood. Relative to their counter-
with heterosexual parents, the adolescent and
wung adult girls raised by lesbian mothers appear
o have been more sexually adventurous and less
taste, whereas the sons of lesbians evince the
gposite pattern—somewhat less sexually adven-
wrous and more chaste (the finding was statisti-
aly significant for the 25-girl sample but not for
the18-boy sample). In other words, once again, chil-
dren (especially girls) raised by lesbians appear to
depart from traditional gender-based norms, while
children raised by heterosexual mothers appear to
anform to them. Yet this provocative finding of
diffrences in sexual behavior and agency has not
beenanalyzed or investigated further.
Both the findings and nonfindings discussed
dovemaybe influenced by the measures of sexual
uientation employed. All of the studies measure
iexual orientations as a dichotomy rather than as
| icontinuum. We have no data on children whose
prents do not identify their sexuality neatly as
e of two dichotomous choices, and we can only
eculate about how a more nuanced conceptual-
ion might alter the findings reported. Having
Firents less committed to a specific sexual iden-
U may free children to construct sexualities
al‘(‘)gdher different from those of their parents,
"ltmay give whatever biological predispositions
" freer reign to determine eventual sexual

and numerous other measures of social and psy-

chological adjustment. The roughly equivalent

level of psychological well-being between the

two groups holds true in studies that test chil-

dren directly, rely on parents’ reports, and solicit
evaluations from teachers. The few significant
differences found actually tend to favor children
with lesbian mothers (see Table 1).* Given some
credible evidence that children with gay and les-
bian parents, especially adolescent children, face
homophobic teasing and ridicule that many find
difficult to manage (Tasker and Golombok 1997;
also see Bozett 1989:148; Mitchell 1998), the chil-
dren in these studies seem to exhibit impressive
psychological strength.

Similarly, across studies, no relationship has
been found between parental sexual orienta-
tion and measures of children’s cognitive ability.
Moreover, to our knowledge no theories predict
such a link. Thus far, no work has compared chil-
dren’s long-term achievements in education, occu-
pation, income, and other domains of life."

Links between parental sexual orientation, par-
enting practices, and parent/child relationships
may indicate processes underlying some of the
links between parents’ sexual orientation and the
child outcomes in Table 1. Table 2 presents empir-
ical findings about the parents themselves and the
quality of parent-child relationships.
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Table 2. Findings on the Associations between Parents’ Sexual Orientations, Other Attributes of Parents, ang

Parent-Child Relationships: 21 Studies, 1981 to 1998

Variable Measured Direcm
Parental Behavior toward Children's Gender and Sexual Development
—
Mother prefers child engages in gender-appropriate play activities (Hoeffer 1981; R. Green et al. 0/-
1986; M. Harris and Turner 1986).
Mother classifies the ideal child as masculine (if boy) and feminine (if girl) (Kweskin and 0
Cook 1982).
Mother prefers that child be gay or lesbian when grown up (Golombok et al. 1983; Tasker and 0
Golombok 1997).
Child believes that mother would prefer that she/he has lesbigay sexual orientation (Tasker and +
Golombok 1997).
Parenting Practices: Developmental Orientations and Parenting Skills -
Mother's developmental orientation in child rearing and parenting skill (Miller et al. 1982; o+
McNeill et al. 1998; Flaks et al. 1995).
Spouse/partner’s developmental orientation in child rearing and parenting skill (Flaks et al. 1995; +
Brewaeys et al. 1997).
Spouse/partner’s desire for equal/shared distribution of childcare (Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998). i
Degree to which mother and spouse/partner share child-care work (Brewaeys et al. 1997; Chan, +
Brooks, et al. 1998).
Similarity between mother’s and spouse/partner’s parenting skills (Flaks et al. 1995). +
Similarity between mother’s and spouse/partner’s assessment of child’s behavior and well-being +
(Chan, Raboy, and Patterson 998; Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998).
Mother allowed adolescent child’s boyfriend/girlfriend to spend the night (Tasker and 0
Golombok 1997).
Residential Parent/Child Relationships
Mother’s rating of quality of relationship with child (Golombok et al. 1983; M. Harris and 0
Turner 1986; Brewaeys et al. 1997; McNeill et al. 1998).
Mother’s likelihood of having a live-in partner post-divorce (Kweskin and Cook 1982; +
R. Green et al. 1986).
Spouse/partner’s rating of quality of relationship with child (Brewaeys et al. 1997). +
Child's report of closeness with biological mother growing up (Tasker and Golombok 1997; 0
Brewaeys et al. 1997).
Child’s report of closeness with biological mother’s partner/spouse growing up (Tasker and 0/+
Golombok 1997; Brewaeys et al. 1997).
Child felt able to discuss own sexual development with parent(s) while growing up (Tasker and +
Golombok 1997).
Noanresidential Parent/Child Relationships
(Non-custodial) father’s level of involvement with children, limit setting, and developmental 0/+
orientaticn in child rearing (Bigner and Jacobsen 1989, 1992).
Mother’s encouragement of child’s contact with nonresidential father (Hotvedt and 0
Mandel 1982).
Divorced mother’s contact with children’s father in the past year (Golombok et al. 1983). +
+

Child's frequency of contact with nonresidential father (Golombok et al. 1983).

Child's positive feelings toward nonresidential father (Hotvedt and Mandel 1982; Tasker
and Golombok 1997).
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ek
|~ Measured

Direction of Effect

- soff Esteem and Psychological Well-Being

e

's level of depression, self-esteem (Rand et al. 1982; R. Green et al. 1986; Chan, Raboy and 0/+
ot 1998; Golombok et al. 1983).
' level of leadership, independence, achievement orientation (R. Green et al. 1986; o/+
wnd etal 1982).
wder's e of sedatives, stimulants, in- or out-patient psychiatric care in past year 0
Wk etal. 1983).
ever received psychiatric care in adult life? (Golombok et al. 1983).

woer'slevel of self-reported stress associated with single-parenthood (R. Green et al. 1986).

L
] WSgszleL

+ = significantly higher in lesbigay than in heterosexual parent context.
0= no significant difference between lesbigay and heterosexual parent context.
.= significantly lower in lesbigay than heterosexual parent context.

()= borders on statistical significance.
)+ = evidence is mixed.

pyrental Behavior toward Children’s

Gender and Sexual Development

Thescattered pieces of evidence cited above imply
fut lesbigay parenting may be associated with a
toadening of children’s gender and sexual rep-
enires. Is this because lesbigay parents actively
dtempt to achieve these outcomes in their chil-
ren? Data in the first panel of Table 2 provide lit-
leevidence that parents’ own sexual orientations
arelate strongly with their preferences concern-
ing their children’s gender or sexual orientations.
Forexample, the lesbian mothers in Kweskin and
(ook (1982) were no more likely than heterosexual
mothers to assign masculine and feminine quali-
testo an “ideal” boy or girl, respectively, on the
wl-known Bern Sex Role Inventory. However,
mothers did tend to desire gender-traits in chil-
trenthat resembled those they saw in themselves,
udthe lesbians saw themselves as less feminine-
ted than did the heterosexual mothers. This
Uggests that a mother’s own gender identity may
nediate the connection between maternal sexual
entation and maternal gender preferences for
berchildren,

Also,in some studies lesbian mothers were less
“Mcerned than heterosexual mothers that their
tilren engage in gender “appropriate” activities
W play, 5 plausible difference most researchers

curiously downplay. For example, Hoeffer’s (1981)

summary reads:

Children’s play and activity interests as indices of
sex-role behavior were compared for a sample of
lesbian and heterosexual single mothers and their
children. More striking than any differences were
the similarities between the two groups of children
on acquisition of sex-role behavior and between
the two groups of mothers on the encouragement
of sex-role behavior. (p. 536)

Yet from our perspective, the most interesting
(and statistically significant) finding in Hoeffer
(1981, table 4) is one of difference. While the het-
erosexual single mothers in the sample were sig-
nificantly more likely to prefer that their boys
engage in masculine activities and their girls in
feminine ones, lesbian mothers had no such inter-
ests. Their preferences for their children’s play
were gender-neutral.

Differences in parental concern with children’s
acquisition of gender and in parenting practices
that do or do not emphasize conformity to sex-
typed gender norms are understudied and under-
analyzed. The sparse evidence to date based on
self-reports does not suggest strong differences
between lesbigay and heterosexual parents in this
domain.

.
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Parenting Practices: Developmental
Orientations and Parenting Skills

The second panel of Table 2 displays find-
ings about parenting skills and child-rearing
practices—developmental orientations, parental
control and support, parent/child communication,
parental affection, time spent with children—that
have been shown to be central for many aspects
of children’s development (introversion/extro-
version, success in school, and so on) (Baumrind
1978, 1980). The many findings of differences here
coalesce around two patterns. First, studies find
the nonbiological lesbian co-mothers (referred
to as lesbian “social mothers” in Brewaeys et al.
[1997]) to be more skilled at parenting and more
involved with the children than are stepfathers.
Second, lesbian partners in the two-parent fam-
ilies studied enjoy a greater level of synchronicity
in parenting than do heterosexual partners.

For example, the lesbian birth mothers and het-
erosexual birth mothers who conceived through
DI studied by Flaks et al. (1995) and Brewaeys
et al. (1997) scored about the same on all mea-
sures of parenting. However, the DI lesbian social
mothers scored significantly higher than the DI
heterosexual fathers on measures of parenting
skills, practices, and quality of interactions with
children. DI lesbian social mothers also spent
significantly more time than did DI heterosexual
fathers in child-care activities including disci-
plinary, control, and limit-setting activities. In
fact, in the Brewaeys et al. (1997) study, lesbian
social mothers even scored significantly higher
on these measures than did biological fathers in
heterosexual couples who conceived convention-
ally. Similarly, in Chan, Raboy, and Patterson
(1998), whereas the lesbian birth mothers and
co-mother partners evaluated their children’s
emotional states and social behaviors in almost
exactly the same way, heterosexual mothers
and fathers evaluated their children differently:
Fathers identified fewer problems in the children
than did mothers (a similar pattern is observed in
Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998, table 4).

These findings imply that lesbian co-parents
may enjoy greater parental compatibility and

achieve particularly high quality parentj,
which may help explain the striking ﬁndings
parent/child relationships in the third panelon
Table 2. DI lesbian social mothers report feg I:)f
closer to the children than do their hﬂemsexual
male counterparts. The children studied Tepor
feeling closer to DI lesbian social mothers 5 el
as to lesbian stepmothers than to either D| father,
or stepfathers (measures of emotional closene,
between birth mothers and children did not Vary
by mother’s sexual orientation). Children of Jo,
bian mothers also report feeling more able thy,
children of heterosexual parents to discuss the;,
sexual development with their mothers and the;
mothers’ partners (Tasker and Golombok 1,
also see Mitchell 1998:407). If lesbian social moth.
ers and stepmothers have more parenting aware.
ness and skill, on average, than heterosexual ]
fathers or stepfathers, and if they spend more time
taking care of children, they may be more likelyty
earn the children’s affection and trust.

We believe (as do Brewaeys et al. 1997; Chan
et al. 1998; Flaks et al. 1995) that the comparative
strengths these lesbian co-parents seem to exhib
have more to do with gender than with sexul
orientation. Female gender is probably the source
of the positive signs for parenting skill, participe-
tion in child rearing, and synchronicity in child
evaluations shown in the comparisons in Table
2. Research suggests that, on average, mothers
tend to be more invested in and skilled at child
care than fathers, and that mothers are more apt
than fathers to engage in the kinds of child-car
activities that appear to be particularly crucialto
children’s cognitive, emotional, and social devel
opment (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; Simons
and Associates 1996). Analogously, in these stud-
ies of matched lesbian and heterosexual couples
women in every category—heterosexual birth
mother, lesbian birth mother, nonbiological les
bian social mother—all score about the same
one another but score significantly higher tha
the men on measures having to do with the @t
of children.™

In our view, these patterns reflect somethité
more than a simple “gender effect,” howe¥t
because sexual orientation is the key “exogen®®

8 skill;




ple” that brings together parents of same or

ﬂﬂ'ereﬂl genders. Thus, sexual orientation and

r should be viewed as interacting to create
kainds of family structures and processes—
", 3san egalitarian division of child care—that
|| fascinating consequences for all of the rela-
f anships in the triad and for child development
f ‘h(h‘“ Dunne 1999, 2000; Patterson 1995). Some
3 ‘\the evidence suggests that two women co-par-

;g)!lm'. may create a synergistic pattern that brings

M{egalitarian, compatible, shared parenting
;)dxime spent with children, greater understand-
oy of children, and closeness and communica-

oo between parents and children. The genesis
4 this pattern cannot be understood on the basis
Jither sexual orientation or gender alone. Such

| indings raise fruitful comparative questions for
| juure research about family dynamics among
| w parents of the same or different gender who

{or do not share similar attitudes, values, and

pehaviors.

We know little thus far about how the sex-
ul orientation of nonresidential fathers may be
wated to their relationships with their children
the fourth panel of Table 2) (and even less about
tatforcustodial fathers). The Bigner and Jacobsen
sudies (1989, 1992) find similarity in parenting and
infather/child relations among heterosexual non-
wsidential fathers and gay nonresidential fathers.
Bozett (19873, 1987b, 1989) found that in a small
ample of children with gay fathers, most children
bad very positive feelings toward their fathers, but
tieyalso worried that peers and others might pre-
ame that they, too, had a gay sexual orientation
Bozett did not include a control group of children
vith heterosexual fathers).

i s i s

Parental Fitness

The bottom panel of Table 2 demonstrates that
tidence to date provides no support for those,
ikeWardle (1997), who claim that lesbian mothers
ulfer greater levels of psychological difficulties
Uepression, low self-esteem) than do heterosex-
ulmothers. On the contrary, the few differences
served in the studies suggest that these lesbian
mohers actually display somewhat higher levels
tpositive psychological resources.
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Research on a more diverse population, how-
ever, might alter the findings of difference and
similarity shown in Table 2. For example, the
ethnographic evidence suggests that people of
color with homoerotic practices of ten value
racial solidarity over sexual solidarity. Boykin,
Director of the National Black Gay and Lesbian
Leadership Forum, cites a 1994 University of
Chicago study which found that among peo-
ple who engage in homoerotic activity, whites,
urbanites, and those with higher education
were more likely to consider themselves gay or
lesbian (Boykin 1996:36). If, as it appears, racial/
ethnic solidarities deter disproportionate num-
bers of people of color from coming out, they
might suffer greater psychological and social
costs from living in the closet or, conversely,
might benefit from less concern over their sex-
ual identities than do white gay parents. We also
do not know whether lesbian couples of differ-
ent racial/ethnic and social class contexts would
display the same patterns of egalitarian, com-
patible co-parenting reported among the white
lesbian couples.

No Differences of Social Concern

The findings summarized in Tables 1 and 2 show
that the “no differences” claim does receive strong
empirical support in crucial domains. Lesbigay
parents and their children in these studies display
no differences from heterosexual counterparts in
psychological well-being or cognitive function-
ing. Scores for lesbigay parenting styles and levels
of investment in children are at least as “high” as
those for heterosexual parents. Levels of closeness
and quality of parent/child relationships do not
seem to differentiate directly by parental sexual
orientation, but indirectly, by way of parental gen-
der. Because every relevant study to date shows
that parental sexual orientation per se has no mea-
surable effect on the quality of parent-child rela-
tionships or on children’s mental health or social
adjustment, there is no evidentiary basis for con-
sidering parental sexual orientation in decisions
about children’s “best interest.” In fact, given that
children with lesbigay parents probably contend
with a degree of social stigma, these similarities
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in child outcomes suggest the presence of com-
pensatory processes in lesbigay-parent families.
Exploring how these families help children cope
with stigma might prove helptul to all kinds of
families.

Most of the research to date focuses on social-
psychological dimensions of well-being and
adjustment and on the quality of parent/child
relationships. Perhaps these variables reflect the
disciplinary preferences of psychologists who
have conducted most of the studies, as well as a
desire to produce evidence directly relevant to the
questions of “harm” that dominate judicial and
legislative deliberations over child custody. Less
research has explored questions for which there
are stronger theoretical grounds for expecting
differences—children’s gender and sexual behav-
ior and preferences. In fact, only two studies (R.
Green et al. 1986; Tasker and Golombok 1997) gen-
erate much of the baseline evidence on potential
connections between parents’ and child’s sexual
and gender identities. Evidence in these and the
few other studies that focus on these variables
does not support the “no differences” claim.
Children with lesbigay parents appear less tradi-
tionally gender-typed and more likely to be open
to homoerotic relationships. In addition, evidence
suggests that parental gender and sexual identi-
ties interact to create distinctive family processes
whose consequences for children have yet to be

studied.

How the Sexual Orientation of
Parents Matters

We have identified conceptual, methodological,
and theoretical limitations in the psychological
research on the effects of parental sexual orienta-
tion and have challenged the predominant claim
that the sexual orientation of parents does not
matter at all. We argued instead that despite the
limitations, there is suggestive evidence and good
reason to believe that contemporary children and
young adults with lesbian or gay parents do differ
in modest and interesting ways from children with
heterosexual parents. Most of these differences,
however, are not causal, but are indirect effects

fffff I

of parental gender or selection effects 35S0cigg
with heterosexist social conditions under whigh
lesbigay-parent families currently live,

First, our analysis of the psychological Teseargy,
indicates that the effects of parental gender trum
those of sexual orientation (Brewaeys et 5] 199>
Chan, Brooks, et al. 1998; Chan, Raboy, anci
Patterson 1998; Flaks et al. 1995). A diverse array of
gender theories (social learning theory, psychoap.
alytic theory, materialist, symbolic interactionig
would predict that children with two same-geng,
parents, and particularly with co-mother parents,
should develop in less gender-stereotypical Ways
than would children with two heterosexual pa.
ents. There is reason to credit the perception of
lesbian co-mothers in a qualitative study (Dunpe,
2000) that they “were redefining the meaningang
contentof motherhood, extending itsboundariest
incorporate the activities that are usually dichoto-
mized as mother and father” (p. 25). Children why
derive their principal source of love, discipline,
protection, and identification from women living
independent of male domestic authority or infly-
ence should develop less stereotypical symbolic,
emotional, practical, and behavioral gender rep-
ertoires. Indeed, it is the claim that the gender mix
of parents has no effect on their children’s gender
behavior, interests, or development that cries out
for sociological explanation. Only a crude theory
of cultural indoctrination that posited the abso-
lute impotence of parents might predict such an
outcome, and the remarkable variability of gen-
der configurations documented in the anthropo-
logical record readily undermines such a theory
(Bonvillain 1998; Brettell and Sargent 1997; Ortner
and Whitehead 1981). The burden of proof in the
domain of gender and sexuality should rest with
those who embrace the null hypothesis.

Second, because homosexuality is stigmatized,
selection effects may yield correlations between
parental sexual orientation and child development
that do not derive from sexual orientation itselt
For example, social constraints on access to mar-
riage and parenting make lesbian parents likelyto
be older, urban, educated, and self-aware—factors
that foster several positive developmental cor
sequences for their children. On the other hand




od access to marriage, lesbian co-parent rela-
‘nlShi s are likely to experience dissolution rates
o Eat higher than those among heterosex-
;;al co-parents (Bell and Weinb'erg 1978; Weeks,
Heaphys and Donovan forthcoming, §hap.. 5): Not
y do same-sex couples lack the institutional
«ures and support for commitment that mar-
gt provides, but qualitative studie.'s suggest
at they tend to embrac.e comparatlvgly h¥gh
qandards of emotional intimacy and satisfaction
Dunne 20005 Sullivan 1996; Weeks et al. forth-
aming). The decision to pursue a socially ostra-
sed domain of intimacy implies an investment
i theemotional regime that Giddens (1992) terms
e pure relationship” and “confluent love.” Such
rlationships confront the inherent instabilities of
podern or postmodern intimacy, what Beck and
Reck-Gersheim (1995) term “the normal chaos of
e Thus, a higher dissolution rate would be
arrelated with but not causally related to sexual
aientation, a difference that should erode were
homophobia to disappear and legal marriage be
made available to lesbians and gay men.
Most of the differences in the findings dis-
assed above cannot be considered deficits from
ay legitimate public policy perspective. They
either favor the children with lesbigay parents, are
woondary effects of social prejudice, or represent
‘it a difference” of the sort democratic societies
should respect and protect. Apart from differences
asociated with parental gender, most of the pres-
anly observable differences in child “outcomes”
dould wither away under conditions of full
equality and respect for sexual diversity. Indeed,
tistime to recognize that the categories “lesbian
mother” and “gay father” are historically transi-
tonal and conceptually flawed, because they erro-
wously imply that a parent’s sexual orientation is
thedecisive characteristic of her or his parenting,
Onthe contrary, we propose that homophobia and
dicrimination are the chief reasons why parental
%l orientation matters at all. Because lesbigay
Frents do not enjoy the same rights, respect, and
“ognition as heterosexual parents, their chil-
dffﬂ contend with the burdens of vicarious social
"gma. Likewise, some of the particular strengths
W sensitivities such children appear to display,
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such as a greater capacity to express feelings or
more empathy for social diversity (Mitchell 1998;
O’Connell 1994), are probably artifacts of margin-
ality and may be destined for the historical dust-
bin of a democratic, sexually pluralist society.

Even in a utopian society, however, one dif-
ference seems less likely to disappear: The sexual
orientation of parents appears to have a unique
(although not large) effect on children in the polit-
ically sensitive domain of sexuality. The evidence,
while scanty and underanalyzed, hints that paren-
tal sexual orientation is positively associated with
the possibility that children will be more likely
to attain a similar orientation—and theory and
common sense also support such a view. Children
raised by lesbian co-parents should and do seem
to grow up more open to homoerotic relation-
ships. This may be partly due to genetic and fam-
ily socialization processes, but what sociologists
refer to as “contextual effects” not yet investigated
by psychologists may also be important. Because
lesbigay parents are disproportionately more
likely to inhabit diverse, cosmopolitan cities—Los
Angeles, New York and San Francisco—and pro-
gressive university communities—such as Santa
Cruz, Santa Rosa, Madison, and Ann Arbor
(Black, Gates, et al. 2000)—their children grow up
in comparatively tolerant school, neighborhood,
and social contexts, which foster less hostility to
homoeroticism. Sociology could make a valu-
able contribution to this field by researching pro-
cesses that interact at the individual, family, and
community level to undergird parent-child links
between gender and sexuality.

Under homophobic conditions, lesbigay par-
ents are apt to be more sensitive to issues sur-
rounding their children’s sexual development
and to injuries that children with nonconforming
desires may experience, more open to discussing
sexuality with their children, and more affirm-
ing of their questions about sexuality (Mitchell
1998; Tasker and Golombok 1997). It therefore
seems likely, although this has yet to be studied,
that their children will grow up better informed
about and more comfortable with sexual desires
and practices. However, the tantalizing gender

contrast in the level of sexual activity reported for
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sons versus daughters of lesbians raises more com-
plicated questions about the relationship between

gender and sexuality.
Even were heterosexism to disappear, however,

parental sexual orientation would probably con-
tinue to have some impact on the eventual sexu-
ality of children. Research and theory on sexual
development remain so rudimentary that it is
impossible to predict how much difference might
remain were homosexuality not subject to social
stigma. Indeed, we believe that if one suspends the
hetero-normative presumption, one fascinating
riddle to explain in this field is why, even though
children of lesbigay parents appear to express a
significant increase in homoeroticism, the major-
ity of all children nonetheless identify as hetero-
sexual, as most theories across the “essentialist” to
“social constructionist” spectrum seem (perhaps
too hastily) to expect. A nondefensive look at the
anomalous data on this question could pose fruit-
ful challenges to social constructionist, genetic,
and bio-evolutionary theories.

We recognize the political dangers of point-
ing out that recent studies indicate that a higher
proportion of children with lesbigay parents are
themselves apt to engage in homosexual activity.
In a homophobic world, anti-gay forces deploy
such results to deny parents custody of their own
children and to fuel backlash movements opposed
to gay rights. Nonetheless, we believe that deny-
ing this probability capitulates to heterosexist
ideology and is apt to prove counterproductive
in the long run. It is neither intellectually honest
nor politically wise to base a claim for justice on
grounds that may prove falsifiable empirically.
Moreover, the case for granting equal rights to
nonheterosexual parents should not require find-
ing their children to be identical to those reared by
heterosexuals. Nor should it require finding that
such children do not encounter distinctive chal-
lenges or risks, especially when these derive from
social prejudice. The U.S. Supreme Court rejected
this rationale for denying custody when it repu-

diated discrimination against interracially mar-
ried parents in Palmore v. Sidoti in 1984: “[P]rivate
biases may be outside the reach of the law, but the
law cannot, directly or indirectly, give them effect”

(quoted in Polikoff 1990:569-70). Inevitably‘ chil
dren share most of the social privileges anq inju:
ries associated with their parents’ social status, |
social prejudice were grounds for restricting rigy
to parent, a limited pool of adults would qualify,

One can readily turn the tables on a logjc that
seeks to protect children from the harmfu] effe
of heterosexist stigma directed against thejr par-
ents. Granting legal rights and respect to gay par-
ents and their children should lessen the stig,
that they now suffer and might reduce the high
rates of depression and suicide reported among
closeted gay youth living with heterosexual par.
ents. Thus, while we disagree with those wh
claim that there are no differences between the
children of heterosexual parents and children of
lesbigay parents, we unequivocally endorse their
conclusion that social science research provides
no grounds for taking sexual orientation into
account in the political distribution of family
rights and responsibilities.

It is quite a different thing, however, to con-
sider this issue a legitimate matter for social sci-
ence research. Planned lesbigay parenthood offers
averitable “social laboratory” of family diversityin
which scholars could fruitfully examine not only
the acquisition of sexual and gender identity, but
the relative effects on children of the gender and
number of their parents as well as of the impli
cations of diverse biosocial routes to parenthood.
Such studies could give us purchase on some of
the most vexing and intriguing topics in our field,
including divorce, adoption, step-parenthood, and
domestic violence, to name a few. To exploit this
opportunity, however, researchers must overcome
the hetero-normative presumption that interprets
sexual differences as deficits, thereby inflicting
some of the very disadvantages it claims to dis-
cover. Paradoxically, if the sexual orientation of
parents were to matter less for political rights, it
could matter more for social theory.
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mass media and the general public are cap-
vated by findings of gender differences. John
Gray's (1992) Men Are from Mars, Women Are
fom Venus, which argued Tor enormous psy-
Wfferences between women and men,

Tas sold over 30 million copies and been trans-
lted into forty languages (Gray, 2005). Deborah
Tannen’s (1991) You Just Don’t Understand: Women
and Men in Conversation argued for the different
cultures hypothesis: that men’s and women’s pat-
ferns of speaking are so fundamentally different
that m O1e ong to dif-
ferent IGUISTIC COTITIATEIES ~oT CUTtures. That
book was on the New York Iimes bestseller list
for nearly four years and has been translated into
twenty-four languages (AnnOnline, 2005). Both of
these works, and dozens of others like them, have
argued for the differences hypothesis: that males
and females are, psychologically, vastly different.
Here, I advance a very different view—ttrege7-
der similarities hypothesis (for related statements,
see Epstein, 1988; Hyde, 1985; Hyde & Plant, 1995;
Kimball, 1995). g, f€eftat eu Hucks

Wz
The Hypothesis wiokes + Females gre s

The gender similarities hypothesis hol

malesand females are similar on most, but not all,
ychological variables. That is, men and women,
swellasboys and girls, are mazgalike than they
are different. In terms of effectstzes; the gender
similarities hypothesis states that most psycho-
logical gender differences are in the close-to-zero
(@< 0.10) or small (0.11 < d < 0.35) range, a few

——————

with permission.
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are in the moderate range (036 < d < 0.65), and
very few are large (d = 0.66-1.00) or very large (d
> 1.00).

Although the fascination with psycholog-
ical gender differences has been present from
the dawn of formalized psychology around 1879
(Shields, 1975), a few early researchers highlighted
gender similarities. Thorndike (1914), for exam-
ple, believed that psychological gender differences
were too small, compared with within-gender var-
iation, to be important. Leta Stetter Hollingworth
(1918) reviewed available research on gender dif-
ferences in mental traits and found little evi-
dence of gender differences. Another important
reviewer of gender research in the early 1900s,
Helen Thompson Woolley (1914), lamented the
gap between the data and scientists’ views on the
question:

The general discussions of the psychology of sex,
whether by psychologists or by sociologists show
such a wide diversity of points of view that one
feels that the truest thing to be said at present is
that scientific evidence plays very little part in pro-
ducing convictions. (p. 372)

The Role of Meta-Analysis in Assessing
Psychological Gender Differences

Reviews of research on psychological gender
differences began with Woolley’s (1914) and
Hollingworth’s (1918) and extended through
Maccoby and Jacklin’s (1974) watershed book
The Psychology of Sex Differences, in which they

Janet Shibley Hyde, “The Gender Similarities Hypothesis” from American Psychologist 60, no. 6
(September 2005): 581-592. Copyright © 2005 by the American Psychological Association. Reprinted
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studies of 8

Y » than 2,000 % ‘
e -ariety of domains

ferences in @ wide Vv

: and simple
earning and sin .
e cognitive process-

boys are Be:ier:tsh:achi ..{uleveme ot motivation.
e eeKin concluded that gender diF-
ferences were well established in only four diras;
verbal ability, visual-spatial ability, mathematical
ability, and éggression. Overall, then, they found
much evidence for gender similarities. Secondary
reports of their findings in textbooks and other
sources, however, focused almost exclusively on
their conclusions about gender differences (e.g.,
Gleitman, 1981; Lefrangois, 1990).

Shortly after this important work appeared,
the statistical method of meta-analysis was devel-
oped (e.g., Glass, McGaw, & Smith, 1981; Hedges &
Olkin, 1985; Rosenthal, 1991). This method revolu-
tionized the study of psychological gender differ-
ences. Meta-analyses quickly appeared on issues
such as gender differences in influenceability
(Eagly & Carli, 1981), abilities (Hyde, 1981; Hyde &
(Lé:nl, lzfg Lfinn & Petersen, 1985), and aggression

f’ :m te (er.x, 1986; Hyde, 1984, 1986).

Meta-analysis is a statistical method for aggre-
gating research findings across many studj
the same question (Hed y e (.)f
ideal for oo redges & Becker, 1986). It is

al for synthesizing research op gender diff
ences, an area in which often dozens s

or even hun-

dreds of stud;
les of a partic :
conducted, particular question haye been

yses, the meagyre of

effect size typically js 4 (Cohen 1988):

d= M
SW '
where Mu is the n

1€an s¢
mean score fy, p ore for

ma -
emales, ang ls, M_is the

w IS the average

randard deviation. That s, d measyre,

exs ! the male and female means are i,

_In gender meta-analysis, the

puted from all individual studieg

oed to obtainan overall effect size reflecy.

are a]\;el alga nitude of gender differences across 3|

;lt]fdtiez.rin %he present article, I follow the convep.

tion that negative values (?f d mean t}_la't femaleg

scored higherona dimension, aI.ld positive values
of d indicate that males scored higher.

Gender meta-analyses generally proceed in
four steps: (@) The researcher. locates :all studies op
the topic being reviewed, typically using databages
such as PsycINFO and carefully chosen search
terms. (b) Statistics are extracted from each report,
and an effect size is computed for each study. (c) A
weighted average of the effect sizes is computed
(weighting by sample size) to obtain an overa]|
assessment of the direction and magnitude of the
gender difference when all studies are combined,
(d) Homogeneity analyses are conducted to deter-
mine whether the group of effect sizes is relatively
homogeneous. If it is not, then the studies can be
partitioned into theoretically meaningful groups
to determine whether the effect size is larger for
some types of studies and smaller for other types.
The researcher could ask, for example, whether
gender differences are larger for measures of phys-

ical aggression compared with measures of verbal
aggression.

within-§

effect sizes com

The Evidence

‘:T;lZZ?igattﬁethe gender similarities hypothesis,
——— rinajor meta-.analyses that have been
They are list dp'SYChOIOglCal gender differences.
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constructs, gycp, 0se that assessed miscellaneous

meta-analySes a§ mora] reasoning, | began with
¥de and Fros (1993), and Ashmore




). I updated these lists with more recent
lyses and, where possible, replaced older
meta-analyses with more up-to-date meta-analy-
s that used larger samples and better statistical
methods. .

Hedges and Nowell (1995; see also Feingold,
1988) have argued that the canonical method of
mm.analysis—which often aggregates data from
pany small convenience samples—should be aug-
mcnicd or replaced by data from large probabil-
v samples, at least when that is possible (e.g., in
u:cas such as ability testing). Test-norming data as

(1990
meta-and
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well as data from major national surveys such as
the National Longitudinal Study of Youth provide
important information. Findings from samples
such as these are included in the summary shown
in Table 1, where the number of reports is marked
with an asterisk.

Inspection of the effect sizes shown in the
rightmost column of Table 1 reveals strong evi-
dence for the gender similarities hypothesis. These
effect sizes are summarized in Table 2. Of the 128
effect sizes shown in Table 1, 4 were unclassifiable
because the meta-analysis provided such a wide

Table |. Major Meta-Analyses of Research on Psychological Gender

Differences
Study and Variable Age No. of Reports d
Cognitive Variables
Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon (1990)
Mathematics computation All 45 -0.14
Mathematics concepts All 41 -0.03
Mathematics problem solving All 48 +0.08
Hedges & Nowell (1995)
Reading comprehension Adolescents 5* -0.09
Vocabulary Adolescents 4 +0.06
Mathematics Adolescents 6* +0.16
Perceptual speed Adolescents 4* -0.28
Science Adolescents 4* +0.32
Spatial ability Adolescents 2% +0.19
Hyde, Fennema, Ryan, et al. (1990)
Mathematics self-confidence All 56 +0.16
Mathematics anxiety All 53 -0.15
Feingold (1988)
DAT spelling Adolescents 5% -0.45
DAT language Adolescents 5* -0.40
DAT verbal reasoning Adolescents 5% -0.02
DAT abstract reasoning Adolescents 5% -0.04
DAT numerical ability Adolescents 5* -0.10
DAT perceptual speed Adolescents 5% -0.34
DAT mechanical reasoning Adolescents 5* +0.76
DAT space relations Adolescents 5* +0.15
Hyde & Linn (1988)
Vocabulary All 40 -0.02
Reading comprehension All 18 -0.03
Speech production All 12 -0.33
(continued)
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Table |. (continued)
Study and Variable Age No. of Reports d
Cognitive Variables
Linn & Petersen (1985)
Spatial perception All 62 +0.44
Mental rotation All 29 +0.73
Spatial visualization All 8l +0.13
Voyer etal. (1995)
Spatial perception All 92 +0.44
Mental rotation All 78 +0.56
Spatial visualization All 116 +0.19
Lynn & Irwing (2004)
Progressive matrices 6—14 years 15 +0.02
Progressive matrices 15-19 years 23 +0.16
Progressive matrices Adults 10 +0.30
Whitley et al. (1986)
Attribution of success to ability All 29 +0.13
Arrribution of success to effort All 29 -0.04
Atrribution of success to task All 29 -0.01
Attribution of success to luck All 29 -0.07
Attribution of failure to ability All 29 +0.16 ,
Atrribution of failure to effort All 29 +0.15 f
Attribution of failure to task All 29 -0.08 {
Atrribution of failure luck All 29 -0.15 E
Communication
Anderson & Leaper (1998)
Interruptions in conversation Adults 53 +0.15
Intrusive interruptions Adults 17 +0.33
Leaper & Smith (2004)
Talkativeness Children 73 =0.11
Affiliative speech Children 46 -0.26
Assertive speech Children 75 +0.11 ‘
Dindia & Allen (1992) ;
Self-disclosure (all studies) — 205 -0.18
Self-disclosure to stranger — 99 -0.07 :
Self-disclosure to friend — 50 -0.28
LaFrance et al. (2003)
Smiling Adolescents and 418 -0.40
adults
Smiling: Aware of being Adolescents and 295 -0.46
observed adults
: , Smiling: Not aware of being Adolescents and 3l -0.19
$ observed adults
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Study and Variable Age No. of Reports d
Communication (continued)
McClure (2000)
Facial expression processing Infants 29 -0.18 to -0.92
Facial expression processing Children and adolescents 89 -0.13t0 -0.18
Social and Personality Variables
Hyde (1984, 1986)
Aggression (all types) All 69 +0.50
Physical aggression All 26 +0.60
Verbal aggression All 6 +0.43
Eagly & Steffen (1986)
Aggression Adults 50 +0.29
Physical aggression Adults 30 +0.40
Psychological aggression Adults 20 +0.18
Knight et al. (2002)
Physical aggression All 41 +0.59
Verbal aggression All 22 +0.28
Aggression in low emotional All 40 +0.30
arousal context
Aggression in emotional All 83 +0.56
arousal context
Bettencourt & Miller (1996)
Aggression under provocation Adults 57 +0.17
Aggression under neutral Adults 50 +0.33
conditions
Archer (2004)
Aggression in real-world All 75 +0.30 to +0.63
settings
Physical aggression All i +0.33 to +0.84
Verbal aggression All 68 +0.09 to +0.55
Indirect aggression All 40 -0.74 to +0.05
Stuhlmacher & Walters (1999)
Negotiation outcomes Adults 53 +0.09
Walters et al. (1998)
Negotiator competitiveness Adults 79 10.07
Eagly & Crowley (1986)
Helping behavior Adults 99 +0.13
Helping: Surveillance context Adults 16 +0.74
Helping: No surveillance Adults 41 -0.02
Oliver & Hyde (1993)
Sexuality: Masturbation All 26 +0.96

(continued)
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Table |. (continued)
Study and Variable Age No. of Reports d
Social and Personality Variables (continued)

Sexuality: Attitudes about casual sex Al 10 +0.81
Sexual satisfaction All 15 -0.06
Actitudes about extramarital sex All 17 +0.29
Murnen & Stockton (1997)
Arousal to sexual stimuli Adults 62 +0.31
Eagly & Johnson (1990)
Leadership: Interpersonal style Adults 153 —0.04 to —0.07
Leadership: Task style Adults 154 0.00 to -0.09
Leadership: Democratic vs. autocratic Adults 28 +0.22 to +0.34
Eagly et al. (1992)
Leadership: Evaluation Adults 114 +0.05
Eagly etal. (1995)
Leadership effectiveness Adults 76 -0.02
Eagly et al. (2003)
Leadership: Transformational Adults 44 -0.10
Leadership: Transactional Adults 51 =0.13 to +0.27
Leadership: Laissez-faire Adults 16 +0.16
Feingold (1994)
Neuroticism: Anxiety Adolescents and adults 13* -0.32
Neuroticism: Impulsiveness Adolescents and adults 6* -0.01
Extraversion: Gregariousness Adolescents and adults 10% -0.07
Extraversion: Assertiveness Adolescents and adults 10% +0.51
Extraversion: Activity Adolescents and adults 5 +0.08
Openness Adolescents and adults 4* +0.19
Agreeableness: Trust Adolescents and adults 4* -0.35 (
Agreeableness: Tendermindedness Adolescents and adults 10* -0.91 g
Conscientiousness Adolescents and adults 4 -0.18 ;

Psychological Well-being

Kling et al. (1999, Analysis 1)

Self-esteem All 216 +0.21
Kling et al. (1999, Analysis 1)
Self-esteem Adolescents I 5% +0.04 to +0.16
Major et al. (1999)
Self-esteem All 226 +0.14
Feingold & Mazzella (1998)
Body esteem All — +0.58
Twenge & Nolen-Hoeksema (2002)
Depression symptoms 8-16 years 310 +0.02
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Study and Variable Age No. of Reports d
Psychological Well-being (continued)

Wood et al. (1989) Adults 17 -0.03
Life satisfaction Adults 22 -0.07
Happiness

Pinquart & Sorensen (2001)

Life satisfaction Elderly 176 +0.08
Self-esteem Elderly 59 +0.08
Happiness Elderly 56 -0.06

Tamres et al. (2002)

Coping: Problem-focused All 22 -0.13
Coping: Rumination All 10 -0.19
Motor Behaviors
Thomas & French (1985)
Balance 3-20 years 67 +0.09
Grip strength 3-20 years 37 +0.66
Throw velocity 3-20 years 12 +2.18
Throw distance 3-20 years 47 +1.98
Vertical jump 3-20 years 20 +0.18
Sprinting 3-20 years 66 +0.63
Flexibility 5-10 years 13 -0.29

Eaton & Enns (1986)

Activity level All 127 +0.49
Miscellaneous

Thoma (1986)

Moral reasoning: Stage Adolescents and 56 -0.21
adults

Jaffee & Hyde (2000)

Moral reasoning: Justice orientation Al 95 +0.19
Moral reasoning: Care orientation All 160 -0.28

Silverman (2003)

Delay of gratification All 38 -0.12

Whitley etal. (1999)

Cheating behavior All 36 +0.17
Cheating attitudes All 14 +0.35

Whitley (1997)

Computer use: Current All 18 +0.33
Computer self-efficacy All 29 +0.41

Konrad et al. (2000)

Job attribute preference: Earnings Adults 207 +0.12
Job attribute preference: Security Adults 182 -0.02
Job attribute preference: Challenge 63 +0.05

(continued)
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Table |. (continued)
Study and Variable

Age No. of Reports d

Miscellaneous

Job attribute preference: Physical work Adults 96 -0.13
environment
Job attribute preference: Power Adults 68 +0.04

Note: Positive values of d represent higher scores for men and/or boys; negative values of d
represent higher scores for women and/or girls. Asterisks indicate that data were from major,
targe national samples. Dashes indicate that data were not available (i.e., the study in question did
not provide this information clearly). No. = number; DAT = Differential Aptitude Test.

Table 2. Effect Sizes (n = 124) for Psychological Gender Differences,

Based on Meta-Analyses, Categorized by Range of Magnitude

range for the estimate. The remaining 124 effect
sizes were classified into the categories noted ear-
lier: close-to-zero (d < 0.10), small (0.11 < d < 0.35),
moderate (0.36 < d < 0.65), large (d = 0.66-1.00), or
very large (>.1.00). The striking result is that 30%
of the effect sizes are in the close-to-zero range,
and an additional 48% are in the small range. That
is, 78% of gender differences are small or close to
x o that of Hyde and
“Phant (1995), who found that 60% of effect sizes for
gender differences were in the small or close-to-
zero range.

The small magnitude of these effects is even
more striking given that most of the meta-
analyses addressed the classic gender differ-
ences questions—that is, areas in which gender
differences were reputed to be reliable, such
as mathematics performance, verbal ability,
and aggressive behavior. For example, despite
Tannen’s (1991) assertions, gender differences
in most aspects of communication are small.
Gilligan (1982) has argued that males and
females speak in a different moral “voice,” yet
meta-analyses show that gender differences in

moral reasoning and moral orientation are small
(Jaffee & Hyde, 2000).

Effect Size Range
Effect sizes 0-0.10 0.11-0.35 0.36-0.65 0.66-1.00 >1.00
o Number 37 59 19 7 2
2 &Q«@“" % of total 30 48 15 6 2
/16% é % MQ( Q.w *0 20 E’*QQQ\‘\O(V; *O ( MQ’<
ot 5iNeEReS

The Exceptions

As noted earlier, the gender similarities hypothesis
does not assert that males and females are similar
in absolutely every domain. The exceptions—ar-
eas in which gender differences are moderate or
large in magnitude—should be recognized.

The largest gender differences in Table 1are in
thé domain of motor performance, particularly for
measures such as throwing velocity (d = 2.18) and
throwing distance (d = 1.98) (Thomas & French,

1985). These differences are particularly large after
puberty, when the gender gap in muscle mass and

one size widens.

A second area in which large gender differ-
ences are found is some—but not all—measures
of sexuality (Oliver & Hyde, 1993). Gender differ-
ences are strikingly large for incidences of mas-
turbation and for attitudes about sex in a casual,

~ancommitted relationship. In COTTTasT, The gen-

der difference in reported sexual satisfaction is
close to zero.

Across several meta-analyses, aggression has
repeatedly shown gender differences that are
moderate in magnitude (Archer, 2004; Eagly &
Steffen, 1986; Hyde, 1984, 1986). The gender differ-
ence in physical aggression is particularly reliable
Theow'ng ve\ock ‘o l’(wow‘\ms di stk e m""w
t,qm\i‘rbi Mast o | ST m Q“"“’*\ v

5 elabisnomy -
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Figure 3.1. Graphic Representation of a 0.2 Effect Size

Note: Two normal distributions that are 0.2] standard deviations apart (i.e., d = 0.21). This is the
approximate magnitude of the gender difference in self-esteem, averaged over all samples, found
by Kling et al. (1999). From “Gender Differences in Self-Esteem: A Meta-Analysis,” by K. C. Kling,
J. S. Hyde, C. J. Showers, and B. N. Buswell, 1999, Psychological Bulletin, 125, p. 484. Copyright © 1999

by the American Psychological Assoc,éatuon

ey be physical a%uéslon. o

and is larger than the gender difference in ver-
bal aggression. Much publicity has been given to
gender differences in relational aggression, with
girls scoring higher (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).
According to the Archer (2004) meta-analysis,
indirect or relational aggression showed an effect
size for gender differences of —0.45 when mea-
sured by direct observation, but it was only —o0.19
for peer ratings, —0.02 for self-reports, and —0.13
for teacher reports. Therefore, the evidence is
ambiguous regarding the magnitude of the gen-
der difference in relational aggression.

The Interpretation of Effect Sizes

The interpretation of effect sizes is contested. On
one side of the argument, the classic source is the
statistician Cohen (1969, 1988), who recommended
that 0.20 be considered a small effect, 0.50 be con-
sidered medium, and 0.80 be considered large. It
is important to note that he set these guidelines
before the advent of meta-analysis, and they have
been the standards used in statistical power anal-
ysis for decades.

Insupport of these guidelines are indicators of
overlap between two distributions. For example,
Kling, Hyde, Showers, and Buswell (1999) graphed
two distributions differing on average by an effect

size of 0.21, the effect size they found for gender
differences in self-esteem. This graph is shown in
Figure 3.1. Clearly, this small effect size reflects dis-
tributions that overlap greatly—that is, that show
more similarity than difference. Cohen (1988)
developed a U statistic that quantifies the percent-
age of nonoverlap of distributions. For d = 0.20,
U = 15%; that is, 85% of the areas of the distribu-
tions overlap. According to another Cohen mea-
sure of overlap, for d = 0.20, 54% of individuals in
Group A exceed the 50th percentile for Group B.

For another way to consider the interpretation
of effect sizes, d can also be expressed as an equiv-
alent value of the Pearson correlation, r (Cohen,
1988). For the small effect size of 0.20, r = .10, cer-
tainly a small correlation. A d of 0.50 is equivalent
to an r of .24, and for d = 0.80, r = 37.

Rosenthal (1991; Rosenthal & Rubin, 1982) has
argued the other side of the case—namely, that
seemingly small effect sizes can be important and
make for impressive applied effects. As an exam-
ple, he took a two-group experimental design in
which one group is treated for cancer and the other
group receives a placebo. He used the method of
binomial effect size display (BESD) to illustrate
the consequences. Using this method, for exam-
ple, an r of 32 between treatment and outcome,
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accounting for only 10% of the variance, translates
into a survival rate of 34% in the placebo group
and 66% 1n the treated group. Certainly, the effect
IS Impressive.

How does this apply to the study of gender dif-
ferences? First, in terms of costs of errors in sci-
entific decision making, psychological gender
differences are quite a different matter from cur-
ing cancer. So, interpretation of the magnitude of
effects must be heavily conditioned by the costs of
making Tvpe I and Type II errors for the particu-
lar question under consideration. I look forward to
statisticians developing indicators that take these
factors into account. Second, Rosenthal used the
r metric, and when this is translated into d, the
effects look much less impressive. For example, a d
of 0.20 1s equivalent to an r of 0.10, and Rosenthal’s
BESD indicates that that effect is equivalent to
cancer survival increasing from 45% to 55%—once
again, a small effect. A close-to-zero effect size of
0.10 is equivalent to an r of .05, which translates
to cancer survival rates increasing only from 47.5%
to 525% in the treatment group compared with
the control group. In short, I believe that Cohen’s
guidelines provide a reasonable standard for the
interpretation of gender differences effect sizes.

One caveat should be noted, however. The
foregoing discussion is implicitly based on the
assumption that the variabilities in the male and
female distributions are equal. Yet the greater male
variability hypothesis was originally proposed
more than a century ago, and it survives today
(Feingold, 1992; Hedges & Friedman, 1993). In the
1800s, this hypothesis was proposed to explain
why there were more male than female geniuses
and, at the same time, more males among the
mentally retarded. Statistically, the combination
of a small average difference favoring males and
a larger standard deviation for males, for some
trait such as mathematics performance, could
lead to a lopsided gender ratio favoring males in
the upper tail of the distribution reflecting excep-
tional talent. The statistic used to investigate this
question is the variance ratio (VR), the ratio of the
male variance to the female variance. Empirical
investigations of the VR have found values of
1.00-1.08 for vocabulary (Hedges & Nowell, 1995),

1.05-1.25 for mathematics performance (Hedges
& Nowell), and 0.87-1.04 for self-esteem (Klip
et al.,, 1999). Therefore, it appears that whethey
males or females are more variable depends oy
the domain under consideration. Moreover, most
VR estimates are close to 1.00, indicating similar
variances for males and females. Nonetheless, this
issue of possible gender differences in variability
merits continued investigation.

Developmental Trends

Not all meta-analyses have examined develop-
mental trends and, given the preponderance of
psychological research on college students, devel-
opmental analysis is not always possible. However,
meta-analysis can be powerful for identifying age
trends in the magnitude of gender differences.
Here, I consider a few key examples of meta-anal-
yses that have taken this developmental approach
(see Table 3).

At the time of the meta-analysis by Hyde,
Fennema, and Lamon (1990), it was believed that
gender differences in mathematics performance
were small or nonexistent in childhood and that
the male advantage appeared beginning around
the time of puberty (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). It
was also believed that males were better at high-
level mathematical problems that required com-
plex processing, whereas females were better at
low-level mathematics that required only simple
computation. Hyde and colleagues addressed both
hypotheses in their meta-analysis. They found a
small gender difference favoring girls in computa-
tion in elementary school and middle school and
no gender difference in computation in the high
school years. There was no gender difference in
complex problem solving in elementary school
or middle school, but a small gender difference
favoring males emerged in the high school years
(d = 0.29). Age differences in the magnitude of the
gender effect were significant for both computa-
tion and problem solving.

Kling et al. (1999) used a developmental
approach in their meta-analysis of studies of
gender differences in self-esteem, on the basis
of the assertion of prdm'l’rl_efﬁ_?{nhors such as
Mary Pipher (1994) that girls’ self-esteem takes a

CQYIA-?X (x\.@tf(ﬂct based o qso_.
selé-esteeim
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Table 3. Selected Meta-Analyses Showing Developmental Trends in the Magnitude of

Gender Differences

Study and Variable Age (years)

No. of Reports d

Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon (1990)

Mathematics: Complex problem solving 5-10 1 0.00
1-14 21 -0.02
15-18 10 +0.29
19-25 15 +0.32
Kling et al. (1999)
Self-esteem 7-10 22 +0.16
1-14 53 +0.23
15-18 44 +0.33
19-22 72 +0.18
23-59 16 +0.10
>60 6 -0.03
Major etal. (1999)
Self-esteem 5-10 24 +0.01
11-13 34 +0.12
14-18 65 +0.16
19 or older 97 +0.13
Twenge & Nolen-Hoeksema (2002)
Depressive symptoms 8-12 86 -0.04
13-16 49 +0.16
Thomas & French (1985)
Throwing distance 3-8 — +1.50 to +2.00
16-18 — +3.50

tion did not provide this information clearly). No.=

nosedive at the beginning of adolescence. They
lound that the magnitude of the gender difference
did grow larger from childhood to adolescence: In
childhood (ages 7-10), d = 0.16; for early adoles-
cence (ages 11-14), d = 0.23; and for the high school
years (ages 15-18), d = 0.33. However, the gender
difference did not suddenly become large in early
adolescence, and even in high school, the differ-
€nce was still not large. Moreover, the gender dif-
ference was smaller in older samples; for example,
for ages 23-59, d = 0.10.

Whitley’s (1997) analysis of age trends ingom-,
Puter self~efficacz is revealing. In grammar school
Samples, d = 0.09, whereas in high school samples,

" Compier selF ey
I based onC{SQ’

Note: Positive values of d represent higher scores for men and/or boys; negative values of d represent
higher scores for women and/or girls. Dashes indicate that data were not available (i.e., the study in ques-

number.

d = 0.66. This dramatic trend leads to questions
Fbout wiTat forces are at work transforming girls

from feeling as effective with compu boys

do to showing a large difference in self-efficacy by
high school

These examples illustrate the extent to which
the magnitude of gender differences can fluctu-
ate with age. Gender differences grow larger or
smaller at different times i the fife span, an
meta-analysis is a powerful tool for detecting these
trends. Moreover, the fluctuating magnitude of
gender differences at different ages argues against
the differences model and notions that gender dif-
ferences are large and stable.

J&nder differ qnets Auctvate k
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The Importance of Context

Gender researchers have emphasized the impor-
tance of context in creating, erasing, or even
reversing psychological gender  differences
(Bussev & Bandura, 1999; Deaux & Major, 1987;
Eagly & Wood, 1999). Context may exert influence
at numerous levels, including the written instruc-
tions given for an exam, dyadic interactions
between participants or between a participant and
an experimenter, or the sociocultural level.

In an important experiment, Lightdale and
Prentice (1994) demonstrated the importance
of gender roles and social context in creating or
erasing the purportedly robust gender difference
in aggression. Lightdale and Prentice used the
technique of deindividuation to produce a situa-
tion that removed the influence of gender roles.
Deindividuation refers to a state in which the per-
sO Tias 10ST Nis or her individual identity; that

Steele’s (1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995) work op
stereotype threat has produced similar evidence
in the cognitive domain. Although the origin,
experiments concerned African Americans and
the stereotype that they are intellectually infe.
rior, the theory was quickly applied to gender and
stereotypes that girls and women are bad at math
(Brown & Josephs, 1999; Quinn & Spencer, 2001;
Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Walsh, Hickey, &
Duffy, 1999). In one experiment, male and female
college students with equivalent math back-
grounds were tested (Spencer et al., 1999). In one
condition, participants were told that the math
test had shown gender difference in the past, and
in the other condition, they were told that the test
had been shown to be gender fair—that men and

women had performed equally on it. In the condi-
tion in which participants had been told that the

m er 1air, there were no gender

15, the person_has become anonymous. Under

such conditions, people should feel no obliga-

"differences m}ﬁformance on the test. Tn the con-

difion in which parfltipalits exﬁecteﬁ genaer ali-

fion 1o conform to social norms such as gender
TOIes. articipants, who were college

students, were assigned to an individuated condi-
tion by having them sit close to the experimenter,
identify themselves by name, wear large name

tags, and answer personal questions. Parficipants
in the deindividuafion condition sat Tar from the

~—expeTIMEET, wore no name tags, and were sim-

) S were also at
“The experiment required information from only

half of the participants, whose behavior would be
monitored, and that the other half would remain
anonymous. Participants then played an interac-
tive video game in which they first defended and

then attacked by dropping bombs. The number

of bombs dropped was the measure of aggressive
behavior.
The results indicated that in the individuated

co ;men dropped significantly more bombs

(M = 31.1) than women did (M = 26.8). In the dein-
dividuated condition, however, there were no sig-

nificant gender differences and, in fact, women
dropped somewhat more bombs (M = 41.1) t an
‘men (M = 36.8). In short, the significant gender
difference in aggression disappeared when gender
norms were removed.

ferences, women underperformed compared with
men. This simp i context was

~Tapable of creating or erasing gender differences
in math performance.

Meta-analysts have addressed the importance
of context for gender differences. In one of the
earliest demonstrations of context effects, Eagly
and Crowley (1986) meta-analyzed studies of gen-
der differences in helping behavior, basing the
analysis in social-role theory. They argued that
certain kinds of helping are part of the male role:
helping that is heroic or chivalrous. Other kinds of
helping are part of the female role: helping that is
nurturant and caring, such as caring for children.
Heroic helping involves danger to the self, and
both heroic and chivalrous helping are facilitated
when onlookers are present. Women’s nurtur-
ant helping more often occurs in private, with no
onlookers. Averaged over all studies, men helped
more (d = 0.34). However, when studies were sep-
arated into those in which onlookers were present
and participants were aware of it, d = 0.74. When
no onlookers were present, d = 20.02. Moreover,
the magnitude of the gender difference was highly
correlated with the degree of danger in the helping
situation; gender differences were largest favoring

.y



qales in situations with the most danger. In short,
the gender difference in helping behavior can be
large, favoring males, or close to zero, depending
anthe social context in which the behavior is mea-
wred. Moreover, the pattern of gender differences
is consistent with social-role theory.

Anderson and Leaper (1998) obtained simi-
Jar context effects in their meta-analysis of gender
differences in conversational interruption. At the
time of their meta-analysis, it was widely believed
that men interrupted women considerably more
than the reverse. Averaged over all studies, how-
ever, Anderson and Leaper found a d of o.15, a
small effect. The effect size for intrusive interrup-
tions (excluding back-channel interruptions) was
farger: 033. It is important to note that the mag-
nitude of the gender difference varied greatly
depending on the social context in which inter-
nuptions were studied. When dyads were observed,
d = 0.06, but with larger groups of three or more,
d = 026. When participants were strangers,
d=017,but when they were friends, d = —0.14. Here,
again, it is clear that gender differences can be cre-
ated, erased, or reversed, depending on the context.

In their meta-analysis, LaFrance, Hecht, and
Paluck (2003) found a moderate gender difference
insmiling (d = —0.41), with girls and women smiling
more. Again, the magnitude of the gender difference
was highly dependent on the context. If participants
hada clear awareness that they were being observed,
the gender difference was larger (d = —0.46) than it
was if they were not aware of being observed (d =
-019). The magnitude of the gender difference also
depended on culture and age.

Dindia and Allen (1992) and Bettencourt and
Miller (1996) also found marked context effects
in their gender meta-analyses. The conclusion is
dear: The magnitude and even the direction of
gender differences depend on the context. These
findings provide strong evidence against the dif-
ferences model and its notions that psychological
gender differences are large and stable.

Costs of Inflated Claims of
Gender Differences

The question of the magnitude of psychological
§ender differences is more than just an academic

A
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concern. There are serious costs of overinflated
claims of gender differences (for an extended dis-
cussion of this point, see Barnett & Rivers, 2004;
see also White & Kowalski, 1994). These costs
occur in many areas, including work, parenting,
and relationships.

Gilligan’s (1982) argument that women speak in
adifferent moral “voice” than men is a well-known
example of the differences model. Women, accord-
ing to Gilligan, speak in a moral voice of caring,
whereas men speak in a voice of justice. Despite
the fact that meta-analyses disconfirm her argu-
ments for large gender differences (Jaffee & Hyde,
2000; Thoma, 1986; Walker, 1984), Gilligan’s ideas
have permeated American culture. One conse-
quence of this overinflated claim of gender differ-
ences is that it reifies the stereotype of women as
caring and nurturant and men as lacking in nur-
turance. One cost to men is that they may believe
that they cannot be nurturant, even in their role as
father. For women, the cost in the workplace can
be enormous. Women who violate the stereotype
of being nurturant and nice can be penalized in
hiring and evaluations. Rudman and Glick (1999),
for example, found that female job applicants who
displayed agentic qualities received considerably
lower hireability ratings than agentic male appli-
cants (d = 0.92) for a managerial job that had been
“feminized” to require not only technical skills
and the ability to work under pressure but also
the ability to be helpful and sensitive to the needs
of others. The researchers concluded that women
must present themselves as competent and agentic
to be hired, but they may then be viewed as inter-
personally deficient and uncaring and receive
biased work evaluations because of their violation
of the female nurturance stereotype.

A second example of the costs of unwarranted
validation of the stereotype of women as car-
ing nurturers comes from Eagly, Makhijani, and
Klonsky’s (1992) meta-analysis of studies of gen-
der and the evaluation of leaders. Overall, women
leaders were evaluated as positively as men leaders
(d = 0.05). However, women leaders portrayed as
uncaring autocrats were at a more substantial dis-
advantage than were men leaders portrayed sim-
ilarly (d = 0.30). Women who violated the caring
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stereotype paid for it in their evaluations. The per-
sistence of the stereotype of women as nurturers
leads to serious costs for women who violate this
stereotype in the workplace.

The costs of overinflated claims of gender dif-
ferences hit children as well. According to ste-
reotypes, boys are better at math than girls are
(Hyde, Fennema, Ryan, Frost, & Hopp, 1990). This
stereotype is proclaimed in mass media headlines
{Barnett & Rivers, 2004). Meta-analyses, however,
indicate a pattern of gender similarities for math
performance. Hedges and Nowell (1995) found a d
of 0.16 for large national samples of adolescents,
and Hyde, Fennema, and Lamon (1990) found a
d of —0.05 for samples of the general population
(see also Leahey & Guo, 2000). One cost to chil-
dren is that mathematically talented girls may be
overlooked by parents and teachers because these
adults do not expect to find mathematical talent
among girls. Parents have lower expectations for
their daughters’ math success than for their sons’
(Lummis & Stevenson, 1990), despite the fact
that girls earn better grades in math than boys
do (Kimball, 1989). Research has shown repeat-
edly that parents’ expectations for their children’s
mathematics success relate strongly to outcomes
such as the child’s mathematics self-confidence
and performance, with support for a model in
which parents’ expectations influence children
(e.g., Frome & Eccles, 1998). In short, girls may
find their confidence in their ability to succeed
in challenging math courses or in a mathemat-
ically oriented career undermined by parents’
and teachers’ beliefs that girls are weak in math
ability.

In the realm of intimate heterosexual relation-
ships, women and men are told that they are as
different as if they came from different planetsand
that they communicate in dramatically different
ways (Gray, 1992; Tannen, 1991). When relationship
conflicts occur, good communication is essential
to resolving the conflict (Gottman, 1994). If, how-
ever, women and men believe what they have been
told—that it is almost impossible for them to com-
municate with each other—they may simply give
up on trying to resolve the conflict through better

communication. Therapists will need to dispe]
erroneous beliefs in massive, unbridgeable gender
differences.

Inflated claims about psychological gender gif.
ferences can hurt boys as well. A large gender gap
in self-esteem beginning in adolescence has beep,
touted in popular sources (American Associatiop
of University Women, 1991 Orenstein, 1994
Pipher, 1994). Girls’ self-esteem is purported to
take a nosedive at the beginning of adolescence,
with the implication that boys’ self-esteem does
not. Yet meta-analytic estimates of the magnitude
of the gender difference have all been small or
close to zero: d = 0.21 (Kling et al., 1999, Analysis
I), d = 0.04-0.16 (Kling et al., 1999, Analysis II),
and d = 0.14 (Major, Barr, Zubek, & Babey, 1999).
In short, self-esteem is roughly as much a prob-
lem for adolescent boys as it is for adolescent girls.
The popular media’s focus on girls as the ones
with self-esteem problems may carry a huge cost
in leading parents, teachers, and other profession-
als to overlook boys’ self-esteem problems, so that
boys do not receive the interventions they need.

As several of these examples indicate, the gen-
der similarities hypothesis carries strong impli-
cations for practitioners. The scientific evidence
does not support the belief that men and women
have inherent difficulties in communicating
across gender. Neither does the evidence support
the belief that adolescent girls are the only ones
with self-esteem problems. Therapists who base
their practice in the differences model should
reconsider their approach on the basis of the best
scientific evidence.

Conclusion

The gender similarities hypothesis stands in
stark contrast to the differences model, which
holds that men and women, and boys and girls,
are vastly different psychologically. The gender
similarities hypothesis states, instead, that males
and females are alike on most—but not all—
psychological variables. Extensive evidence from
meta-analyses of research on gender differences
supports the gender similarities hypothesis. A



jow notable exceptions are some motor behav-
iors (e.g.» throwing distance) and some aspects of
cexuality, which show large gender differences.
Aggression shows a gender difference that is
m}yderate in magnitude.

It is time to consider the costs of overinflated
Jaims of gender differences. Arguably, they cause
harm in numerous realms, including women’s
opportunities in the workplace, couple conflict
and communication, and analyses of self-esteem
problems among adolescents. Most important,
these claims are not consistent with the scientific
data.
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“Dude, You're a Fag’’: Adolescent Masculinity and

the Fag Discourse

C. ). PASCOE

“There’s a faggot over there! There’s a faggot over
there! Come look!” yelled Brian, a senior at River
High School, to a group of 10-year-old boys. Follow
ing Brian, the 10-year-olds dashed down a hallway.
Atthe end of the hallway Brian’s friend, Dan, pursed
his lips and began sashaying towards the 10-year-
olds. He minced towards them, swinging his hips
exaggeratedly and wildly waving his arms. To the
boys Brian yelled, “Look at the faggot! Watch out!
He’ll get you!” In response the 10-year-olds raced
back down the hallway screaming in terror.

(From author’s fieldnotes)

The relationship between adolescent masculin-
ity and sexuality is embedded in the specter of
the faggot. Faggots represent a penetrated mas-
culinity in which “to be penetrated is to abdicate
power” (Bersani, 1987: 212). Penetrated men sym-
bolize a masculinity devoid of power, which, in its
contradiction, threatens both psychic and social
chaos. It is precisely this specter of penetrated
masculinity that functions as a regulatory mech-
anism of gender for contemporary American
adolescent boys.

Feminist scholars of masculinity have docu-
mented the centrality of homophobic insults to
masculinity (Lehne, 1998; Kimmel, 2001) espe-
cially in school settings (Wood, 1984; Smith, 1998;
Burn, 2000; Plummer, 2001; Kimmel, 2003). They
argue that homophobic teasing often character-
izes masculinity in adolescence and early adult-
hood, and that anti-gay slurs tend to primarily be
directed at other gay boys.

This article both expands on and challenges
these accounts of relationships between homo-
phobia and masculinity. Homophobia is indeed
a central mechanism in the making of contem-
porary American adolescent masculinity. This
article both critiques and builds on this finding
by (1) pointing to the limits of an argument that
focuses centrally on homophobia, (2) demonstrat-
ing that the fag is not only an identity linked to
homosexual boys' but an identity that can tem-
porarily adhere to heterosexual boys as well and
(3) highlighting the racialized nature of the fag as
a disciplinary mechanism.

“Homophobia” is too facile a term with which
to describe the deployment of “fag” as an epithet.
By calling the use of the word “fag” homophobia—
and letting the argument stop with that point—
previous research obscures the gendered nature
of sexualized insults (Plummer, 2001). Invoking
homophobia to describe the ways in which boys
aggressively tease each other overlooks the pow-
erful relationship between masculinity and this
sort of insult. Instead, it seems incidental in this
conventional line of argument that girls do not
harass each other and are not harassed in this
same manner.’ This framing naturalizes the rela-
tionship between masculinity and homophobia,
thus obscuring the centrality of such harassment
in the formation of a gendered identity for boys in
a way that it is not for girls.

“Fag” is not necessarily a static identity
attached to a particular (homosexual) boy. Fag

C. J. Pascoe, “‘Dude, Youre a Fag: Adolescent Masculinity and the Fag Discourse” from
Sexualities 8, no. 3 (2005): 329-346. Copyright © 2005. Reprinted with the permission of Sage
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talk and fag imitations serve as a discourse with
which boys discipline themselves and each other
through joking relationships.! Any boy can tem-
porarily become a fag in a given social space or
interaction. This does not mean that those boys
who identify as or are perceived to be homosexual
are not subject to intense harassment. But becom-
ing a fag has as much to do with failing at the mas-
culine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess
and strength or in anyway revealing weakness or
femininity, as it does with a sexual identity. This
fluidity of the fag identity is what makes the spec-
ter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary mech-
anism. It is fluid enough that boys police most of
their behaviors out of fear of having the fag iden-
tity permanently adhere and definitive enough so
that boys recognize a fag behavior and strive to
avoid it.

The fag discourse is racialized. It is invoked
differently by and in relation to white boys’ bodies
than it is by and in relation to African-American
boys’ bodies. While certain behaviors put all
boys at risk for becoming temporarily a fag, some
behaviors can be enacted by African-American
boys without putting them at risk of receiving the
label. The racialized meanings of the fag discourse
suggest that something more than simple homo-
phobia is involved in these sorts of interactions.
An analysis of boys’ deployments of the specter of
the fag should also extend to the ways in which
gendered power works through racialized selves.
It is not that this gendered homophobia does not
exist in African-American communities. Indeed,
making fun of “Negro faggotry seems to be a rite of
passage among contemporary black male rappers
and filmmakers” (Riggs, 1991: 253). However, the
fact that “white women and men, gay and straight,
have more or less colonized cultural debates about
sexual representation” (Julien and Mercer, 1991:
167) obscures varied systems of sexualized mean-
ings among different racialized ethnic groups
(Almaguer, 1991; King, 2004).

Theoretical Framing

The sociology of masculinity entails a “critical
study of men, their behaviors, practices, values
and perspectives” (Whitehead and Barrett, 2001:

14). Recent studies of men emphasize the myl.
plicity of masculinity (Connell, 1995) detailing the
ways in which different configurations of gender
practice are promoted, challenged or reinforceq
in given social situations. This research on hoy
men do masculinities has explored gendered prac-
tices in a wide range of social institutions, such as
families (Coltrane, 2001), schools (Skelton, 19¢6;
Parker, 1996; Mac and Ghaill, 1996; Francis and
Skelton, 2001), workplaces (Cooper, 2000), media
(Craig, 1992), and sports (Messner, 1989; Edly and
Wetherel, 1997; Curry, 2004). Many of these stud-
ies have developed specific typologies of mascu-
linities: gay, Black, Chicano, working class, middle
class, Asian, gay Black, gay Chicano, white work-
ing class, militarized, transnational business, New
Man, negotiated, versatile, healthy, toxic, counter,
and cool masculinities, to name a few (Messner,
2004). In this sort of model the fag could be (and
often has been) framed as a type of subordinated
masculinity attached to homosexual adolescent
boys’ bodies.

Heeding Timothy Carrigan’s admonition that
an “analysis of masculinity needs to be related as
well to other currents in feminism” (Carrigan et
al., 1987: 64), in this article I integrate queer the-
ory’s insights about the relationships between
gender, sexuality, identities and power with the
attention to men found in the literature on mascu-
linities. Like the sociology of gender, queer theory
destabilizes the assumed naturalness of the social
order (Lemert, 1996). Queer theory is a “concep-
tualization which sees sexual power as embedded
in different levels of social life” and interrogates
areas of the social world not usually seen as sexu-
ality (Stein and Plummer, 1994). In this sense queer
theory calls for sexuality to be looked at not only
as a discrete arena of sexual practices and identi-
ties, but also as a constitutive element of social life
(Warner, 1993; Epstein, 1996).

While the masculinities’ literature rightly
highlights very real inequalities between gay and
straight men (see for instance Connell, 1995), this
emphasisonsexualityasinhered in static identities
attached to male bodies, rather than major orga-
nizing principles of social life (Sedgwick, 1990),
limits scholars’ ability to analyze the myriad ways
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in which sexuality, in part, constitutes gender.
This article does not seek to establish that there
are homosexual boys and heterosexual boys and
the homosexual ones are marginalized. Rather
this article explores what happens to theories of
gender if we look at a discourse of sexualized iden-
tities in addition to focusing on seemingly static
identity categories inhabited by men. This is not
to say that gender is reduced only to sexuality,
indeed feminist scholars have demonstrated that
gender is embedded in and constitutive of a mul-
titude of social structures—the economy, places
of work, families and schools. In the tradition
of post-structural feminist theorists of race and
gender who look at “border cases” that explode
taken-for-granted binaries of race and gender
(Smith, 1994), queer theory is another tool which
enables an integrated analysis of sexuality, gender
and race.

As scholars of gender have demonstrated, gen-
der is accomplished through day-to-day inter-
actions (Fine, 1987; Hochschild, 1989; West and
Zimmerman, 1991; Thorne, 1993). In this sense
gender is the “activity of managing situated con-
duct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes
and activities appropriate for one’s sex category”
(West and Zimmerman, 1991: 127). Similarly, queer
theorist Judith Butler argues that gender is accom-
plished interactionally through “a set of repeated
acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that
congeal over time to produce the appearance of
substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler, 1999:
43). Specifically she argues that gendered beings
are created through processes of citation and
repudiation of a “constitutive outside” (Butler,
1993: 3) in which is contained all that is cast out of
asocially recognizable gender category. The “con-
stitutive outside” is inhabited by abject identities,
unrecognizably and unacceptably gendered selves.
The interactional accomplishment of gender in a
Butlerian model consists, in part, of the contin-
ual iteration and repudiation of this abject iden-
tity. Gender, in this sense, is “constituted through
the force of exclusion and abjection, on which
produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an
abjected outside, which is, after all, ‘inside’ the
subject as its own founding repudiation” (Butler,
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1993: 3). This repudiation creates and reaffirms
a “threatening specter” (Butler, 1993: 3) of failed,
unrecognizable gender, the existence of which
must be continually repudiated through interac-
tional processes.

I argue that the “fag” position is an “abject”
position and, as such, is a “threatening specter”
constituting contemporary American adolescent
masculinity. The fag discourse is the interactional
process through which boys name and repudiate
this abjected identity. Rather than analyzing the
fag as an identity for homosexual boys, I exam-
ine uses of the discourse that imply that any boy
can become a fag, regardless of his actual desire
or self-perceived sexual orientation. The threat of
the abject position infuses the faggot with regula-
tory power. This article provides empirical data to
illustrate Butler’s approach to gender and indicates
that it might be a useful addition to the sociologi-
cal literature on masculinities through highlight-
ing one of the ways in which a masculine gender
identity is accomplished through interaction.

Method
Research Site

I conducted fieldwork at a suburban high school in
north-central California which I call River High.*
River High is a working class, suburban 50-year-
old high school located in a town called Riverton.
With the exception of the median household
income and racial diversity (both of which are
elevated due to Riverton’s location in California),
the town mirrors national averages in the per-
centages of white-collar workers, rates of college
attendance, and marriages, and age composition
(according to the 2000 census). It is a politically
moderate to conservative, religious community.
Most of the students’ parents commute to sur-
rounding cities for work.

On average Riverton is a middle-class commu-
nity. However, students at River are likely to refer
to the town as two communities: “Old Riverton”
and “New Riverton.” A busy highway and rail-
road tracks bisect the town into these two sec-
tions. River High is literally on the “wrong side of
the tracks,” in Old Riverton. Exiting the freeway,
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heading north to Old Riverton, one sees a mix of
1950s-era ranch-style homes, some with neatly
trimmed lawns and tidy gardens, others with
yards strewn with various car parts, lawn chairs
and appliances. Old Riverton is visually bounded
by smoke-puffing factories. On the other side of
the freeway New Riverton is characterized by wide
sidewalk-lined streets and new walled-in home
developments. Instead of smokestacks, a forested
mountain, home to a state park, rises majestically
in the background. The teens from these homes
attend Hillside High, River’s rival.

River High is attended by 2,000 students. River
High’s racial/ethnic breakdown roughly repre-
sents California at large: 50 percent white, 9 per-
cent African-American, 28 percent Latino and
6 percent Asian (as compared to California’s 46, 6,
32, and 11 percent respectively, according to cen-
sus data and school records). The students at River
High are primarily working class.

Research

I gathered data using the qualitative method of
ethnographic research. I spent a year and a half
conducting observations, formally interviewing
49 students at River High (36 boys and 13 girls),
one male student from Hillside High, and con-
ducting countless informal interviews with stu-
dents, faculty and administrators. I concentrated
on one school because I explore the richness rather
than the breadth of data (for other examples of
this method see Willis, 1981; MacLeod, 1987; Eder
et al,, 1995; Ferguson, 2000).

I recruited students for interviews by conduct-
ing presentations in a range of classes and hang-
ing around at lunch, before school, after school
and at various events talking to different groups of
students about my research, which I presented as
“writing a book about guys.” The interviews usu-
ally took place at school, unless the student had a
car, in which case he or she met me at one of the
local fast food restaurants where I treated them to
a meal. Interviews lasted anywhere from half an
hour to two hours.

The initial interviews I conducted helped me to
map a gendered and sexualized geography of the
school, from which I chose my observation sites.

[ observed a “neutral” site—a senior governmen
classroom, where sexualized meanings were sub.
dued. I observed three sites that students markeg
as “fag” sites—two drama classes and the Gay/
Straight Alliance. I also observed two normatie|
“masculine” sites—auto-shop and weightlifting,s
I took daily fieldnotes focusing on how students,
faculty and administrators negotiated, regulateq
and resisted particular meanings of gender and
sexuality. I attended major school rituals such
as Winter Ball, school rallies, plays, dances and
lunches. I would also occasionally “ride along”
with Mr. Johnson (Mr. J.), the school’s security
guard, on his battery-powered golf cart to watch
which, how and when students were disciplined.
Observational data provided me with more insight
to the interactional processes of masculinity than
simple interviews yielded. If I had relied only on
interview data I would have missed the interac-
tional processes of masculinity which are central
to the fag discourse.

Given the importance of appearance in high
school, I gave some thought as to how I would
present myself, deciding to both blend in and set
myself apart from the students. In order to blend
in I wore my standard graduate student gear—
comfortable, baggy cargo pants, a black t-shirt or
sweater and tennis shoes. To set myself apart I car-
ried a messenger bag instead of a back-pack, didn't
wear makeup, and spoke slightly differently than
the students by using some slang, but refraining
from uttering the ubiquitous “hecka” and “hella.”

The boys were fascinated by the fact that a
30-something white “girl” (their words) was inter-
ested in studying them. While at first many would
make sexualized comments asking me about my
dating life or saying that they were going to “hit
on” me, it seemed eventually they began to forget
about me as a potential sexual/romantic partner.
Part of this, I think, was related to my knowledge
about “guy” things. For instance, I lift weights on
a regular basis and as a result the weightlifting
coach introduced me as a “weight-lifter from U.C.
Berkeley” telling the students they should ask me
for weight-lifting advice. Additionally, my taste in
movies and television shows often coincided with
theirs. I am an avid fan of the movies “Jackass”
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and “Fight Club,” both of which contain high lev-
s of violence and “bathroom™ humor. Finally, I
garncred a lot of points among boys because I live
off a dangerous street in a nearby city famous for
drug deals, gang fights and frequent gun shots.

What Is a Fag?
«gince you were little boys you've been told, ‘hey,
don't be a little faggot,” explained Darnell, an
African-American football player, as we sat on a
bench next to the athletic field. Indeed, both the
boys and girls I interviewed told me that “fag” was
the worst epithet one guy could direct at another.
Jeff, a slight white sophomore, explained to me
that boys call each other fag because “gay people
aren’t really liked over here and stuff.” Jeremy,
a Latino Junior, told me that this insult literally
reduced a boy to nothing, “To call someone gay or
fag is like the lowest thing you can call someone.
Because that’s like saying that you're nothing.”
Most guys explained their or others’ dislike of
fags by claiming that homophobia is just part of
what it means to be a guy. For instance Keith, a
white soccer-playing senior, explained, “I think
guys are just homophobic.” However, it is not just
homophobia, it is a gendered homophobia. Several
students told me that these homophobic insults
only applied to boys and not girls. For example,
while Jake, a handsome white senior, told me
that he didn’t like gay people, he quickly added,
“Lesbians, okay that’s good.” Similarly Cathy, a
popular white cheerleader, told me “Being alesbian
is accepted because guys think ‘oh that’s cool.””
Darnell, after telling me that boys were told not
to be faggots, said of lesbians, “They’re [guys are]
fine with girls. I think it’s the guy part that they’re
like ewwww!” In this sense it is not strictly homo-
phobia, but a gendered homophobia that consti-
tutes adolescent masculinity in the culture of this
school. However, it is clear, according to these
comments, that lesbians are “good” because of
their place in heterosexual male fantasy not nec-
essarily because of some enlightened approach to
same-sex relationships. It does however, indicate
that using only the term homophobia to describe
boys’ repeated use of the word “fag” might be a bit
simplistic and misleading.
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Additionally, girls at River High rarely
deployed the word “fag” and were never called
“fags.” I recorded girls uttering “fag” only three
times during my research. In one instance,
Angela, a Latina cheerleader, teased Jeremy,
a well-liked white senior involved in student
government, for not ditching school with her,
“You wouldn’t "cause you're a faggot.” However,
girls did not use this word as part of their reg-
ular lexicon. The sort of gendered homophobia
that constitutes adolescent masculinity does
not constitute adolescent femininity. Girls were
not called dykes or lesbians in any sort of regu-
lar or systematic way. Students did tell me that
“slut” was the worst thing a girl could be called.
However, my fieldnotes indicate that the word
“slut” (or its synonym “ho”) appears one time for
every eight times the word “fag” appears. Even
when it does occur, “slut” is rarely deployed as a
direct insult against another girl.

Highlighting the difference between the
deployment of “gay” and “fag” as insults brings
the gendered nature of this homophobia into
focus. For boys and girls at River High “gay” is a
fairly common synonym for “stupid.” While this
word shares the sexual origins of “fag,” it does not
consistently have the skew of gender-loaded mean-
ing. Girls and boys often used “gay” as an adjec-
tive referring to inanimate objects and male or
female people, whereas they used “fag” as a noun
that denotes only un-masculine males. Students
used “gay” to describe anything from someone’s
clothes to a new school rule that the students did
not like, as in the following encounter:

In auto-shop Arnie pulled out a large older version
black laptop computer and placed it on his desk.
Behind him Nick said “That’s a gay laptop! It’s five
inches thick!”

A laptop can be gay, a movie can be gay or a group
of people can be gay. Boys used “gay” and “fag”
interchangeably when they refer to other boys, but
“fag” does not have the non-gendered attributes
that “gay” sometimes invokes.

While its meanings are not the same as
“gay,” “fag” does have multiple meanings which
do not necessarily replace its connotations as
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a homophobic slur, but rather exist alongside.
Some boys took pains to say that “fag” is not
about sexuality. Darnell told me “It doesn’t even
have anything to do with being gay.” ]. L., a white
sophomore at Hillside High (River High's cross-
town rival), asserted “Fag, seriously, it has noth-
ing to do with sexual preference at all. You could
just be calling somebody an idiot you know?” I
asked Ben, a quiet, white sophomore who wore
heavy metal t-shirts to auto-shop each day, “What
kind of things do guys get called a fag for?” Ben
answered “Anything.. literally, anything. Like
you were trying to turn a wrench the wrong
way, ‘dude, you're a fag.’ Even if a piece of meat
drops out of your sandwich, ‘you fag!’” Each
time Ben said “you fag” his voice deepened as if
he were imitating a more masculine boy. While
Ben might rightly feel like a guy could be called a
fag for “anything. .. literally, anything,” there are
actually specific behaviors which, when enacted
by most boys, can render him more vulnerable
to a fag epithet. In this instance Ben’s comment
highlights the use of “fag” as a generic insult for
incompetence, which in the world of River High,
is central to a masculine identity. A boy could get
called a fag for exhibiting any sort of behavior
defined as non-masculine (although not neces-
sarily behaviors aligned with femininity) in the
world of River High: being stupid, incompetent,
dancing, caring too much about clothing, being
too emotional or expressing interest (sexual or
platonic) in other guys. However, given the extent
of its deployment and the laundry list of behav-
iors that could get a boy in trouble it is no wonder
that Ben felt like a boy could be called “fag” for
“anything.”

One-third (13) of the boys I interviewed told
me that, while they may liberally insult each
other with the term, they would not actually
direct it at a homosexual peer. Jabes, a Filipino
senior, told me

I actually say it [fag] quite a lot, except for when
I'm in the company of an actual homosexual per-
son. Then I try not to say it at all. But when I'm just
hanging out with my friends I'll be like, “shut up, I
don't want to hear you any more, you stupid fag”

Similarly J. L. compared homosexuality to a djs.
ability, saying there is “no way” he’d call an acty.
ally gay guy a fag because

There’s people who are the retarded people wh
nobody wants to associate with. I'll be so nice to
those guys and I hate it when people make fun of
them. It’s like, “bro do you realize that they can’
help that?” And then there’s gay people. They were
born that way.

According to this group of boys, gay is a legit-
imate, if marginalized, social identity. If a man is
gay, there may be a chance he could be considered
masculine by other men (Connell, 1995). David, a
handsome white senior dressed smartly in khaki
pants and a white button-down shirt, said, “Being
gay is just a lifestyle. It’s someone you choose to
sleep with. You can still throw around a football
and be gay.” In other words there is a possibility,
however slight, that a boy can be gay and mascu-
line. To be a fag is, by definition, the opposite of
masculine, whether or not the word is deployed
with sexualized or non-sexualized meanings.
In explaining this to me, Jamaal, an African-
American junior, cited the explanation of popular
rap artist, Eminem,

Although I don't like Eminem, he had a good def-
inition of it. It’s like taking away your title. In an
interview they were like, “you’re always capping
on gays, but then you sing with Elton John.” He
was like “I don’t mean gay as in gay.”

This is what Riki Wilchins calls the “Eminem
Exception. Eminem explains that he doesn’t call
people ‘faggot’ because of their sexual orientation
butbecause they’re weak and unmanly” (Wilchins,
2003). This is precisely the way in which this group
of boys at River High uses the term “faggot.”
While it is not necessarily acceptable to be gay, at
least a man who is gay can do other things that
render him acceptably masculine. A fag, by the
very definition of the word, indicated by students’
usages at River High, cannot be masculine. This
distinction between “fag” as an unmasculine and
problematic identity and “gay” as a possibly mas-
culine, although marginalized, sexual identity is
not limited to a teenage lexicon, but is reflected
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in both psychological discourses (Sedgwick, 1995)
and gay and lesbian activism.

Becoming a Fag

“The ubiquity of the word faggot speaks to the
reach of its discrediting capacity” (Corbett, 2001:
4). It is almost as if boys cannot help but shout it
out on a regular basis—in the hallway, in class,
across campus as a greeting, or as a joke. In my
fieldwork I was amazed by the way in which the
word seemed to pop uncontrollably out of boys’
mouths in all kinds of situations. To quote just one
of many instances from my fieldnotes:

Two boys walked out of the PE. locker room
and one yelled “fucking faggot!” at no one in
particular.

This spontaneous yelling out of a variation of fag
seemingly apropos of nothing happened repeat-
edly among boys throughout the school.

The fag discourse is central to boys’ jok-
ing relationships. Joking cements relationships
between boys (Kehily and Nayak, 1997; Lyman,
1998) and helps to manage anxiety and discom-
fort (Freud, 1905). Boys invoked the specter of the
fag in two ways: through humorous imitation and
through lobbing the epithet at one another. Boys
at River High imitated the fag by acting out an
exaggerated “femininity,” and/or by pretending
to sexually desire other boys. As indicated by the
introductory vignette in which a predatory “fag”
threatens the little boys, boys at River High link
these performative scenarios with a fag identity.
They lobbed the fag epithet at each other in a ver-
bal game of hot potato, each careful to deflect the
insult quickly by hurling it toward someone else.
These games and imitations make up a fag dis-
course which highlights the fag not as a static but
rather as a fluid identity which boys constantly
struggle to avoid.

In imitative performances the fag discourse
functions as a constant reiteration of the fag’s exis-
tence, affirming that the fag is out there; at any
moment a boy can become a fag. At the same time
these performances demonstrate that the boy who
is invoking the fag is not a fag. By invoking it so
often, boys remind themselves and each other that
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at any point they can become fags if they are not
sufficiently masculine.

Mr. McNally, disturbed by the noise outside of the
classroom, turned to the open door saying “We'll
shut this unless anyone really wants to watch
sweaty boys playing basketball” Emir, a tall skinny
boy, lisped “I wanna watch the boys play!” The rest
of the class cracked up at his imitation.

Through imitating a fag, boys assure others that
they are not a fag by immediately becoming mas-
culine again after the performance. They mock
their own performed femininity and/or same-sex
desire, assuring themselves and others that such
an identity is one deserving of derisive laughter.
The fag identity in this instance is fluid, detached
from Emir’s body. He can move in and out of this
“abject domain” while simultaneously affirming
his position as a subject.

Boys also consistently tried to put another in
the fag position by lobbing the fag epithet at one
another.

Going through the junk-filled car in the auto-shop
parking lot, Jay poked his head out and asked
“Where are Craig and Brian?” Neil, responded
with “T think they’re over there;” pointing, then
thrusting his hips and pulling his arms back and
forth to indicate that Craig and Brian might be
having sex. The boys in auto-shop laughed.

This sort of joke temporarily labels both Craig
and Brian as faggots. Because the fag discourse
is so familiar, the other boys immediately under-
stand that Neil is indicating that Craig and Brian
are having sex. However these are not necessarily
identities that stick. Nobody actually thinks Craig
and Brian are homosexuals. Rather the fag iden-
tity is a fluid one, certainly an identity that no boy
wants, but one that a boy can escape, usually by
engaging in some sort of discursive contest to turn
another boy into a fag. However, fag becomes a hot
potato that no boy wants to be left holding. In the
following example, which occurred soon after the
“sex” joke, Brian lobs the fag epithet at someone
else, deflecting it from himself:

Brian initiated a round of a favorite game in auto-
shop, the “cock game” Brian quietly, looking at
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Josh, said, “Josh loves the cock,” then slightly
louder, “Josh loves the cock” He continued say-
ing this until he was yelling “JOSH LOVES THE
COCK!™ The rest of the boys laughed hysterically
as Josh slinked away saying “I have a bigger dick
than all you mother fuckers!”

These two instances show how the fag can be
mapped, momentarily, on to one boy’s body and
how he, in turn, can attach it to another boy, thus
deflecting it from himself. In the first instance
Neil makes fun of Craig and Brian for simply
hanging out together. In the second instance Brian
goes from being a fag to making Josh into a fag,
through the “cock game.” The “fag” is transfer-
able. Boys move in and out of it by discursively
creating another as a fag through joking inter-
actions. They, somewhat ironically, can move
in and out of the fag position by transforming
themselves, temporarily, into a fag, but this has
the effect of reaffirming their masculinity when
they return to a heterosexual position after imi-
tating the fag.

These examples demonstrate boys invoking the
trope of the fag in a discursive struggle in which
the boys indicate that they know what a fag is-
and that they are not fags. This joking cements
bonds between boys as they assure themselves and
each other of their masculinity through repeated
repudiations of a non-masculine position of the
abject.

Racing the Fag

The fag trope is not deployed consistently or
identically across social groups at River High.
Differences between white boys’ and African-
American boys’ meaning making around clothes
and dancing reveal ways in which the fag as the
abject position is racialized.

Clean, oversized, carefully put together cloth-
ing is central to a hip-hop identity for African-
American boys who identify with hip-hop
culture.® Richard Majors calls this presentation of
self a “cool pose” consisting of “unique, expressive
and conspicuous styles of demeanor, speech, ges-
ture, clothing, hairstyle, walk, stance and hand-
shake,” developed by African-American men

.

as a symbolic response to institutionalized rac.
ism (Majors, 2001: 211). Pants are usually seyer,
sizes too big, hanging low on a boy’s waist, yg,_
ally revealing a pair of boxers beneath. Shirts 3pg
sweaters are similarly oversized, often hanging
down to a boy’s knees. Tags are frequently left op
baseball hats worn slightly askew and sit percheq
high on the head. Meticulously clean, unlaced ath.
letic shoes with rolled up socks under the tongue
complete a typical hip-hop outfit.

This amount of attention and care given to
clothing for white boys not identified with hip-
hop culture (that is, most of the white boys at
River High) would certainly cast them into an
abject, fag position. White boys are not supposed
to appear to care about their clothes or appear-
ance, because only fags care about how they look.
Ben illustrates this:

Ben walked in to the auto-shop classroom from
the parking lot where he had been working on a
particularly oily engine. Grease stains covered his
jeans. He looked down at them, made a face and
walked toward me with limp wrists, laughing and
lisping in a high pitch sing-song voice “I got my
good panths all dirty!”

Ben draws on indicators of a fag identity, such
as limp wrists, as do the boys in the introduc-
tory vignette to illustrate that a masculine per-
son certainly would not care about having dirty
clothes. In this sense, masculinity, for white boys,
becomes the carefully crafted appearance of not
caring about appearance, especially in terms of
cleanliness.

However, African-American boys involved in
hip-hop culture talk frequently about whether or
not their clothes, specifically their shoes, are dirty:

In drama class both Darnell and Marc compared
their white Adidas basketball shoes. Darnell
mocked Marc because black scuff marks covered
his shoes, asking incredulously “Yours are a week
old and they’re dirty—I've had mine for a month
and they’re not dirty!” Both laughed.

Monte, River High’s star football player, echoed
this concern about dirty shoes when looking at the
fancy red shoes he had lent to his cousin the week



7o, told me he was frustrated because after his
gnused them, the “shoes are hel!a sc‘uffed up.”
(othing, for these boys, does not indicate a fag
rion, but rather defines membership in a cer-

o cultural and racial group (Perry, 2002).
wpancing is another arena that carries distinctly
g associated meanings for white boys and mas-
qline meanings for African-American boys who
dicipate in hip-hop culture. White boys often
sociate dancing with “fag.” J. L. told me that
<think “‘nSync’s gay” because they can dance.
wornc is an all white male singing group known
forltheir dance moves. At dances white boys fre-
quently held their female dates tightly, lock-
ing their hips together. The boys never danced
with one another, unless engaged in a round of
“hot potato.” White boys often jokingly danced
together in order to embarrass each other by mak-

ing someone else into a fag:

lindy danced behind her date, Chris. Chris’s
friend, Matt, walked up and nudged Lindy aside,
imitating her dance moves behind Chris. As Matt
rubbed his hands up and down Chris’s back, Chris
turned around and jumped back startled to see
Matt there instead of Lindy. Matt cracked up as
Chris turned red.

However dancing does not carry this sort of
swualized gender meaning for all boys at River
High. For African-American boys dancing dem-
onstrates membership in a cultural community
(Best, 2000). African-American boys frequently
anced together in single sex groups, teaching
ech other the latest dance moves, showing off a
prticularly difficult move or making each other
laugh with humorous dance moves. Students rec-
%nized K. J. as the most talented dancer at the
school. K. ] is a sophomore of African-American
ad ilipino descent who participated in the hip-
bap culture of River High. He continually wore
e ltest hip-hop fashions. K. J. was extremely
Mpulr. Girls hollered his name as they walked

the hall and thrust urgently written love
s folded in complicated designs into his
"::is Kﬂs he sauqtered to class. For the past two
' n" -J. won first place in the talent show for
“1g. When he danced at assemblies the room

-
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reverberated with screamed chants of “Go K.J.!
Go K.J.! Go K.J.!” Because dancing for African-
American boys places them within a tradition of
masculinity, they are not at risk of becoming a
fag for this particular gendered practice. Nobody
called K. . a fag. In fact in several of my interviews
boys of multiple racial/ethnic backgrounds spoke
admiringly of K. ].’s dancing abilities.

Implications

These findings confirm previous studies of mas-
culinity and sexuality that position homophobia
as central to contemporary definitions of ado-
lescent masculinity. These data extend previous
research by unpacking multilayered meanings
that boys deploy through their uses of homopho-
bic language and joking rituals. By attending to
these meanings I reframe the discussion as one of a
fag discourse, rather than simply labeling this sort
of behavior as homophobia. The fag is an “abject”
position, a position outside of masculinity that
actually constitutes masculinity. Thus, masculin-
ity, in part becomes the daily interactional work of
repudiating the “threatening specter” of the fag.
The fag extends beyond a static sexual identity
attached to a gay boy. Few boys are permanently,
identified as fags; most move in and out of fag
positions. Looking at “fag” as a discourse rather
than a static identity reveals that the term can
be invested with different meanings in different
social spaces. “Fag” may be used as a weapon with
which to temporarily assert one’s masculinity by
denying it to others. Thus “fag” becomes a symbol
around which contests of masculinity take place.
The fag epithet, when hurled at other boys, may
or may not have explicit sexual meanings, but it
always has gendered meanings. When a boy calls
another boy a fag, it means he is not a man, not
necessarily that he is a homosexual. The boys in
this study know that they are not supposed to call
homosexual boys “fags” because that is mean.
This, then has been the limited success of the
mainstream gay rights movement. The message
absorbed by some of these teenage boys is that
“gay men can be masculine, just like you.” Instead
of challenging gender inequality, this particular
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discourse of gay rights has reinscribed it. Thus we
need to begin to think about how gay men may be
in a unique position to challenge gendered as well
as sexual norms.

This study indicates that researchers who look at
the intersection of sexuality and masculinity need
to attend to the ways in which racialized identities
may affect how “fag” is deployed and what it means
in various social situations. While researchers have
addressed the ways in which masculine identities
are racialized (Connell, 1995; Ross, 1998; Bucholtz,
1999; Davis, 1999; Price, 1999; Ferguson, 2000;
Majors, 2001) they have not paid equal attention
to the ways in which “fag” might be a racialized
epithet. It is important to look at when, where and
with what meaning “the fag” is deployed in order
to get at how masculinity is defined, contested, and
invested in among adolescent boys.

Research shows that sexualized teasing often
leads to deadly results, as evidenced by the spate
of school shootings in the 1990s (Kimmel, 2003).
Clearly the fag discourse affects not just homosex-
ual teens, but all boys, gay and straight. Further
research could investigate these processes in a
variety of contexts: varied geographic locations,
sexualized groups, classed groups, religious
groups and age groups.
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Notes

1. While the term “homosexual” is laden with medi-
calized and normalizing meanings, I use it instead
of “gay” because “gay” in the world of River High
has multiple meanings apart from sexual prac-
tices or identities.

2. Girls do insult one another based on sexualized
meanings. But in my own research I found that
girls and boys did not harass girls in this manner
with the same frequency that boys harassed each
other through engaging in joking about the fag.

"———_'ﬁ

3. | use discourse in the Foucauldian sense, t,
describe truth producing practices, not just text
or speech (Foucault, 1978).

4. The names of places and respondents have been
changed.

5. Auto-shop was a class in which students learned
how to build and repair cars. Many of the stu-
dents in this course were looking into careers as
mechanics.

6. While there are several white and Latino boys at
River High who identify with hip-hop culture,
hip-hop is identified by the majority of students
as an African-American cultural style.
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The Glass Escalator: Hidden Advantages for

Men in the “Female” Professions

CHRISTINE L. WILLIAMS

The sex segregation of the U.S. labor force is one
J the most perplexing and tenacious problems in
wr society. Even though the proportion of men
;nd women in the labor force is approaching
parity (particularly for younger cohorts of work-
«rs), men and women are still generally confined
o predominantly single-sex occupations. Forty
prcent of men or women would have to change
major occupational categories to achieve equal
representation of men and women in all jobs, but
even this figure underestimates the true degree of
sexsegregation. It is extremely rare to find specific
iobs where equal numbers of men and women
e engaged in the same activities in the same
industries.

Most studies of sex segregation in the work
force have focused on women’s experiences in
male-dominated occupations. Both researchers
and advocates for social change have focused on
the barriers faced by women who try to integrate
predominantly male fields. Few have looked at
the “flip-side” of occupational sex segregation:
the exclusion of men from predominantly female
occupations. But the fact is that men are less
likely to enter female sex-typed occupations than
women are to enter male-dominated jobs. Reskin
and Roos, for example, were able to identify
3 occupations in which female representation
increased by more than nine percentage points
between 1970 and 1980, but only three occupa-
tions in which the proportion of men increased
asradically (1990).

In this paper, I examine men’s underrepresen-
tation in four predominantly female occupations—
nursing, librarianship, elementaryschool teaching,
and social work. Throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, these occupations have been identified with
“women’s work”—even though prior to the Civil
War, men were more likely to be employed in
these areas. These four occupations, often called
the female “semi-professions,” today range from
5.5 percent male (in nursing) to 32 percent male
(in social work). (See Table 1.) These percentages
have not changed substantially in decades. In fact,
as Table 1 indicates, two of these professions—
librarianship and social work—have experienced
declines in the proportions of men since 197s.
Nursing is the only one of the four experiencing
noticeable changes in sex composition, with the
proportion of men increasing 8o percent between
1975 and 1990. Even so, men continue to be a tiny
minority of all nurses.

Although there are many possible reasons for
the continuing preponderance of women in these
fields, the focus of this paper is discrimination.
Researchers examining the integration of women
into “male fields” have identified discrimination
as a major barrier to women. This discrimina-
tion has taken the form of laws or institutional-
ized rules prohibiting the hiring or promotion of
women into certain job specialties. Discrimination
can also be “informal,” as when women encoun-
ter sexual harassment, sabotage, or other forms of
hostility from their male co-workers resulting in a

Christine L. Williams, “The Glass Escalator: Hidden Advantages for Men in the ‘Female’ Professions”
from Social Problems 39, no. 3 (August 1992): 253-267. Copyright © 1992 by The Society for the Study
of Social Problems. Reprinted with the permission of University of California Press.
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Table |. Percent Male in Selected Occupations,
Selected Years

Profession 1990 1980 1975
Nurses 55 35 3.0
Elementary teachers 148 16.3 14.6
Librarians 16.7 14.8 18.9
Social workers 31.8 35.0 39.2

Source: US. Department of Labor. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
Employment and Eamings 38:1 (January 1991), Table 22 (Employed
civilians by detailed occupation), 185; 28:1 (January 1981), Table 23
(Employed persons by detailed occupation), 180; 22:7 (January
1976), Table 2 (Employed persons by detailed occupation). | .

poisoned work environment. Women in nontradi-
tional occupations also report feeling stigmatized
by clients when their work puts them in contact
with the public. In particular, women in engi-
neering and blue-collar occupations encounter
gender-based stereotypes about their competence
which undermine their work performance. Each
of these forms of discrimination—legal, informal,
and cultural—contributes to women’s underrep-
resentation in predominantly male occupations.

The assumption in much of this literature is
that any member of a token group in a work set-
ting will probably experience similar discrimina-
tory treatment. Kanter (1977), who is best known
for articulating this perspective in her theory
of tokenism, argues that when any group repre-
sents less than 15 percent of an organization, its
members will be subject to predictable forms of
discrimination. Likewise, Jacobs argues that “in
some ways, men in female-dominated occupa-
tions experience the same difficulties that women
in male-dominated occupations face” (1989:167),
and Reskin contends that any dominant group in
an occupation will use their power to maintain a
privileged position (1988:62).

However, the few studies that have considered
men’s experience in gender atypical occupations
suggest that men may not face discrimination
or prejudice when they integrate predominantly
female occupations. Zimmer (1988) and Martin
(1988) both contend that the effects of sexism
can outweigh the effects of tokenism when men
enter nontraditional occupations. This study is
the first to systematically explore this question

using data from four occupations, | €Xamip
barriers to men’s entry into these profeSsiolhe
the support men receive from their sup erVis(,n?;
colleagues and clients; and the reactigp, thr.
encounter from the public (those outsjg, ‘hen}.

professions).

Methods

I conducted in-depth interviews with 76 e, g
23 women in four occupations from 1985-1991
Interviews were conducted in four metmpo]itaé
areas: San Francisco/Oakland, California; Ayg;,
Texas; Boston, Massachusetts; and Phoeﬂix:
Arizona. These four areas were selected becayg
they show considerable variation in the Proper.
tions of men in the four professions. For exy,
ple, Austin has one of the highest percentage
men in nursing (7.7 percent), whereas Phoepiy,
percentage is one of the lowest (2.7 percent), Tj,
sample was generated using “snow-balling” teg,
niques. Women were included in the sampley,
gauge their feelings and responses to men w
enter “their” professions.

Like the people employed in these profession |
generally, those in my sample were predominant
white (9o percent). Their ages ranged from 1l
66 and the average age was 38. The interviewques
tionnaire consisted of several open-ended qu
tions on four broad topics: motivation to enter
profession; experiences in training; career po
gression; and general views about men's statusaxd
prospects within these occupations. I conducted
all the interviews, which generally lasted betweer
one and two hours. Interviews took place in rev
taurants, my home or office, or the responden’
home or office. Interviews were tape-recordedasd
transcribed for the analysis. |

Data analysis followed the coding techniq
described by Strauss (1987). Each transcript ws
read several times and analyzed into emerg®
conceptual categories. Likewise, Strauss' prist
ple of theoretical sampling was used. Indivié
respondents were purposively selected to capt®
the array of men’s experiences in these &%
tions. Thus, I interviewed practitioners in e*"
specialty, oversampling those employed it »
most gender atypical areas (e.g., maleki



). 1 also selected respondents from
hout their occupational hierarchies—from
‘““’ugts to administrators to retirees. Although
" data do not permit within-group compari-
b | am reasonably certain that the sample
son&“pmre a wide range of experiences common

S : :
. men in these female-dominated professions.
ﬁowcver, like all findings based on qualitative

data, i1 uncertain whether the findings gener-
Jlze to the larger population of men in nontradi-
ional occupations.

In this paper, I review individuals’ responses
1o questions about discrimination in hiring prac-
ices, on-the-job rapport with supervisors and
«o-workers, and prejudice from clients and others
outside their profession.

piscrimination in Hiring

Contrary to the experience of many women in
the male-dominated professions, many of the
nen and women I spoke to indicated that there
isa preference for hiring men in these four occu-
pations. A Texas librarian at a junior high school

qid that his school district “would hire a male
over a female.”

I: Why do you think that is?

R: Because there are so few, and the...ones
that they do have, the library directors
seem to really...think they’re doing great
jobs. I dont know, maybe they just feel
they're being progressive or something,
[but] I have had a real sense that they really
appreciate having a male, particularly at
the junior high.... As I said, when seven of
us lost our jobs from the high schools and
were redistributed, there were only four
positions at junior high, and I got one of
them. Three of the librarians, some who
had been here longer than I had with the
school district, were put down in elemen-
tary school as librarians. And I definitely
think that being male made a difference in
my being moved to the junior high rather
than an elementary school.

Many of the men perceived their token status as
als in predominantly female occupations as an
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advantage in hiring and promotions. 1 asked an
Arizona teacher whether his specialty (elemen-
tary special education) was an unusual area for

men compared to other areas within education.
He said,

Much more so. I am extremely marketable in
special education. That’s not why I got into the

field. But I am extremely marketable because I
am a man.

In several cases, the more female-dominated the
specialty, the greater the apparent preference
for men. For example, when asked if he encoun-
tered any problem getting a job in pediatrics, a
Massachusetts nurse said,

No, no, none....I've heard this from managers
and supervisory-type people with men in pedi-
atrics: “It’s nice to have a man because it’s such a
female-dominated profession.”

However, there were some exceptions to this
preference for men in the most female-dominated
specialties. In some cases, formal policies actually
barred men from certain jobs. This was the case in
some rural Texas school districts, which refused
to hire men in the youngest grades (K-3). Some
nurses also reported being excluded from posi-
tions in obstetrics and gynecology wards, a policy
encountered more frequently in private Catholic
hospitals.

But often the pressures keeping men out of cer-
tain specialties were more subtle than this. Some
men described being “tracked” into practice areas
within their professions which were considered
more legitimate for men. For example, one Texas
man described how he was pushed into adminis-
tration and planning in social work, even though
“I'm not interested in writing policy; I'm much
more interested in research and clinical stuff.” A
nurse who is interested in pursuing graduate study
in family and child health in Boston said he was
dissuaded from entering the program specialty in
favor of a concentration in “adult nursing.” A kin-
dergarten teacher described the difficulty of find-
ing a job in his specialty after graduation: “I was
recruited immediately to start getting into a track
to become an administrator. And it was men who
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recruited me. It was men that ran the system at
that time, especially in Los Angeles.”

This tracking may bar men from the most
female-identified specialties within these pro-
fessions. But men are effectively being “kicked
upstairs” in the process. Those specialties consid-
ered more legitimate practice areas for men also
tend to be the most prestigious, better paying ones.
A distinguished kindergarten teacher, who had
been voted city-wide “Teacher of the Year,” told me
that even though people were pleased to see him
in the classroom, “there’s been some encourage-
ment to think about administration, and there’s
been some encouragement to think about teach-
ing at the university level or something like that,
or supervisory-type position.” That is, despite his
aptitude and interest in staying in the classroom,
he felt pushed in the direction of administration.

The effect of this “tracking” is the opposite of
that experienced by women in male-dominated
occupations. Researchers have reported that many
women encounter a “glass ceiling” in their efforts
to scale organizational and professional hierar-
chies. That is, they are constrained by invisible
barriers to promotion in their careers, caused
mainly by sexist attitudes of men in the highest
positions (Freeman 1990). In contrast to the “glass
ceiling,” many of the men I interviewed seem to
encounter a “glass escalator.” Often, despite their
intentions, they face invisible pressures to move
up in their professions. As if on a moving escala-
tor, they must work to stay in place.

A public librarian specializing in children’s
collections (a heavily female-dominated concen-
tration) described an encounter with this “escala-
tor” in his very first job out of library school. In
his first six-months’ evaluation, his supervisors
commended him for his good work in storytelling
and related activities, but they criticized him for
“not shooting high enough.”

Seriously. That’s literally what they were telling
me. They assumed that because I was a male—
and they told me this—and that I was being hired
right out of graduate school, that somehow I
wasn’t doing the kind of management-oriented
work that they thought I should be doing. And

.

as a result, really they had a lot of bag Mark
were, against me on my evaluation, And |
couldn’t believe this!

5, dg ]t
Said |

Throughout his ten-year career, he hyq had
struggle to remain in children’s collectiong t

The glass escalator does not operate , l
levels. In particular, men in academia rePOrt:d[
some gender-based discrimination in the highey
positions due to their universities’ Commitpe,,
to affirmative action. Two nursing Professyy,
reported that they felt their own chances of Pro.
motion to deanships were nil because thejr y;
versities viewed the position of nursing deay 254
guaranteed female appointment in an otherwjg,
heavily male-dominated administration, (
California social work professor reported p
university canceled its search for a dean becyg
no minority male or female candidates had be,
placed on their short list. It was rumored that othe
schools on campus were permitted to go forwarg
with their searches—even though they also faileg
to put forward names of minority candidates—
because the higher administration perceived it
be “easier” to fulfill affirmative action goals in the
social work school. The interviews provide greater
evidence of the “glass escalator” at work in the
lower levels of these professions.

Of course, men’s motivations also play a ok
in their advancement to higher professional pos-
tions. I do not mean to suggest that the menl
talked to all resented the informal tracking they
experienced. For many men, leaving the most
female-identified areas of their professions helped
them resolve internal conflicts involving thei
masculinity. One man left his job as a schod
social worker to work in a methadone drug treat
ment program not because he was encouragedto
leave by his colleagues, but because “I think ther
was some macho shit there, to tell you the truth
because I remember feeling a little uncomfortabt
there...; it didn’t feel right to me.” Another soil
worker, employed in the mental health servic®
department of a large urban area in Californ
reflected on his move into administration:

The more I think about it, through our discu¥
sion, I'm sure that’s a large part of why [ w0



gp i0 administration. It’s okay for ? man to do
the administration. In fact, I don’t know if I
fully answered a question tha? you asked a lit-
e while ago about how did being male contrib-
gte to my advancing in the field. I was saying it
wasn't because 1 got any special favoritism as a
man, but...1 think...because I'm a man, I felt
2 need to get into this kind of position. I may
have worked harder toward it, may have com-
P‘“d harder for it, than most women would do,
even women who think about doing administra-
tive work.

glsewhere I have speculated on the origins of men’s
rendency to define masculinity through single-sex
wrk environments. Clearly, personal ambition
does play arole in accounting for men’s movement
into more “male-defined” arenas within these
professions. But these occupations also structure
opportunities for males independent of their indi-
vidual desires or motives.

The interviews suggest that men’s under-
rpresentation in these professions cannot be
atributed to discrimination in hiring or pro-
motions. Many of the men indicated that they
received preferential treatment because they were
men. Although men mentioned gender discrim-
ination in the hiring process, for the most part
they were channelled into the more “masculine”
specialties within these professions, which iron-
ically meant being “tracked” into better paying
and more prestigious specialties.

Supervisors and Colleagues: The
Working Environment

Researchers claim that subtle forms of work
place discrimination push women out of male-
dominated occupations. In particular, women
report feeling excluded from informal leader-
@p and decision-making networks, and they
sense hostility from their male co-workers, which
makes them feel uncomfortable and unwanted.
Respondents in this study were asked about their
Klationships with supervisors and female col-
?ﬂguﬁ toascertain whether men also experienced
poisoned” work environments when entering
Ender atypical occupations.
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A major difference in the experience of men
and women in nontraditional occupations is that
men in these situations are far more likely to be
supervised by a member of their own sex. In each
of the four professions I studied, men are overrep-
resented in administrative and managerial capac-
ities, or, as in the case of nursing, their positions
in the organizational hierarchy are governed by
men. Thus, unlike women who enter “male fields,”
the men in these professions often work under the
direct supervision of other men.

Many of the men interviewed reported that
they had good rapport with their male super-
visors. Even in professional school, some men
reported extremely close relationships with their
male professors. For example, a Texas librarian
described an unusually intimate association with
two male professors in graduate school:

I can remember a lot of times in the classroom
there would be discussions about a particular
topic or issue, and the conversation would spill
over into their office hours, after the class was
over. And even though there were...a couple of
the other women that had been in on the discus-
sion, they weren’t there. And I don’t know if that
was preferential or not...it certainly carried over
into personal life as well. Not just at the school
and that sort of thing. I mean, we would get
together for dinner...

These professors explicitly encouraged him because
he was male:

I: Did they ever offer you explicit words of
encouragement about being in the pro-
fession by virtue of the fact that you were
male?...

R: Definitely. On several occasions. Yeah. Both
of these guys, for sure, including the Dean
who was male also. And it’s an interesting
point that you bring up because it was,
oftentimes, kind of in a sign, you know.
It wasn't in the classroom, and it wasn't
in front of the group, or if we were in the
student lounge or something like that. It
was...if it was just myself or maybe an-
other one of the guys, you know, and just
talking in the office. It’s like...you know,
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kind of an opening-up and saying, “You
know, you are really lucky that you're in the
profession because you'll really go to the
top real quick, and you'll be able to make
real definite improvements and changes.
And you'll have a real influence, and
all this sort of thing. I mean, really, I can
remem-ber several times.

Other men reported similar closeness with their
professors. A Texas psychotherapist recalled his
relationships with his male professors in social
work school:

I made it a point to make a golfing buddy with
one of the guys that was in administration. He
and I played golf a lot. He was the guy who kind of
ran the research training, the research part of the
master’s program. Then there was a sociologist
who ran the other part of the research program.
He and I developed a good friendship.

This close mentoring by male professors con-
trasts with the reported experience of women in
nontraditional occupations. Others have noted
a lack of solidarity among women in nontradi-
tional occupations. Writing about military acad-
emies, for example, Yoder describes the failure of
token women to mentor succeeding generations
of female cadets. She argues that women attempt
to play down their gender difference from men
because it is the source of scorn and derision.

Because women felt unaccepted by their male
colleagues, one of the last things they wanted to
do was to emphasize their gender. Some women
thought that, if they kept company with other
women, this would highlight their gender and
would further isolate them from male cadets.
These women desperately wanted to be accepted
as cadets, not as women cadets. Therefore, they
did everything from not wearing skirts as an
option with their uniforms to avoiding being a
part of a group of women. (Yoder 1989:532)

Men in nontraditional occupations face a differ-
ent scenario—their gender is construed as a pos-
itive difference. Therefore, they have an incentive
to bond together and emphasize their distinctive-
ness from the female majority.

"y

Close, personal ties with male Stpery;
were also described by men once they ‘:fm
established in their professional careers I :re
not uncommon in education, for example, ;. t:s
male principal to informally socialize &Ae
male staff, as a Texas special educatiop teach;
describes:

Occasionally I've had a principal who wolg
regard me as “the other man on the campyg
and “it’s us against them,” you know? | Megy
nothing really that extreme, except that Som;
male principals feel like there’s nobody there,
talk to except the other man. So I've beenin

position.

These personal ties can have important ey,
sequences for men’s careers. For example, oy |
California nurse, whose performance was judged |
marginal by his nursing supervisors, was traps.
ferred to the emergency room staff (a prestigious
promotion) due to his personal friendship wit
the physician in charge. A Massachusetts teacher
acknowledged that his principal’s personal inte-
est in him landed him his current job.

I: You had mentioned that your principal had
sort of spotted you at your previous job
and had wanted to bring you here [to thi
school]. Do you think that has anythingto
do with the fact that you're a man, i
from your skills as a teacher?

R: Yes, I would say in that particular case, tht
was part of it.... We have certain thingsin |
common, certain interests that really lined |
up. |

I: Vis-a-vis teaching?

R: Well, more extraneous things—runni
specifically, and music. And we just seened
to get along real well right off the bat I
just kind of a guy thing; we just lked e
other...

Interviewees did not report many instancesd
male supervisors discriminating against the
or refusing to accept them because they W*
male. Indeed, these men were much more ik
to report that their male bosses discrimind
against the females in their professions. Wb



ssked if he thought physicians treated male and
jmale nurses differently, a Texas nurse said:

[think yeah, some of them do. I think the women
seem like they have a lot more trouble with the
physicians treating them in a derogatory manner.
Or, if not derogatory, then in a very paternalistic
wav than the men [are treated]. Usually if a phy-
gcian is mad at a male nurse, he just kind of yells
ot him. Kind of like an employee. And if they're
mad at a female nurse, rather than treat them on
an equal basis, in terms of just letting their anger
out at them as an employee, they’re more pater-
palistic or there’s some sexual harassment com-

ponent to it.

A Texas teacher perceived a similar situation
where he worked:

I've never felt unjustly treated by a princi-
pal because I'm a male. The principals that I've
seen that I felt are doing things that are kind of
arbitrary or not well thought out are doing it to
everybody. In fact, they’re probably doing it to the
females worse than they are to me.

Openly gay men may encounter less favorable
treatment at the hands of their supervisors. For
eumple, a nurse in Texas stated that one of the
physicians he worked with preferred to staff the
operating room with male nurses exclusively—as
long as they weren’t gay. Stigma associated with
homosexuality leads some men to enhance, or
even exaggerate their “masculine” qualities, and
may be another factor pushing men into more
“acceptable” specialties for men.

Not all men who work in these occupations are
sipervised by men. Many of the men interviewed
who had female bosses also reported high levels
of acceptance—although levels of intimacy with
vomen seemed lower than with other men. In
some cases, however, men reported feeling shut-
wtfrom decision making when the higher admin-
ifration was constituted entirely by women. I
sked an Arizona librarian whether men in the
lbrary profession were discriminated against in
hiring because of their sex:

Professionally speaking, people go to consider-
dlelengths to keep that kind of thing out of their
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[hiring] deliberations. Personally, is another
matter. It’s pretty common around here to talk
about the “old girl network.” This is one of the
few libraries that I've had any intimate knowledge
of which is actually controlled by women. ... Most
of the department heads and upper level admin-
istrators are women. And there’s an “old girl net-
work” that works just like the “old boy network,”
except that the important conferences take place
in the women’s room rather than on the golf
course. But the political mechanism is the same,
the exclusion of the other sex from decision mak-
ing is the same. The reasons are the same. It’s
somewhat discouraging....

Although I did not interview many super-
visors, I did include 23 women in my sample to
ascertain their perspectives about the presence
of men in their professions. All of the women I
interviewed claimed to be supportive of their
male colleagues, but some conveyed ambiva-
lence. For example, a social work professor said
she would like to see more men enter the social
work profession, particularly in the clinical spe-
cialty (where they are underrepresented). Indeed,
she favored affirmative action hiring guidelines
for men in the profession. Yet, she resented the
fact that her department hired “another white
male” during a recent search. I questioned her
about this ambivalence:

I: T find it very interesting that, on the one
hand, you sort of perceive this prefer-
ence and perhaps even sexism with regard
to how men are evaluated and how they
achieve higher positions within the profes-
sion, yet, on the other hand, you would be
encouraging of more men to enter the field.
Is that contradictory to you, or...?

R: Yeah, it’s contradictory.

It appears that women are generally eager to see
men enter “their” occupations. Indeed, several
men noted that their female colleagues had facil-
itated their careers in various ways (including
mentorship in college). However, at the same time,
women often resent the apparent ease with which
men advance within these professions, sensing
that men at the higher levels receive preferential
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treatment which closes off advancement opportu-
nities for women.

But this ambivalence does not seem to translate
into the “poisoned” work environment described
by many women who work in male-dominated
occupations. Among the male interviewees, there
were no accounts of sexual harassment. However,
women do treat their male colleagues differently
on occasion. It is not uncommon in nursing, for
example, for men to be called upon to help cath-
eterize male patients, or to lift especially heavy
patients. Some librarians also said that women
asked them to lift and move heavy boxes of books
because they were men. Teachers sometimes con-
front differential treatment as well, as described
by this Texas teacher:

As a man, you're teaching with all women, and
that can be hard sometimes. Just because of the
stereotypes, you know. I'm real into comput-
ers...and all the time people are calling me to
fix their computer. Or if somebody gets a flat
tire, they come and get me. I mean, there are just
a lot of stereotypes. Not that I mind doing any
of those things, but it’s...you know, it just kind
of bugs me that it is a stereotype, “A man should
do that.” Or if their kids have a lot of discipline
problems, that kiddo’s in your room. Or if there
are kids that don’t have a father in their home,
that kid’s in your room. Hell, nowadays that’d
be half the school in my room (laughs). But you
know, all the time I hear from the principal
or from other teachers, “Well, this child really
needs a man...a male role model” (laughs). So
there are a lot of stereotypes that... men kind of
get stuck with.

This special treatment bothered some respon-
dents. Getting assigned all the “discipline prob-
lems” can make for difficult working conditions,
for example. But many men claimed this differ-
ential treatment did not cause distress. In fact,
several said they liked being appreciated for the
special traits and abilities (such as strength) they
could contribute to their professions.
Furthermore, women’s special treatment some-
times enhanced—rather than poisoned—the men’s
work environments. One Texas librarian said he

felt “more comfortable working with Women g
men” because “I think it has something t, & wfln
control. Maybe it’s that women wil] Jgt metl;h
control more than men will.” Several mep repor: ¢
that their female colleagues often cast they, inetd
leadership roles. Although not all savoreq this diso
tinction, it did enhance their authority ang Comro-l
in the work place. In subtle (and not-too.subtk)
ways, then, differential treatment contribueg |,
the “glass escalator” men experience in nonr,g;
tional professions.

Even outside work, most of the men iy,
viewed said they felt fully accepted by their fep,
colleagues. They were usually included in infy,
mal socializing occasions with the women—eye,
though this frequently meant attending bap,
showers or Tupperware parties. Many said thy
they declined offers to attend these events becays
they were not interested in “women’s things”
although several others claimed to attend every.
thing: The minority men I interviewed seemed 1
feel the least comfortable in these informal cop.
texts. One social worker in Arizona was asked
about socializing with his female colleagues:

I: So in general, for example, if all the employ-
ees were going to get together to haves
party, or celebrate a bridal shower or what
ever, would you be invited along with the
rest of the group?

R: They would invite me, I would say, some-
what reluctantly. Being a black male, work
ing with all white females, it did causesome
outside problems. So I didn't go toalotd
functions with them...

I: You felt that there was some tension ther
on the level of your acceptance...?

R: Yeah. It was OK working, but on the o

i
|
|

|
|

side, personally, there was some tensiol |

there. It never came out, that they sil
“Because of who you are we cant i

you” (laughs), and I wouldn't have doﬂe

anything anyway. I would have probiblll
respected them more for saying what ¥
on their minds. But I never felt comple”

in with the group.



«ome single men also said they felt uncomfort-
;bk socializing with married female colleagues
pecause it gave the “wrong impression.” But in
gneral, the men said that they felt very com-
jartable around their colleagues and described
heir work places as very congenial for men. It

ars unlikely, therefore, that men’s under-
,tpresentation in these professions is due to hos-
ity towards men on the part of supervisors or
vomen workers.

piscrimination from “Qutsiders”’

The most compelling evidence of discrimination
against men in these professions is related to their
dealings with the public. Men often encounter
pegative stereotypes when they come into contact
with dients or “outsiders”—people they meet out-
side of work. For instance, it is popularly assumed
tht male nurses are gay. Librarians encoun-
ter images of themselves as “wimpy” and asex-
wal. Male social workers describe being typecast
& “feminine” and “passive.” Elementary school
teachers are often confronted by suspicions that
they are pedophiles. One kindergarten teacher
described an experience that occurred early in his
areer which was related to him years afterwards
by his principal:

Heindicated to me that parents had come to him
and indicated to him that they had a problem
with the fact that I was a male....I recall almost
exactly what he said. There were three specific
concerns that the parents had: One parent said,
“How can he love my child; he’s a man.” The sec-
ond thing that I recall, he said the parent said,
‘Hehasabeard.” And the third thing was, “Aren’t
you concerned about homosexuality?”

Suhsuspicions often cause men in all four profes-
sos to alter their work behavior to guard against
%l abuse charges, particularly in those spe-
tlies requiring intimate contact with women
d children,

Men are very distressed by these negative ste-
“iypes, which tend to undermine their self-
“ttm and to cause them to second-guess their
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motivations for entering these fields. A California
teacher said,

If I tell men that I don’t know, that I'm meeting
for the first time, that that’s what I do, . .. some-
times there’s a look on their faces that, you know,
“Oh, couldn’t get a real job?”

When asked if his wife, who is also an elementary
school teacher, encounters the same kind of prej-
udice, he said,

No, it’s accepted because she’s a woman....I
think people would see that as a...step up, you
know. “Oh, youre not a housewife, you've got a
career. That’s great...that youre out there work-
ing. And you have a daughter, but you're still out
there working. You decided not to stay home, and
you went out there and got a job.” Whereas for
me, it’s more like 'm supposed to be out working
anyway, even though I'd rather be home with [my
daughter].

Unlike women who enter traditionally male pro-
fessions, men’s movement into these jobs is per-
ceived by the “outside world” as a step down in
status. This particular form of discrimination may
be most significant in explaining why men are
underrepresented in these professions. Men who
otherwise might show interest in and aptitudes for
such careers are probably discouraged from pur-
suing them because of the negative popular stereo-
types associated with the men who work in them.
This is a crucial difference from the experience of
women in nontraditional professions: “My daugh-
ter, the physician,” resonates far more favorably in
most people’s ears than “My son, the nurse.”
Many of the men in my sample identified the
stigma of working in a female-identified occupa-
tion as the major barrier to more men entering
their professions. However, for the most part, they
claimed that these negative stereotypes were not a
factor in their own decisions to join these occupa-
tions. Most respondents didn’t consider entering
these fields until well into adulthood, after work-
ing in some related occupation. Several social
workers and librarians even claimed they were not
aware that men were a minority in their chosen
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professions. Either they had no well-defined image
or stereotype, or their contacts and mentors were
predominantly men. For example, prior to enter-
ing library school, many librarians held part-time
jobs in university libraries, where there are pro-
portionally more men than in the profession gen-
erally. Nurses and elementary school teachers were
more aware that mostly women worked in these
jobs, and this was often a matter of some concern
to them. However, their choices were ultimately
legitimized by mentors, or by encouraging friends
or family members who implicitly reassured them
that entering these occupations would not type-
cast them as feminine. In some cases, men were
told by recruiters there were special advance-
ment opportunities for men in these fields, and
they entered them expecting rapid promotion to
administrative positions.

[: Did it ever concern you when you were mak-
ing the decision to enter nursing school,
the fact that it is a female-dominated
profession?

R: Not really. I never saw myself working on
the floor. I saw myself pretty much going
into administration, just getting the back-
ground and then getting a job someplace as
a supervisor and then working, getting up
into administration.

Because of the unique circumstances of their
recruitment, many of the respondents did not view
their occupational choices as inconsistent with a
male gender role, and they generally avoided the
negative stereotypes directed against men in these
fields.

Indeed, many of the men I interviewed claimed
that they did not encounter negative professional
stereotypes until they had worked in these fields
for several years. Popular prejudices can be dam-
aging to self-esteem and probably push some men
out of these professions altogether. Yet, ironically,
they sometimes contribute to the “glass escalator”
effect I have been describing. Men seem to encoun-
ter the most vituperative criticism from the public
when they are in the most female-identified spe-
cialties. Public concerns sometimes result in their

.

being shunted into more “legitimate” POsitiong

men. A librarian formerly in charge of 5 bran()]:
library’s children’s collection, who now WOrksE
the reference department of the city’s majp librar;
describes his experience: ’

R: Some of the people [who frequente the
branch library] complained that they didy,
want to have a man doing the story-tellng
scenario. And I got transferred here to ,
central library in an equivalent job, |
thought that I did a good job. And | by
been told by my supervisor that I was dojny
a good job.

I: Have you ever considered filing some sort
lawsuit to get that other job back?

R: Well, actually, the job I've gotten now....we,
it’s a reference librarian; it’s what I wanted
in the first place. I've got a whole lot more
authority here. I'm also in charge of the cir
culation desk. And I've recently been pro-
moted because of my new stature, so...n
I'm not considering trying to get that other
job back.

The negative stereotypes about men who do “won-
en’s work” can push men out of specific jobs
However, to the extent that they channel men in
more “legitimate” practice areas, their effects can
actually be positive. Instead of being a source ofdis
crimination, these prejudices can add to the “glss
escalator effect” by pressuring men to move oufof
the most female-identified areas, and up to thos:
regarded more legitimate and prestigious for men

Conclusion: Discrimination
Against Men
Both men and women who work in nontradition!

occupations encounter discrimination, but
forms and consequences of this discrimination

very different. The interviews suggest that unlke |

“nontraditional” women workers, most of the &
crimination and prejudice facing menin the “femak

professions” emanates from outside those proks |

sions. The men and women interviewed for

-

most part believed that men are given fair—if 0

preferential—treatment in hiring and pmmotiﬂ“ |




ons, are accepted by SUPeWisors and col-

es, and are well-integrated into the work place

° lure. Indeed, subtle mechanisr_ns seem to
hance men’s position m“these professions—a Bhe-
n I refer to as the “glass escalator effect.

The data lend strong support for gimmer’s
o88) critique of “gender neutra'l the9ry (such as
fanter’s [1977] theory of toker.nsm) in the study
d‘“cupational segregation. Zimmer argues that
Jomen’s occupational inequality is more a conse-

ace of sexist beliefs and practices embedded in
thelabor force than the effect of numerical under-
epresentation. per se. This study suggests that
oken status itself does not diminish men’s occu-

rional success. Men take their gender privilege
yith them when they enter predominantly female
sccupations: this translates into an advantage in
spite of their numerical rarity.

This study indicates that the experience of
wkenism is very different for men and women.
Future research should examine how the experi-
ence of tokenism varies for members of different
races and classes as well. For example, it is likely
that informal work place mechanisms similar to
the ones identified here promote the careers of
token whites in predominantly black occupations.
The crucial factor is the social status of the token’s
goup—not their numerical rarity—that deter-
mines whether the token encounters a “glass ceil-
g’ or a “glass escalator.”

However, this study also found that many men
encounter negative stereotypes from persons not
directly involved in their professions. Men who
eter these professions are often considered “fail-
wes,"or sexual deviants. These stereotypes may be
amajor impediment to men who otherwise might
wnsider careers in these occupations. Indeed,
they are likely to be important factors whenever
amember of a relatively high status group crosses
over into a lower status occupation. However, to
Ehe extent that these stereotypes contribute to the
Bass escalator effect” by channeling men into
More “legitimate” (and higher paying) occupa-
tons, they are not discriminatory.

Women entering traditionally “male” profes-
“onsalso face negative stereotypes suggesting they
ot “real women.” However, these stereotypes
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do not seem to deter women to the same degree
that they deter men from pursuing nontraditional
professions. There is ample historical evidence
that women flock to male-identified occupations
once opportunities are available. Not so with men.
Examples of occupations changing from predomi-
nantly female to predominantly male are very rare
in our history. The few existing cases—such as
medicine—suggest that redefinition of the occu-
pations as appropriately “masculine” is necessary
before men will consider joining them.

Because different mechanisms maintain seg-
regation in male- and female-dominated occupa-
tions, different approaches are needed to promote
their integration. Policies intended to alter the sex
composition of male-dominated occupations—
such as affirmative action—make little sense when
applied to the “female professions.” For men, the
major barriers to integration have little to do with
their treatment once they decide to enter these
fields. Rather, we need to address the social and
cultural sanctions applied to men who do “wom-
en’s work” which keep men from even considering
these occupations.

One area where these cultural barriers are
clearly evident is in the media’s representation of
men’s occupations. Women working in tradition-
ally male professions have achieved an unprece-
dented acceptance on popular television shows.
Women are portrayed as doctors (“St. Elsewhere”),
lawyers (“The Cosby Show,” “L.A. Law”), architects
(“Family Ties”), and police officers (“Cagney and
Lacey”). But where are the male nurses, teachers
and secretaries? Television rarely portrays men in
nontraditional work roles, and when it does, that
anomaly is made the central focus—and joke—of
the program. A comedy series (1991-92) about a
male elementary school teacher (“Drexell’s Class”)
stars a lead character who hates children! Yet even
this negative portrayal is exceptional. When a
prime time hospital drama series (“St. Elsewhere”)
depicted a male orderly striving for upward mobil-
ity, the show’s writers made him a “physician’s
assistant,” not a nurse or nurse practitioner—the
much more likely “real life” possibilities.

Presenting positive images of men in nontradi-
tional careers can produce limited effects. A few
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social workers, for example, were first inspired
to pursue their careers by George C. Scott, who
played a social worker in the television drama
series, “Eastside/Westside.” But as a policy strat-
egy to break down occupational segregation,
changing media images of men is no panacea.
The stereotypes that differentiate masculinity and
femininity, and degrade that which is defined as
feminine, are deeply entrenched in culture, social
structure, and personality. Nothing short of a
revolution in cultural definitions of masculinity
will effect the broad scale social transformation
needed to achieve the complete occupational inte-
gration of men and women.

Of course, there are additional factors besides
societal prejudice contributing to men’s under-
representation in female-dominated professions.
Most notably, those men I interviewed mentioned
as a deterrent the fact that these professions are
all underpaid relative to comparable “male” occu-
pations, and several suggested that instituting a
“comparable worth” policy might attract more
men. However, I am not convinced that improved
salaries will substantially alter the sex compo-
sition of these professions unless the cultural
stigma faced by men in these occupations dimin-
ishes. Occupational sex segregation is remarkably
resilient, even in the face of devastating economic
hardship. During the Great Depression of the
1930s, for example, “women’s jobs” failed to attract
sizable numbers of men. In her study of American
Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) workers,
Epstein (1989) found that some men would rather
suffer unemployment than accept relatively high
paying “women’s jobs” because of the damage
to their identities this would cause. She quotes
one unemployed man who refused to apply for a
female-identified telephone operator job:

I think if they offered me $1000 a week tax free,
I wouldn’t take that job. When I...see those guys
sitting in there [in the telephone operating room],
I wonder what’s wrong with them. Are they pan-
sies or what? (Epstein 1989:577)

This is not to say that raising salaries would not
affect the sex composition of these jobs. Rather,

I am suggesting that wages are not the only..
perhaps even the major—impediment ¢, me:’r
entry into these jobs. Further research g ﬂeedeg
to explore the ideological significance of th
“woman’s wage” for maintaining occupaj,
stratification.

At any rate, integrating men and wome ;,
the labor force requires more than dismanij,
barriers to women in male-dominated fields g,
segregation is a two-way street. We must g,
confront and dismantle the barriers men f,
in predominantly female occupations. Mey;
experiences in these nontraditional occupatio
reveal just how culturally embedded the barrie
are, and how far we have to travel before men apg
women attain true occupational and economj
equality.

ha
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