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Counformity (1969), Mel Kohn used a series of items to
ents felt were important for their children.

His study identified a particular child within each family. To obtain '
parental norms, he asked parents to evaluate the general desirability

of 13 traits for a child of the same age and sex as the identified child.
Kohn reported that, after controlling for social class, fathers evalu-
ated some of the traits differently depending on the age and sex of the -
child being considered (1969:54-55).
This finding suggests that an adaptation of these items that influ-
enced respondents to consider a child of a specific age or sex might
affect the distributional characteristics of the items. This could be true
if (a) a significant number of respondents were sensitive to the varia-
tion in the item wording, (b) the variation were interpreted consis-
tently so that the age or sex of the child considered when formulating

an answer were fixed, and (c) -the way in which the traits were
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unintended suggestion about the sex of the child to be considered.

There are two possible sources of bias. First, although the word
«child” is ostensibly neutral with respect to sex, the dominant (possi-
bly unconscious) category in the minds of respondents, even in the
face of grammatical neutrality, may in fact be male. Second, the list of
qualities consistently uses the pronoun “he,” with a single (par-

enthetical) exception.

While there is little literature on the cognitive content of words that

is directly relevant, a study by Broverman et al. (1970) is worth
reviewing briefly. In this study three groups of subjects (mental health
professionals) were asked to characterize a healthy aduit male, a
healthy adult female, and a healthy adult, respectively. The charac-
teristics chosen by the group rating adult women were significantly
different from those chosen by the remaining two groups. The latter
were not significantly different from each other. This finding clearly
supports the possibility that “child” might not be as egalitarian a noun
as its definition would lead one to expect. While no similar exper-
iments exploring the properties of the pronoun “he” were found, the
fact that this pronoun is used to refer specifically to males, in addition
to its generic use, makes it ambiguous and therefore suspect.

In the 1980 GSS, an experiment using two random subsamples was
introduced to test whether the use of the pronoun “he” in the list of
traits affected respondent evaluations. One-third of the respondents
were given the list of traits which had been used in previous surveys,
and one-third were given a list which substituted the noun *child” in
the statement of each trait, for example, “that a child is honest.”
(One-third of the sample was used in an experiment on the response
categories and is not used in this analysis.) In addition, a follow-up
question was included: *When you rated the importance of various
qualities for children were you thinking mostly about boys, mostly
about girls, or about both boys and girls equally?”

The experiment and follow-up question provide an opportunity to
investigate two separate issues: (1) are there mean differences in the
trait evaluations given to the two question wordings,! and (2) regard-
less of whether there are differences in responses to the two question
wordings, does the experiment provide some understanding of the

1 The effects of question wording on jtem variances will not be analyzed. Such an
analysis would be inconclusive because of peculiarities in the shape of the distributions
of these items, discussed in a later section. However, if in reality traits were evaluate
very differently for boys and girls, and if the question wording influenced some
respondents to consider a child of a particular sex, it would not be safe to assume that
the effect of question wording on item variances was inconsequential.
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traits that had been evaluated differently for boys and girls in the past
would show a difference by question wording here. Kohn reports that
among the fathers he interviewed five traits—success, honesty,
cleanliness, sex role behavior, and interest in how things happen—
were rated significantly differently (» < .05 or better) depending on
the sex of child considered (all but cleanliness were rated more
desirable for boys). However, Kohn's published results are of only
limited usefulness for evaluating the possibility just mentioned in
these data. Although the table in which he presents the relevant
findings describes them as “parental” values, the text indicates that
they are actually “paternal” values. The GSS sample is heterogeneous
by comparison, since it includes fathers, mothers, and nonparents.
Table 1 presents the proportion rating a trait desirable and item
standard deviations by question wording for each of the traits. None
of the differences are significant at the .05 level, even before adjusting
for the number of tests performed.? In 5 of the 13 cases, the propor-
tion citing a trait as desirable is larger in the standard version, but the
differences are quite small. (In four cases, the variance is larger in the
standard form, but again the differences are small.) The traits for
which Kohn found sex-of-child effects do not stand out in any way.
Ignoring the information in the tails of the distributions of the jtem
responses, there is no difference in the, way respondents evaluate
these traits when they are presented using the combination ““child”
and “he” and when they are presented using “child” alone. Appar-
ently either both words refer to boys and girls in approximately the
same way or there are no systematic differences in the way the traits
are evaluated for boys and girls in these two heterogeneous groups.

QUESTION WORDING AND SEX OF CHILD CONSIDERED

Although there were no mean differences in the evaluations of the
traits between the two versions of the question, the follow-up ques-
tion provides a limited opportunity to examine whether respondents
considered boys or girls when making their evaluations. There is a
significant departure from independence in Table 2 (p < .0l). While
the data indicate that respondents overwhelmingly claimed to be
thinking about both boys and girls equally, this category is selected by
9 percent more of the subsample who were given the experimental
wording than the subsample given the standard wording. This finding
cannot be taken at face value because of the ambiguity of the “both™

? A multivariate test on 12 of these items might have revealed a common significance
not evident in the items tested singly. The size of the differences among the items,
owever, is generally small,
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more often than girls, regardless of question wording. The proportion
thinking about girls is quite small, and almost identical in the two
versions, 4 percent of those given the standard version and 3 percent
of those given the experimental version. Boys are thought of by 14
percent of the experimental group and 22 percent of the comparison
group. Both words appear to be biased in favor of males, though ““he™
more than “child.” A bias which affects this large a proportion of a
sample in response to an almost unnoticeable suggestion (and one
which would not be recognized as a suggestion at all if one considered
only common language usage) must be taken seriously. Both question
wordings appear to be biased in favor of males. The
enough that even if the traits were evaluated differen
dents for whom the sex of the child had been specifie

not be a significant wording effect on the means of t
tions in these data.

bias is similar
tly by respon-
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RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS, QUESTION WORDING,
AND SEX OF CHILD CONSIDERED

It is conceivable that respondent characteristics interacted with
question wording in influencing the sex of child considered when

respondents answered the trait questions. Two obvious possibilities
are whether or not the res

pondent is a parent, and the sex of the o
respondent. There is no difference (p < .15) between the responses to
the follow-up question given by parents and nonparents. Two percent
(2 percent)

more parents than nonparents select the “both” response;
4 percent more nonparents than parents select the

(table not shown). There are sex differences, however.
Table 3 presents the choices of male and female respondents within

question wording. The interactions in this table are complex. The
table was tested with a log-linear hierarchical modeling procedure,
and no model less inclusive than the saturated model fit. (All less
inclusive models resulted in chi-squares with probabilities less than
.03.) In the full model only the experimentally controlled effects—the
question wording marginals and respondent sex by question
wording—were clearly nonsignificant (p < .47). The respondent sex
by sex of child interaction showed borderline significance (p < .08),
but all other main effects and interactions, including the three-way
interaction, were highly significant (p < .02 or better). Statistics for
the subtables are presented in Table 3 as an interpretive aid and are
used in the following discussion.

.There are no significant differences between men and women in the

perimental version (p < .67), but
n (p < .003). With the standard

“boys” category

there are in the standard versio
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Table 3. Sex of Child Considered, by Question Wording and Sex of Respondent: 1980 GSS

Question Wording
Experimental

Srandard
Sex of Respondent Sex of Respondent
Sex of Child Considered Male Female Male Female
Mostly boys 27% 18% 14% 14%
Both boys and girls 72 76 82 84
Mostly girls 1 6 4 2
N) (220) (268) 204) 279
Child: x? = 11.6, df = 2, p < .003, Garama = 22,

Question Wording by Sex of
2 =11.8, df =2, p < .003,

Standard Wording—Sex of Child by Sex of Respondent: X

f Respondent: x2 = .84, df=2,p < .67,

Gamma = .30. .
Experimental Wording—Sex of Child by Sex ol
Gamma = —.02. : .
Male Respondeuts—Sex of Child by Question Wording: x2 = 13.44, df = 2,p <.001,
Gamma = .40.
Female Respondents—Sex of Child by Question Wording: x? = 6.14. df = 2, p <.05,
Gamma = .06.
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