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Children’s Gender Development: Associations With Parental Sexual
Orientation, Division of Labor, and Gender Ideology
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This study examined children’s gender development and its associations with parents’ gender ideology
and behavior among 172 parents (44 lesbian, 52 gay, 76 heterosexual) and their adopted children (M, =
8). Results revealed that parents’ sexual orientation was associated with children’s gender attitudes, but
not with their sex-typing of self. Daughters of same-sex couples reported more flexible gender attitudes
than daughters of heterosexual couples. No differences were found for sons in this regard. While both
parents’ attitudes and behaviors were associated with children’s gender attitudes, parents’ division of
childcare labor was a significantly better predictor of children’s attitudes than parents’ gender ideologies.
Moreover, these effects were moderated by family type. Thus, parents’ behaviors may be more strongly
linked with children’s gender attitudes than children’s gendered behaviors, and this association may be
moderated by the gender composition of the parenting dyad (lesbian mothers, gay fathers, or heterosexual
parents).

Public Significance Statement

Children of lesbian and gay couples may have more liberal beliefs about gender compared with
children of heterosexual couples, but less is known about what may cause these differences. In this
study of children who were on average 8 years old, we investigated whether children’s gender
attitudes (i.e., attitudes regarding which jobs, activities, and personality traits men and women could
have) was associated with parents’ own attitudes or with how parents divided childcare responsi-
bilities. We were also interested in whether parents were associated with which jobs, activities, and
personality traits children saw in themselves. Regarding children’s preferences for themselves, our
study found that parents’ sexual orientation, attitudes, and behaviors had almost no association with
the types of jobs or activities children wanted to do (e.g., being a doctor or playing with dolls) or with
their personalities (e.g., courageous, competitive, or loving). However, when it came to attitudes
about others, we found that parents’ sexual orientation, attitudes, and behaviors mattered. On
average, children of lesbian and gay couples reported more liberal gender attitudes when their parents
equally divided childcare and when parents themselves reported having more flexible gender
attitudes. Also, parents’ division of childcare, compared with parents’ attitudes, was more strongly
associated with children’s gender attitudes. These results suggest that children of lesbian, gay, and
heterosexual couples are relatively similar in their gender development. Differences among children
may primarily occur, not in their self-expression, but in their beliefs regarding the scope of roles
women and men can fill. Moreover, these differences may be caused by the types of examples parents
set for their children, rather than the attitudes parents hold about gender.

Keywords: adoption, children’s gender development, division of labor, sexual minority parents, sexual
orientation

This article was published Online First September 18, 2017.

Jason Sumontha, Department of Psychology, University of Virginia;
Rachel H. Farr, Department of Psychology, University of Kentucky; Char-
lotte J. Patterson, Department of Psychology, University of Virginia.

This research was supported by funding from the American Psycho-
logical Foundation’s Wayne F. Placek Grant awarded to Rachel H. Farr
(Wave 2), the Williams Institute at UCLA to Charlotte J. Patterson
(Wave 1), and funds from the Rudd Family Foundation Chair in

438

Psychology at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. We thank the
members of our research team who have contributed to the design and
execution of the overall project. We are grateful to all the adoptive
families who generously shared their experiences with us and have
made this research possible.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Jason
Sumontha, Department of Psychology, University of Virginia, P.O. BOX
400400, Charlottesville, VA 22904-4400. E-mail: js4qp @virginia.edu


mailto:js4qp@virginia.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000242

n or one of its allied publishers.

0

B
2
2
8
=}

°

S
S
%

[aW)
8
3

<
Q
>

e}

=
2

o

This document is copyri

is not to be disseminated broadly.

This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user

GENDER DEVELOPMENT AND SEXUAL ORIENTATION

Research suggests that children’s gender development may vary
between families headed by same-sex and other-sex parents. It has
been found, for example, that children of same-sex couples may be
less gender stereotyped in their play behavior (Goldberg, Kashy, &
Smith, 2012), as well as report less traditional attitudes regarding
gender (Sutfin, Fulcher, Bowles, & Patterson, 2008) than children
of heterosexual couples. More research is needed, however, to
understand the mechanisms through which differences emerge.
One possibility is that differences result from variations in parent
behavior: Same-sex parents may be more accepting of children’s
nonstereotypical gendered behaviors or may provide less gender-
stereotyped environments than heterosexual parents (Sutfin et al.,
2008). However, an alternative possibility is that the family struc-
ture itself moderates associations between parenting and children’s
gender development, that is, the same behaviors when replicated
within the context of same-sex parenting may provide different
messages than when modeled by heterosexual couples (Goldberg,
2013). The current study explored gender development among a
sample of school-age adopted children and associations with par-
ents’ gender-linked behaviors and attitudes, and whether these
associations varied as a function of family type (i.e., families
headed by two mothers, two fathers, or one mother and one father).

Social Approaches to Children’s Gender Development

Social approaches to children’s gender development have often
highlighted the importance of family (Blakemore, Berenbaum, &
Liben, 2009). For example, contemporary psychoanalytic theories
suggest that children form their self-identity through interactions
with primary caretakers and the process of gender development
involves the differentiation and separation of one’s identity from
that of their caretakers (Chodorow, 1989). Similarly, social learn-
ing theories of gender development indicate that children’s gen-
dered behaviors and beliefs are products of social interactions
involving the reinforcement, extinction, and punishment of gen-
dered behaviors, as well as observation and imitation of gendered
models, such as peers or parents (Bandura & Walters, 1977).
Extending this approach, social-cognitive theory emphasizes both
the environmental context, as well as the cognitive processes
through which children interpret, internalize, and apply observa-
tional knowledge; gendered behaviors and attitudes are, therefore,
a result of the external environment, as well as personal cognitions
and perceptions (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) adds to these
perspectives by further considering complexities of the environ-
mental context as a set of nested systems starting with the micro-
system, representing children’s immediate social context (i.e., par-
ents, siblings, peers, teachers), and ranging to the macrosystem,
representing the cultural context in which children live and the
chronosystem representing chronological changes in the child or
environment, as well as sociohistorical circumstances.

The commonality among these perspectives is the centrality of
the family system to children’s gender development. Parents may
act as models of gendered behavior, may control aspects of chil-
dren’s environments (i.e., choosing their extracurricular activities,
decorating their bedrooms, and buying their toys), or may rein-
force or reduce gendered behaviors through rewards, punishments,
or direct instruction (Blakemore et al., 2009).
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How researchers have operationalized and measured children’s
gender development, however, has varied, and such variations may
explain why the evidence for parental factors in children’s gender
development has been mixed (Crouter, Whiteman, McHale, &
Osgood, 2007). In a meta-analysis of 43 studies of children’s
gender cognitions and their associations with parents’ gender
schemas, the results as a whole supported a significant positive
correlation between parents’ gender schemas and offspring’s gen-
der cognitions, but was moderated by whether studies examined
children’s gender schemas about others, gender schemas about
themselves, gender-related interests, or work-related attitudes (Te-
nenbaum & Leaper, 2002). Moreover, the correlations were stron-
ger when studies examined children’s gender attitudes about others
(whether in general or regarding work-related attitudes) than when
studies examined children’s self-referential gender attitudes (in
general or regarding gender-related interests). Likewise, other
studies suggest that parents’ gendered behaviors may be more
strongly linked with children’s gender development than with
parents’ gender attitudes (Halpern & Perry-Jenkins, 2016).

In this research, we studied sex-typing specifically in regards to
the self: the extent to which an individuals’ identity, personal
preferences, and behaviors conform to cultural gender stereotypes
(Liben & Bigler, 2002). Gender attitudes were defined as an
individual’s level of support for gendered divisions of activities
and behaviors such as work, family responsibilities, activities, and
traits (Davis & Greenstein, 2009).

Parents as Predictors of Children’s
Gender Development

In general, research has supported some association between
parental characteristics (such as parents’ gender-linked attitudes or
division of labor) and aspects of children’s gender development.
For example, there is some support for an association between
parental behaviors and children’s gender role attitudes. In a lon-
gitudinal study of children ages six to seven years old, less egal-
itarian divisions of household labor were associated with less
egalitarian gender role attitudes among children (Halpern & Perry-
Jenkins, 2016). In another longitudinal study of children ages 4 to
13, researchers examined children’s gender role attitudes and
activity preferences. Similarly, results indicated that parents’ divi-
sion of household labor was associated with children’s gender role
attitudes, but not with activity preferences or occupational interests
(Dawson, Pike, & Bird, 2016). Others have suggested, however,
that some parental behaviors may not be reliable predictors of
children’s gender development. In a study of children’s gender
beliefs, researchers assessed associations among mothers’ gender
attitudes, comments about gender, and young children’s gender-
stereotyped beliefs in a sample of 74 children who were on average
5 years of age. Researchers found that mothers’ gender-related
speech did not predict children’s gender stereotyping (Friedman,
Leaper, & Bigler, 2007). Likewise, in a longitudinal, multiinfor-
mant study of younger (M,,. = 5) and older siblings’ (M,,. = 7)
gender development, Dawson et al. (2016) found no association
between measures of children’s gender development and parents’
division of childcare labor.

Aside from parental behaviors, there is some research to suggest
that parents’ gender ideologies may also be associated with chil-
dren’s gender attitudes (Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2002). For exam-
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ple, in a study examining the predictors of traditionality of occu-
pational aspirations among a sample of children ages 7 to 12,
researchers found that mothers who reported flexible attitudes had
children with more nontraditional occupational aspirations
(Fulcher, 2011). Another study of 3- to 5-year-old children, found
associations between mothers’ gender attitudes and children’s gen-
der stereotypes for younger children, but not older ones (Friedman
et al., 2007).

Studies of heterosexual parents’ gender attitudes also demon-
strate that associations with children’s gender attitudes may also
vary by the combination of the parenting couples’ ideologies. In
studying the intergenerational transmission of gender attitudes,
Davis and Wills (2010) found that fathers’ attitudes were a signif-
icant moderator of associations between mothers and children;
fathers with egalitarian gender ideologies were significantly more
likely to have children with similar beliefs regardless of mothers’
gender ideology. Some findings also suggest that children may be
more similar to same-gender parents (i.e., daughters-mothers,
fathers-sons) in their gender role attitudes (Hess, Ittel, & Sisler,
2014).

Gender Development Among Children With
Same-Sex Parents

Parental sexual orientation (e.g., whether families are headed by
lesbian, gay, or heterosexual couples) may be another important
moderator relevant to these associations. Results of research on
differences in children’s gender development as a function of
parental sexual orientation are somewhat mixed. In one study,
children of lesbian mothers who were 2 to 6 years old engaged in
less gender-stereotypical play than peers with heterosexual parents
(Goldberg & Garcia, 2016). Children of same-sex parents have
also been found to report more flexible gender-related attitudes
compared with children of heterosexual parents, and to be more
tolerant of nonstereotypical gendered behaviors (Bos & Sandfort,
2010; Fulcher, Sutfin, & Patterson, 2008; Sutfin et al., 2008). In
contrast, other studies that have used broader measures of gen-
dered behavior have found no differences in this regard between
children of same-sex and other-sex couples (e.g., Bos, Goldberg,
Van Gelderen, & Gartrell, 2012).

One explanation for why these differences may exist focuses on
variations in parenting practices or behaviors. Same-sex couples
may be more likely than others to have egalitarian divisions of
household and childcare labor (Farr & Patterson, 2013; Tornello,
Sonnenberg, & Patterson, 2015) and may be more likely to divide
paid labor equally (Jaspers & Verbakel, 2013). Same-sex couples
may also place less pressure on their children to conform to gender
stereotypes and may create less gendered environments for their
children than do heterosexual couples (Bos & Sandfort, 2010;
Sutfin et al., 2008). Finally, same-sex couples may also be more
liberal in their own gender attitudes than heterosexual couples
(Fulcher et al., 2008).

An alternative or complementary hypothesis may be that gen-
dered behaviors, such as division of labor, have different interpre-
tations when replicated by lesbian or gay versus heterosexual
parental models (Goldberg, 2013). A social learning theory per-
spective suggests that children form their gender schemas through
observing their parents (Blakemore et al., 2009). For example,
egalitarian divisions of childcare labor among heterosexual cou-
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ples may lead children to believe that childcare can be an equal
responsibility of both men and women. However, research on the
effect of parental modeling on children’s gender development has
primarily been conducted with heterosexual parent families. Al-
though studies have suggested that children are resistant to imitat-
ing gender-atypical behaviors regardless of the sex of the model
(Bauer, 1993; Bussey & Perry, 1982), fewer studies have investi-
gated the implications of parental modeling to children’s gender
development outside of heterosexual parenting contexts (e.g.,
Fulcher et al., 2008).

Summary and Hypotheses

This study was designed to explore whether children’s gender
development was associated with parents’ gender-related attitudes
and division of labor among lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adop-
tive parent families. We expected that lesbian and gay parents
would report more flexible gender attitudes and less stereotypical
gendered behavior than would heterosexual parents. In addition,
we predicted that parents who reported more flexible gender
attitudes would also be more egalitarian in their divisions of
childcare labor. Based on social approaches to children’s gender
development, we predicted that parents’ gender attitudes and be-
haviors would be associated with their children’s gender attitudes
and behaviors. In addition, in order to determine whether parental
behaviors and attitudes were moderated by parents’ sexual orien-
tation and children’s gender, analyses were also conducted to
examine three-way interactions among parents’ sexual orientation,
children’s gender, and parental behaviors or attitudes. Finally, we
also expected parents’ division of childcare labor to be a stronger
predictor of children’s gender development than parents’ gender
ideology.

Method

Overview

Data for this study were collected as a part of a longitudinal
study of adoptive parent families, which has followed parents and
their domestically adopted children in lesbian, gay, and heterosex-
ual parent families (see Farr, Forssell, & Patterson, 2010). Data
were collected at two different time points, once when adopted
children averaged 3 years old (Wave 1), and again when children
averaged 8 years old (Wave 2). Eligible participants were con-
tacted through letters, e-mails, and/or phone calls, depending on
information available in agency files.

Participants

In Wave 1, 106 families were recruited through five cooperating
adoption agencies in the United States, chosen on the basis of
several criteria. Agencies had to be located in states where openly
lesbian and gay couples could legally adopt, and agencies had to
have previously placed infants with openly lesbian and gay cou-
ples in domestic adoptions. All agencies were private, domestic
adoption agencies that worked with both birth and adoptive fam-
ilies in finding placements for children. All offered options for
openness arrangements.
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Families were considered eligible in Wave 1 if both parents
were legally recognized as parents to their adopted children (who
were between 1 and 5 years old) and were currently living with
them. Families were initially contacted by letter or e-mail from the
agency director, asking whether they would be interested in taking
part in a study on ‘“child development, parenting, and family
relationships in adoptive families.” Those who expressed interest
were later contacted by a researcher through follow-up phone calls
and/or e-mails requesting participation. For additional demo-
graphic information at Wave 1, please see Farr et al. (2010) or Farr
and Patterson (2013). After completing Wave 1, parents were
debriefed, and all signed forms giving permission to recontact
them for future opportunities to participate in the research. Ap-
proximately five years after the initial survey, families were re-
contacted for participation in Wave 2 data collection. Identical
recruitment procedures were used for all families, regardless of
parental sexual orientation, in both Wave 1 and Wave 2.

Of the 96 families who participated in Wave 2, 10 were ex-
cluded from the final analysis based on incomplete data. The final
sample contained a total of 86 families consisting of 86 children
and 172 parents (44 lesbian, 52 gay, 76 heterosexual) living in 12
different states. Most families lived on the East or West coasts, and
some lived in the South. Families who did not participate often
cited lack of time or family health challenges. As measures of
interest were exclusively from Wave 2, only data from Wave 2
were analyzed here. In order to determine parents’ sexual orien-
tation, participants were asked to check one response to the state-
ment “My sexual orientation is (check one).” Possible responses
included “heterosexual/straight,” “gay/lesbian,” “bisexual,” “ques-
tioning/uncertain,” and “other (please specify).” All participants
who are reported as members of same-sex couples in this study
identified as “gay/lesbian.” All other parents identified as “hetero-
sexual/straight.”

Demographic characteristics of participating adoptive families
at Wave 2 are shown in Table 1. These demographics are repre-
sentative of the entire sample, before exclusions were made based
on incomplete data. Parents’ ages ranged from 35 to 64 years (M =
4748, SD = 5.55). Eighty-one percent of parents identified as
White/Caucasian, 16% identified as Black/African American, and

Table 1
Sample Demographic Information

the remaining 3% identified as Latino/Hispanic, Asian American,
or multiracial. Most parents worked full time (71%) and were
well-educated (90% had received a college education or higher).
Parents also reported household incomes well above the national
average (M = $194K, SD = $116K). Among couples, 68% were
married, 19% were cohabiting, and 13% had divorced or separated
between Waves 1 and 2. For more information on separation rates
in this sample, see (Farr, 2017). Overall, parents were predomi-
nantly White, well-educated, and relatively affluent.

Parents did not differ on race, education, or work status as a
function of their sexual orientation, but several differences did
emerge (see Table 1). Gay fathers reported significantly higher
mean household incomes than did lesbian or heterosexual parents.
Heterosexual and gay couples were more likely to report being
married than were lesbian couples. Lastly, gay fathers were more
likely to be in interracial relationships than lesbian or heterosexual
parents. No significant demographic differences by family type
were associated with our variables of interest.

Children in the sample had been placed as infants, at birth, or
within the first few weeks of life and all parents were their legal
adoptive parents. Children’s ages at Wave 2 ranged from 5 to 12
years (M = 8.39, SD = 1.65). Parents reported that 40% of
children were White/Caucasian, 33% Black/African American,
22% Multiracial/ethnic, and 5% other ethnicities. Children were
considered transracially adopted when one or both parents in the
couple identified as White/Caucasian and the child was identified
as a member of a racial/ethnic minority (51%).

Materials and Procedure

Data were collected to assess parental division of childcare
labor, parents’ and children’s gender-related attitudes, and parents’
and children’s degree of sex-typing of self.

Division of childcare labor. Division of childcare labor was
measured using the “Who Does What?” (Cowan & Cowan, 1990),
designed to assess couples’ perceptions of relative responsibility
for household tasks, family decision-making, and childcare. Divi-
sion of childcare was selected as the focus of the current study, as
the majority of items (e.g., feeding, bathing, dressing, and choos-

Lesbian mothers Gay fathers Heterosexual parents ANOVA or

Demographic (n = 44) (n = 52) (n = 76) X test
Parents (n = 190) F(2, 175)
Mean age (in years) 48.91 (5.18) 4573 (5.16) 47.80 (5.75) F = 442"
Race (% White) 76% 86% 81% x> = 1.85
Education (% college degree or higher) 97% 88% 88% x> =291
Work status (% full-time) 68% 77% 68% x> = 1.41
Marital status (% married/cohabiting) 68% 93% 93% x> = 9.64™
Mean household income ($K) 165 (92) 251 (153) 163 (70) F =9.62"""
Interracial relationship 12% 28% 12% x> = 6.88"
Transracial adoption 48% 66% 42% x> = 8.04*
Children (n = 94) (n=125) (n=129) (n = 40)
Mean age (in years) 8.44 (1.69) 8.21 (1.47) 8.38 (1.79) F<l1
Sex (% girls) 64% 38% 53% x> =371
Race (% White) 36% 31% 43% x> <1

Note. Standard deviations are given in parentheses. ANOVA = analyses of variance.

p <05 p< .0l *p< .00l
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ing toys) were stereotypically feminine, whereas household tasks
and family decision-making contained a mix of stereotypically
feminine, masculine, and neutral tasks. Several small wording
adjustments were made to the original instrument for use with
lesbian, gay, and heterosexual couples. For example, references to
“she” or “he” were changed to “my partner/spouse.” Items were
scored on a scale ranging from 1 (“My partner/spouse does it all”)
to 5 (“I do it all”). Parents reported the current frequency with
which they performed each of the 20 childcare tasks. Cronbach’s
alphas were .89, .85, and .90 for lesbian, gay, and heterosexual
parents, respectively.

One issue in using the Who Does What? with same-sex couples
is that there is no simple way to distinguish between the two
parents in the couple. With heterosexual couples, parent gender is
used to distinguish between mothers and fathers. To address this
issue, a continuous variable representing specialization was cre-
ated (see Farr & Patterson, 2013). This variable represented the
degree to which labor was specialized in couples and was calcu-
lated by taking the absolute value of the difference between each
of the two parents’ “real” involvement scores for each of the 20
items, and then calculating the mean of those absolute differences
for all childcare items. Prior to data analysis, parents in a couple
who both reported doing all or none of the childcare labor were
planned to be excluded from the analysis. However, no parents in
our sample were excluded based on these criteria. Higher values
represented greater specialization; lower values represented greater
sharing.

Gender attitudes and sex-typing of self. Gender differenti-
ation was assessed using the Occupations, Activities, and Trait—
Short Form (OAT; Liben & Bigler, 2002), designed to assess
gender attitudes toward others (attitude measure, or a.m.) and
gender characterizations of oneself (i.e., sex-typing of oneself;
personal measures or PM) regarding occupations, activities, and
traits (OAT). Each of these domains were further subdivided into
feminine, masculine, and neutral items (e.g., the occupations sub-
scale contains items describing masculine and feminine occupa-
tions). Separate forms were provided for adults and for children,
which include similar items and scaling. Participants were given
the occupation scale first, followed by the activity scale, and then
the trait scale. Feminine and masculine items appeared in a ran-
domized order within subscales. Because of differences in how the
a.m. and PM measures are scored (Liben & Bigler, 2002), different
techniques were used to calculate overall scores for gender atti-
tudes and sex-typing of oneself (see below).

Children’s gender attitudes. Data on children’s gender atti-
tudes toward others were gathered using the COAT-a.m. (Liben &
Bigler, 2002). Children rated 25 occupations, 25 activities, and 25
traits regarding the degree to which they were appropriate for
women/girls or men/boys. Occupation and activity items were
scored on a scale ranging from 1 to 3 (1 = only men/boys, 2 = only
women/girls, 3 = both men/boys and women/girls). Trait items
were scored on a scale ranging from 1 to 4 (1 = only boys, 2 =
only girls, 3 = both boys and girls, 4 = neither boys nor girls).
Example items included: “Who should be a nurse?” (occupations),
“Who should build with tools?” (activities), and “Who should be
loving?” (traits). To assess flexibility of gender attitudes, a com-
posite score was calculated using the proportion of egalitarian
responses (“both/neither men and/nor women”). The number of
egalitarian responses was divided by the total number of items. As
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such, this score represented the proportion of occupations, activi-
ties, and traits that children believed “both men and women” or
“neither men nor women” could do or have. Higher scores indi-
cated greater flexibility of gender attitudes. Cronbach’s alpha for
the composite score was .98.

Children’s sex-typing of oneself. Data on children’s sex-
typing of self were obtained through the COAT-PM (Liben &
Bigler, 2002). Here, children were asked to rate the items pre-
sented in the COAT-a.m. in reference to themselves, rather than
others (i.e., children rated their personal interest in occupations and
activities, and the degree to which various traits described them-
selves). Occupational items (“How much would you like to be a(n)
___7”) were ranked on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very
much). Activity items (“How often do you ___?”") were ranked on
a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often or very often). Trait items
(“Is this like you?”’) were ranked on a scale ranging from 1 (not at
all like me) to 4 (very much like me). All items were also classified
as masculine, feminine, or neutral. For example, masculine occu-
pations included “plumber,” “architect,” and “dentist,” and femi-
nine occupations included “librarian,” “baby-sitter,” and “nurse.”
Average scores were calculated across occupation, activity, and
trait items. Separate averages were calculated for masculine and
feminine items (Liben & Bigler, 2002). These scores represented
children’s self-reported average masculine and feminine sex-
typing of self. Higher scores indicated greater masculine or fem-
inine sex-typing of self. Cronbach’s alphas were .85 and .87 for the
masculine and feminine items, respectively.

Parents’ gender attitudes. Parents’ gender attitudes toward
others were assessed using the OAT-a.m. (Liben & Bigler, 2002).
Parents rated 25 occupations, 25 activities, and 25 traits regarding
the degree to which they were appropriate for women or men.
Occupation and activity items were rated on a scale from 1 (only
men) to 5 (only women). Trait items were rated on a scale from 1
to 6 (1 = only men, 2 = only men, some women, 3 = both men and
women, 4 = mostly women, some men, 5 = only women, 6 =
neither men nor women). Response options were nearly identical
across the occupation, activity, and trait scales. An additional
response option was added for rating traits (6 = neither men nor
women), as it included several negative traits. Example items
included “Who should be a dietician?” (occupations) and “Who
should act as a leader?” (traits). Similar to the scoring for chil-
dren’s gender attitudes, the number of egalitarian responses was
divided by the total number of items. This score represented the
proportion of occupations, activities, and traits that parents be-
lieved “both men and women” or “neither men nor women” could
do or have. Higher scores indicated greater flexibility of gender
attitudes. Cronbach’s alpha for the score was .78.

Data Analytic Plan

Different statistical techniques were used to account for distri-
butions of the variables of interest and for the nested structure of
the data. One- and two-way analyses of variance (ANOV As), were
used to examine parents’ specialization of childcare labor and
children’s sex-typing of oneself, as both of these were interval
variables and represented one score per child or family. To exam-
ine differences in and associations with gender attitudes, we used
generalized linear models (Skrondal & Rabe-Hesketh, 2004), as
gender attitudes were scored as a proportion and thus could not be
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analyzed using standard ANOVA techniques. The two parents in
each family were not independent of one another in their individ-
ual reports of gender attitudes. Thus, linear mixed-effects models
were used to account for the nested data structure (i.e., individual
partners were nested within couples) by controlling sources of
shared variance and data dependency within families (Skrondal &
Rabe-Hesketh, 2004). Lastly, generalized linear mixed-effects
models were used when the outcome measure was gender attitudes
and data from both parents were used as predictors. This was also
due to the nested structure, as well as gender attitudes having been
scored as a proportion (Skrondal & Rabe-Hesketh, 2004).

All analyses were conducted using R (R Core Team, 2017).
Generalized linear models were fit using the g/m() function, linear
mixed-effects models were fit using the /mer() function, and gen-
eralized linear mixed-effects models were fit using the glmer()
function in the Ime4 library of R (Bates, Maechler, Bolker, &
Walker, 2015). As prior research has found that children’s gender
attitudes and sex-typing may also vary as a function of age (Liben
& Bigler, 2002), age was included as a covariate in these analyses.

Results

Results are presented in three main sections: (a) parents’ reports
of division of childcare labor and gender attitudes, (b) children’s
reports of gender attitudes and sex-typing of self, (c) and the
associations between parents’ gender attitudes and behaviors and
children’s gender development.

Parents’ Division of Labor and Gender Attitudes

Childcare specialization. A one-way ANOVA revealed that
lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parents were not significantly dif-
ferent in their degree of childcare specialization (see Table 2), F(2,
70) = 1.53, p = .223. Notably, however, results were in the
expected direction and similar to those found in past research
(lesbian mothers reported the least specialization, heterosexual
parents reported the most, and gay fathers were intermediate; Farr
& Patterson, 2013; Fulcher et al., 2008).

Parents’ gender attitudes. There were, however, significant
differences in parents’ gender attitudes (see Table 3) as a function
of couple type and gender. We fit a generalized linear mixed-
effects model with parents’ couple type (opposite sex and same-
sex) and gender (male and female) as between-subjects fixed
effects, and a random effect of family accounting for nested scores
within couples. The main effect of parents’ couple type was
significant, Wald chi-square(1) = 141.97, p < .001, as was the
main effect of parents’ gender, Wald chi-square(1) = 138.04, p <
.001, and the interaction between couple type and gender, Wald

Table 2

chi-square(1) = 24.03, p < .001 (see Figure 1). To interpret this
interaction, we conducted pairwise post hoc tests, reported on the
logit scale, for linear hypotheses using the Ismeans() function in
the Ismeans library of R (Lenth, 2016). Post hoc analyses com-
pared lesbian mothers with heterosexual mothers and gay fathers
with heterosexual fathers. In addition, using the Ismeans() func-
tion, confidence intervals were calculated around the means for
each group to allow for comparisons across the four groups (les-
bian mothers, gay fathers, heterosexual mothers, and heterosexual
fathers). Results indicated that lesbian mothers were significantly
more flexible in gender attitudes, 95% CI [4.43, 5.33], than were
heterosexual mothers, 95% CI [2.54, 2.87], z = 8.86, p < .001.
Likewise, gay fathers were significantly more flexible, 95% CI
[2.53, 2.82], than were heterosexual fathers, 95% CI [1.68, 1.91],
z = 9.36, p < .001.

In summary, post hoc tests conducted on the significant inter-
action between parents’ sexual orientation and parents’ gender (see
above) revealed that lesbian mothers reported significantly more
flexible gender attitudes than all other parents. Gay fathers and
heterosexual mothers were not significantly different from one
another in their gender attitudes, but both were significantly more
flexible in gender attitudes than heterosexual fathers. In effect,
lesbian mothers were the most flexible, and heterosexual fathers
were the least—both significantly differed from all other parent
groups. Lastly, though parents significantly differed in their gender
attitudes as a function of gender and couple type, parents as a
whole reported relatively flexible gender attitudes. For example,
heterosexual fathers, on average, reported egalitarian responses to
86% (M = .86) of items on the gender attitudes scale, while
lesbian mothers, gay fathers, and heterosexual mothers reported
egalitarian response to 99% (M = .99), 94% (M = .94), and 94%
(M = .94) of items, respectively (see Table 3 and Figure 1).

Childcare specialization predicted by parents’ gender
attitudes. To examine associations between parents’ specializa-
tion of childcare labor and gender attitudes, we fit a linear mixed-
effects model with parents’ sexual orientation and gender attitudes
as between-subjects fixed effects and a random effect of family
accounting for the nested data structure. The main effect of gender
attitudes was significant: Wald chi-square(1) = 10.18, p = .001, as
was the interaction between parents’ sexual orientation and gender
attitudes: Wald chi-square(2) = 7.91, p = .019. The significant
interaction between parents’ sexual orientation and gender atti-
tudes indicated that for heterosexual (B = —1.53) and lesbian
(B = —10.96) parents, gender attitudes were negatively asso-
ciated with childcare specialization; parents who reported more
flexible gender attitudes were less likely to specialize. Gender

Means and Standard Deviations for Measures of Division of Labor and Gender Attitudes Among

Parents in Sample

Lesbian couples Gay couples Heterosexual couples
(n =22) (n = 26) (n = 38) ANOVA
Measure M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) F(2, 70)
WDW specialization .97 (.45) 1.16 (.49) 1.32 (.52) F=153

Note.

ANOVA = analyses of variance; WDW = Who Does What.
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Means, Standard Deviations, and Wald x° for Measures of Gender Attitudes Among Lesbian, Gay, and Heterosexual

Adoptive Parents

Same-sex couples

Other-sex couples

(n = 95) (n = 80) Wald x>
Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers
(n = 43) (n=152) (n = 41) (n = 39)
Measures M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) Wald xZoupletype(1) Wald x3.(1) Wald xér « s(1)
Gender attitudes .99 (.02)* 94 (.13)° 94 (.11)° .86 (.18)° 141.97" 138.04™* 24.03"*

Note.
the 1smeans library of R.
p < .001.

attitudes were not associated with specialization for gay fathers
(B = 0.09).

Children’s Gender Attitudes and Sex-Typing of Self

Children’s gender attitudes. A generalized linear model was
used to examine differences in children’s gender attitudes as a
function of parents’ sexual orientation and child gender, while
controlling for children’s age (see Table 4). We fit a model with
parents’ sexual orientation (heterosexual, lesbian, gay) and chil-
dren’s gender (male, female) as fixed effects. Analyses revealed
significant main effects of parents’ sexual orientation: Wald chi-
square = 60.16, p < .001, and children’s gender: Wald chi-
square = 11.08, p < .001, as well as a significant interaction
between parents’ sexual orientation and children’s gender: Wald
chi-square = 52.10, p < .001 (see Figure 2). To interpret this
interaction, we conducted post hoc tests, using the Ismeans()
function in the Ismeans library of R (Lenth, 2016). Post hoc
analyses compared daughters across parents’ sexual orientation
and sons across parents’ sexual orientation. Results are reported on
the logit scale; 95% confidence intervals were calculated around
the average flexibility of gender attitudes for each group. Post hoc
tests revealed that daughters with lesbian mothers reported signif-

Standard deviations are given in parentheses. Numbers with different letters are significantly different at p < .05 with pairwise comparisons using

icantly more flexible gender attitudes, 95% CI [1.32, 1.68], than
did daughters of gay fathers, 95% CI [0.82, 1.18], z = 3.88, p <
.001, or heterosexual parents, 95% CI [0.31, 0.55], z = 9.86, p <
.001. Also, daughters of gay fathers reported significantly more
flexible gender attitudes than daughters of heterosexual parents,
z = 5.22, p < .001. In contrast, no significant differences in gender
attitudes were found among sons as a function of parents’ sexual
orientation.

Children’s sex-typing of self. To examine differences in chil-
dren’s reported sex-typing of self (COAT-PM), we used 3 X 2
analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) with children’s age as a
covariate and parents’ sexual orientation (heterosexual, lesbian,
gay) and children’s gender (male, female) as independent vari-
ables. Analyses revealed few differences among groups in chil-
dren’s self-reported sex-typing (see Table 4). All children reported
relatively similar masculine sex-typing, with no differences as a
function of parent’s sexual orientation, F(2, 83) = 1.08, p =
.346, = .016, or children’s gender, F(1, 83) < 1, p = .335, = .017.
In addition, there was no significant interaction between parents’
sexual orientation and gender F(2, 83) < 1, p = 497, = .018.
Analyses of feminine sex-typing, however, revealed a significant
main effect of children’s gender, F(1, 83) = 23.34, p < .001, =

Women

Men

1.004

0.951

Parents' Gender Attitudes

0.851

f

Same-sex couple

Different-sex couple

Same-sex couple  Different-sex couple

Family Type

Figure 1.

Parents’ gender attitudes by gender and couple type. Error bars represent standard errors.
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Table 4

Means and Standard Deviations for Measures of Gender Attitudes and Sex-Typing Among Children as a Function of Family Type

Children of lesbian Children of gay couples
(n = 26)

Children of heterosexual

couples (n = 22) couples (n = 38) Wald x?
Female Male Female Male Female Male Wald Wald Wald
Measures (n=14) (n=18) (n =10) (n = 16) (n = 20) (n=18) Xorien(1) Xiex(1) Xoxs(1)
Gender attitudes .82 (.28)* .70 (.36)° .67 (39)° 1 (27)° S8 (.31)¢ 5 (27)° 60.16" 11.08" 52.10
ANOVA
Sex-typing of self Forem(2, 83)  Fg (1, 83)  F,6(2, 83)
Masculine 2.39 (.34) 2.47 (.32) 2.42 (.56) 2.72 (.38) 2.48 (47) 2.46 (.61) 1.08 <1 <1
Feminine 2.61 (41" 235(31)°  2.65(.64)*  2.28(28)°  2.68(48)*  2.15(42)° <l 23.34" <1
Note. Standard deviations are given in parentheses. Numbers with different letters are significantly different at p < .05 with pairwise comparisons using
the Ismeans library of R.
= < 001

.195, such that girls reported more feminine sex-typing of self than
did boys. There was, however, no main effect of parents’ sexual
orientation for children’s feminine sex-typing, nor was there a
significant interaction between parents’ sexual orientation and
children’s gender.

In sum, parents’ sexual orientation was not associated with
children’s gendered behaviors (sex-typing). Likewise, regardless
of gender, children reported relatively equal interest in masculine
occupations, activities, and traits. Boys, however, endorsed signif-
icantly fewer feminine sex-typing items, on average, than did girls.

Associations Between Children’s Gender Development
and Parents’ Attitudes and Behaviors

Linear and generalized linear mixed-effects models were used to
examine the associations among children’s gender development
and parents’ division of labor and gender attitudes. Data from 12
couples who had separated between Waves 1 and 2 were excluded
from the analysis of parents’ division of labor and its association
with children’s gender development.

Children’s gender attitudes predicted by parents’ childcare
specialization. To examine whether children’s gender attitudes
were associated with parents’ childcare specialization, we fit a

generalized linear mixed-effects model with parents’ sexual ori-
entation (heterosexual, lesbian, gay), children’s gender (male, fe-
male), and parents’ childcare specialization as fixed-effects. To
account for data dependency, models also included a random effect
of family. In order to assess whether the effect of specialization on
children’s gender attitudes was moderated by parents’ sexual ori-
entation and children’s gender, a three-way interaction was in-
cluded between parents’ sexual orientation, children’s gender, and
parents’ childcare specialization, as well as the lower-order two-
way interactions. The main effect of parents’ sexual orientation
was significant: Wald chi-square(2) = 38.96, p < .001, as was the
main effect of children’s gender: Wald chi-square(1) = 113.64,
p < .001. Lastly, the three-way interaction between parents’ child-
care specialization, parents’ sexual orientation, and children’s gen-
der was also significant: Wald chi-square(2) = 95.20, p < .001, as
were all two-way interactions (p values < .001).

To interpret the results of the significant three-way interaction
between parents’ childcare specialization, parents’ sexual orienta-
tion, and children’s gender, we followed the method of suggested
by Le and Johnson (2008) and Houslay (2014) by graphically
representing the separate trends across the levels of the continuous
variable (see Figure 3). As expected, greater specialization among
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0.851
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o
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Figure 2.
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Children’s gender attitudes by gender and parents’ sexual orientation. Error bars represent standard
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Lesbian Mothers

Gay Fathers

Heterosexual Parents
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Children's Gender Attitudes
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Figure 3. Children’s gender attitudes predicted by the three-way interaction between parents’ sexual orienta-
tion, children’s gender, and parents’ division of childcare labor. The shaded region represents standard error.

the lesbian and gay parents was associated with less flexible
gender attitudes among their children (sons and daughters). Con-
trary to our hypotheses, when heterosexual parents were more
specialized, their children (sons and daughters) reported more
flexible gender attitudes. As there was low variability in the gender
attitude scores for sons of lesbian mothers and low variability in
lesbian mothers’ specialization scores, we were unable to interpret
these results for sons of lesbian mothers. Subsequently, data for the
lesbian mothers were removed, and new analyses were conducted
excluding this group. These models did not show any significantly
different results.

Children’s gender attitudes predicted by parents’ gender
attitudes. Similarly, to examine associations between children’s
gender attitudes and parents’ gender attitudes, we fit a generalized
linear mixed-effects model with parents’ sexual orientation (het-
erosexual, lesbian, gay), children’s gender (male, female), and
parents’ gender attitudes as fixed-effects and a random effect of
family. In order to assess whether the effect of parents’ gender
attitudes on children’s gender attitudes was moderated by parents’
sexual orientation and children’s gender, a three-way interaction
was included between parents’ sexual orientation, children’s gen-
der, and parents’ gender attitudes, as well as the lower-order
two-way interactions. There were significant main effects of par-
ents’ sexual orientation, Wald chi-square(2) = 118.66, p < .001,
and children’s gender, Wald chi-square(1) = 51.07, p < .001, and
a significant three-way interaction between parents’ gender atti-
tudes, sexual orientation, and children’s gender: Wald chi-
square(l) = 3.92, p = .048. Moreover, all two-way interactions
were significant (p values < .001). As there was a ceiling effect
among lesbian mothers’ gender attitudes (i.e., almost all lesbian
mothers had maximum proportion scores), only results for gay and
heterosexual parents were interpreted. To interpret the results of
the significant three-way interaction between parents’ gender atti-
tudes, parents’ sexual orientation, and children’s gender, we fol-
lowed the method suggested by Le and Johnson (2008) and Hous-

lay (2014) by graphically representing the separate trends across
the levels of the continuous variable (see Figure 4). Gay fathers
who reported more flexible gender attitudes also had children who
reported more flexible gender attitudes, although this effect ap-
peared stronger for daughters than sons. In contrast, when hetero-
sexual couples reported more flexible gender attitudes, their chil-
dren (sons and daughters) reported less flexible gender attitudes.

Model comparisons. Next, to determine whether parents’
gender attitudes or behaviors (division of labor) were better pre-
dictors of children’s gender attitudes, we constructed nested mod-
els to compare the effects of each of predictor separately and then
in combination, following the method outlined by Burnham and
Anderson (2003). Only the models containing both main and
interaction effects will be discussed here, as they had the best fit
out of all the models tested. The first model examined the effect of
parents’ division of labor. The second model examined the effect
of parents’ gender attitudes. Lastly, the third model examined the
effects of both parents’ division of labor and parents’ gender
attitudes. Model comparisons were conducted using the anova()
function in R (R Core Team, 2017). All models also included
parents’ sexual orientation, children’s gender, and age.

As expected, model one containing parents’ division of labor
had a better fit, Resid. DF = 14, AIC = 3063.7, Resid. Dev. =
3035.7, than did model two containing parents’ gender attitudes,
Resid. DF = 13, AIC = 3730.9, Resid. Dev. = 3666.9, and had a
significantly reduced residual sum of squares, chi-square(l) =
631.16, p < .001. Model three, however, containing both parents’
division of labor and parents’ gender attitudes, had a better model
fit than models one and two, Resid. DF = 19, AIC = 3012.2,
Resid. Dev. = 2974.2. Model 3 also had a significant reduction in
the residual sum of squares as compared to Model 1, chi-
square(5) = 61.49, p < .001.

These results suggest that the model containing parents’ division
of labor and gender attitudes best predict our measure of children’s
gender attitudes. However, the addition of parents’ gender atti-
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Figure 4. Children’s gender attitudes predicted by the three-way interaction between parents’ sexual orienta-
tion, children’s gender, and parents’ gender attitudes. The shaded region represents standard error.

tudes did not increase the overall fit of the model as much as did
parents’ specialization of childcare; the relative change in AIC
when comparing Model 2 to Model 3 (AAIC = 654.7) was larger
than the relative change in AIC when comparing Model 1 to Model
3 (AAIC = 23.5). In other words, although both measures were
associated with children’s gender attitudes, parents’ gendered be-
haviors (specialization of childcare labor) were stronger predictors
than parents’ gender attitudes.

Children’s sex-typing, parents’ childcare specialization, and
gender attitudes. To examine children’s feminine and mascu-
line sex-typing and associations with parents’ attitudes and behav-
iors, we fit a series of linear mixed-effects models with parents’
gender attitudes, division of labor, sexual orientation, and chil-
dren’s gender as fixed effects, as well as a random effect of family.
These analyses uncovered no associations among children’s sex-
typing and parental gender attitudes and behaviors (all p values >
.05).

Summary of Results

In sum, parents’ sexual orientation was associated with chil-
dren’s gender attitudes, but not with children’s sex-typing. Daugh-
ters of lesbian/gay versus heterosexual parents reported more flex-
ible gender attitudes; no such differences were found among sons.
Furthermore, both parents’ gender attitudes and division of child-
care were associated with children’s gender attitudes, but not with
sex-typing. As expected, parents who divided childcare more
equitably were more likely to have children with egalitarian gender
beliefs about occupations, activities, and traits. This association,
however, was only in the expected direction for children of same-
sex couples. Similarly, children of same-sex couples reported
gender attitudes that were similar to those of their parents, while
children of heterosexual couples reported contrasting gender atti-
tudes to those of their parents. Lastly, in comparing both parents’

gender attitudes and behaviors, we found that parents’ division of
childcare labor was better than parental attitudes alone at predict-
ing children’s attitudes regarding gender.

Discussion

This study explored children’s gender development and its
associations with parental attitudes and behaviors among lesbian,
gay, and heterosexual parents and their adopted children. There
were three main findings: first, parents’ sexual orientation was
associated with children’s gender attitudes, but not sex-typing.
Second, parents’ gender attitudes and division of childcare labor
were both associated with children’s gender attitudes, and this
association was moderated by parents’ sexual orientation. Third,
parents’ division of childcare labor was found to be a better
predictor of children’s gender attitudes than parents gender atti-
tudes.

Differences in Children’s Gender Development

Consistent with prior research (Bos & Sandfort, 2010), sexual
minority parents in our study reported more flexible gender attitudes
than did heterosexual parents, particularly lesbian mothers who re-
ported the most flexible attitudes as compared with all other groups.
Lastly, heterosexual fathers reported the least flexible gender attitudes
compared with all other groups. These results align with prior work,
suggesting men hold more traditional gender attitudes than women
(Marks, Bun, & McHale, 2009). Similarly, children of same-sex
couples also reported more flexible gender attitudes than children of
heterosexual couples. These differences were, however, primarily
driven by daughters. While sons were relatively similar in their gender
attitudes across families, daughters of lesbian mothers reported the
most flexible attitudes, daughters of heterosexual parents reported the
least flexible, and daughters of gay fathers were intermediate. These
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results are somewhat consistent with earlier findings, demonstrating
that children of same-sex parents hold more egalitarian views regard-
ing gender than children of heterosexual parents (Bos & Sandfort,
2010; Fulcher et al., 2008). However, the results for sons are incon-
sistent with other findings that sons of lesbian mothers may report
more feminine behaviors and attitudes than sons of heterosexual
parents (MacCallum & Golombok, 2004).

Furthermore, we found that children’s gender, but not parents’
sexual orientation, was significantly associated with children’s
self-reported sex-typing. Overall, children reported relatively sim-
ilar interest in masculine occupations, activities, and traits. Boys,
however, were less interested in feminine occupations, activities,
and traits than were girls. Based on past research (McHale, Kim,
Whiteman, & Crouter, 2004), these findings were not unexpected.
One explanation may be the higher prestige associated with mas-
culine (vs. feminine) occupations, activities, and traits. For exam-
ple, 6- to 12-year-old boys and girls rate masculine jobs as having
higher prestige than feminine jobs (Liben, Bigler, & Krogh, 2001).
In their study, boys also expressed significantly less interest in
feminine occupations than did girls, although both boys and girls
expressed equal interest in masculine occupations.

It is also possible that these results may reflect differences
among girls and boys in gender norms and acceptance of cross-
gender behavior. Previous studies indicate that parents view cross-
gender behavior among boys more negatively than among girls
(Sandnabba & Ahlberg, 1999). Thus, a broader range of charac-
teristics and activities may be socially encouraged (or at least
accepted) among girls, whereas for boys, stricter social regulations
may dictate which occupations, activities, and traits are deemed
acceptable (Sandnabba & Ahlberg, 1999). This may also explain
why boys in our sample did not differ in gender attitudes across
families.

Associations Between Children’s Gender Development
and Parents’ Gender Attitudes and Behaviors

Parents’ division of childcare labor was strongly associated with
children’s gender attitudes for daughters of lesbian mothers and all
children of gay parents. Among same-sex parent households, when
parents were more specialized in childcare labor, children reported
less flexible gender attitudes. In contrast, this association was in
the opposite direction for children of heterosexual parents—when
parents divided childcare less equitably, children reported more
flexible gender attitudes. While these results were unexpected,
they are in line with some prior work suggesting that egalitarian
divisions of labor were associated with traditional gender role
attitudes for children (Dawson et al., 2016) and that mothers who
performed more stereotypically feminine tasks had sons with less
knowledge of masculine behavior (Halpern & Perry-Jenkins,
2016).

One explanation for these differences in association between
family types may be the gap between modeled behavior and
children’s cognitions and interpretations. Parental reports of child-
care divisions may not accurately account for how these behaviors
are observed or interpreted by children. While social approaches to
children’s gender development emphasize the importance of inter-
actions with social agents, cognitive theories of gender develop-
ment place greater weight on the active role children play in their
own gender development and the cognitive processes affecting

children’s understanding and interpretation of their world (Martin,
Ruble, & Szkrybalo, 2002). Thus, these results may reflect the
need to assess children’s cognitive processes and their interpreta-
tions of parents’ modeled behaviors, in tandem with social pro-
cesses, contributing to children’s gender development.

Parents’ gender attitudes were also associated with children’s
gender attitudes. Among gay fathers, gender attitudes were
positively correlated between parents and their children, while
children of heterosexual couples were discrepant from their
parents in this regard. These associations could not be examined
among lesbian mothers due to the lack of variance in lesbian
mothers’ gender attitudes; all lesbian mothers reported ex-
tremely flexible gender attitudes. Although these findings are
partially unexpected, some research suggests that family pat-
terns of gender role attitudes (whether children match or differ
from their parents’ gender attitudes) may vary as a function of
various family system characteristics—such as the gender of
siblings, parents’ socioeconomic status, or parents’ participa-
tion in household tasks (Marks et al., 2009). It may also be that
parents’ gender attitudes are simply not a reliable predictor of
children’s gender development.

Indeed, model comparisons suggest that parents’ division of
childcare labor was a better predictor of children’s gender attitudes
than parents’ gender attitudes. These results suggest that parents’
actions and modeled behavior, rather than their beliefs, may have
more influence on children’s gender attitudes. This would be
consistent with previous research among elementary school-age
children demonstrating that parents’ behaviors were better predic-
tors of children’s gender role attitudes than parents’ gender ideol-
ogies (Halpern & Perry-Jenkins, 2016).

Strengths and Limitations

This study had a number of strengths. Our sample consisted of
children who had all been adopted by their parents, which elimi-
nates any biological confounds that could affect associations be-
tween children’s gender development and parents’ gender attitudes
and behaviors. Our sample also represents families from a wide
range of geographical areas in the United States, which increases
the generalizability of our findings.

Some limitations of the current study should also be acknowl-
edged. No measures of children’s cognitive processes related to
their gender development were included here, which could be
especially important for uncovering the mechanisms driving dif-
ferences in gender development between children of heterosexual
and same-sex parents. In addition, our specific measure of gender
attitudes assessed the degree to which participants were egalitarian
in their gender attitudes (e.g., holding beliefs that “both men and
women” or “neither men nor women” can hold or represent se-
lected occupations, activities, or traits), but did not assess coun-
terstereotypical responses (e.g., “Only men can be nurses” or “only
women can be doctors”). Moreover, most of childcare tasks were
stereotypically feminine (e.g., cooking); it is not known whether
these results might generalize to tasks that are stereotypically
masculine. Moreover, families surveyed in this study all resided in
states that provided legal recognition for adoption by same-sex
couples. As a result, we cannot evaluate the impact of variations in
law or policy. Finally, as our sample consisted of adoptive fami-
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lies, our results may not generalize to children growing up in other
types of families.

Conclusion

Many factors may contribute to children’s gender development.
Our results highlight the importance of parental behaviors and the
interaction of those behaviors with parents’ sexual orientation.
Despite significant differences among parents in their gender atti-
tudes, parents’ gender ideologies were not as strongly associated
with children’s gender outcomes when compared with parents’
gendered behavior. Although parents in our sample were not
significantly different in their division of childcare labor, it was
this measure which was found to be the strongest predictor of
children’s gender attitudes. Moreover, the effect of parents’ divi-
sion of labor was moderated by the gender composition of the
parenting dyad (two mothers, two fathers, or one mother and one
father). Future research on children’s gender development should
assess practices and behaviors surrounding parents’ socialization
of their children, as well as address children’s interpretation and
processing of the information they receive.
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