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Abstract' 

The investigator of this study attempted to determine if pre-four 
year old children were capable of sex-role identification. 

The investigator observed nine (9) children at the Montana State 
University Nursery School on twelve (12) different days and recorded the 
toys with which each child played and the length of time each toy was 
played with by each child. The assumption was made that in our society, 
there are characteristic toys with which each sex is expected to play. 
The data gathered was grouped and a Chi Square was administered. It was 
found that a significant difference existed between the amount of time 
spent with the sex-appropriate toys between the boys and the girls. 

From this it was concluded that the children in this sample were 
playing the appropriate sex-role. 



CHAPTER I 

1ntroduction 

It is generally agreed that role behavior is a learned behavior. 

As Kretch, Crutchfield and Ballachy (1962) pointed out, "role behavior, 

like all social behavior, is the product of interaction between situa¬ 

tional factors and the cognitions, wants, attitudes, and interpersonal 

response traits of the invidivua1Sarbin (195^0 has formulated a role 

theory which includes both situational and psychological factors governing 

role enactment. Sarbin states that "role behavior is influenced by the 

individual's knowledge of the role, his motivation to perform the role, 

his attitudes toward himself and other persons in the interpersonal 

behavior events." 

The importance of role behavior as an agent of societal continuance 

cannot be overemphasized. In order for any society to exist, roles must 

be delegated to and played by its members. As a society increases in 

complexity, the number of roles increases. Needless to say, roles vary 

from society to society. One role common to all societies regardless of 

complexity, form of government or economic system, is the sex role. In 

every society both men and women are expected to perform certain 

behaviors relative to their sex and are restricted in performing other 

behaviors (James, 1957). 

The writer has decided to investigate the formation or early stages 

of sex-role identification. 



2 

Problem' 

The investigator attempted to determine the degree of sex-role 

idendification in pre-four year old children. Using as his criterion, 

preferences toward sex oriented toys, the investigator attempted to 

answer the following questions in this study: 

1. Do pre-four year old children show a preference for 

toys characteristically identified by society as 

being items of play for only one sex? 

2. If there is such a preference, to what degree does it 

exist? 

Procedure 

Source of data.The investigator used as his population, a group of 

nine (9) children, three (3) girls and six (6) boys, ranging in age from 

twenty (20) months to forty-one (41) months. These children were members 

of the toddler group at Montana State University Nursery School. The 

children came from a middle class background and from the Bozeman area. 

Their health appeared to be normal at the time of observation and there 

were no absences during the period of observation. 

Procedures used in collecting data. The investigator observed the 

children at the Montana State University Nursery School on twelve (12) 

different occasions for a total of eighteen (18) hours. The investigator 

recorded the amount of time each of the subjects played with a particular 

toy. A toy was considered "played with" if the child handled it for more 
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than 15 seconds and the play behavior was non-teacher instigated (e.g. the 

child chose the toy without prompting from the teacher). The large number 

of responses necessitated recording the data into three groups; (1) 15 

seconds to 59 seconds; (2) 60 seconds to 119 seconds; and (3) 120 seconds 

and over. The writer discovered through a pre-observation period that 

a child rarely played with a toy for over a period of 120 seconds. A 

list of 23 toys played with by the children was presented to two graduate 

students in Home Economics and a Home Economics' Professor for rating. 

The judges placed the toys into three categories based on which sex would 

normally be expected (according to the mores of the American society) to 

be seen playing with it. The three categories were: (1) masculine 

oriented, (2) neuter, and (3) female oriented. As the names imply, 

children in the American society would be expected to play with those toys 

which represent later roles. An example might be that little boys would 

be expected to play with trucks for trucking is a masculine profession. 

The judges were not allowed to consult with each other in rating the toys. 

The data gathered on a particular toy was disregarded if any one of the 

three judges disagreed as to which category the toy should be placed. 

Treatment of the data. The investigator obtained two sets of data 

on each toy; one for the girls and one for the boys. The following scoring 

system was used to make the data more manageable. A score of one was 

assigned to a toy played with between 15 seconds and 59 seconds; a score 

of two was assigned to the data on toys played with between 60 seconds 
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and 119 seconds and a score of three was assigned to the data on those toys 

played with for over 120 seconds. The score was then multiplied times 

the number of times each toy was played with within each of the time limits. 

Because of the disproportionate number of boys to girls (2:1), a weighting 

of 2 was multiplied times the data obtained for the girls. Each of the 

two groups of data for each toy was then totaled enabling the investi¬ 

gator to deal with two measures (one for the boys and one for the girls) 

for each toy. A 2x2 contingency table was then set up for the data 

obtained on a specific toy and a Chi Square Test was administered to the 

data to determine if the difference was significant. Finally, data on 

the toys designated by the judges as being appealing to male children were 

summed and a Chi Square was administered. The same procedure was applied 

to the data obtained on toys being designated as appealing to female 

chi1dren. 

Assumption. In this study, it was assumed that toys are a valid 

indicator of sex-role identification. This assumption seems to be 

supported by the literature. Evidence of this is presented in Chapter II. 

Limitations. This study was limited to studying the sex-role of 

pre-four year old children. The large number of role expectations made 

this limitation a necessity. Secondly, this study was limited to children 

in the Montana State University Nursery School. There were three reasons 

for this choice. First, the permissive atmosphere of the school insured 

the children freedom in choosing toys. Secondly, this school supplied the 

researcher with an excellent observation situation. Finally, it contained 
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children of the age group this study was designed to study. Finally, 

this study was limited to pre-four year old children. A review of the 

literature revealed that studies of sex-role identification in pre-four 

year old children were lacking. 

Definitions of Terms Used 

1 dent ? fication: The internalization of roles, e.g., knowledge and 

acceptance of a role. 

Female Oriented Toys: Toys preferred by female children. 

Masculine Oriented Toys: Toys preferred by male children. 

Mores: An informal set of rules determining behavior. 

Neuter: This term refers to toys which would be played with by children 

of either sex. 

Pre-four Year Old: In this study, the term refers to children between the 

ages of twenty months and forty-one months of age. 

Role: Expected modes of behavior. 

Role Behavior: Behavior conducive to a role. 

Sex-role: Expected masculine or feminine modes of behavior. 



CHAPTER II 

Review of Literature' 

Hartley (1965) defines a sex role as "those sets of related cogni¬ 

tions maintained by subjects for objects designated as member of the 

appropriate sex." These cognitions may be of the first order; that is, 

perceptions of what females or males may do; or they may be of the 

second order, what males and females like to do. The degree of sex 

identification can be determined by the degree to which a subject shows 

preference for sex role activities. She suggests that sex-role 

specification can occur early in life through differential treatment of 

the female and male child. For example, little boys may be "rough 

housed" and little girls may be gentled as infants. She further suggests 

that children learn sex-role through parental application of "sex- 

appropriate verbal appellations." During the child's first year of life, 

he is constantly referred to by the appropriate sex title. That is to 

say, he is referred to as a good boy, bad boy, nice little man, etc. 

It is verbalization that "serves as a sign leading to self-identity." 

Later, this self-identity is generalized to others of the same sex. 

Hartley, in a survey of twenty-two (22) young mothers concluded that 

the sex-role may be learned through "socialization by manipulation." 

In this process, young mothers often dress their children according to 

their appropriate sex. Finally, parents may lead the child to identify 

with the parent of the same sex through encouraging "just like mommy" 

or "just like daddy" behavior. Logically, this leads to a favored posi¬ 

tion for the mother by the little girl and for the father by the little 
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boy which in turn reinforces this type of behavior. The child is taught 

not to emulate the parent of the opposite sex. 

Blocker (1966) and Erikson (1950) agree that between the ages of 

three (3) and six (6), the child learns sex-appropriate behavior. Little 

boys learn they are no longer expected to cry and little girls learn they 

are not to be brash and adventurous. 

There seems to be some question on the ease in which the sex-role is 

obtained by each sex. Freud (1922) on one hand feels that little girls 

have a greater difficulty in accepting their sex-role than do little boys. 

He attributed this difficulty of penis envy by girls toward boys. Brown 

suggests, on the other hand, that because young children are constantly 

exposed to their mothers (the father being absent at work during most of 

the child's waking hours), they would have little difficulty in assuming 

the female role. 

Hartley (1965), in searching the literature, found a lack of 

empirical research in the study of sex-role identification of children 

under three (3) years of age. She did, however, express an opinion that 

although there is a lack of empirical evidence, there is the learning of 

sex-role differentiation occurring while the child is under three (3) 

years of age. 

Jersild (i960) cites a study conducted by Conn in 19^0 in which it 

was found in studying a group of nursery school children, that the 

children between the ages of twenty-seven months and forty-two months gave 

little evidence of being able to differentiate between the sexes. 
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Harup (i960) studied 161 three and four year old nursery school 

children. The findings showed clear-cut differences between the four 

year old girls and the three year old girls. The four year old girls 

were found to be more feminine than were the three year old girls. They 

also found evidence that the sex-role developmental processes for males 

were less complicated than for females. 

Brown (1956) states that sex-role behavior is one of the least 

explored areas of human development. It was Brown's problem to determine 

the nature, patterns and differences of the sex-role preferences in 

young children. He used as his sample 78 male and 68 female middle class 

children between the ages of 5 years 4 months and 6 years 5 months. He 

showed his subjects 36 picture cards depicting various objects, figures 

and activities associated with male and female roles and asked them to 

identify which objects, figures or activities they preferred. His finding 

showed: 

1. There were significant differences between boys and girls 

suggesting a sichotomous sex-role pattern in young children. 

2. A number of children chose a mixed pattern indicating 

acceptance of both roles. This was twice as high for boys as 

girls. 

3. Some children showed an attraction to opposite sex-role. 

This was more common in girls than in boys. 

4. Boys showed a greater preference for masculine roles than 

girls showed for feminine roles. 
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These studies would tend to indicate that sex-role identification 

is developmental. These studies also reveal that there is a need for 

more work in this area. 

The reviewer found several articles which tend to illustrate the 

feasibility of using toys as a criterion for measuring sex-role 

identification. 

Hartley (1962), in a study of 40 boys and 91 girls between the ages 

of eight (8) and eleven (11), found that "playthings seemed to be most 

clearly defined perceptually as indicators of sex-role in children." 

Boys formulated which toys were appropriate for play more clearly than 

did girls. Hartley suggested that there is a tabu on boys playing with 

girls' toys. Apparently, the reverse is not true. 

Jersild (I960) points out that middle class parents allow their 

children a wide choice of toys. Between the ages of three (3) and six (6) 

there is an increased sex-oriented limitations of toys with a rejection 

of non-appropriate play objects. There seems to be a correlation between 

"own sex awareness" and toy preferences. 

Murphy (1947) feels that canalization plays a major role in sex 

differentiation among young children. The young female child is given a 

specific type of toy with thich to play. Such toys might include dolls 

and carriages. It is through the use of these toys that the child learns 

she is different than little boys who play with trucks. The female child 

is presented with a selective number of stimuli during the early years 

and as a result, develops a preference for these stimuli. 
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The material presented in this chapter illustrates the need for 

more studies in the area of sex-role development in pre-four year old 

children. They also illustrate the usability of toys as a criterion for 

recognizing sex-role development. 



CHAPTER 111 

Results 

A total of seven (7) toys out of the possible twenty-three (23) 

were chosen by the three (3) judges as being appropriate for either male 

or female play. Two (2), the steering wheel of a car and a toy truck, 

were designated as being appropriate for male play. Five (5), the doll 

carriage, clothes iron, brooms, wigs, and egg beater were seen by the 

judges as being appropriate for female play behavior. 

Using the methods of summing the data described in Chapter I and 

applying a Chi Square Test to determine if the differences between the 

two (2) sets of data were significant. The differences are described in 

the following tables. 

Toys used as indicators of the female sex-role: 

Broom 

Observed Expected 

Ma 1 e 

Fema1e 

X2 = 24 “ P> .001 

0 13 

1 2i* 

13 



12 

Hales 

Females 

Males 

Females 

Males 

Females 

Egg' Beater' 

Observed Expected 

8 

 V 

22 

36 22 

X2= 18 P> .001 

Wig 

Observed Expected 

G
O
 

7 

6 7 

o 
X = .29 Not significant 

Doll Carriage 

Observed Expected 

20 24 

28 24 

X = 1.33 Not significant 



13 

C l othe s' I r on' 

Observed Expected 

Males 

Females 

X2 = 12.00 P> .001 

The results would tend to indicate that the girls in this sample 

played with the broom, the egg beater and the clothes iron significantly 

more than did the boys. No significant difference in preference for the 

wig and doll carriage between the boys and girls was found. 

Toys used as indicators of the male sex-role: 

T ruck 

Observed Expected 

Males 

Females 

84 48 

12 48 

12 24 

36 24 

X2 = 5k P> .001 
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Car Steering Wheel 

Observed Expected 

Males 

Females 

X = 1.71 Not significant 

It was found that boys tended to play significantly more with trucks 

than did girls. No significant difference was found on the car steering 

wheel. 

Overall Data 

(Sum of data on toys) 

Boys' Toys 

Observed Expected 

Males 

Females 

X2 = 83 P> .001 

132 90 

48 90 

48 42 

36 42 
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GIRLS 1 TOYS 

Observed Expected 

Hales 

Females 

X2 = 28 P> .001 

The overall data revealed that the children in this sample 

significantly preferred to play with toys characteristically identified 

with the appropriate sex. 

48 82 

116 82 

t 



CHAPTER IV 

$ umma ry 

The data illustrates that significant differences (at the .001 

significance level) occurred on three of the five toys used as indicators 

of the female sex-role. These toys were the broom, the egg beater and 

the clothes iron. The wig and the doll carriage were above the .05 

significance level and were declared not significant. Only the truck was 

significant as an indicator of the male sex-role. The steering wheel 

proved significant above the .05 significance level. The overall results 

showed that the toys used as indicators of male or female sex-role 

identification proved highly significant (P> .001 in both cases). That is 

that the girls tended to play significantly more with girls' toys than 

did boys. The reverse was true for the boys. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions were drawn from this study: 

1. The degree of preference by the appropriate sex toward a 

sex-appropriate toy varies from toy to toy; however, the overall 

results seem to indicate that toys are a valid indicator for 

sex-role identification in pre-four year old children. 

2. Although the data would seem to indicate that sex-role 

identification is beginning to become prominent during the age 

period of three to four, there is still some role confusion} 

(i.e. boys playing with girls' toys and girls playing with 

boys' toys). 
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Recommendations 

A review of the research revealed that this area of human 

development has been sadly neglected. The current trend in research 

has viewed the development of the sex-role in children in broad and 

general terms. It is, therefore, recommended that sex-role development 

be studied in terms of, (1) socia1-economic status of the parents, (2) 

number of siblings, (3) peer relations, in order to determine if these 

factors influence the development of sex-role identification. Additional 

research should be done to confirm the present findings in this area. 
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