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Sex-role definitions refer to social expec-
tations for and beliefs about the behavior of
women and men which members of a society agree
upon. These definitions have both obvious and
subtle influences on equality of opportunity for
women. Public support for working women's rights
to equal work or pay can form a 'climate of
opinion" within which supervisors, employers, the
courts and legislators operate. Beliefs about
the "natural" traits and competencies of women
can influence how they are evaluated in the labor
market or polity. Traditional norms which make
women's career interests subordinate to their
husbands' can influence women's general labor
market opportunities; for example, by restricting
or increasing their ability to move in order to
find better employment.

Although social scientists have devised a
number of ways in which to measure such social
norms and beliefs [e.g., 6], sex-role attitude
items employed on sample surveys provide one
simple way of doing this. The study of such at-
titudes, viewed as measures of sex-role defini-
tions, is of especial interest at this point in
history. The recent rise of several sex-role
liberation movementsl has been much publicized in
the media, provoking considerable controversy
over the status and roles of women and men. How-
ever, to what extent these movements have brought
about or been accompanied by change in sex-role
expectations and beliefs of the general popula-

tion (not just certain elites) remains unclear.
Since these movements might be expected to in-
fluence publicly-expressed attitudes more quickly
than they influence the structures which deter-
mine women's status attainment opportunities, a
reading of these movements' impact on sex-role
attitudes is obviously of interest at a time when
such movements have become so highly active.

Table 1 displays some typical sex-role at-
titude items employed in national polls and other
national surveys in the past. Such items ad-
mittedly provide what is from many points of view
a superficial measurement of individuals' at-
titudes. In most instances, they make no attempt
to measure the salience of particular opinions or
beliefs, the intensity with which these are held,
the extent to which they are integrated into
self-conscious ideological systems, or the extent
to which they dispose individuals to behave in
particular ways. Such items, however, can none-
theless provide important clues about change in
sex-role definitions. As the study of similar
attitudes towards blacks among the white popula-
tion over the past three decades suggests [7, 11],
observed changes in responses to such survey
items can at least indicate whether it has become
unfashionable or frowned upon to display tradi-
tional prejudices and stereotypes; a change which
can in turn pressage change in individuals' more
deeply felt attitudes about the sexes and their
social roles.

TABLE 1. Simple Percentages Agreeing with Fifteen Sex-Role Attitude Items in Four U.S. Sample Surveys.

[Note: Some figures are preliminary.]

1964 NORC College
Seniors Study?
Attitude Item Men Women

1970 15-Year
Follow-up Studyb
(Women Only)

1970 National 1973 North
Fertility Survey® Carolina Study
(Women Only) (Women Only)

It is much better for everyone

involved if the man is the

achiever outside the home and

the woman takes care of the

home and family. e e

It is more important for a wife

to help her husband[s career]®

than to have [onel]* a career

herself. 76 76

If a wife earns more money
than her husband, the marriage
is headed for trouble. 43 44

Men should share the work
around the house with women
such as doing dishes, cleaning
and so forth.

Women who do not want at least
one child are being selfish. - -

A working mother can establish

just as warm and secure a re-

lationship with her children as

a mother who does not work. 35 54

- 78 65
81 - 68
— - 39
- 53 75
30 - 19
- 47 55



1964 Study

Item Men

Women

1970 Follow-up

1970 Natiomnal
(Women Only)

1973 Study

(Women Only) (Women Only)

A pre-school child is likely to
suffer [emotional damage]* if
his mother works.

66 60

A woman can live a full and
happy life without marrying.

A man can make long range plans
for his life, but a woman has
to take things as they come.

39 38

Parents should encourage just
as much independence in their
daughters as in their sonms.

66 82

Men and women should be paid
the same money if they do the
same work.

A woman should have exactly
the same job opportunities as
a man.

"Women should be considered as
seriously as men for jobs as
executives or politicians or
even President.

A woman's job should be kept
for her when she is having a
baby.

Women should stop expecting
special privileges because of
their sex.

e e

71 49

64
31
87.
95

97

63 78

55 71

58 81

43

*
Words used only in 1964 version of the question.

8Based on a national probability sample of graduating arts and science college seniors of June, 1961,.

who were followed-up by mail questionnaire in 1964.

persons in the sample were age 24 in 1964,
b,

by mail questionnaire in 1970.

®Based on a national probability sample of ever-married women under age 45 in 1970.
This sample contains a representative proportion of blacks
and other nonwhites, and is far more hetereogeneous

collected through household interviews.

the other three samples.
d

The sample contains very few nonwhites. Most

The initial sample for this study was a probability sample of high school sophomores and seniors
residing in small and medium-size metropolitan areas as of 1955.
This sample also includes very few nonwhites.

These individuals were followed-up

Information was

with respect to educational attainment than are

Based on a quota sample of women residing in three North Carolina metropolitan areas who were first

married in 1962-1964 and were married only once and still married (husband present) as of 1973,

In-

formation was collected through household interviews; approximately one quarter of the sample is

black.

Over 90 percent of the women in this sample fall into the 25-34 age range; their educational

attainment is somewhat higher than is that of the comparable age group in the 1970 Census.

eItem asked in 1964, but marginals currently unavailable.

As Duncan [3] has noted, the basic strategy
involved in using survey measures of this type
for assessing social change is replication of the
items over time. In order for this replication
to yield valid estimates of change, however, at
least three conditions must be met. First, the
replication of the items, their wording, response
categories and coding, must be precise. As
several studies [4, 10] have shown, even what
appear to be minor variations here can seriously
alter the stimulus presented to respondents and
thereby change response distributions when under-
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lying opinions are constant.

Secondly, the cross-sections on which these
items are measured must be relatively general and
"representative" of a society's population, and
must also be well-defined enough to permit the
matching of these cross-sections over time. This
latter requirement is especially important when
one is interested in estimating the potential ef-
fects of social movements on attitudes rather than
assessing change attributable to shifts in social
and economic characteristics of the population,



such as educational attainment, church attendance
or labor-force participation rates.

Finally, if survey items are to be used to
study sex-role definitions (not just particular
sex-role attitudes or opinions), each cross-
section studied must include several items, tap-
ping a variety of aspects of these definitionms.
Time series for single items, such as Gallup's
measuring approval of married women working [5],
while of interst, tell us less about overall
shifts in sex-role definitions than do series in
which attitudes towards many aspects of these
definitions are measured.

The analyst concerned with measuring change
in sex-role definitions over time can, in future
years, create a time series meeting these three
requirements by drawing periodic national prob-
ability samples and administering the same at-
titude items to each. Aside from the high costs
of such an enterprise, however, there are two
reasons for first seeking already collected and
available data which at least in part meet these
criteria. First, by analyzing attitude items
from past surveys in terms of individuals' social
backgrounds and behavior, we may better under-
stand what these items generally are measuring;
information that would be useful before we spend
considerable resources on creating future series
of national probability samples. In addition,
previously collected surveys are also of interest
because of the possibility that history may al-
ready have passed us by. While it seems dubious
that the sex-role liberation movements have al-
ready wrought extensive and dramatic shifts in
sex-role definitions, this possibility suggests
it is important to assess change occurring in
the late 1960's and early 1970's, as well as in
the future.

The already collected and available data
containing measures of sex-role attitudes of
which this author is aware leave something to be
desired in terms of the three requirements men-
tioned earlier for using such data to study
change associated with social movements. How-
ever, four surveys, shown in Table 1, conform
with these requirements enough to make analysis
of them at least of interest, even if not defini-
tive. Three of these four surveys employ prob-
ability samples which are national in scope (al-
though in all three the sample universe is much
more restricted than is ideally desirable). 1In
addition, among the four there are 15 items which
are replicated, in most instances precisely,
these 15 covering a variety of aspects of sex-
role definitions. With proper adjustment for
differences among these surveys in sample uni-
verses and sample composition, then, we might
obtain at least prima facie evidence concerning
recent change in sex-role definitions. I will
describe briefly in the remainder of this paper
how this adjustment might be done.

We know from past empirical investigations
of sex-role attitudes in the United States [8, 9,
13] that several individual traits, experiences
and characteristics tend to correlate with sex-
role attitudes. Among younger American women
studied in 1970, for example, educational attain-
ment, work experience, religiosity and race all
have rather marked relationships with responses

to several of the items shown in Table 1 [9].

The simple percentages agreeing with the 15 items
shown in this table thus may differ across sur-
veys for two reasons; either because there have
been genuine historical changes in how people feel
about the sexes and their roles, or because these
samples vary on those social and economic traits
which correlate with individual's sex-role at-
titudes. The latter possibility must be enter-
tained in light of known differences among the
four studies in their social and economic com-
position (see table footnotes).

Two statistical procedures are suggested for
obtaining estimates across surveys which are
interperable in terms of recent attitude change
accompanying the rise of social movements. First,
for individual characteristics which are constants
in some surveys because of restrictions in sample
universes, but which are variables in other sur-
veys, a matching procedure in which analysis is
limited to observations in each survey having the
same range of characteristics is suggested. For
example, in comparing responses from the 1964
study of college graduates with those from later
surveys with more general samples, we would want
to limit analysis of the latter to only those
people who have at a minimum also graduated from
college. Such matching does, of course, restrict

- the generality of the universe for which we are
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investigating change in sex-role attitudes, but
this restriction is important if we are going to
be able to interpret differences among surveys in
terms of social change.

Simple case selection or matching procedures
of this type are likely to remove gross composi-
tional differences between surveys, but even after
such procedures are used, further compositional
differences for characteristics on which there is
internal variation within each cross-section are
likely to remain. Adjustment of attitude re-
sponses for these further compositional differences
can be achieved in several ways, using available
methods. The percentages agreeing with particular
items in each matched subsample can, for example,
be standardized for other social and economic
variables, either directly or indirectly [1].
While an estimate of the magnitude and direction
of change in attitudes over time can be made by
comparing such standardized percentages, this ap-
proach normally does not yield estimates of the
effects of the compositional variables on the at-
titudes; estimates which may be of interest if the
compositional variables have themselves changed in
the general population over time (as is, for ex-
ample, the case for women's labor-force participa-
tion rates).

An alternative approach which both standard-
izes the time comparison for other social and eco-
nomic traits of individuals, and which also yields
direct estimates of the effects of these traits on
individual's attitudes, consists of estimating a
simple regression model of the following form for
a sample consisting of the two matched cross-
sections we are comparing:

A=a+ blxl + b2X2 + ...+ ann +dT+e.

Here, A is a dummy variable measuring whether the
individual agrees with a given attitude item or



not; a 1is the equation intercept; the b; are
partial coefficients associated with various in-
dividual social and economic traits measured by
the X;; and d 1is the partial coefficient for a
dummy variable, T, which measures whether an ob-
servation falls into the later cross-section or
the earlier one (e is the error term).3 The di-
rection and magnitude of change in attitudes over
time not directly attributable to individual
traits is estimated by the coefficient, d. If
the sex-role liberation movements are being ac-
companied by change in public sex-role defini-
tions consistent with their ideological thrust,
then we would expect this coefficient to have a
sign indicative of more egalitarian sex-role out-
looks in the later cross-sections than in the
earlier ones. -

How well this procedure will suffice for
estimating changes over time depends not just on
the quality of the original data, but also on how
well the regression model used to estimate change
is specified. If our understanding of the de-
terminants of individual attitudes suggests to us
that our regressions include all relevant Xj,
then we will be able to interpret the coefficient,
d, in terms of historical change with some con-
fidence. If, however, we are uncertain as to
what particular X; belong in our model, or have
adequate measures of only some of the Xj we think
are relevant, then our ability to interpret this
coefficient in terms of recent social change will
be considerably lessened. Thus, as is also the
case in studying change in other forms of social
behavior and ideology [2], the building of a
theory or causal model of sex-role attitudes and
definitions is an important accompanyment to the
analysis of social change. The statistical pro-
cedures involved in matching or in regression
analysis will take us only as far as our sub-
stantive understanding of people's attitudes will
allow.

FOOTNOTES

1We include here the gay and men's libera-
tion movements, as well as the women's liberation
movement.

2The availability of many items tapping dif-
ferent aspects of sex-role definitions is in part
important because such items can be analyzed
within each cross-section for underlying di-
mensions, internal consistency and other charac-
teristics indicating the structure and nature of
these definitions.

3Because the dependent variable in this
example can take on only two values, techniques
such as logit analysis [12] would be more appro-
priate for estimating the parameters of the model
than would ordinary least squares.
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