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background 
During childhood, parents are the first and most import-
ant individuals who form the base of the content of gender 
stereotypes in children. A parent’s expectations about the 
extent a child’s behaviour should be line with gender ste-
reotypes also depends on the intensity of a parent’s sexism. 
A parent’s sexism may be exhibited in parental attitudes. 
Hence, in our study we analysed the relationship between 
parental ambivalent sexism and parental attitudes within 
dyads of mothers and fathers with a special focus on the 
role of the gender of both parents and children. 

participants and procedure 
Two hundred and ninety-four couples of parents of five-
year-olds (153 girls, 141 boys) participated. The Ambiva-
lent Sexism Inventory (ASI) was used to measure levels of 
sexism, and the Parental Attitudes Scale (SPR) was used to 
assess parental attitudes. 

results 
In terms of the profile of parental attitudes, regardless of 
the child’s sex, mothers and fathers scored highest for 
inconsequent and demanding attitudes, and lowest for 
overprotective and autonomy attitudes. The child’s sex is 
also not important for the overall levels of parents’ sexism 

– fathers exhibit higher levels of hostile sexism in com-
parison to mothers. Only the mothers’ education level is 
important for levels of sexism – women with higher ed-
ucation exhibited the lowest levels of hostile sexism. The 
child’s sex moderates relationships between parents’ sex-
ism and parental attitudes. In the case of mothers of sons, 
the intensity of benevolent sexism is negatively related to 
overprotective and demanding attitudes. The more educat-
ed the mothers of sons, the more demanding they were. 
For fathers of sons, the inconsequence attitude increases 
under the influence of both hostile and benevolent sexism. 
Among fathers of daughters, hostile sexism strengthens 
the overprotective attitude, while levels of both benevolent 
and hostile sexism as well as education influence the au-
tonomy attitude. 

conclusions 
The gender of both the parents and the child moderates 
the relationship between sexism and parental attitudes. 
The role of sexism in shaping the attitude of mothers to-
wards sons is the most prominent – it seems that it guards 
the ‘manliness’ of young boys.
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Background

Gender stereotypes and gender roles 
in a developmental perspective

From a developmental perspective, gender is one of the 
central elements of one’s identity. Gender identity is 
connected with an individual’s sense of femininity and 
masculinity, and defines the degree to which “I” over-
laps with the stereotypical attributes of an individual’s 
sex (Boski, 1999; Mandal, 2004). “I  am a  woman” or 
“I am a man” implies certain notions of femininity and 
masculinity, as well as different elements of gender 
stereotypes (e.g. gender roles and personality charac-
teristics typical for men and women) (Deaux & Lewis, 
1984). Female gender roles are connected with focus-
ing on interpersonal bonds, providing emotional sup-
port, taking care of children, and managing the house, 
whereas male gender roles are centred around finan-
cial decision making and being breadwinners (Liber-
ska & Matuszewska, 2006; Moss-Racusin & Rudman, 
2010; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012; 
Wood & Eagly, 2012). A lot of research suggests that 
gender stereotypes are deeply rooted and resistant to 
change (Biernat, 1991; Diekman, Goodfriend, & Good-
win, 2004), which, for example, is associated with the 
fact that the process of acquiring gender stereotypes 
starts at an early stage of development and takes place 
almost simultaneously with the process of acquiring 
knowledge about biological sex – recognising it and 
later associating it with appearance, behaviours and 
features (Biernat, 1991; Kosakowska, 2004). Already 
in the pre-school period, the discovery of one’s bio-
logical sex and its permanence happens concurrently 
with acquiring knowledge about the differences in 
women’s and men’s behaviours that are typical for 
a  given culture (Williams & Best, 1990; Szmigielska 
& Tomaszek, 2009). 

The number of social roles an individual plays 
increases with age, beginning with those associ-
ated with social relations (friends, acquaintances, 
partners), through those associated with career 
(employer, employee), ending with family (spouse/
partner, adult child, parent). The way each of these 
roles is played depends on very many factors, among 
which biological sex and the attitude towards gender 
roles are key (Bosak, Sczesny, & Eagly, 2012; Eagly 
& Wood, 2012). Undertaking parental roles deserves 
special attention, since they are determined mainly 
by biological sex. Obviously, apart from biological 
sex, which determines the role of the father or the 
mother, it is impossible to ignore gender stereotypes, 
which indicate the norms for fulfilment of maternal 
and paternal roles (Kaźmierczak, 2015). The Bioso-
cial Model of Origins of Sex Differences formulated by 
Wood and Eagly (2002) indicates how the biological 
differences between men and women associated with 

reproductive functions and differences in terms of 
physical strength and body size predispose the mem-
bers of both sexes to undertaking specific social roles, 
such as those associated with parenthood or appear-
ance. Following gender prescriptions and proscrip-
tions may have an effect on an individual’s quality 
of life and psychological well-being, which makes 
this line of research pertaining to gender stereotypes 
and an individual’s health appear to be an important 
health-related issue. 

According to Deaux and Lewis (1983, 1984), gen-
der stereotypes are composed of four components:  
1) personality traits, 2) social roles, 3) appearance and 
4) occupations. In our article we will focus on the 
social roles of father and mother that enact gender 
stereotypes. 

Backlash effects, sexism and social 
roles

One of the manifestations of the ubiquity of gender 
stereotypes is backlash effects (Rudman & Fairchild, 
2004) that relate to the perception of gender incon-
gruent behaviour. As women and men are expected 
to act and behave along gender lines, behaviours that 
are not in line with the accepted norms for a given 
gender are very often subject to social scrutiny. Back-
lash effects and sexism (‘attitudes that reinforce gen-
der hierarchy’) (Glick & Rudman, 2010) concern both 
women and men (cf. Karasiewicz &  Kosakowska, 
2008; Kosakowska-Berezecka, 2012; Rudman et al.,  
2012; Croft, Schmader, & Block, 2015; Kosakowska- 
Berezecka, Korzeniewska, &  Kaczorowska, 2016). 
Throughout history women have been both praised 
and punished for not being feminine enough (Eagly 
& Mladinic, 1989; Glick, Wilkerson, & Cuffe, 2015), 
and the same applies to men (Rudman &  Mescher, 
2013; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). Gendered behaviour 
is hence analysed through the lenses of gender pro-
scriptions, as in Glick’s and Fiske’s Ambivalent Sex-
ism Theory (1996), according to which two kinds of 
sexism depict traditional antipathy towards wom-
en (hostile sexism) alongside affection and positive 
feelings towards them (benevolent sexism). Hostile 
sexism (HS) corresponds to classic acts of prejudice, 
whereas benevolent sexism (BS) is based on protec-
tionist beliefs and the overvaluing of stereotypically 
feminine traits, due to which women who are del-
icate and beautiful are more admired and desired 
by men. Since both forms of sexism have common 
ground, they are moderately positively correlated 
(Glick & Fiske, 1996); this is also observed in Polish 
studies (Pietrzak & Mikołajczak, 2015). Both hostile 
and benevolent sexism are linked with social conser-
vatism and are an expression of preference of conser-
vative values and views on the nature of women and 
men in society (Pietrzak & Mikołajczak, 2015). 
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The Polish stereotype of femininity assumes that 
the fundamental roles of a  woman are that of the 
mother, the responsibility for aesthetics (including 
their own physical appearance and the appearance 
of their home and family members), and a  belief in 
women’s resourcefulness (Liberska &  Matuszewska, 
2014; Mikołajczak & Pietrzak, 2015). Resourcefulness 
refers to the expectation of a well-functioning house-
hold even in situations of limited access to resources 
(e.g. in the era of communist rule). Its inherent aspect 
is a capacity for multi-tasking, valued alongside sacri-
fice, care, altruism and understanding – perceived as 
uniquely maternal and therefore female traits (Mikołaj- 
czak & Pietrzak, 2015). The Polish stereotype of man-
liness, meanwhile, includes such features and compe-
tences as ease of making decisions, self-confidence, 
independence, an analytic mind, the ability to work 
efficiently under stressful conditions, dominance and 
competitiveness (Kosakowska-Berezecka, 2012).

However, it is important to note that nowadays 
the scope of features ascribed to women and men is 
undergoing certain changes, especially with regards 
to what is expected of women. Changes in defining 
the appropriate family and career roles for a  given 
sex are particularly apparent (Chrzan-Dętkoś, Kosa-
kowska-Berezecka, & Pawlicka, 2011). This is why the 
extent to which behaviours of women and men are 
saturated with gender stereotypes may differ greatly 
depending on the cohort. Polish research conducted 
by Pietrzak and Mikołajczak (2015) confirmed higher 
levels of sexism among men and older individuals, as 
well as differences depending on levels of education 
(individuals with elementary education exhibited 
higher levels of both benevolent and hostile sexism 
in comparison to individuals with higher education). 
This variability is of huge importance for the func-
tioning of all social groups, beginning with the family.

Gender stereotyping and parental 
attitudes

During childhood, parents or caregivers are the first 
and the most important people who provide a base 
for the creation of gender stereotypes among chil-
dren. Parental behaviours, attitudes, or ways of emo-
tional response are to a large extent acquired by their 
children. Moreover, our mothers and fathers are the 
first models of behavioural patterns that are consis-
tent or inconsistent with social and gender roles and 
prototypes of parental care (Bochniarz, 2010; En-
dendijk et al., 2013). This is why both indirect and 
direct ways that parents influence their child are of-
ten believed to be among the determinants of how 
a child’s attitude towards gender and sexuality will 
be shaped (Antill, Cunningham, & Cotton, 2003). Pa-
rental attitudes are believed to be among the main 
direct ways that parents influence a  child (Lauk-

kanen, Ojansuu, Tolvanen, Alatupa, & Aunola, 2014), 
and they are expressed in the way the parents ap-
proach their child, tactics of influencing and attitudes 
towards the role of being a  parent itself (Ziemska, 
2009). Gender, of both the adult and the child, is an 
important factor for the exhibited parental attitudes. 
Three components are usually highlighted when 
analysing parental attitudes: cognitive, emotional- 
motivational, and behavioural components (Plopa, 
2007). The cognitive component is saturated with the 
parent’s opinions, their beliefs regarding both them-
selves and the child – with regard to gender roles 
it is directly related to the attitude of the parent to-
wards gender stereotypes (Cunningham, 2001). Also 
the emotional-motivational aspect expressed in what 
the parent says, their emotional expression as well 
as the tone and the timbre of voice is very different 
depending on the child’s sex (Aznar & Tenenbaum, 
2015). The way that grown-ups act towards their off-
spring – i.e. the behavioural component of the atti-
tude – is particularly variable depending on gender 
(Cabrera, Fagan, Wight, & Schadler, 2011). Gender is 
a factor on which it frequently depends whether or 
not grown-ups accept a given behaviour from a child. 
This refers both to the child’s gender (e.g. both moth-
ers and fathers are more likely to allow an adoles-
cent son rather than a daughter to come back home 
late) and the parent’s gender (e.g. mothers have often 
higher expectations from their daughters than sons) 
(De Groof, 2008; Mulvey & Killen, 2015). Therefore 
parental attitudes are usually analysed separately for 
mothers and fathers. 

Parental attitudes have an influence in many 
spheres. Constructs such as style of upbringing and 
which correction methods will be used by the par-
ents and whether they will be successful are under 
the influence of parental attitudes (see Spera, 2005; 
Marchwicki, 2004; Möller, Nikolić, Majdandžić,  
& Bögels, 2016).

Child’s age, parental education  
and parental attitudes

Apart from the gender of the parents and the child, 
the age of the children is a very important element 
modifying the way parental attitudes are expressed 
(Liberska & Matuszewska, 2014). The same parental 
attitude may be expressed differently with regards 
to a  toddler, a pre-schooler or an adolescent (Reby, 
Levréro, Gustafsson, &  Mathevon, 2016; Aunola 
& Nurmi, 2005; Borchet, Lewandowska-Walter, & Ro-
stowska, 2016). 

The education level of the parent is also an im-
portant factor which significantly influences parental 
attitudes. Individuals with higher education tend to 
more frequently have attitudes which foster the posi-
tive development of children (Plopa, 2008).
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Parental attitudes are often described as positive 
or negative (Plopa, 2007). The majority of parental 
attitude models stress their multidimensionality, 
which means that the frequency/intensity of be-
haviours associated with a given attitude determine 
its developmental, supportive, or detrimental char-
acter (Plopa, 2008; Ziemska, 2009). Whereas posi-
tive attitudes, such as acceptance or autonomy, are 
associated with the optimal development of children 
(Spera, 2005; Raboteg-Saric & Sakic, 2014), negative 
attitudes are often said to be risk factors for the oc-
currence of psychiatric disorders among children and 
youths (Young, Lennie, & Minnis, 2011; Witkowska, 
2013; Liberska &  Matuszewska, 2014; Tani, Ponti, 
& Smorti, 2014). Also in this context gender is said 
to be an important differentiating factor. Many clini-
cal and epidemiological studies have been devoted to 
the problem of frequency of occurrence of develop-
mental and psychiatric disorders and have taken into 
account the criterion of sex (see Maschi, Morgen, 
Bradley, & Hatcher, 2008; Eaton et al., 2012; Runions, 
2014; Paulus, Backes, Sander, Weber, &  Gontard, 
2015; Brown, Fite, & Poquiz, 2016). 

Both the aforementioned studies from the fields 
of family and educational psychology, as well as clin-
ical psychology and psychopathology, suggest that 
the level of internalisation of gender stereotypes by 
parents influences their parenting/parental attitudes. 
Parental attitudes, as a tool for influencing the child’s 
development, are an expression of the parent’s val-
ues, beliefs and attitudes. The intensity of sexism of 
a parent is associated with the levels of their expec-
tation of the extent to which the child will develop 
in accordance with gender stereotypes. Therefore 
we assume that parental attitudes towards their own 
child are an influence of sexism. No other studies, to 
our knowledge, have tested this assumption using 
samples comprising both parents.

Hence, in our study we analysed the relationship 
between parental ambivalent sexism and parental atti-
tudes within dyads of mothers and fathers with a spe-
cial focus on the role of the gender of both parents and 
children. First, we formed explorative questions:
1. �What parental attitudes profile is presented by Pol-

ish mothers and fathers towards their five-year-old 
daughters and sons? 

2. �What are the levels of sexism of the studied parents?
3. �Does a parent’s age, their education level, area of 

residence and having one or more children differen-
tiate parental attitudes and the intensity of sexism? 
Moreover, we formed the following hypotheses: 

1. �The intensity of hostile and benevolent sexism of 
parents influences the profile of exhibited parental 
attitudes towards their children.

2. �Sex, both that of the parents and of the children, 
as well as the age and education levels of parents, 
moderates the association between sexism and pa-
rental attitudes.

Participants and procedure

Participants

Two hundred and ninety-four dyads of parents of  
five-year-old children (153 girls and 141 boys) took 
part in the study (M = 5.80, SD = 0.23). The age of chil-
dren was purposely identical so as to exclude the influ-
ence of this factor on the attitudes and be able to fully 
focus on the moderating role of gender. Variables such 
as the age of parents (M

mother
 = 33.62, SD

mother
 = 5.22,  

M
father

 = 35.84, SD
father

 = 5.52) and their education lev-
els (14.23% had vocational education, 37.59% second-
ary education, and 47.81% higher education, fathers: 
32.12%, 36.86% and 31.02% respectively) were con-
trolled for. The area of residence of the participants 
(28.10% lived in villages, 16.42% in small towns, that 
is up to 20 000 inhabitants, 28.83% in towns with 
20 000-100 000 inhabitants, and 26.25% in cities with 
over 100 000 inhabitants), as well as whether the 
child had siblings (35.77% were only children), was 
also taken into account.

Procedure

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory was used to assess 
levels of sexism, and the Parental Attitudes Scale was 
used to assess parental attitudes. 

Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 
1996, Polish adaptation by Mikołajczak &  Pietrzak, 
2014). This scale has 22 items scored on a scale from 
0 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree), clus-
tered into two subscales: hostile sexism (HS) with 11 
items (e.g., ‘Most women interpret innocent remarks 
or acts as being sexist’; ‘Women exaggerate prob-
lems at work’; ‘Once a man commits, she puts him 
on a tight leash’) and benevolent sexism (BS) with 11 
items divided into three categories: Protective Pater-
nalism (‘Women should be cherished and protected 
by men’); Heterosexual Intimacy (‘Despite accom-
plishment, men are incomplete without women’) and 
Complementary Gender Differentiation (‘Women 
have a  superior moral sensibility’). The Cronbach’s 
α reliability coefficients for our sample were .76 for 
mothers and .80 for fathers.

Parental Attitudes Scale (SPR; Plopa, 2008). The 
questionnaire contains 50 diagnostic statements, 
grouped in five dimensions corresponding to five 
different parental attitudes: acceptance-rejection, 
autonomy, overprotective, demanding, and inconse-
quent. The acceptance-rejection dimension describes 
the level of parental acceptance of the child, where 
low scores point to distant, insensitive and rejecting 
(psychologically and physically) attitudes toward the 
child and high scores point to accepting, supporting 
and sensitive parental attitudes. The autonomy di-
mension measures levels of parental respect for the 
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child’s needs and ability to adjust parental behaviour 
to the child’s developmental needs (the higher the 
score, the higher is the acceptance of the child’s 
autonomy). The overprotective dimension measures 
the tendency to consider one’s child as vulnerable, 
helpless and dependent. The higher the score on this 
dimension, the higher is the intensity of an attitude 
that is distrustful and overly preoccupied with the 
child’s future. The demanding dimension focuses on 
parental expectations towards the child. High scores 
in this dimension are associated with more rigid and 
critical attitudes towards the child as well as with 
valuing submissive behaviour in the child. The incon-
sequent dimension measures parental inclination to 
inconsistent reactions dependent on their mood and 
daily situation as well as general parental emotional 
stability (Plopa, 2008). 

The respondents were asked to rate on a  five-
item scale how strongly they agree or disagree with 
statements corresponding to five dimensions of pa-
rental attitudes. The questionnaire is available in 

two versions for examination of maternal and pa-
ternal attitudes. The Cronbach’s α reliability coeffi-
cients for our sample were .85 for mothers and .86 
for fathers.

Results

Parental attitudes

The profile of parental attitudes was analysed first. 
Mothers and fathers scored the highest for ‘inconse-
quent’ and ‘demanding’ attitudes. The lowest scores 
were observed for ‘overprotective’ and ‘autonomy’ 
attitudes (Figure 1). 

Mothers exhibit higher levels of the acceptance-re-
jection, demanding and autonomy attitudes than do 
fathers (Table 1). The gender of the child is of no im-
portance for the intensity of parental attitudes; nor 
are the age of parents, area of residence or having 
one or more children. 

Figure 1. Intensity (in sten scores) of parental attitudes of the studied mothers and fathers.

acceptance-rejection

excessively demanding

autonomy

inconsequent

excessively protecting

5.26 ±2.93

4.90 ±2.45

6.94 ±1.03

6.50 ±1.10

3.13 ±1.85

2.80 ±1.69

7.56 ±1.12

7.67 ±1.32

2.37 ±1.37

2.88 ±1.64 

	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10
                                     mother          father

Table 1

Differences in intensities of parental attitudes between mothers and fathers 

Parental attitude Mother Father Difference

M SD M SD t p

Acceptance-rejection 43.90 5.10 41.46 6.10 6.39 < .001

Demanding 36.56 4.54 35.64 4.75 2.99 .003

Autonomy 31.17 7.48 28.90 7.43 4.95 < .001

Inconsequent 31.40 6.16 31.90 6.75 1.14 .257

Overprotective 24.31 7.08 24.03 7.69 0.55 .582
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Education level was of importance for some of 
the parental attitudes. Mothers with higher educa-
tion have the highest (ANOVA: F = 3.75, p = .025) 
levels of the overdemanding attitude (in sten values:  
M = 7.15) in comparison to both mothers with second-
ary education (M = 6.79, Tukey test: p = .014) and those 
with vocational education (M = 6.77, p = .050). Oppo-
site results were obtained for the autonomy attitude 
(F = 5.63, p = .004) – mothers with higher education 
exhibit the lowest levels of this attitude (M = 2.75), 
lower than the mothers with secondary education  
(M = 3.35, p = .003) and those with vocational ed-
ucation (M = 6.77, p = .003). Interestingly, the lev-
els of the autonomy attitudes were the highest  
(F = 4.21, p = .016) in fathers with vocational education  
(M = 3.10) – higher than among fathers with sec-
ondary education (M = 2.63, p = .035) and those with 
higher education (M = 2.23, p = .006). The main effects 
analysis (parent’s education × child’s sex) did not re-
veal the child’s gender to be important with regards 
to the presented parental attitudes depending on par-
ents’ education.

Parents’ sexism 

In terms of sexism, fathers exhibited higher levels of 
hostile sexism (Table 2) than did mothers, indepen-
dent of whether they were raising a daughter or a son. 
Similarly to the case of parental attitudes, it was of 
no importance whether the child had siblings or was 
an only child, nor was the family’s area of residence 
relevant. The levels of sexism among fathers was also 
not correlated with their age, whereas among moth-
ers sexism became lower with age (r = –.23, p = .007). 
Levels of hostile and benevolent sexism were similar 
among fathers, whereas among mothers levels of be-
nevolent sexism were significantly higher than levels 
of hostile sexism (t = 4.71, p < .001).

Education levels are important for the intensity 
of sexism only in the case of mothers. Women with 
higher education exhibit the lowest levels of hostile 
sexism (ANOVA: F = 4.30, p = .014, M = 27.55) in com-
parison to both mothers with secondary education 
(M = 29.07, Tukey test: p = .041) and those with vo-
cational education (M = 30.23, p = .009). In the case 
of benevolent sexism there was a difference (F = 4.30, 
p = .014) between mothers with higher education  
(M = 31.48) and mothers with secondary education 

(M = 33.75). The analysis of main effects (education  
× child’s sex) did not reveal the child’s gender as be-
ing important for the levels of sexism dependant on 
the parent’s education. 

Sexism and parental attitudes 

Multiple regression analysis was used in order to 
verify hypothesis 1. In the analysis, parental attitudes 
constituted explained variables and sexism, age, and 
the education of parents were explanatory variables. 

In the case of mothers, none of the explanatory 
variables influenced the acceptance-rejection and de-
manding attitudes. Results of the regression analysis 
(R2 = .13, F = 9.56, p < .001) indicate that the levels of 
the autonomy attitude were influenced by: mother’s 
education levels (β = –.14, p = .015), hostile sexism  
(β = –.12, p = .040) and benevolent sexism (β = –.24, 
p < .001). The inconsequence attitude was influ-
enced (R2 = .11, F = 7.87, p < .001) by: hostile sexism  
(β = –.25, p < .001) and benevolent sexism (β = –.13, 
p = .034). The overprotective attitude was influenced 
(R2 = .09, F = 6.86, p < .001) only by hostile sexism  
(β = –.31, p < .001).

Sexism, age and education of fathers did not influ-
ence the acceptance-rejection, demanding and over-
protective attitudes. Results of regression analysis  
(R2 = .09, F = 6.67, p < .001) suggest that the levels of 
the inconsequence attitude were influenced by hos-
tile sexism (β = .26, p < .001). The autonomy attitude 
was influenced to a small extent (R2 = .08, F = 5.70,  
p < .001) by: hostile sexism (β = .15, p = .016), benevo-
lent sexism (β = .13, p = .015) and education (β = –.15, 
p = .010). 

It turns out that the gender of a child moderates 
the relationship between parents’ sexism and paren-
tal attitudes (hypothesis 2). In the case of mothers 
who have a son, there was an increase of the nega-
tive influence of benevolent sexism on overprotec-
tive attitude (β = –.24, p = .005), and overdemanding 
attitude (β = –.18, p = .044). These relations were not 
present in the case of having a daughter. Apart from 
this, the higher the levels of education of mothers, 
the more demanding they were, but only towards 
their sons (β = .21, p = .017).

In the case of fathers, the inconsequence attitude 
increased under the influence of hostile (β = .32,  
p < .001) and benevolent (β = .26, p = .001) sexism, if 

Table 2

Differences between mothers and fathers in terms of intensity of sexism 

Sexism Mother Father Difference

M SD M SD t p

Benevolent sexism 32.46 6.69 32.19 6.66 0.57 .571

Hostile sexism 28.46 5.65 32.28 7.05 7.54 < .001
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they had a son. No such relationship occurred if they 
had a  daughter. Also, the hostile sexism of fathers 
of daughters (not sons) amplified the overprotective 
attitude (β = .24, p = .005). Meanwhile, the autono-
my attitude (only in the case of having a daughter) 
was influenced by: hostile sexism (β = .19, p = .022), 
benevolent sexism (β = .21, p = .011) and education 
levels (β = –.19, p = .018).

Discussion

Profile of parental attitudes 

First, it is important to note that in comparison to 
normalised results, the attitudes of mothers and fa-
thers were consistent. While there were statistically 
significant differences in the intensity of the accep-
tance-rejection and autonomy attitudes, they did 
not cause a change in sten scores. The obtained data 
showed that parents reported low levels of autonomy 
and protection attitudes, high levels of inconsequence 
attitude and moderate levels of acceptance-rejection 
and demanding attitudes. When interpreting the re-
sults, one ought to remember that a different level of 
each attitude is thought to be optimal for a  child’s 
development (Plopa, 2008). 

When analysing the obtained profiles of paren-
tal attitudes in accordance with the intention of the 
test’s author, one ought to consider low scores on the 
scale of protective attitude to be most favourable for 
the upbringing process. This is a  surprising result, 
because a tendency to protect children from any kind 
of risk in their childhood is frequently discussed (Un-
gar, 2009). All participants were parents of five-year-
olds who were in obligatory pre-school education. It 
frequently occurs that children of this age are treated 
like “pups”. Pre-school teachers often state that a lot 
of children who start pre-school education are very 
dependent, because parents do too many things for 
them, both in terms of self-sufficiency (dressing or 
eating), and initiating contact with peers (Sosnow
ska, 2013). On the other hand, one could postulate 
distinguishing between two types of independence: 
that associated with self-sufficiency and that associ-
ated with independent decision making. While most 
parents try to foster the development of self-suf-
ficiency in children, they often limit their right to 
make decisions about themselves (Becker, Ginsburg, 
Domingues, & Tein, 2010; Kelly & Dupasquier, 2016). 
The most common source of these behaviours is con-
cern for their offspring; however, it is also associat-
ed with higher levels of anxiety and depressiveness 
in parents (Erozkan, 2012; Möller et al., 2016). The 
number of social situations in which the children or 
youths themselves make decisions increases with 
age, and this may be associated with intensification 
of parents’ tendencies towards overprotectiveness. It 

is possible that the studied parents of five-year-olds 
were not yet exposed to situations in which their chil-
dren make independent choices. However, it should 
be expected that among some of them the tendency 
for overprotectiveness will intensify in the future. 
Yet the fact that parental attitudes rarely undergo 
drastic changes unless serious life crises occur, such 
as family breakdown (Uphold-Carrier & Utz, 2012) or 
chronic illness of the child (Jankowska, Włodarczyk, 
Campbell, & Shaw, 2015), allows one to remain opti-
mistic that the levels of the overprotective attitude 
will remain low.

Referring to the scales of the SPR test (Plopa, 2008), 
low levels of autonomy and high levels of inconse-
quence attitudes should be regarded as unfavourable 
for children’s development. However, it should not 
be forgotten that there is a need to adjust the atti-
tude to the developmental stage of the child; a  low 
acceptance of the autonomy of a five-year-old may 
simply stem from the age of the child. The closeness 
of parents and children at an early stage guarantees 
stable development based on trust and a  full sense 
of security (Kelly & Dupasquier, 2016). Most reviews 
in the area of educational psychology suggest that 
an increase in the elasticity of parents’ behaviour is 
appropriate, increasing freedom as the child gets old-
er until the period of adolescence, when striving for 
autonomy and self-determination reaches its climax 
(Borchet et al., 2016). Unfortunately the result sug-
gesting a lack of consequence of grown-ups seems to 
be unequivocally unfavourable. Already setting clear 
boundaries in early childhood allows the child to 
learn about the rules governing the world, obvious-
ly with different levels of generalisation: from rules 
that are in place in a given family to general rules 
associated with social life (Borecka-Biernat, 2003). 
Inconsequence results in a lack of sense of security: 
the parent seems unpredictable to the child, as their 
behaviour depends on their current mood. Therefore 
it is difficult to develop a consistent way of perceiv-
ing social situations, and the child is not sure wheth-
er the consequences of their actions will be positive 
or negative, whether they should expect praise or 
punishment for a  given behaviour; moreover they 
have to attend to the parent’s emotions, because the 
parent’s emotions decide on the intensity of rewards 
or punishments. Such situations may cause internal 
insecurity and anxiety in a child (Becker et al., 2010; 
Cabrera et al., 2011).

The average intensity of acceptance-rejection and 
demanding attitudes is believed to be typical for most 
Polish families (Plopa, 2008). The overall profile of 
parental attitudes exhibited by the studied group of 
parents of five-year-olds is quite surprising. Results 
indicating low levels of overprotective attitude and 
simultaneous high inconsequence are inconsistent. It 
seems that parents are not convinced of the valid-
ity of the way they should treat their children. The 
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traditional model of upbringing assumes the domi-
nance of grown-ups (Bakiera, 2006), based on a  set 
of responsibilities that is slowly replaced by a more 
democratic approach and increasing emancipation of 
the children (Płeczkan, 2012; Wakulska, 2014). Meta- 
analyses of changes of social functioning often sug-
gest the existence of a transition period characterised 
by instability and apparent lack of consistency (Can-
cian & Reed, 2009; Majorczyk, 2010).

Both the high consistence of attitudes of both 
parents and, most of all, the lack of difference of 
attitudes depending on the sex of the children are 
striking. Many authors talk about the differential 
treatment of boys and girls (Endendijk, Groeneveld, 
Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Mesman, 2016), but stud-
ies are usually concerned with children in primary 
schools and youths, not preschoolers. While in Polish 
society, parents usually strongly stress differences 
between daughters and sons, maybe in the preschool 
period this applies to the child’s appearance – i.e. the 
way they are dressed, the way their hair is styled, or 
the type of toys they are given (Pomerleau, Bolduc, 
Malcuit, & Cossette, 1990) – rather than the assumed 
parental attitudes. In the period of late childhood and 
adolescence the increasingly gender-specific expec-
tations that are in line with gender roles accepted in 
a  given society become apparent. This is why par-
ents’ sexism was included in this study as a modera-
tor of attitudes. 

Sexism as a moderator of parental 
attitudes 

In terms of the intensity of sexism, the results of the 
current study indicated higher levels of hostile sex-
ism among men, which is in line with Polish findings 
by Zawisza, Luyt, and Zawadzka (2013) and Pietrzak 
and Mikołajczak (2015) as well as other authors re-
searching the phenomenon in other countries (see 
Glick & Fiske, 2001). The precarious manhood theory 
(Vandello & Bosson, 2013) according to which men 
compensate for their masculine insecurity by adopt-
ing more masculine behaviours to recover their mas-
culine status, may serve as a possible explanation for 
men’s higher HS results. However, as distinct from 
the report by Zawisza et al. (2013), in which the levels 
of benevolent sexism were higher than hostile sexism 
in the entire group of participants, in our study both 
types of sexism are on the same level among men. 
The parameter which differentiates the two studies 
is mainly the education level of participants, who 
were students in the Zawisza et al. study and par-
ents of five-year-olds with varying levels of educa-
tion in our study. Other authors also talk about the 
role education plays in sexism (see Glick, Lameiras, 
& Castro, 2002; Garaigordobil & Aliri, 2012; Pietrzak 
&  Mikołajczak, 2015). It is worth highlighting that 

in the present study higher levels of education were 
associated with lower levels of sexism, both benev-
olent and hostile, but only among women. It is pos-
sible to infer that the awareness of sexist behaviour 
increases among women alongside the level of ed-
ucation. This refers mostly to benevolent sexism, 
which is often completely ignored, marginalised and 
treated as a form of elegant or chivalrous social be-
haviour. Additionally, lower levels of benevolent sex-
ism among younger women may suggest the role of 
socio-cultural influences on the intensity of sexism. 
Poland is a country where the “chivalrous” treatment 
of women has a very long tradition: it is still almost 
universal to let women through doors first, to free 
seats for them on public transport and, in some cir-
cles, to kiss the back of a woman’s hand in greeting. 
The present results indicate that such behaviours are 
universally accepted both by Polish women and men, 
which gains particular importance in the context of 
parental behaviours being the central factor influ-
encing how children acquire traditional versus more 
liberal gender roles (Montañés et al., 2012; Hess, Ittel, 
& Sisler, 2014). 

Analysing the relationship between levels of sex-
ism and parental attitudes, the first striking result is 
that there is a  reverse direction of influence of the 
level of legitimisation of sexist behaviours on the way 
children are treated – among mothers sexism low-
ered the autonomy, inconsequence and overprotec-
tiveness attitudes, while among fathers it increased 
autonomy and inconsequence in relationships with 
children. This complex relationship intensifies if the 
sex of the children is taken into account – among 
mothers this influence additionally increased, but 
only with regards to sons, while among fathers there 
are different specific effects on attitudes towards 
both daughters and sons. 

Moreover, it is immensely interesting that sexism 
influences exactly the same attitudes in mothers and 
fathers, yet in the opposite direction. Bearing in mind 
that with regard to each attitude, different levels are 
optimal for a  child’s development, it is interesting 
that sexism in mothers is associated with lower ac-
ceptance of autonomy of sons, while among fathers 
it is associated with higher acceptance of autonomy 
of daughters.

When analysing the cumulative influence of 
mothers’ sexism on their relations with their sons, it 
is possible to say that it increases the consistency of 
their approach – a deeper belief about the rightness 
of distinct gender roles and acceptance of the polari-
sation that exists in society causes mothers to express 
their demands towards their sons in a clearer way. It 
may seem desirable at first glance, yet if we analyse 
this relation in terms of its content, it may turn out 
that there is a clear polarisation of the gender roles 
of a child at a very early stage in the child’s devel-
opment. High levels of sexism in mothers and low 
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acquiescence towards sons’ autonomy may trans-
late into the very clear communication of traditional 
ways of treating boys. In this context the decrease of 
emotionally inconsequent behaviours, which seems 
favourable, may take on a different meaning – lower 
autonomy together with lower inconsequence may 
be exhibited in the form of communications such as 
“you know well how a boy is supposed to act”, and if 
low overprotectiveness is added to that, it is easy to 
imagine how often the message “don’t cry, be a man, 
not a girl, real men don’t cry” is heard in Poland. At 
the same time, this may be associated with communi-
cating the ideal of chivalry by mothers to their sons, 
which involves the adoration of women (benevolent 
sexism) and requirements of strength, courage and 
toughness. Taking into account the children’s age 
(five), the gravity of this observation increases. While 
in adolescence, parents of the same sex are the main 
models for gender roles in children (Montañés et al., 
2012; Hess, Ittel, & Sisler, 2014), in childhood it is the 
mother who is the main caregiver to a child, and her 
opinions serve as the basis for developing patterns 
of appropriate behaviours. Our results can be treated 
as an empirical indication of widespread differential 
treatment of small children depending on gender. In 
the preschool and early school periods, social accep-
tance of play and toys stereotypically assigned to 
the other gender applies almost exclusively to girls. 
They play with “boyish” toys such as cars or tools 
increasingly often – even feminised versions of these  
toys are available, e.g. pink cars for toys (see We-
isgram, Fulcher, &  Dinella, 2014). However, letting 
boys engage in play associated with householding 
raises objections from adults. Buying dolls, baby car-
riages, or dishes for boys is considered by caregivers 
to be unmanly and posing a risk to the child’s gender 
identity. Paradoxically, fathers engage in housework 
increasingly often (Kosakowska-Berezecka, Korze-
niewska, & Kaczorowska, 2016), and a boy who cooks 
dinner or feeds a doll may want to “play dad”, rather 
than to pretend to be a girl. 

In the case of fathers, the relationship between 
sexism and parental attitudes is not so clear. In rela-
tions with sons, sexism intensifies inconsequent be-
haviours, which characterise the changeable attitude 
of a parent towards their child (see Plopa, 2008). This 
attitude is considered unfavourable, or even one of 
the possible causes of antisocial behaviours in chil-
dren (De la Torre-Cruz, García-Linares, & Casanova- 
Arias, 2014; Chinchilla & Kosson, 2016). Frequently 
exhibited high inconsequence by parents is associat-
ed with their own lack of belief in the rightness of the 
child rearing methods they are using (Ziemska, 2009; 
Raya, Ruiz-Olivares, Pino, & Herruzo, 2013). It is of-
ten stressed that a lack of coherent image of self in 
the role of a parent translates into a labile attitude to-
wards the child (de Minzi, 2010). Taking into account 
the relationship between inconsequence and sexism 

revealed in the current study, one can infer about the 
role of fathers’ uncertainty regarding their own be-
haviours, congruent or incongruent with the socially 
accepted gender roles, as well as with current knowl-
edge about the developmental needs of children (chil-
dren, regardless of their sex, require love, patience, 
hugging, and a warm relationship – how can this be 
combined with the requirement to bring up sons as 
independent, self-confident and dominant?). In many 
countries, including Poland, the image of a father is 
undergoing some very intensive changes – from pa-
triarchy to a more egalitarian division of roles (Kosa-
kowska-Berezecka, Kaczorowska, &  Korzeniewska, 
under review; Vandello, Hettinger, Bosson, & Siddiqi, 
2013; International Men and Gender Equality Survey 
(IMAGES); United Nations, 2012). 

Fathers’ sexism is associated with intensity of au-
tonomy and overprotectiveness in their relationships 
with daughters. When analysing this result, it is cru-
cial to take into account the age of the children – in 
Poland the expression “father’s daughter” is used very 
often. This commonly refers to a relationship where 
the father lets his daughter “do anything”; she is “the 
apple of his eye” and his “little princess”. Even these 
phrases themselves are indicative of stereotypical 
treatment of girls. Publications in the field of clini-
cal psychology demonstrate that during puberty, girls 
may be at a very difficult moment in the father-daugh-
ter relationship because of the sudden change in the 
way the young woman is treated (Altman, 2008; Katz 
& van der Kloet, 2010). Higher sexism in fathers (es-
pecially benevolent sexism) may intensify the belief 
that while the daughter is young, she ought not to be 
overly limited by different kinds of prohibitions, and 
one only needs to take care of her safety. 

Conclusions

The current results clearly indicate the important role 
of gender in the relationship between sexism and pa-
rental attitudes. According to the initial assumptions, 
the sex of both parents and children was found to be 
important. Significantly, sex was important not for 
the form of parental attitudes themselves – parents 
exhibited consistent attitudes towards children – but 
for their relationship with sexism. With regard to the 
studied parents of preschoolers, the role of sexism in 
attitudes of mothers towards their sons seems to be 
the most prominent – it seems that sexism guards the 
“manliness” of young boys.

Given the limitation of the study regarding the 
homogeneous age of children – all children were five 
years old – it is worth attempting to analyse the rela-
tionship between sexism and parental attitudes after 
children enter adolescence – as then the attitude of 
both adults and children towards gender roles be-
comes greatly radicalised. 
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