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ABSTRACT:

This  ethnographic  research  paper
addresses gender roles changes in parenting
as perceived by a diverse population at a U.S.
university. Gender roles in parenting may
seem simple at first glance with the traditional
stereotype of mothers being the caregivers
and the fathers breadwinners. However, this
line between the genders and the roles they
ought to play in parenting is gradually being
blurred as society progresses. For a deeper
insight into this movement, in-depth interview
was used to understand perceptions of people
from different age groups, genders,

backgrounds, and nationalities from a U.S.
university in a more holistic manner. Data
were collected from interviews with 16
participants of American, Italian, Honduran,
Croatian, Finnish, Indian, German-Nepali,
Bosnian, Danish and Thai nationalities. The
findings show that the perceptions of people
towards parental gender roles have become
more “equal” over the course of time and that
there are various causes related to these
changes including education, living
environment, biological make-up and historical
factors.
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Gender Roles in Parenting

Traditionally, parental gender roles involve
mothers being nurturers, looking after the family,
doing household chores, and being responsible for
children’s social and emotional development. The
father, on the other hand, is the breadwinner, and
tends to place more emphasis on the children’s
intellectual learning (Coleman, Ganong, Clark, and
Madsen, 1989: 329). However, gender ideologies
have become more equal in society nowadays.
Besides mothers joining the workforce to create a
dual-earning for the family, the fathers also tend to
share more child-rearing responsibilities with the
mother, though she still takes the primary care-
taking role (Wille 1995: 805). Also mentioned was
the case of stay-at-home fathers; they take on
chores that are traditionally considered “feminine”
and have “similar levels of traditional feminine and

masculine characteristics but less traditional gender
role attitudes” (Fischer & Anderson, 2012: 16).
The popular culture of the U.S., as revealed from
an online magazine, Parents.com, (September 2008
and September 2014), shows a great deviation in
parenting in comparison to the “traditional”” gender
norms. Even though the websites mentioned the
significant changes in parenting and how the roles
are becoming more equal, they still indicate the
necessity of traditional ones for such reasons as
each gender are better at certain aspects of
parenting. This ethnographic research was used to
understand the perceptions of people from different
age groups, genders, backgrounds, and nationalities
towards parenting roles and examine how the
perceptions have been changed.

Trang 104



TAP CHI PHAT TRIEN KH&CN, TAP 20, SO X1-2017

Related Studies

In 1995, a study conducted by Wille
investigated the different societal and -cultural
factors that influence gender roles in parenting.
The study, which involved 70 European American
families with 6-month-old infants, revealed the
tendency of mothers being more involved with the
infants while the fathers worked outside the home
more hours per week compared to the mothers.
Additionally, fathers and mothers among the
participants agreed upon the fact that mothers were
better caretakers for the infants. Besides, parental
reports and observations revealed that mothers
were more involved with the infants and fathers
were employed outside the home more hours per
week than mothers. Both parents rated the mother
as a better caretaker of the infant than the father.
The mother rated the father's caretaking abilities
higher than he rated himself. Paternal concerns
about separations related to employment were also
influenced by maternal employment factors.

Clearly, it is often claimed that gender
ideologies influence the domestic division of labor.
The study by Bulanda (2004) through the National
Survey of Families and Households (N = 1,088)
assessed the effect of both mother's and father's
gender ideology on two measures of paternal
involvement.  Whereas  egalitarian  fathers
demonstrate greater involvement than traditional
fathers, mother's gender ideology failed to predict
paternal involvement. Egalitarian mothers do not
appear to negotiate greater father involvement
successfully.

Zuo and Tang (2000) conducted research that
attempted to look at possible reasons behind
ideological shifts towards egalitarianism. The
findings suggested this to be egalitarianism to be
because men benefited materially from their wives’
financial contributions to the family. More
specifically, the study found that men of lower
breadwinner status and women of higher status are
less likely to hold conventional gender ideologies.

The decline in men’s breadwinner status tends to
promote egalitarian ideology among men.
Generally, the findings show that there was an
ideological shift of men toward egalitarianism
because men benefit materially from their wives'
financial contributions to the family. The empirical
results suggest that both genders are moving in the
direction of egalitarianism. Men of lower
breadwinner status and women of higher status are
less likely to hold conventional gender ideologies.
The decline in men's breadwinner status tends to
promote egalitarian ideology among men.

Another study by Hill and Sprague (1999)
looked at the influence of race and gender roles in
parenting of black and white families. From the
surveys collected from a non-random sample of
parents in 202 African American and 204
European American families in two large
metropolitan school districts, they found that race
and social class interact to shape the
intergenerational  construction of gender in
families. The authors use data from surveys
completed by a nonrandom sample of parents in
202 African American and 204 white families in
two large metropolitan school districts to examine
the impact of gender, race, and class on parents'
self-reports of their immediate priorities and long-
term goals for their children, their view of the
parenting role, and their discipline strategies. The
findings are consistent with multicultural feminist
theory: Race and social class interact to shape the
intergenerational  construction of gender in
families.

In general, the studies reviewed above
demonstrate that the changes in gender roles
occurred because of such factors as men’s
perceptions of gender ideologies, economical
factors involving jobs. Besides, the quantitative
method generates a broad picture of the
perceptions of gender roles and factors affecting
these pictures. None of the studies reviewed used
interview to further dwell into individual
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experiences towards the concepts of gender roles
and parenting and how people actually experienced
these changes. Thus, this study was set out to
explore these aspects.

Methods

Sampling

Sixteen participants were invited to participate
in the research using a purposive sampling method
based on criteria of sex/gender balance (an equal
number of males and females), age range,
nationality (8 Americans and 8 international
participants) and backgrounds (see Appendix A).
People in the sample received a request to take part
in the interviews by either email or Facebook
messaging. However, out of the 16 invited
participants, 4 did not respond so the snowball
sampling approach was used after the purposive
sampling to invite 4 other participants to take part
in the study. This was accomplished by asking
those who had already been interviewed to
introduce more people. Finally, consent from 16
people to participate in interviews for the
ethnographic research was received.

In-depth interview

In-depth interviewing was chosen for the
current study. It is “a qualitative research technique
that involves conducting intensive individual
interviews with a small number of respondents to
explore their perspectives on a particular idea,
program, or situation” (Boyce & Neale, 2006. p.3).
The size of the sample was considered following
the suggestion by Baker, Edwards & Doidge
(2012, p. 10) for a shoot for a sample of at least 12
respondents. As mentioned in the section on
sampling, the current study actually was carried out
with the participation of 16 respondents. The
interview for each individual lasted for
approximately 10 minutes. Clearly, the length for
an interview varies in different studies but it
usually ranges from between 10 and 30 minutes
and up to an hour
(http://marketstreetresearch.com/research-

methods/in-depth-interviews/). In this study, the
length of 10 minutes deems to be sufficient to
serve the purpose of the study to explore the
participants’ perceptions of gender roles in
parenting and how they realized the changes in
gender roles over the time.

Before the interview, a briefing of the topic in
research, the aim, and basic information about the
interview (length, number of questions, etc.) was
given to the interviewees. The interviewees were
also assured of their right to withdraw anytime they
felt uncomfortable. All participants were clearly
informed that they would be audio recorded and
that their answers were being noted. The questions
for the interview were easy to understand and as
open-ended as possible to facilitate further
discussions. The three questions that were posed
during the interview were:

- What are your perceptions of gender roles in
parenting?

- What do you think are the factors/what
aspects of your background do you think have
caused you to have such opinions?

- Do you think gender roles in parenting have
changed over time? If yes, how have they
changed? What do you think are the factors that
have led to those changes? If no, why not?

During the interviews, occasional commenting
was done to show sympathy whenever the
interviewer felt it was right to do so in order to
build rapport. When the interview was over, the
interviewer debriefed and told the interviewees that
all their information and identity would be kept
confidential and that they could ask for more
information regarding the findings of the research
after the study has been carried out.

Data analysis

An inductive content analysis process was
adopted to examine the interview notes. The notes
were grouped into themes that answered the
research questions as mentioned above (see
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Appendix B). Reflections on the findings from the
interviews are presented in the following section.

Findings and Discussion

1. The perceptions of gender roles in parenting

The use of inductive content analysis shows
that the participants were aware of the “traditional”
gender roles in parenting. They all stated, in one
way or another, that the mother is traditionally
considered the nurturer, caregiver, and is
associated with household chores, while the father
is the leader and breadwinner of the family, and
goes to work. Additionally, 19 year-old male
participants from Croatia, India, Honduras, and one
54 year-old American father reflect on how the
image of the father is associated with strictness,
discipline, and a “tougher teaching style” in their
cultures. For example, the mother is often more
tender, loving, and is someone that “you went to
when you didn’t like the discipline that you were
getting from the father”, said the 54 years old
American male. The 19-year-old interviewee, M.,
from Honduras also talked about his culture where
“the mom has to be emotionally attached to the kid.
I think that is what is expected of them.”
Meanwhile, in the Croatian culture, a 19 year-old
male stated that through observing children interact
with their mothers and fathers, it can be seen that
with their fathers, “there’s a clear essence of
respect, but not respect, let’s say fearful respect,
the one that religious people claim they have for
god”. He also said that children tended to be more
relaxed around mothers and more willing to voice
their thoughts.

Another theme that came up in the interview
was decision-making among parents, which was
pointed out by two research participants. A 54-
year-old male recalled that his father made almost
all of the decisions. And A., an 18 years old
Nepali-German who took a Family and Marriage
course in a U.S. university said that her mother and
father have equal say in her family and that
decisions are made together.

The participants also talked about the topics or
activities that they often discussed, found easier
talking to, or did with their mothers versus those
with their fathers (reported by 5 members). For
instance, a 32 year-old American female, who is
also an anthropology major graduate student,
talked about clothes shopping with her mother,
something that she does not do with her father. Or
K., a 19-year-old male from Finland mentioned
talking to his father about politics and sports and
education to his mother. The whole discussion with
participants about their perceptions on gender roles
in parenting reflects that their notions tend to be
more equal and modern. However, there are certain
interests of each gender (such as the topics
discussed with each parent) that is maintained, as
pointed out by Nick Shell in his article on
Parents.com, “The Cross Gendered Roles of
Modern Parents”, and by Fischer and Anderson in
“Gender role attitudes and characteristics of stay-
at-home and employed fathers.” The topics
generally discussed with mothers are related to
shopping and clothes and those discussed with
fathers involve sports and politics, as reported by
the participants.

2. Causes for those perceptions

The interviews show that education plays a
great role in shaping people’s perception of gender
roles in parenting. Two participants talked about
their United World College (UWC) education,
which focused on the international, global aspect of
learning. They claimed that having been a UWC
student, they have a more egalitarian view towards
gender roles in parenting. A 32 year-old American
female said that studying Anthropology, and
Women’s Rights in college has given her “critical
lens and look at things that are considered normal
in society”, and question “why are they normal?
And is it actually right?” Additionally, culture is a
major influence to 9 participants’ (mostly
international  participants)  perceptions.  For
example, in the Nordic culture, parenting tends to
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be more liberal, people are more open-minded and
there is more emphasis on women’s rights
(mentioned by 2 people). While in the Indian
culture, the patriarchal society makes the father the
head of the family. It is possible that there is little
mentioning of culture among American
participants because the American culture is a
melting pot of various cultures. The American
interviewees mentioning culture, however, in that
they had family backgrounds from other cultures
such as Italy, Cuba, etc.

Some participants talked about the effect of the
environment they were brought up in, such as the
way they were raised, their interaction with parents
and experience in an international environment. An
instance is a 19 year-old Bosnian female who felt
equality among her parent’s roles as she
“considered them friends.” Three people
mentioned the influence of their exposure to
“women’s rights”, and modern movements. For a
19 year-old Finnish male, being the son of a
feminist mother has greatly shaped his perceptions
on gender roles in parenting. The factors of
upbringing environment and interaction with
parents could not be found in literature by Cotter,
Hermsen and Vanneman (2011) or Fischer, Jessica,
and Anderson (2012). It is possibly because their
participants of study were mostly older adults or
people who were parents or were expecting while
in this study, there is a wide range of age groups,
gender, nationalities and backgrounds, diversifying
the participants group.

In the interviews, three participants talked
about the biological make up of parents leading to
the different perceptions of parenting roles. For
examples, they mentioned that the mother gives
birth to children and nurses them; hence, the father
has to go to work to assist in providing for the
family, during the phase of the child’s infancy.
This perception supports Fischer and Anderson’s
study in 2012 which focused on biological factors
and children raising.

3. Gender roles in parenting have changed

It was apparent from online parenting sites that
nowadays there are more modern and egalitarian
views about gender roles in parenting. This hints
the changes that are occurring day by day in
families and society. Responses from the
interviewees in the current study also reported the
changes that they perceive in their communities
and in the society today. However, there are slight
variations in the extent to which they think the
parental gender roles have changed. For example, 2
people, both 19 years of age, thought the changes
are not very significant, one (72 years old,
American male) said the changes are very
significant, while the others said there have been
changes but did not mention the level of change.
The difference among the perceived extent of
change may be due to the fact that the older the
participants are, the more changes they have seen
and experienced throughout their lifetimes. The
perceived changes include a more egalitarian view
of the gender roles in parenting and more open
communication between the parents. This data
supports Katz-Wise, Priess, and Hyde (2010: 19),
who documented a more equal parenthood and
claimed that “egalitarian” allows both partners to
contribute to family life.

As for responsibility sharing, all the
participants mentioned female parents joining the
workforce, and gaining earnings for the family. In
other circumstances, the fathers might become
stay-at-home fathers. This is when the fathers do
not go to work and, instead, take the primary
responsibility in caring for the child, just as Fischer
and Anderson said in their article, stay-at-home-
fathers have “similar levels of traditional feminine
and masculine characteristics, but less traditional
gender role attitudes” (Fischer & Anderson 2012:
16). B, a 72 year-old American talked about three
generations of his family. In his parent’s
generation, his mother raised the children while his
father worked. In his own generation, he co-
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parented with his wife. His son, however, is a stay-
at-home-father. This finding is parallel with the
findings in the studies of Zuo and Tang (2000) that
when the fathers’ breadwinner status is lower, they
tend to have a less conventional view of parental
roles.

In addition, five people talked about historical
impacts on this issue, taking World War I, the
Great Depression, and the Industrial revolution as
causes. These are times when women had to enter
the work force because there was a lack of labor. In
addition, globalization must have had a noticeable
influence on the gender roles in parenting. More
specifically, the media, social media, and the
Internet have spread messages about parenting or
promoting equality among the genders in families
from one country to another. Modernization,
especially the development of appliances is also a
cause for the change, as mentioned by the
participants, as they allow family members to have
time for other jobs such as working and earning.
Advertisements also influence the human sub-
consciousness, and women go out to work due to
the availability of a variety of job choices. This
cause of gender roles was not mentioned in the
scholarly articles reviewed in this research; yet, it
makes great sense in the way it has shaped society.
The last reason for the changes in gender roles in
parenting was claimed to originate from the
feminist movement and egalitarianism.

Conclusion

Despite the fact that “traditional” stereotypes of
fathers and mothers are deeply rooted in our sub-
consciousness, the perceptions of gender roles in
parenting have changed over time. This
ethnographic study has clearly shown the great
impact that history, modernization and movement
of the U.S. society has on the breaking of these
stereotypes, forming new trends in parental roles.
The new trends found in this study indicate that
parents, as well as many people of the younger
generations, adopt a more equal view of gender

roles in parenting. The findings of the current study
have pointed out some causes for current
perceptions on gender roles, which were not
covered in the references used in this study. These
causes include the impact of World War I, the
Great Depression, the Industrial revolution;
modernization and globalization which have led to
changes in civil rights and women’s movements
and women’s status with higher level degrees or
jobs. With the participation of 16 participants from
diverse places, the findings of the study indicate
that these participants’ backgrounds have had the
most dominant influence in their view of gender
roles in parenting. Other factors are associated with
age groups and genders. Older participants tended
to see more changes in generations of parents, and
women joining the work force - putting their
husbands in the position to help their wives with
the housework.

However, these findings of the current study
again asserts that the traditional roles of mothers as
care givers and house wives still exist (Wille,
1995) despite the fact that egalitarian ideology of
fathers leading to more involvement with work for
men (Bulanda, 2004). Besides, the breadwinner
status of fathers is challenged when both parents
both accept a more egalitarian ideology (Zuo and
Tang, 2000). Finally, race and social class
interaction also affect gender role.

As there are only 16 participants in this study, it
is hard to generalize its findings. To overcome this
drawback, future research could be conducted on a
wider and possibly even more diverse population.
Furthermore, more background research should be
done for more varied perspectives from former
studies. The current study did not identify careers
and socio-economical conditions in relation to the
perceptions of gender roles of the in-depth
interview sample. It would give more insights if
these factors had been explored. Future research
would gain even deeper insight if cases of gender
roles in same-sex marriages, in single parenting

Trang 109



SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT, Vol 20, No.X1-2017

circumstances, or in extended families, etc., could
be studied. Further research on families who are
deviant-from-the-norm (either not including both
male and female parents, or including more family
members living together who may also play crucial
roles in the family) will help researchers see how

the roles are distributed compared to the basic
family structure of a mother, a father, and children.
Besides, a study to compare gender roles of
parenting in nuclear families with other kinds of
family would shed more light on the topic.

Nhan thirc vé vai tro gidi trong viéc
lam cha me: mdt nghién ctru phéng van sau

e Lé Phwéc Thuc Nhi
Pai Hoc Florida, Hoa Ky

TOM TAT:

Nghién ciu nay tim hiéu nhan thic vé sy
thay déi ctia vai tro gidi trong viéc lam cha me
clia mot nhém khéch thé gém nhidu séc toc
khac nhau tai mét trirong dai hoc & Hoa Ky.
Vai tro gidi trong viéc lam cha me thoat nhin
dwong nhw don gidn véi hinh dnh déc trung:
me la ngwoi cham séc va cha la nguwoi tru cot
gia dinh. Tuy vay, ranh gi¢i gilka cac gidi va
vai tr0 ma cac gidi phai thuwc hién trong viéc
lam cha me dén dan cé sw déi thay do x& hoi
ngay cang tién héa. Pé hiéu thém vé s thay
déi nay, nghién ctru nay da st dung ky thuét
phdng van sdu dé fim hiéu téng thé vé nhan

thire cda céc khéch thé khéc nhau vé do tudi,
giGi tinh, nén tang gia dinh va qudc tich tai
moét trwrong dai hoc & Hoa Ky. Cw liéu duwoc
thu thap ttr phdng vén véi 16 khéch thé cé céc
quéc tich nhw Hoa Ky, Y, Héng-duy-ra,
Croatia, Phén Lan, An D¢, Burc-Né-pan,
Bosnia, Dan Mach, va Théai Lan. Két qua cho
thdy réng nhén thirc cla cac khach thé vé vai
tro gidi trong viéc lam cha me da tré nén “binh
dang” hon theo thoi gian va c6 nhiéu nguyén
nhan dén dén sw thay déi nay bao gém gido
duc, méi trurong séng, yéu té sinh hoc va lich
St

Ttr khéa: nhéan thire, vai trd gidi, lam cha me, phdng van séu
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Appendix A: BACKGROUNDS OF VOLUNTEER PARTICIPANTS

Participant Age range Gender Nationality
1 Over 70 (B) Male American
2 Over 50 (R) Male American
3 18 — 20 (M) Male Vietnamese American
4 18 — 20 (A) Male American
5 18 — 20 (K) Female American
6 18 -20(S) Female American
7 Over 30 (K) Female American
8 18 — 20 (V) Female American - Italian
9 18-20 (M) Male Honduran
10 18-20 (A) Male Croatian
11 18-20 (K) Male Finnish
12 Over 20 (S) Male Indian
13 18-20 (A) Female German-Nepali
14 18-20 (A) Female Bosnian
15 18-20 (H) Female Danish
16 18-20 (N) Female Thai (Chinese origin)

Trang 112




TAP CHI PHAT TRIEN KH&CN, TAP 20, SO X1-2017

Appendix B: INTERVIEW RESPONSES

Research question

Main themes and numbers of
participants

Notes

What are your
perceptions of gender
roles in parenting?

Awareness of “traditional” gender
roles in parenting: the mother is the
nurturer, caregiver, is associated with
household chores. The father is the
leader of the household, breadwinner,
goes to work (All 16 people)

-B, American, 72, said that
before world war I1, women
took full responsibility in
child-rearing in America
and it was not until WWII
that women began joining
the workforces

Participants from Croatia, India,
Honduras, and one American who is a
father reflects on how the image of the
father is also associated with
strictness, discipline, and a “tougher
teaching style” in their cultures.
Whilst, the mother is often more
tender, loving and is someone that
“you went to when you didn’t like the
discipline that you were getting from
the father” (R, American, 54).

“The mom has to be
emotionally attached to the
kid, 1 think that is what is
expected of them” (M,
Honduras, 19)

“Through observation in
the way children interact
with their mothers and
fathers, you can see that
with their fathers, there’s a
clear essence of respect, but
not respect, let’s say fearful
respect, the one that
religious people would
claim they have for god.
While with the mother,
people seem more relaxed
and willing to speak about
what they’re thinking of.”
(A, Croatia, 19)

Decision making (2 people mentioned
this)

-R, American, 54: “My father made
almost all the decisions”

- A, Nepali-German, 18: Mother and
father have equal say and decisions
are made together
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Topics discussed with mother and
father

Causes for those

perceptions

Education
-Going to college, major

-Going to UWC (2 people)

-K, American, 32: Student
of Anthropology, studied
anthropology, women’s
rights in college; this gave
her “critical lens and look
at things that are considered
normal in society” and
question “why are they
normal? And is it actually
right?”

Culture 9 people,
International participants)
-Nordic culture: liberal, open-minded,
emphasis on women’s rights (2
people)

- Indian culture: dad head of the
family

mostly

American participants
rarely mentioned culture
because the  American
culture is a melting pot of
various cultures.

Environment

-The way one was raised
-Interaction with parents
-International environment

A, Bosnian, 19:
“considered them friends”

Exposure to “women’s
modern movements (3 people)

rights”,

K, Finnish, 19: His mother
is a feminist

Biological make up of parents
-Females give birth and nurse children

(3 people)

Do you think gender
roles in parenting have

changed over time?
What led to these
changes?

-Not very significant changes (2
people, both 19)

-Significant changes (1 person, 72)
-Others said there has been a change,
they did not mention the extent.

More egalitarian between the gender
roles in parenting

-More open communication between
the parents

-Father not necessarily the
leader of the house, both
parents have more equal
say
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Sharing  of
participants)
-mentioning of female parents joining
the workforce while some fathers
become stay-at-home fathers

responsibility  (All

B, American, 72: In his
parents’  generation, his
mother raised the children
while his father worked. In
his generation, it was co-
parenting with this wife.
His son is a stay-at-home
dad.

Globalisation
-Media, social media, the internet

-Easier transportation

World War I, The Great Depression,
the industrial revolution

A, Bosnian, 19: “women
started working in the
textile industries during the
industrial revolution.”

Modernization

-Development of appliances
-Advertisements  influencing  the
human subconsciousness

-More jobs that encourage women to
work

Feminist movement
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