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ABSTRACT

With smaller families now being the trend, there 
is greater likelihood of being in a family with same- 
sex children. Using family constellation theory as 
background, this paper explores the hypothesis that 
there are effects on a mother who has no daughter 
(tilted) that are different from the effects on a 
mother who has both son and daughter (geometric). 36 
mothers, 16 tilted and 20 geometric, were surveyed 
through the use of a specific testing instrument, the 
Mother’s Questionnaire, to discover potential 
differences in five areas of family functioning: 
feelings of loss, socialization, isolation of the 
mother, uniqueness of this family structure and 
psychological distress. The findings, through 
correlational statistics, indicate that tilted mothers 
experience a feeling of loss for not having children 
of both genders, experience some isolation from being 
the only female, and describe the advantages and 
disadvantages of their families in very different ways 
from the geometric mothers.



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

We will raise a family 
A boy for you, A girl for me,O h , c a n ’t you see
How happy we would be? (Caesar, 1924)

In recent years in the United States there clearly 
has been an increase in the number of couples who 
expect to have only two children, from 25% in 1960 to 
43% in 1974. (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1975). Or, 
put in a different way, "Women averaged about two 
children in 1980 Versus three in 1950" (Gibson & Fast, 
1986, p. 101). There is also evidence to show that "a 
majority of couples want children of each sex. 
Presumably, this is because boys and girls play 
different roles in the family apart from any economic 
considerations" (Freedman, Freedman, & Whelpton, 1960, 
p. 142). In earlier times when larger families were 
the norm, the chances of having children of both sexes 
were high. With the recent trend of decreasing family 
size, the chances of having children of both sexes has 
decreased (Falconer & Ross, 1987).

Family constellation theory, the idea that the 
composition of a family determines to a certain degree 
the behavior of the individual members, has received 
much attention from researchers and therapists who



work with families (Toman, 1976; Hoopes & Harper,
1987; Leman, 1985). Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956) 
formalized A dl er ’s theory of the role that siblings 
play in a person’s psychological development. Much of 
family constellation theory focuses on o n e ’s sibling 
position as it affects o ne’s personality development 
and behavior (Toman, 1976). Related to this, Bank and 
Kahn (1975) summarized that sibling relationships were 
important, powerful, and often overlooked, forces in 
understanding family dynamics. There also has been 
considerable research on the topic of o ne’s sibling 
position and that of o n e ’s spouse: complementary 
versus non-comp!ementary pairings, (Toman, 1976;
Hoopes & Harper, 1987; Leman, 1984). A third area of 
research concerns the relationship between parent and 
child: asserting that the quality of the relationship 
is partly dependent upon the degree of complementarity 
of the sibling positions of the parent and child 
(Toman, 1976; Hoopes & Harper, 1987; Leman, 1985).

One important missing piece in family 
constellation theory, however, is the possible impact 
of children on their parents. That this is so is, 
historically, understandable. The most significant 
development, in the early part of the 20th century,



for our contemporary understanding of the child, was 
Freudian theory (Bell & Harper, 1977). His writings 
outlined the developmental phases through which a 
child passes in his/her interactions with parents: 
dependence, power struggles, and finally, 
identification with o n e ’s own sex (Toman, 1976). Toman 
adds:

One might argue that the theory of family 
constellations is an articulation of the 
consequences of this development under 
different types of a child’s social 
environment (p. 283).

Freud’s early formulations of the child as 
impressionable and helpless eventual 1y gave way to a 
concept in which the child was seen as powerful and 
capable of modifying reality. Piaget (1929) also 
concluded that the qhild acts on his/her environment. 
Yet, in general, child development has been viewed 
from the standpoint of the effects that parents have 
on their children, with little consideration for the 
reciprocal effects that children have on parents (Bell 
and Harper, 1977). Although it may seem obvious that 
children do, indeed, have an effect on their parents 
(e.g. the effect a crying infant has on its



caregivers), it is only in the last two decades that 
research has focused on the reciprocal nature of 
parent-child interaction, from such diverse sources as 
Skinner (1964, 1971), who detailed the ways in which a 
learner modifies the change agent, and Lewis and 
Rosenbaum (1974), in their book on infant-effects on 
caregivers. Bell and Harper (1977) provide an 
historical perspective as well as a thorough 
compilation of research from human and other animal 
species, to theorize on the type and extent of effects 
that children have on their parents.

One such area, concerning the possible effects 
that children have on their parents, and the focus of 
this particular study, involves families in which 
children are the same gender. Falconer and Ross (1987) 
have named this "the tilted family" (p. 649). They 
argue that a family which is tilted has unique 
developmental issues that affect its functioning, 
especially felt by the parent who has no children of 
his/her own gender. Fishbein (1981) noted the often 
intimate relationship between structure and function: 
that, "given the requirements of certain tasks, some 
structures are more likely to lead to the competent 
accomplishment of those tasks than others" (p. 312).



Whereas no particular family structure is inherently 
pathological, different family constellations may be 
prone to particular developmental issues.

Purpose of this Study
Family constellation theorists believe that the 

composition of a family to some degree determines the 
behavior of the individual members. However, they have 
mainly looked at the effects that birth order and 
siblings play in a child’s psychological development. 
From another perspective, developmental theorists have 
largely focused on how a parent’s interactions 
influence his/her child; however, there is growing 
evidence from studies of infants and their caregivers 
that there are reciprocal effects, that is, not only 
does the adult influence the infant, but the infant’s 
behavior and expressions have some effect on the adult 
as well (Lewis & Rosenblurn, 1974; Bell & Harper,
1977). At this point a question arises. If a child has 
an effect on the adult caregivers, what effects might 
there be on the parent(s) in a family whose children 
are the same gender? As stated earlier, Falconer and 
Ross (1987) call this particular family constellation 
"tilted", and they describe how the effects would be 
felt most strongly by the parent who has no children



of his/her own gender. Specifically, this study is 
concerned with one-half of this question. The purpose 
of this study is to examine the possible effects on 
mothers who have sons only, by comparing a group of 
these mothers with a group of mothers who have a son 
and a daughter.

Given the fact that family size in America is 
decreasing, there is a greater likelihood now and in 
the future that the children in a family will be the 
same gender, rather than some combination of boys and 
girls. T h u s , if there are effects felt by a mother who 
has sons only, then this knowledge will become 
increasingly significant to anyone who wants to 
understand family process, and who, in working with 
families, attempts to help them understand their own 
particular family’s dynamics.

Also, since there isn’t yet any research that 
approaches the family from this perspective, it is 
hoped that this study will begin to collect data in 
this area, adding one more piece to our understanding 
of the family and how various members are impacted due 
to differing circumstances.



Questions for Consideration 
Based on Falconer and Ross’ observations (1987) 

there are five specific issues relating to family 
functioning that will be examined in this study. The 
specific issues to be examined in this study are:
1) A sense of loss, with potential feelings of quilt 
and failure. A majority of couples want a child of 
each sex (Freedman, Freedman, & Whelpton, 1960). When 
this happens the couples express feelings of being 
complete or lucky, and see no reason to expand their 
family (Pol it-O’Hara & Berman, 1984). When couples 
hope or expect to have a child of each sex, and this 
does not happen, the hypothesis is that they then have 
to d e a l , in some way, with their loss (Falconer &
Ross, 1987). For example, Polit-O’Hara and Berman 
(1984) state that, "Often, parents with two girls or 
two boys are tempted to try again with the hope that 
they will have a child of the opposite sex." (p. 167). 
How do couples express or deal with this lost 
expectation?
2) Problems in socialization and role behavior within 
the family. Fishbein (1981) discusses that female 
children are more likely than males to be involved 
with and support family norms by carrying out



household chores, staying close to mother and helping 
her, and caring for younger siblings. Indeed, 
according to a recent Nova production (1983), parents 
hold expectations for their offspring based solely on 
gender from the moment of birth; despite biological 
realities, 20 years of feminism, and experiments in 
non-sexist child-rearing, these gender stereotypes 
persist, and parents act significantly different with 
their newborn sons than with their daughters based on 
the gender expectations they hol d . Falconer and Ross 
(1987) discuss that in a family which has a child of 
each sex,

The father is able to project onto his son his 
maleness, and his hopes for the future, mother 
is able to project onto her daughter her 
femaleness, and her hopes for the future. The 
son, in turn can identify with father, the 
male role, and find continuity with his past; 
while the daughter is able to identify with 
mother, the female role, and also find 
continuity with her past. The marital 
relationship can be a model for the boy and 
girl within this small but balanced family 
unit (p. 650).



If this is the expectation, then what adjustments are 
made in a tilted family, where there is no daughter to 
identify with mother and the female role, nor carry 
out the functions that a daughter performs in a 
geometric family, nor onto whom the mother can project 
her sense of femaleness? Does mother do all the tasks 
that have been identified as "women’s work", or is 
there a more egalitarian sharing of tasks, either out 
of recognition that it’s too much for one person, or 
that it’s not "women’s work" but family work? And with 
whom does mother identify most?
3) Potential isolation for a mother who does not have 
a child of her own gender. According to Falconer and 
Ross (1987),

Mother may become isolated and more uncertain 
of who she is or how she should behave....
Gender confusion may develop.... Wishes for 
opposite-sexed children are often projected, 
displaced or denied. A child may be treated as 
a member of the opposite gender or allowed to 
run wild, expressing the family’s frustration 
.... A father may give up part of his 
masculinity in a female world and become 
increasingly uncertain of what choices are



his. He may deal with this issue by becoming 
rigid and authoritarian, not allowing choice 
among "the women". The reciprocal case applies 
for mothers (p. 651).

A mother may seek balance by looking outside her 
family for her "little girl", in a niece, neighbor, 
her own mother, or other female friends (Falconer & 
Ross, 1987). What is it like to be a female in an 
otherwise all-male world?
4) A sense of uniqueness of this family structure. 
Clearly, couples’ expectations are that they will have 
children of each sex (Freedman, et a l ., 1960). How 
does a family which doesn’t fit the expectations of "a 
boy for y o u , a girl for me", see itself?
5) Differences between mothers from tilted families 
and mothers from geometric families on a measure of 
psychosomatic distress. Falconer and Ross (1987) 
postulate that the perfect symmetry in a geometric 
family makes it prone to its own set of potential 
problems due to the structural stability. When a 
couple gets what it wants (a boy and a girl), there 
may be a greater fear of disruption of that stability. 
Also, the Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry, GAP 
(1973) discusses that the reaction to loss may include



depression, lowered self-esteem, sadness, humor and 
increased irritability. Is the geometric family more 
prone to psychosomatic problems? Is the tilted family 
more likely to exhibit depression, lowered self
esteem, sadness or increased irritability? Will there 
be a different profile for mothers from tilted vs. 
geometric families?

Because this is a pilot study of a subject on 
which there is yet no research, it is unclear just 
what the results might show. It is the purpose of this 
study to uncover any differences between mothers in 
tilted vs. geometric families.

Definition of Terms
The following terms are defined according to their 

use in this study:
Family.-- A mother and father and their two children, 
either two sons or one son and one daughter, which 
according to Murdock, comprise "a social group 
characterized by common residence, economic 
cooperation and reproduction" (Murdock, 1949, p. 4). 
Tilted Fami1v --A family in which the children are the 
same gender (Falconer & Ross, 1987).
Geometric Family--A family which has a child of each 
sex (Falconer & Ross, 1987).



Family Constellation Theory--The theory that explores 
the importance of birth order (of the parents as well 
as the children) as an influence on the behavior of 
the members of the family. Sibling position influences 
a child’s psychological development: Children develop 
characteristic response patterns according to their 
particular birth o rder. Particular combinations of 
birth orders are more complementary than others, as 
when discussing spousal relationships. The different 
birth orders of the parents may help to explain why 
each parent favors a different child (Leman, 1984).
ChiId-effects--This is an abbreviation for "the 
effects that a child has on his/her parents" (Bell & 
Harper, 1977).

Assumptions
The following assumptions have been identified as 

they relate to this study on the tilted family and the 
possible effects on the mother in such a family. It 
was assumed that:
1. Socialization is reciprocal, involving mutual 

learning by both the adult and the child in a 
family; thus, mothers are continually 
influenced by their children in various ways,



rather than being developmental1y fixed prior 
to bearing children (Bell & Harper, 1977).

2. The severe problems of families that are 
receiving psychiatric treatment are also 
observable in a normal population as trends 
and patterns. The hypotheses of Falconer and 
Ross were based on observations of families 
undergoing therapy at a Mental Health C enter.

3. The instruments used in this research measured 
the variables that were being studied.

4. The women who responded to the request for 
their participation answered the research 
instruments candidly.

Summary
This research studied families containing two 

children in which both children are male, a tilted 
family, and considered the possible effects that these 
sons have on the mother. The effects under study were 
1) a sense of loss, 2) problems in socialization, 3) 
potential isolation for a mother who has no daughter,
4) a sense of uniqueness of this family structure, and
5) differences between mothers from tilted families 
and those from geometric families on a measure of 
psychosomatic distress.



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction
This review was initially prepared to investigate 

studies and relevant literature pertaining to the 
tilted family. This initial goal was not met due to 
the negligible amount of literature on this subject. 
For this reason, the following literature review 
examines those studies and articles that contain 
pertinent information regarding various aspects of 
family life that will be of some significance to the 
focus of this study, the tilted family and its effects 
on mothers. The areas to be covered in this chapter 
include the following: 1) Size of family and 
preference for children of each sex. 2) Parental 
expectations related to gender of child.
3) Socialization within the family and transmission of 
gender roles. 4) Sibling set configuration and family 
dysfunction. 5) Studies of child-effects on the 
parents. 6) Family constellation information as it 
relates to possible effects on mothers.
7) Expectations, losses and disappointments in 
parenthood.



Size of family and preference for children
of each sex
Numerous sources (Lewis, 1984); Gibson & Fast, 

1986; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1974) have detailed 
the decline in family size over the last few decades 
so that by 1979 a woman was more likely to have two 
children than three or more. Factors influencing the 
popularity of the two-child family are many: increased 
economic costs of raising children today that outweigh 
the economic value of having many children, changes in 
contraceptive use, women’s employment, women’s roles, 
divorce rates, societal expectations that fewer is 
better, and to avoid having an only child (Polit- 
O ’Hara & Berman, 1984). Complicating this decrease in 
family size is the preference of couples for at least 
one child of each sex (Freedman, Freedman & Whelpton, 
1960), and the observation that this preference does 
significantly influence whether couples with two, 
three, or four children expect to have and do have an 
additional child. Freedman, et a l . (1960) outlined 
that the maintenance of every society depends on a 
reasonable balance of the sexes. Preference for one or 
the other sex will vary with the nature of the 
society, especially with regard to male and female



roles. Gittins (1985) concurred, stating that in those 
societies where property is crucial, sons are desired 
as heirs to the property and family name, while 
daughters needing to be married off are less 
desirable. Cross-cultural data (Arnold and K u o , 1984) 
indicated that "people in most cultures demonstrate a 
pronounced preference for sons, although a desire for 
a balance in the number of sons and daughters is also 
common" (p. 317). They further found that daughters 
were valued for their household help including child 
care and for personality characteristics which made 
them good companions for the mother; sons were 
expected to contribute more to the family welfare, 
provide help in emergencies, and carry on the family 
n a m e . They concluded the greater the difference in 
sex-role expectations for sons and daughters, the more 
likely there will be a preference for one or the 
other, particularly for sons. Couples who already had 
more daughters than sons were still found to prefer 
more sons than daughters. Another cross-cultural study 
(Ozioku & Okw u , 1986) concluded that family size and 
sex of siblings had no appreciable effect on parental 
satisfaction... However, mothers preferred larger 
families...while fathers preferred more sons. The



Freedman, et a l . (1960) study found that the influence 
of sex preference increased with the size of family 
within the two-to-four child range studied. It was 
thought that as family size increases, those with 
children of only one sex are considered more and more 
"deviant" when compared with other similar-sized 
families, since the larger the family the more likely 
it would be, statistically, to contain children of 
both sexes. Also, since most of the gains derived from 
children can be realized with the smaller number, 
those who continue to have children may be those with 
special needs such as the desire to have children of 
each sex. They concluded that since Americans do value 
having children of each sex, more research is needed 
to study the differential functions of sons and 
daughters in the American family. Polit-O’Hara and 
Berman (1984) discussed the feelings of luck, 
completeness, or of having the perfect family that 
couples experience after giving birth to a son and a 
daughter, and which the couples state as a reason for 
not having more children. On the other hand, couples 
with two children of the same sex are tempted to try 
again with the hope that the next child will be of the 
opposite sex and will provide some balance in the



family composition. Hoffman (1977) found that parents 
generally wanted children of each sex, although there 
was a clear preference for boys, in most countries 
throughout the world, and also that couples were more 
likely to continue having children if they have only 
girls, in order to try for a boy. She also found there 
were different reasons for wanting a son vs. a 
daughter. Reasons that mothers gave for wanting a son 
were to please the husband, carry on his name, and be 
a companion to him. Reasons for wanting a daughter 
were for companionship for herself, more fun to dress, 
more obedient, easier to raise and more household 
help.

Belotti (1976) wrote of the preference for 
opposite gender children: ideally, the first be a boy, 
followed by a girl. Two boys will be welcomed (because 
of the societal preference for males), but a second 
daughter would be a disappointment.

Parental expectations related to gender of child
The first question new parents ask is, "What is it 

-- a girl or a boy?" (Moore & Frost, 1986; Gifting, 
1985) And, receiving an answer, begin to generate 
expectations for that child based solely on the 
child’s gender. Drs. Rubin, Proyenzano and Luna (1974)



found that within twenty-four hours after birth, 
infant girls were described as softer, more finely 
featured, smaller, and more inattentive, while infant 
boys were larger featured, better coordinated, more 
alert, stronger, larger and hardier. Despite the 
biological reality of greater vulnerability for the 
male sex, the remarkable changes in sex roles for men 
and women over the past twenty years, and the trend 
toward thinking that young children should be treated 
alike, regardless of gender, the stereotypes persist, 
and have had little effect on how most parents 
actually raise their children (Nova, 1983; Statham, 
1986). The initial descriptions of infant girls and 
boys soon leads to differential behavior by parents 
toward their young based on the child’s gender. Moore 
and Frost (1986) and the Nova production (1983) agreed 
that whereas a father tends to play more active games 
with either gender child than a mother will, he will 
usually get more involved with a son than with a 
daughter, will play rougher, and will expect more of a 
son in terms of learning and achievement. Girls, on 
the other hand, will get more passive cuddling from 
both parents. Snow, Jack!in and Maccoby (1983) 
suggested that parents may tend to. make less



distinctions in the type of toys offered to girls, 
while still steering boys away from ’feminine’ items. 
Moore and Frost (1986) agreed, adding that mothers and 
fathers discourage ’feminine’ traits, often perceived 
as weakness, in boys; conversely, they tolerate more 
messiness in boys. Drs. Block and Block, in a long
term study of children (Nova, 1983), echoed the 
findings of an earlier study by Aberle and Naegele 
(1952), and identified that parents held very 
different dreams for their sons and daughters, and 
directed their expectations and behaviors toward those 
ends. For sons, an emphasis was placed on achievement, 
independence, ambitiousness, controlling o n e ’s 
feelings, self-reliance and aggressiveness. Daughters 
were encouraged to have lady-like behavior and be 
dependent, loved for emotional rather than cognitive 
qualities, and expected to be trustworthy, truthful, 
sweet and affectionate. Girls developed in a more 
supervised, structured environment; thus, there was 
decreased opportunity to experiment and take risks 
boys generally experienced. Belotti (1976) perceived 
that parents value a son for what he will be, a 
daughter for what she will give. Weitzman (1985) 
described significant differences between m o t he r s ’



communication to daughters and son s . Mothers 
consistently give more verbal stimulation to sons of 
the type thought to facilitate cognitive development. 
This differential treatment is only somewhat lessened 
by nontraditional mothers.

It is obvious from all these studies that parents 
have very different expectations for their offspring, 
based on gender. Rubin, et a l . (1974) concluded these 
differing expectations certainly affect the nature of 
the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between parent and child and impacts 
upon the behavior of the parent as well.

Socialization within the family and transmission 
of gender roles
The socialization process is closely related to 

the expectations parents have for their child based on 
the child’s gender. Spiegel (1968) wrote that there 
are four principal ways roles are sorted out in any 
particular social situation (e.g. a family) and 
suggested sex roles are ascribed (rather than 
achieved, adopted or assumed): they are universally 
expected and the person has little leeway in deciding 
to accept or reject the role.

In a review of several research studies, Fleck 
(1978) reported males and females generally perform



different tasks within a family system. Herbst (1968) 
was more specific in identifying the different areas 
characterized by the specific tasks. The areas were 1) 
w i f e ’s duties 2) common household duties 3) husband’s 
duties 4) child care 5) economic 6) social. More 
importantly, he found a pattern existed that would 
determine the order in which various family members 
participated in the different activity areas. For 
example, a husband will first assume the husband’s 
duties (mow lawn, e t c ) ,  as well as the social and 
economic areas (at least minimally); as he 
participates more fully he will assume (in order) some 
of the child care, then the common duties (dishes) and 
last, the w i f e ’s duties (laundry). The wife assumes 
the w i f e ’s duties, care of children and social 
activities, as a minimal level of participation. She 
would next enter the common duties and then into the 
economic area before taking on husband’s duties. As 
children grow and begin to participate in more 
activities there are certain areas in which they have 
no regular participation: for boys this is the w i f e ’s 
duties and for girls it is the husband’s duties. Thus 
by age eight "complete role differentiation by sex has 
thus already taken place" (p. 346).



Hoffman (1977) reflected this finding in her 
statement, "sex differences in socialization reflect 
adult role expectations that females will be mothers 
and males will be workers" (p. 644). However, she 
added that because of smaller families, longer lives 
and increased employment by women, motherhood takes up 
less of a woman’s life; as these social changes 
continue, the sex-1 inked differences in socialization 
may diminish. Nine aspects help to explain the 
different socialization experiences of boys and girls: 
1) Parents’ preference for boys, including the very 
different reasons women give for wanting children of 
each sex, 2) Perception of infant girls as more 
vulnerable, 3) Encouragement of boys independent 
explorations. It is not so much that girls are trained 
to be dependent as they are deprived of any training 
to be independent, 4) Toys. Girls’ toys represent the 
mother role, while boys’ toys represent the world of 
work, 5) Children’s literature. Children incorporate 
gender roles by observing behaviors appropriate for 
their sex. In stories and on television males 
generally are portrayed as more active and less 
expressive than females, 6) Household tasks. Girls are 
assigned "women’s" tasks and boys are assigned "men’s"



tasks, 7) Parents are more concerned with their son s ’ 
cognitive and career achievements and with their 
daughter’s interpersonal learning, 8) Parents expect 
that sons more than daughters will control their 
emotions, 9) The increase in the numbers of employed 
mothers coupled with an increase in child care 
provided by fathers, both of which will have far- 
reaching effects on socialization of children.

In a study of gender-role acquisition by children, 
Brim (1968) wrote that siblings play a big and often 
unrecognized part in o ne’s gender-role learning, that 
a child would be helped in differentiating between 
father’s and mother’s roles if he/she had a cross-sex 
sibling, and that cross-sex siblings will have 
assimilated more traits of the opposite sex than will 
same-sex siblings (and a more pronounced effect in a 
younger, rather than an older sibling). These findings 
seem reflected in a later study by Barber (1979) on 
sex-role stereotyping. She concluded that in families 
with children of both sexes, sex-role stereotyping is 
not apparent; whereas, in families containing multiple 
children of the same sex, there is some sex-role 
stereotyping. She asks, "Is there something about a 
family having more than one child of the same sex that



changes its group image and makes it fertile soil for 
sex-role stereotyping?" (p. 104). She suggested that a 
crucial time in families may be when a second child is 
born who is the same sex as the first child, a time to 
decide whether to encourage or discourage sex-role 
stereotyping.

Sibling set configuration and family dysfunction
In a study of 488 families at the Philadelphia 

Child Guidance Clinic, Fishbe in (1981) exp!ored the 
effects of the childrens’ gender and birth order on 
family dysfunction. He found that (1) Families with 
all-girl siblings were the least represented in the 
sample. (2) Families with all-boy siblings were in the 
middle. (3) Families with mixed-gender siblings showed 
a difference depending on birth order: the boy/girl 
configuration was the most represented in the sample, 
far more than expected by chance, whereas the girl/boy 
order was in the middle (along with all-boy siblings). 
These findings were interpreted in terms of two 
factors: a) the relative commitment of boys and girls 
to support family norms, daughters being more likely 
than sons to support the norms, and b) the relative 
stability of a family culture which contains same- 
gender versus mixed-gender siblings, the assumption



being same-gender children would be more alike to 
raise than opposite-gender children. Thu s » parents 
will find it easier to socialize an oldest daughter 
than an oldest son, and help from her in socializing 
succeeding children, while parents with same-gender 
children will have an easier time socializing each 
succeeding child. Thus, the boy/girl configuration 
will present more of a challenge and more stress to 
the family, because of the presence of both factors 
(a) and (b) above.

Studies of child-effects on the parents 
Beginning with Freud (cited in Bell & Harper, 

1977), then Piaget (1929) and Erikson (1963), 20th 
century psychology acknowledged the idea that a child 
influences those around him/her. Erikson wrote: 

Parents...must develop with (the child)....
For this weak and changing little being moves 
the whole family along. Babies control and 
bring up their families as much as they are 
controlled by them (p. 69).

Later, Wiley (1985), spoke of the "family 
conversation," and the children’s role:

It is clear that children have a major causal 
role in constructing the family meaning



system. I think it is in the actual shaping of 
persons and selves that children have the most 
impact (p. 30).
In their text on marriage and family, Kersten and 

Kersten (1988) examined the tremendous impact on a 
marital relationship of the birth of a child: the 
level of marital happiness usually decreases; there is 
competition with the child for time and attention from 
the spouse; an increased complexity in the 
relationship from one dyad to t hree; and, lack of 
privacy. Without detailing the effects experienced by 
either of the marital pair, these authors acknowledged 
the child does indeed influence the parents from the 
beginning.

Two books serve as the backbone for any discussion 
of child effects on their parents. In the first of 
these, The Effect of the Infant on Its Caregiver. 
(1974) Lewis and Lee-Painter took a strong 
interaction!st approach and suggested it is a mistake 
to fail to consider the reciprocal nature of the 
infant-caregiver relationship. Later, Korner (1974) 
wrote:

While sex role expectations and...taboos are 
the primary reasons why males and females are



treated differently from birth, the behavioral 
sex differences of the infants themselves may 
also exert a subtle influence on the 
caregiver, (p. 113)
These studies generally considered the effects on 

the parents in the context of further differential 
behavior toward the infant. The second book, Child 
Effects on Adults. (1977) by contrast, seemed to 
consider the long-term effects to parents. Bell, 
quoting from an earlier study by Mischel, stated: 

Modeling is thus not a one-way process; 
children may serve as models for the sex-role 
of their parents...this undermines the 
traditional assumption that sex roles are 
learned chiefly or exclusively thru 
identification with the like-sexed parent (p.
71).

Further, they concluded that permissiveness by parents 
was related to such masculine attributes as 
aggression, assertiveness, achievement and 
independence in children, whereas restrictiveness in 
parents was related to dependency, compliance, 
conformity, fearfulness and politeness. Later in the 
same book Harper discussed the range of effects of the



young on the behavior of the adult and found the 
effects to include such areas as emotional state 
(sense of perceived well-being and adequacy can 
increase or decrease), sexual behavior, communicative 
behavior, activity patterns, gregariousness, and 
dominance relations. These appear to be more long-term 
effects.

Three final studies highlighted various aspects of 
parent behavior that were related to gender 
differences of the children. Mull is (1986) found 
differences in problem solving behaviors between 
mothers and fathers with their sons and daughters and 
concluded that "parents and their school-age children 
interact differently in a structured task based on 
their sex and the age of the child" (p. 9). Osofsky 
and O ’Connell (1972) found daughters appeared to be 
more task oriented with fathers and be more 
interpersonal 1y interactive with their mothers.
Because of the nature of the research they concluded 
that the observed differences in parental responses 
may have been due, at least partly, to a child-effect. 
Yarrow (1971) found several striking differences 
between b o y s ’ vs. g irls’ effects upon adults. The 
boys’ behavior (friendly vs. aggressive behavior



toward peers plus amount of interaction with peers) 
had a much different impact and a stronger modifying 
effect on adult behavior than the same behavior of 
girls. For example, help-seeking and clowning by boys 
initiated more negative responses from adults than the 
same behavior by girls. Also, adults’ responses to 
girls was in part a function of how the girls were 
treated by peers; there was no similar association for 
boys. The adults appeared harder on boys than on 
girls, as seen in the correlations between sex of 
child and adults’ negative behavior. Inasmuch as this 
study was reported in 1971, it is surprising this 
topic has not been researched more in the intervening 
years.

Family Constellation information as it relates to
possible effects on mothers
Most of the birth order data is the result of 

therapists collecting data from numerous clients.
There has been little rigorous scientific research in 
the area of birth order despite the presence or use of 
the theory for the past 40 years. Nevertheless, the 
information available provides some of the only 
glimpses into the area of possible effects children 
have on the parents.



39
In a study describing the effects of o n e ’s 

siblings’ sex composition on self-concept Nystul 
(1981) wrote of the special place for "the girl" or 
"the boy" in a family of 2 cross-gender children, 
indicating balance and the uniqueness of each child. 
Contrasted with that was the phrase "one of the boys" 
to describe any of the same-gender siblings in a 
family of only boys, suggesting a more 
undifferentiated mass. Might father also be seen as 
"one of the boys?" Or, if there is less 
differentiation, what effects are there in a family in 
terms of sorting out and clarifying roles?

Hoopes and Harper (1987) stated that, "All family 
members respond to changing demands by adapting their 
roles to balance the needs in their family" (p. 19). 
When the first child is born a shift occurs in the 
couples’ balance of productivity and stability needs. 
As the family grows, "there is a greater potential for 
the formation of coalitions and the isolation of 
individuals. On the other hand, the variety...provides 
rich opportunities for individuals to belong and make 
unique contributions" (p. 19). They further wrote 
that,



First and second children interact with both 
parents, but their role assignments qualify 
their interactions...for example, first 
children look at the mother through the 
father, while second children look at the 
father through the mother. One result of this 
phenomenon is that the relationship between 
first and second siblings mirrors the marriage 
of their parents (p. 50).

The unspoken question in the above statement is: to 
what extent is the phenomenon different if the 
children are cross-gender vs. same-gender, is it more 
complicated in a same-gender d y a d , and might this 
somehow reflect back onto a parent?

In Family Constellation. Toman (1976) presented 
the results of many years of research. Regarding the 
family with two sons he said.

Since the mother is the only female in the 
house, there is more rivalry among the 
brothers for her favor than there is in other 
families. In comparison to other family 
constellations, actual contact with their 
mother, as well as the possibilities of 
practicing "contact with females" with each .



other by means of role playing, are reduced.
To them a women seems harder to reach and to 
understand than she does to children in other 
sibling positions (p. 11).

He also predicted that the less difference in the two 
sons’ ages the more intense the conflicts would be. 
This was presented to describe children’s development. 
But what of the mother in the above family: with two 
rivalrous sons, is her role under more strain, does 
she walk a finer line than would a mother in a 
geometric family? And what of the responsibility of 
the mother, to which Toman eludes, for providing the 
only female contact for her sons? In another section 
Toman wrote:

The family situation can improve or worsen 
depending on the sex of the second-born. The 
child’s family changes to either one with 
three persons of one sex and one person of the 
other whose attention and affection will be 
sought even more vehemently, or to a family of 
two persons of one sex and two persons of the 
other sex. The latter case may smooth things 
out (p. 33).



Toman concluded:
The results...seem to confirm that 
characteristics of family constellations do 
influence and differentiate behavior modes, 
social attitudes, and personality traits (p.
302).
Writing more recently, Leman (1984) echoed some of

T oman’s statements,
Rivalry is most intense when you have a two- 
child family with two boys. ...while two 
brothers have no trouble learning how to 
interact with peers of their own sex, they 
tend to have little preparation for 
interaction with the opposite sex (p. 154).

He goes further, cautioning and advising the mothers, 
The relationship between Mom and her two sons 
is critical. She is the one who has to do all 
the teaching and modeling as to what women are 
really all about. It’s critical for the mother 
of two boys to use Reality Discipline 
firmly and consistently. She should 
never...get into power struggles, or put 
herself in a position where the boys c a n ... be 
disrespectful to her. Why? Because she not



only is representing parenthood and motherhood 
but...all of womanhood to her two sons (p.
154).

In contrast, Leman (1984) also wrote,
Rivalry between a boy and a girl is usually 
much less intense, if it exists at a ll...they 
get different toys, different clothes...the 
competition...is not that strong (p. 159).

Which mother is likely to have more difficulty coping 
and deciding what she is supposed to do and who she is 
supposed to be?

Bank and Kah n ’s study (1975) emphasized the power 
and importance of sibling relationships, but they made 
a couple of statements that may be helpful in the 
present research. They acknowledged the lack of 
attention theories give to socialization effects 
between siblings or from children upward to their 
parents. Also, they found that the phenomenon of 
sibling relationships become especially visible in 
large families "because of the necessity for division 
of labor and the complexity of role allocations" (p. 
315). T h u s , it would appear that in a smaller family 
it is the parents who are the primary socializers and 
also perhaps the primary recipients of any effects



resulting from their particular grouping of two 
offspring, because there aren’t other siblings who 
would "dilute" the socialization effects.

Expectations, losses and disappointments in
parenthood
Experiencing loss is a normal part of life. 

Generally one thinks of the loss of someone through 
death, but in this review other losses were 
considered. For example, Budman and Gurman (1987) 
referred to "existential losses" (p. 74), losses 
regarding ideas or beliefs about oneself or o n e ’s 
world. They wrote that "one way for us to make sense 
of our world is to regard what happens to us as 
controllable" (p. 79). When an event occurs over which 
we have little control, our world becomes less 
meaningful. Referring to an earlier study by Taylor, 
they stated that "normal" recovery from existential 
losses included: 1) search for meaning in the 
experience, 2) attempt to regain mastery over the 
event, and 3) attempt to enhance personal self-esteem. 
One of Taylor’s conclusions was that a traumatic 
existential loss can lead to greater meaning, 
understanding and satisfaction. They also outlined 
five steps the counselor should consider when helping



someone deal with loss: 1) specifying the relevant 
loss and exploring its meaning, 2) providing 
information about grieving, 3) encouraging a 
regrieving, 4) gaining closure, and 5) addressing the 
loss in a social context,i.e. with others who may be 
grieving the same loss.

DeSpelder and Strickland (1987) in their text on 
death and loss wrote that "endings are another way to 
think about loss" (p. 206), changes that arise in the 
process of living that often provide the occasion for 
feelings of grief (e.g. loss of a job, divorce, 
moving, becoming parents). They referred to these 
changes as "little deaths" (p. 205) and identified the 
typical responses to loss: shock, disbelief, 
resentment, sadness and relief.

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry, (GAP) 
(1973), described the common expectations of 
parenthood: "the earliest and most critical 
expectation is that of birth itself. Since no one 
knows what one is producing, emotions boil up to a 
tension-filled moment until the product becomes 
obvious" (p. 32). Other writers have written of this 
expectation (Moore & Frost, 1986; Gittins, 1985) which 
is essentially based on the child’s sex. Other



expectations are that children will be an extension of 
their parents’ lives, that children will make up for 
something missing in the adult, and that in normal 
family life there is no trouble. They then continued: 

The ensuing disappointment varies in its 
severity and in the degree to which parents 
are aware of it. Humor, irritation, a sense of 
sadness, may be parts of a psychological 
process by which parents come to terms with 
the disappointment... This process of high 
hopes followed by ensuing disappointment sets 
up a mechanism for feelings of loss of self
esteem and depression (p. 33-34).

The GAP also wrote that parents may experience a 
feeling of bereavement or sense of loss for their 
"previously free and unencumbered state" (p. 103) 
prior to parenthood, that mothers' reactions may vary 
from transient grief to major depression, while 
fathers tend to react by denial or acting out. And 
later, when children leave home, parents are left 
alone to grieve the loss and go on to their next life 
stage.

T h u s , couples enter parenthood with various 
expectations, are often disappointed, and need to work



through many different types of losses in the normal 
process of living.

The review of the literature for the study of the 
tilted family included seven different but somewhat 
related areas, since there was no literature dealing 
primarily with the tilted family. The seven areas 
included were: Size of family and preference for 
children of each s e x ; Parental expectations related to 
gender of child; Socialization within the family and 
transmission of gender roles; Sibling set 
configuration and family dysfunction; Studies of 
child-effects on the parents; Family constellation 
information as it relates to possible effects on 
mothers; Expectations, losses and disappointments in 
parenthood.



CHAPTER 3
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Falconer and Ross (1987) advanced the hypothesis 
that there exist significant differences in five 
separate areas between tilted families and geometric 
families, especially felt by the parent who has no 
child of his/her own gender, the five areas included 
1) a sense of loss, 2) socialization and role 
behavior, 3) isolation of the "left-out" parent, 4) a 
sense of uniqueness within the tilted family, and 5) 
differences on a measure of psychosomatic distress. 
Their hypothesis resulted from interviews with, and 
observations of families in therapy at a Community 
Mental Health Center. Other researchers (Bell &
Harper, 1977; Lewis & Rosenbaum, 1974) have indicated 
general ways that children affect their parents; 
others (Toman, 1968; Leman, 1985; Hoopes & Harper, 
1987) have stressed the ways in which the birth order 
of siblings affects o n e ’s development and how it may 
impact on the parents as well. Are there ways in which 
one can identify and measure the possible differences 
that might exist between tilted families and geometric 
families? This research is based on the belief that 
there are differences between the two types of



families and that it is possible to identify and 
measure those differences.

This research is considered exploratory (Miller, 
1986) inasmuch as there is little known about tilted 
families, and part of the value of this study will be 
to generate more precise questions for further 
research on the tilted family. This researcher debated 
whether to pursue the Falconer and Ross hypotheses via 
qualitative (i.e. interview) or quantitative (i .e . 
questionnaire) format. A qualitative design may have 
generated more in-depth and rich information on the 
tilted family, yet for practical reasons it was 
considered more efficient to conduct a quantitative- 
type study. As will be discussed later in detail in 
the "Instruments" section, there were some items that 
did n ’t fit neatly into the quantitative format. These 
were left open-ended for the participants to respond 
as they chose.

Although exploratory in design, questions were 
generated and tested; thus, the research represents a 
correlational study in its investigation of 
relationships and potential differences between tilted 
and geometric families.



From what has already been written it is obvious 
that a family can be tilted either in the direction of 
all boys or all girls. This researcher chose to study 
mothers of boy-only families because it was felt that 
mothers would be more accessible, more likely to 
receive and respond to notices brought from school, 
and more likely to participate in another w o m a n ’s 
research. Moreover, it must be noted at this time that 
it is assumed that the effects on the parent will be 
more noticeable the more the family tilts. "All 
families with only one child are tilted... If a second 
and third child is again a same-gender child the scene 
is set for certain forms of family pathology"
(Falconer & Ross, p. 651). Whereas increased tilt 
might mean more obvious effects, this researcher chose 
to include only two-child families because they were 
more numerous, they represent the most typical family 
size (Gibson & Fast, 1986) and they could be 
contrasted with geometric families of even proportions 
(one child of each sex).

Population and Procedures 
The anticipated population for this study was a 

minimum of 40 female subjects from nuclear families 
consisting of the subject and her husband plus their



two children, between the ages of 6-18 years, and 
residing at home. One-half of the subjects were 
mothers of a son and a daughter (geometric), and one- 
half were mothers of two sons (tilted). The subjects 
were to be recruited through an initial letter sent 
home with students attending one elementary school in 
Tucson, Arizona (see Appendix A for a copy of the 
letter).

After receiving the names of participants, a copy 
of a self-report inventory would be sent to each 
volunteer, with a self-addressed, stamped envelope in 
which to return the completed inventory. The 
participants were to return the questionnaire upon 
completion. The questionnaires were then analyzed as 
outlined in the Methods of Analysis, later in this 
chapter.

Instruments
For the purposes of this study, the following 

inventories were used to measure and correlate 
variables to find any possible differences in the 
tilted vs. geometric mothers. Two separate instruments 
were used in this study, although they were sent as 
one inventory to the participants: the Mother’s



Questionnaire (MQ) (Appendix B); and part of the SCL- 
90-R (Appendix B ) .
The Mother’s Questionnaire (MQ)

This was a four-part self-report inventory 
designed especially for this study and based on the 
research questions outlined in Chapter One of this 
study. Since this was a new focus for research there 
w a s n ’t an inventory available that could assess 
differences in the proposed constructs in the present 
study. Filsinger (1983) has called self-report 
inventories the "insider’s view of families" (p. 153), 
reflecting the perceptions of the individual reporting 
the data.

However, as with any instrument used for purposes 
of noting a person’s perceptions, thoughts and 
feelings, it is open to misleading information due to 
the varying degrees of honesty and the participant’s 
potential for falsifying information either to the 
extreme positive or negative.

Instructions for completing the MQ were integral 
with the questionnaire. The mothers were requested to 
answer all items and to answer the items as honestly 
as possible. Estimated time to complete all items was



one-half hou r . Space was given for any additional 
comments or questions that participants might h a v e .

The four parts of the MQ are outlined as follows: 
Part I. General Information

This was a brief section designed to gather 
necessary demographic information about the 
participants including a ge; length of marriage; age 
and gender of each child; and employment information. 
Part II. Family Statements

This section consisted of 23 statements about 
families to which the participants responded in a 
five-point standard Likert format; possible choices 
ranged from ’not at all* to ’extreme!y’ in terms of 
"how you feel about the statement." The Likert-type 
format was used in Part II in order to be consistent 
with the similar format of the SCL-90-R, described 
elsewhere in this chapter.

These 23 statements were divided into three 
scales, representing three of the five research 
questions elaborated in Chapter One:
1) A sense of loss: statements 1, 2, 3, 8, 9, 10; for 
example, #3 "Research indicates that women enter 
marriage with the assumption of having a child of each 
s e x . This was true for me."



2) Problems with socialization and role behavior: 
statements 4, 5, 6, 7, 20, 21, 22, 23; for example, #7 
"Generally, I feel that my youngest child helps with 
household chores about as much as he/she should."
3) Isolation of the parent who has no child of his/her 
gender: statements 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19; 
for example, #18 "I have a niece or neighbor’s 
daughter who feels comfortable talking and being with 
me."
Part III. Hypothetical Situations

This section consisted of two possible situations 
occurring in family life; respondents were to give the 
answer "that best fits you." Situation #1 dealt with 
two of the research questions (possible isolation of 
the mother and socialization/role behavior). Situation 
#2 dealt specifically with socialization and role 
behavior. In both questions there were five possible 
responses, one being "other," giving a participant the 
chance to personalize her answer.
Part IV. Unstructured Responses

This section contained four open-ended statements. 
The first three statements were concerned with the 
sense of uniqueness in the tilted family, and asked 
participants to list 1) advantages, and



2) disadvantages of a family like yours, and 3) 
describe the "ideal" family. The fourth was concerned 
with socialization and role behavior (role of mother 
in this family?), and asked participants to identify 
the nickname given to them by other family members.
The SCL-90-R

The review of the literature suggested several 
areas in which tilted mothers may differ from 
geometric mothers on a measure of psychological 
distress (Falconer & Ross, 1987; GAP, 1973; DeSpelder 
& Strickland, 1987; Budman & Gurman, 1987; Leman,
1984). A self-report symptom inventory was considered 
the most appropriate method for assessing any 
differences that may exist. The advantages of the 
self-report inventory, according to Gottman (1979), 
are that it’s the most widely used data collection 
technique, and easy to administer and score.

The SCL-90-R, developed in 1973 by Derogatis, 
Lipman and Covi, was designed to measure psychological 
distress in nine symptom dimensions: somatization 
(SOM), obsessive-compulsive (OBS), interpersonal 
sensitivity (INT), depression (DEP), anxiety (ANX), 
hostility (HOS), phobic anxiety (PHO), paranoid 
ideation (PAR), and psychoticism (PSY). It is one of



the most widely used measures of psychological 
distress, and appeared to be the best tool for this 
study. It has demonstrated high levels of test-retest 
and internal consistency. Derogatis, Rickels and Rock 
(1976) reported coefficient alphas from .77 (PSY) to 
.90 (DEP). Clark and Friedman (1983) also reported 
extremely high internal consistency but found that the 
symptom subscales were highly intercorrelated. The few 
validity studies that have been completed demonstrate 
levels of validity comparable to other self-report 
inventories (J . D. Pauker in Buros’ 9th MMY, p . 1326).

One of the aims of the SCL-90-R is to detect 
symptomatology in apparently normal people (R.W. Payne 
in Buros’ 9th MMY, p . 1327), and it has been used 
successfully in previous marriage and family studies 
(Folkman, 1986).

Because of the nature of the possible differences 
between tilted and geometric mothers, some of the 
items did not apply to this study. Forty-seven items 
from the subscales of somatization, depression, 
anxiety, hostility, and global (additional items) were 
found to be appropriate. These items are shown in 
Appendix C. Each item is measured on a five-point 
scale of distress from "not at all" (0) to "extremely"
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(4). Participants were specifically asked to read each 
item carefully and not skip any items.

The instructions on the SCL-90-R ask the 
participant to indicate for each statement how much 
discomfort the problem has caused you during an 
indicated period of time, generally "the past 7 days 
including today." This has been used as a device for 
assessing change in a client when the inventory is 
given on two different occasions separated by a course 
of therapy. Since there would be no "post-test", and 
since it was the intention of this study to gain an 
awareness of any differences between the two g roups, 
the "time-window" was seen as an impediment, and was 
omitted. One observer commented that the "time-window" 
for this research might be stated "since the birth of 
your second child." Since that would add a very 
different variable and possibly a negative tone it was 
decided to merely omit the time-frame.

Methods of Analysis
The purpose of collecting data on tilted versus 

geometric mothers in this exploratory study was to 
determine if there were differences between these two 
groups on a number of variables that can be measured,

■I



and if so, to determine the degree of correlation 
between these variables.

In order to analyze the five research questions of 
this study, the following statistical procedures were 
use d . Range, m ea ns , frequencies and percentages were 
used to analyze the demographic information.
Cronbach’s coefficient alphas were performed to 
measure the internal consistency of the Family 
Statement Scale items and the SCL-90-R items. The t- 
test was used to provide statistical information as to 
whether the difference between the means groups was 
significant or based on chance. The t-tests were used 
to analyze the individual items in the Family 
Statement section, the Scales formed by the individual 
items in the Family Statement section, and the 
Subscales in the SCL-90-R. Chi-square analysis was 
performed on items 1 and 2 in the Family Statement 
section to determine the presence or absence of any 
gender bias by the geometric mothers. Additionally, 
unstructured participant responses in sections III and 
IV of the MQ were categorized and discussed.

In summary, the initial goal of this study was to 
distribute a self-report inventory to two groups of



mothers, tilted versus geometric» in order to gather 
data on any possible differences between these two 
groups of women. A questionnaire was designed for this 
study and was distributed, along with part of the SCL- 
90-R, to the participants. The results were analyzed 
according to specific statistical procedures.
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS

The issues for consideration in this research were 
based on Falconer and Ross’ hypothesis that several 
different areas of family functioning would be 
affected if the children were same-gender versus 
mixed-gender, and that the effects would be felt most 
by the mother of sons or the father of daughters. Five 
issues were identified as representing potential 
constructs relating to the tilted family and are as 
follows:

1. A sense of loss, with potential feelings of 
guilt and failure (LOSS).
2. Problems in socialization and role behavior 
within the family (ROLE).
3. Potential isolation for a mother who does 
not have a child of her own gender (ISOL).
4. A sense of uniqueness of this family 
structure (UNIQ).
5. Differences between mothers from tilted 
families and mothers from geometric families 
on a measure of psychosomatic distress (SCL- 
90-R ) .



Two instruments were used in this research for 
purposes of clarifying the above issues and 
contrasting tilted and geometric mothers. The results 
were analyzed and will be the focus of the remainder 
of this chapter. The data will be discussed first in 
terms of the demographics of the population, and then 
in terms of the constructs the questionnaires were 
designed to measure. Also, because of the exploratory 
nature of this study, the significant results from the 
Family Statement items in the Mother’s Questionnaire 
(MQ) will be reported in terms of the individual 
items. Last, the unstructured responses from the 
remainder of the MQ will be discussed.

Population and Procedures 
The population of this study consisted of a total 

of 36 female subjects, 20 of whom were mothers of a 
son and a daughter (geometric) and 16 of whom were 
mothers of two sons (tilted). In all cases the 
children of these mothers were between the ages of 6- 
18 years, thus attending school full-time, and were 
living at hom e . In addition, the childrens’ fathers 
also resided in the home. In two cases the "father" 
was the biological father of the first, and a step
father of the second child. The mothers were included



in the study because of the longevity of their present 
marriages. The subjects all resided in Tucson, Arizona 
and were recruited through an initial letter sent home 
from three Tucson area elementary schools (Appendix 
A). Because of the observed student population at the 
three schools it could be assumed that the subjects 
were all Caucasian, middle-class w om en . Tables 1-3 
illustrate the distribution of subjects with 
appropriate demographic information having been 
obtained from the General Information section of the 
Mother’s Questionnaire (Appendix B). Table 1 shows the 
means of the two groups of women were very similar for 
a ge, length of marriage, and ages of children. Table 2 
shows the similarities for employment status of the 
two g roups; 81% of tilted mothers are employed 
compared to 80% of geometric mothers, although the 
relative percentages of fulltime and parttime 
employment for the two groups were reversed. Table 3 
shows similarities for length of employment and age of 
youngest child when mother returned to work.

This researcher discussed with the principal of 
the first school the purpose of the research and 
received approval to send home the letter with all 
students. This procedure was then explained to the



teachers, as well as directions for collection of the 
returned, signed letters. When it became apparent that 
the number of participants (those returning a signed 
letter) was much smaller than expected, two more 
elementary schools were contacted in similar manner.

Table 1. Distribution of subjects according to age, length of marriage, and ages of oldest and 
youngest child

Tilted Geometric
Mothers (161 Mothers (20)Ages of Range 33-45 31-51

subjects
(years)

Mean 37.56 38.70

Length of Range 9-20 10-21
marriage 
(years)

Mean 15.06 14.95

Age of Range 8-14 8-18
oldest
child
(years)

Mean 10.87 11.60

Age of Range 6-12 6-12
youngest 
child 
fyears)

Mean 7.68 7.80



Table 2. Distribution of subjects according to employment status
Employment Tilted GeometricStatus: Mothers (16) Mothers (20)Free. % Freo. %Full-time 5 31 10 50
Part-time 8 50 4 20
Homemaker 3 19 4 20
Other 0 0 * 2 10

16 100% 20 100%* indicates part-time in the home

Table 3. Distribution of subjects according to length 
of employment and age of youngest child when subject returned to work

Tilted Geometric
Mothers (131*_ _ _ _ Mothers (161**

Length of Range 1-20 1-16
employment Mean 6.69 6.79**
(years)

Age of Range 0-8 0.6
youngest
child when Mean 3.29 years 2.66 years
subject 
returned to 
work
(years)_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _* figure doesn’t include homemakers 
** mean does not include the two mothers who omitted their response to this item



However, after sending the letters home with all 
students at the first school, it was realized that 
elementary school teachers generally have information 
regarding their students’ families. Thus, at the 
Second and third schools the teachers only sent a 
letter to mothers (via the student) whom they felt 
satisfied the requirements for participation.

After receiving the names of participants, a copy 
of the MQ was sent to each volunteer, with a self- 
addressed stamped envelope in which to return the 
completed questionnaire. Participants were requested 
to not write their names anywhere on the questionnaire 
or envelope to assure anonymity; assurance was given 
that in no way would any participant be individually 
identified through publication or any other means of 
publicity thereby assuring utmost confidentiality.

All participants provided responses to all 23 
Family Statements and all 47 items from the SCL-90-R; 
thus for coding and analysis there were no missing 
data. Only 2 participants omitted employment data and 
2 participants omitted answers in the MQ section IV 
which called for unstructured responses. In addition, 
one tilted mother and five geometric mothers added 
supplementary information in the space provided. The



fact there was no missing data, plus supplementary 
information provided about their family life, 
indicated a willingness by these women to participate 
in a study of this type.

The initial goal of this study was to distribute a 
self-report inventory to two groups of mothers, those 
having two sons (tilted) compared to those having a 
son and a daughter (geometric), in order to gather 
data on any possible differences that might exist 
between the two groups.

Analysis of the Constructs
The Family Statements section of the MQ was 

comprised of 23 items that were designed to assess 
differences in three of the issues (LOSS, ROLE, ISOL) 
considered in the research. In addition, the 47 items 
of the SCL-90-R measured differences in four separate 
areas of psychological distress, the fifth issue 
considered in this research.

Initially, coefficient "alphas" were computed on 
the three scales comprising the Family Statements as a 
measure of internal consistency reliability (Miller, 
1986). These "alphas" are shown in Table 4.



Table 4. Coefficient "alphas" for the scales: Loss, socialization/roles, and isolation, as a measure of internal consistency of the items within those scales
Seale_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Coefficient "aloha"
Loss .533
Rol es .451
I solation .614

Next, t-tests were computed on the Family
Statement items by scales (Table 5). The t-test for
the Loss scale was significant at the .002 level. The
Loss scale had a coefficient alpha of .533, suggesting
only a moderate relationship between the six items
comprising that scale; yet the scale was significant
at the .002 level, suggesting a higher or different
degree of interrelationship than was explained by the
reliability measure. The significant findings for the
Table 5. T-tests showing mean scores, standard 

deviations and significance levels for 
family statements combined into scales of loss, roles and isolation.
Tilted Mothers Geometric Mothers

Scale Mean S.D. Mean S.D. T Value PLoss
(items 1-3 8-10) 16.31 4.7 12.3 2.3 3.32 .002
Socialization/ Roles (items 4-7. 20-23) 27.56 4.0 26.90 3.7 .52 .608
Isolation 
(items 11- 
19) 25.88 6.0 27.90 5.1 -1.10 .281



Loss scale, even with its moderate internal 
consistency, appeared to confirm what some of the 
writers had suggested: that parents have expectations 
regarding a balance of gender in their children, 
experience disappointment when this doesn’t happen, 
and at least consider having another child as a way to 
achieve balance in the family.

The remaining scales (ROLE, ISOL) did not 
demonstrate significance. The internal consistency of 
these scales was moderate (ROLE = .451, ISOL = .614); 
thus, it was less clear what domain was being sampled, 
and the responses of the two groups of mothers were 
not different enough to be significant.

The 47-items from the SCL-90-R used in this 
research represented five subscales of that self- 
report inventory, chosen because they seemed to best 
deal with the potential differences between tilted and 
geometric mothers that had been suggested in the 
literature (Falconer & Ross, 1987; GAF, 1973;
DeSpelder & Strickland, 1987; Budman & Gurman, 1987). 
Coefficient alphas were computed on the responses to 
these items. They are somewhat lower than reported by 
Derogatis, et a1. (1976), and are shown in Table 6.



Table 6. Coefficient "alphas" for the severalsubscales of the SCL-90-R, somatization, depression, anxiety; hostility, and global
Scale________ Coefficient "alohas"Somatization .734
Depression .879
Anxiety .891
Hostility .865
Global .748

The results showed the subscales demonstrated fairly 
high levels of reliability. Means, standard deviations 
and t-tests were calculated on the data (Table 7) and 
no significance was demonstrated for any of the five 
scales. Since these subscales were from a standard 
self-report inventory with reported reliability and 
validity figures, this was the only method used for 
correlating the SCL-90-R data. T h u s , no significant 
differences were found between tilted and geometric 
mothers on a measure of psychological distress.



Table 7. T-tests, showing significance levels, meanscores, and standard deviations for subscales of the SCL-90-R
Tilted GeometricMothers Mothers

Seal e Mean S.D. Mean S.D. T Value P
Somatization 16.69 4.2 17.15 5.1 -.29 .772
Depression 24.25 8.9 25.70 6.9 -.55 .586
Anxiety 14.88 5.4 17.15 6.4 -1.14 .263
Hostility 10.88 4.5 10.70 3.4 .13 .895
Global 11.94 3.9 13.95 4.1 -1.15 .141

Individual Item Analysis 
In an exploratory study such as this, it was 

deemed appropriate to analyze the Family Statement 
responses item by item to best discover, define, and 
understand the domains that are involved in the 
concept of the tilted family.

Table 8 shows the results of t-tests for the 
individual Family Statement items of the M Q . Of the 
individual items in the Loss scale (1, 2, 3, 8, 9, 
10), #3 was significant at the .019 level, #9 was 
significant at the .000 level, and #10 seemed to 
represent a trend in the appropriate direction. Of 
interest regarding statement 3 that women enter 
marriage assuming they will have a child of each sex
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was the much lower mean noted for geometric than 
tilted mothers. It became for those mothers who had a 
son and daughter a less-remembered concern than for 
the mothers of sons.

Statement 9, expressing disappointment over second 
child’s gender, was interesting because of the very 
different distribution of responses of the tilted 
versus geometric mothers (Table 9); whereas none of 
the geometric mothers expressed,any degree of 
disappointment, fully one-half of the tilted mothers 
stated they were "quite a bit" or "extremely" 
disapppointed. These findings, along with the possible 
trend identified in statement 10, "At some point I 
seriously considered having more children," seemed to 
validate what Freedman, et a l . (1960) and Polit- 
O ’Hara, et a l . (1984) found regarding parental 
expectations for mixed-gender children and the 
tendency for tilted families to have another child to 
attempt a mix in the genders.

There were eight items that comprised the 
Socialization/Roles scale (4, 5, 6, 7, 20, 21, 22,
23). None of these individual items were significant 
at the .05 1eve l .



Table 8. T-tests showing Mean Scores, StandardDeviations and Significance levels (P) for 
Family Statements - Individual Items

Tilted Geometric
Mothers MothersItem _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  X S.D. X S.D. P

1 My oldest child is a is a lot like me
2 My youngest child is 

a lot like me
3 Research indicates 

that women enter marriage with the 
assumption of having a child of each s ex. This was 
true for me.

4 I feel my role as a woman in my family
is unique

5 Generally, I feel that 
my husband helps with 
household chores 
about as much as he 
should

6 Generally, I feel that 
my oldest child helps 
with household chores 
about as much as he/ she should

3.56 .9 3.55 1.1 .971

3.25 1.1 3.00 .9 .455

3.37 1.7 2.07 1.5 .019

3.19 1.4 3.15 1.4 .938

3.50 .9 3.45 1.1 .887

3.25 .9 2.90 1.1 .310

7 Generally, I feel that 
my youngest child helps
with household chores 3.00 .8 2.85 1.0 .540
about as much as he/ 
she should

8 I was disappointed
because of the sex of 1.13 .3 1.15 .5 .864
my first child



Tilted Geometric
Mothers MothersItem X S.D. X S.D. P9 I was disappointed because of the sex 

of my second child 2.63 1.6 1.00 0.0 .000

10 At some point I seriously considered 2.38 1.9 1.55 1.2 .120
11 My husband participates in more than four

activities per week with the children 2.81 1.3 3.15
1

1.5 .478

12 Our family participates together in more than 
four activities per week

3.00 1.1 3.30 1.3 .467

13 I particpate in more 
than four activities 3.25 1.3 3.65 1.2 .349per week with my oldest child

14 I participate in more than four 3.38 1.3 3.95 1.0 .135activities per week 
with my youngest child

15 I have close personal 
female friends with 3.13 1.4 3.25 1.4 .787whom I can interact 
regularly

16 There are times when
I feel my family 
d oesn’t understand me

2.69 .9 2.20 1.0 .135

17 Sometimes I feel as 
though my husband is 
"just one of the kids"

2.81 1.2 2.30 1.3 .219
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Tilted GeometricMothers MothersItem_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ X S.D. X S.D. P18 I have a niece or 

neighbor’s daughter who feels comfortable talking and being with me
1.63 1.1 3.05 1.3 .001

19 There are times when 
I would like to get 
away for a few days

3.19 1.2 3.05 1.2 .731

20 Sometimes I feel that I’m the only one who 
makes and enforces the rules around our 
home

2.25 1.1 2.30 1.3 .904

21 Generally, I feel that my husband and I have a positive 
relationship

4.25 .9 4.00 1.0 .455

22 Generally, I feel that my relationship with 
my oldest child is 
positive

4.00 1.0 4.05 .8 .863

23 Generally, I feel that my relationship with 
my youngest child is 
positive

4.13 .8 4.20 .7 .766

Table 9. Distribution of responses (and percentages 
represented) to Family Statement 9 "I was 
disappointed because of the sex of my second 
child."

Not atall little moderate!v quite 
a bit extreme!vGeometric 

mothers 20/100% - - -
Tilted
mothers 5/31% 3/19% 2/13% 6/37%

Z



There were nine items that comprised the Isolation 
scale (items 11-19). Of these, item 18, "I have a 
niece or neighbor’s daughter who feels comfortable 
with me," was significant at the .001 level. The 
significance of item 18 seemed to validate Falconer 
and Ross’ hypothesis that the mother is isolated from 
other females; however, instead of compensating by 
looking outside the family for "her little girl", she 
appears to be even more isolated from other females, 
at least younger-generation females. Also, item 16, 
that the family d oesn’t understand "me" seemed to 
indicate a trend in the expected direction: an only 
female in the family would more likely feel 
misunderstood (Falconer & Ross, 1987) than one who has 
a daughter as an "ally."

In addition to the t-tests which were completed on 
all the Family Statement items, cross tabulations were 
performed on Family Statements 1 and 2 to determine 
whether a gender-bias existed: i.e. would a geometric 
mother state that it was her daughter who would be "a 
lot like me" regardless of birth order? And if a 
gender bias exists for the geometric mother, on what 
basis does the tilted mother decide who is "a lot like 
me"? The cross tabulation data, shown in Tables 10 and



11, was interesting. Responses labeled "not at all" or 
"a little" were grouped together at the lower e n d , and 
responses labeled "quite a bit" or "extremely" were 
grouped together at the higher end; "moderate" 
responses were not included in the tabulation.
Whereas both geometric and tilted mothers in this 
sample stated that oldest sons were "a lot like me" 
far more frequently than "not like me," mothers in 
both groups were equally likely to give a low response 
or a high response when considering younger sons, or 
daughters in either birth position. Chi Square 
analyses performed were not significant. The 
statements taken together offered a unique opportunity 
to test for gender bias in the sample populations; 
from the cross tabulations it was obvious that a 
gender bias did not exist as hypothesized. and it was 
found that a mother would most likely select an oldest 
son as being "most like me." Implications of this 
finding will be discussed in Chapter 5.



Table 10. Cross-tabulations of mothers’ responses (and percentages represented) to Family Statement #1, "My oldest child is a lot like me."
Mother’s Child’s "not at all'' "quite a bit" or group____ gender or "a 1 ittl e"____ "extreme! v"
Geometric Female (8) 2/25% 3/38%

Male (12) 1/13% 8/67%

Tilted Male (161 2/10% 9/56%

Table 11. Cross tabulations of mothers’ responses (and percentages represented) to Family Statement 
#2, "My youngest child is a lot like me."

Mother’sgroup Child’s "not at all"gender or "a 1 ittle" "quite a bit" or "extreme!v"
Geometric Female (12) 5/42% 5/42%

Male (8) 2/25% 2/25%

Tilted Male (16) 6/38% 8/50%



Unstructured Responses
In section III (hypothetical situations) of the MQ 

and section IV (advantages and disadvantages of having 
a family like yours, the "ideal" family, and m ot he r ’s 
nickname) the items called for unstructured responses 
from the participants. These responses were classified 
into appropriate categories or themes and the results 
are discussed below.

Section III contained two hypothetical situations 
in family life related to socialization. Participants 
were asked to "circle the answer that best fits you." 
Situation #1 required the participant to decide where 
to take the family, to a ballet or football game. 
Responses show somewhat different distributions for 
the two groups (Table 12). The most common choice and 
perhaps the easiest resolution for either group was #4 
"football one day, ballet another day,0 chosen by 50% 
of tilted and 50% of geometric mothers. Other 
responses implied choices were influenced by gender 
and family composition. Three tilted mothers (19%) 
chose #2 "we all go to the football game"; none of the 
geometric mothers chose this. Does the tilted mother 
feel she has fewer options? Does she "go along" with 
the males because it’s easier? Simply because "male"



activities have become a family norm? Seven of the 
geometric mothers (35%) chose #3 "some go to ballet, 
some to football game"; none of the tilted mothers 
chose this. Although one has to guess who would go to 
each activity, it could be assumed to divide along 
gender lines; in any case the mother feels that she 
would have someone to accompany her. This idea is 
strengthened by considering those responses in the #5 
"other" category. Three of the tilted mothers (19%) 
choosing "other" stated, "I would go to ballet, they 
would go to football game", indicating they (the 
mothers) would not have someone to accompany them and 
may be an indication of some degree of isolation of 
the tilted mother. Another tilted mother added, "we 
vote" in the "other" category (one can only guess what 
the outcome of such a vote would be).



Table 12. Distribution of responses and percentages to Section III of the MQ» situation 1: "I want to take the family to the ballet. My husband 
wants to take the family to a 'football game. 
We resolve this in my family in the following way:"

Tilted Mothers
Choices Geometric Mothers
1. bal1et/al1 - -

2. football/all 3/19% -

3. some to ballet/ some to footbal1 - 7/35%
4. football one day/ ballet another day 8/50% 12/60%
5. other 5/31% 1/05%

Situation 2 asked the participant to decide which 
family member(s) would do the laundry in a particular 
situation. Responses showed fairly similar 
distribution between the two groups of women (Table 
13). This may indicate that completion of some 
household chores, e.g. laundry, are similar for both 
geometric and tilted mothers. Implications for this 
finding are discussed in Chapter 5.



Table 13. Distribution of responses and percentages to Section III of the MQ, situation 2: "I’ve done 8 loads of laundry in the past two 
days. My husband has just returned from camping with more laundry. This is resolved 
in my family in the following way."

Tilted Mothers Geometric Mothers Choices_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ # of Reoonses/% # of Responses/%
1. I do the 1aundry 6/38% 6/30%
2. Help from one child 2/12% 2/10%
3. My husband does it 1/06% 2/10%
4. We divide the work 6/38% 8/40%
5. Other 1/06% 2/10%

Section IV in the MQ consisted of 4 items. Three 
items were concerned with the issue of the uniqueness 
of the tilted family, i.e. how the tilted family views 
itself compared with the geometric family. Item 1 
asked participants to "list some advantages of having 
a family like yours." Item 2 asked participants to 
"list some disadvantages of having a family like 
yours." Item 3 asked participants to "describe what 
the ideal family would be like."

Some guidelines used in categorizing the responses 
included the following: more than one different 
response from the same participant would be counted in 
different categories; however if a participant made 
more than one statement in the same category it would 
count as o n e . Statements that dealt with small versus
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large families or one-parent versus two-parent 
families were not used. Generally, each participant 
offered at least one response that fit a category. The 
response, "none" was reported only when a participant 
responded that way (as in "no disadvantages").

Tables 14 and 15 show the categories of responses 
for Item 1 (advantages of having a family like y ou rs ) . 
The geometric mothers agreed in their responses and 
their responses fell in fewer different categories. 
Most of their responses fit in categories involving 
gender and interpersonal relationships (Table 15). The 
responses of tilted mothers (Table 14), on the other 
hand, were more varied, with less agreement, and 
appeared to have a functional quality about them quite 
different from the gender and relational quality of 
the geometric mothers’ responses.



T a b l e  14. C a t e g o r i e s  o f  t i l t e d  m o t h e r s ’ r e s p o n s e s  f o r
M Q  S e c t i o n  IV, i t e m  1, " L i s t  s o m e  a d v a n t a g e s
o f  h a v i n g  a f a m i l y  l i k e  y o u r s . "

Cateqorv Number of Resoonses
children share similar interests, behaviors, sports 5
being the only female is special 4
father is more involved because 
of male children 3
hand-me-down clothing and toys 2
the boys are good buddies, play 
wel1 together 2
mother has more free time because the males go out together 1
little brother looks up to big 
brother 1
carry on the family name 1
no worry about a daughter getting 
pregnant 1
family constellation similar to 
parents’ family of origin 1
easy to have friends of both 
over at the same time 1
none 1



T a b l e  15. C a t e g o r i e s  o f  g e o m e t r i c  m o t h e r s ’ r e s p o n s e s
f o r  M Q  S e c t i o n  IV, i t e m  1, " L i s t  s o m e
a d v a n t a g e s  o f  h a v i n g  a f a m i l y  l i k e  y o u r s . "

Cateaorv Number of Resoonses
parents experience raising a child of each gender 13
children experience a sibling of opposite sex 2
same-gender parent/child 
relationships 3
opposite-gender parent/child 
relationships 2
clothing kids fun - some frills/ 
some not 1
help with housework from daughter 1
friends/plav comoanions 1
Table 16 and 17 show the categories of responses for 
item 2 (disadvantages of having a family Ike y o u r s ) . 
Seven geometric mothers stated no disadvantages; in 
contrast, nine of the tilted mothers stated their 
chief disadvantage to be lack of female companionship.

Table 18 shows the categories of responses for 
item 3, (describe the ideal family). There were many 
responses to this item; the women shared individual, 
personal statements such as: "healthy, independent 
people who trust and unconditionally love each other," 
and "the ideal family is whatever you have and make 
the most of it." Many of those statements were



difficult to quantify. Slightly more of the geometric 
mothers (N = 5) than the tilted mothers (N =3) 
indicated satisfaction with their own family. On the 
other han d , slightly more of the tilted mothers (N =
5) than geometric mothers (N = 3) indicated some other 
family constellation would be ideal. Also, four 
geometric mothers stated they "didn’t have any idea" 
what an ideal family would be like. Little can be 
generalized from the small amount of data.

Table 16. Categories of tilted mothers’ responses for 
MQ section IV, item 2, "List some disadvantages of having a family like y o u r s ."

Category _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Number of Responses
no other female companionship 9
too much housework (seen as
w om en ’s work) 3
2 boys most rowdy combination 2
boys d o n ’t get to experience a sister 2
would have enjoyed experiencing a
daughter 1
none 2



T a b l e  17. C a t e g o r i e s  o f  g e o m e t r i c  m o t h e r s ’ r e s p o n s e s
f o r  M Q  s e c t i o n  IV, i t e m  2, " L i s t  s o m e
d i s a d v a n t a g e s  o f  h a v i n g  a f a m i l y  l i k e
y o u r s . "

Category_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Number of Responses
2 of same sex would be best for them - better friends 4
hand-me-downs d o n ’t work 2
it would possibly save time to have 
same-gender (e.g. same activities) 1
older daughter "mothers" younger brother 1
too hard to find time for myself - too much housework 1
fighting 3
problems having friends of each at 
same time ( e . g . f o r  slumber party) 1
none 7

Table 18. Categories of responses for MQ, section IV, item 3, "Describe what the ideal family 
would be like."

Ti1 ted Geometric
Number of Number of

Category_ _ _ _ _ _ _ Responses Category_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Responses
our family 3 our family 5
haven’t a clue 0 haven’t a clue 4
some other family constel1ation 
(e.g. boy/girl or 
more children)____ 5

some other family constel1ation 
(e.g. 2 boys, or 
more children!_ _ _ _  3



The fourth item in Section IV stated, "In my
family, my husband and children have named me_ _ _ _ _ ."
Based on anecdotal information obtained while 
preparing the MQ, it was hoped this item would provide 
information relevant to the Mother’s place/role in the 
family. In addition to "mom" and "mama", tilted 
mothers reported names such as "Mama-pajama," "Suzie- 
Kajuzzi," "the one to pull them through," "fun-buns," 
"Sarge" and "Momster." Geometric mothers reported 
"Mommy Marshmallow," "Gee Gee," "Toots," "big Mom," 
"Honeybunchky," "Craze" and "Biker Mama." Nothing can 
be generalized from the few names reported.

Summary
This was an exploratory study to determine if 

there were significant differences between geometric 
and tilted mothers in five different areas of family 
functioning. The five domains considered w e r e : a sense 
of loss, differences in socialization and role 
behavior, isolation of the mother in an otherwise all 
male family, a sense of uniqueness of this family 
structure, and differences between tilted and 
geometric mothers on a measure of psychological 
distress. The population consisted of 36 married women 
with children between the ages of 6-18 years, 16 of



the women had two sons (tilted) and 20 had a son and a 
daughter (geometric). Each participant completed a 
Mother’s Questionnaire (MQ) which included demographic 
data, statements testing the four domains relevant to 
the tilted family and included part of the SCL-90-R to 
measure the fifth domain, of psychological distress. 
Data were analyzed using range, m ea ns , standard 
deviation, t-tests and chi squares. Unstructured data 
were categorized and described. The analysis showed 
significance for the Loss scale but no significance on 
the Roles or Isolation scales or any of the subscales 
of the SCL-90-R. Additionally, by analyzing individual 
items of the MQ, significance was found for two items 
in the Loss scale as well as for one item in the 
Isolation scale.

Chi square analysis of items one and two did not 
show gender bias by the geometric mothers, but there 
was indication that both groups of mothers would state 
their oldest son "is a lot like me" far more 
frequently than younger sons or daughters in either 
birth position. Unstructured responses by the mothers 
showed some interesting differences, especially in the 
decisions made about family activities (ballet or 
football) and in the advantages and disadvantages of



their family listed for each group; rather than being 
conclusive, this data provides ideas for further 
questions in this area.



CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Research into family life and o n e ’s perceptions of 
the family is complex and not easily understood. The 
influences impinging on families and individuals 
within those families are many, varied and elusive. 
Each family is as unique as the individuals comprising 
it plus the various experiences that have occurred 
during the family’s life which have helped steer the 
family on its present course. Thus, to conduct 
research on the family is to attempt to juggle several 
independent and interdependent factors simultaneously, 
a formidable undertaking. Based on an hypothesis 
formulated by Falconer and Ross (1987) this research 
pursued one area of relevance to family life that had 
not been studied previously; that of the mother in a 
family which has sons only (tilted). Because of 
decreasing family size over the previous 30 years, 
there is a greater chance of having a family of this 
type. Falconer and Ross observed in their clinical 
practice that a mother of sons only would be affected 
by this family constellation in ways that a mother in 
a geometric family (son and daughter) wouldn’t be. The 
hypothesis studied in this research covered five



different, but possibly interdependent, aspects of 
family life, including: the expectations parents have 
regarding gender of children and the effect of loss of 
those expectations, socialization of offspring which 
is so interwoven with gender roles, the effect on a 
woman of being the only female in an otherwise all- 
male household, the sense of family uniqueness in the 
tilted family, and possible differences between tilted 
and geometric mothers as measured on an inventory of 
psychological distress.

This exploratory study looked for differences 
between women from tilted and geometric families, 
although it was unclear just what those differences 
would be. This investigation of the tilted family was 
carried out with an available population of 36 female 
subjects, 20 of whom were in a geometric family and 16 
of whom were in a tilted family. They were surveyed 
through data provided from responses to a self-report 
inventory, designed for this research, and part of the 
SCL-90-R, a widely used measure of psychological 
distress. Demographic data indicated the two groups of 
women were very similar in terms of age, length of 
marriage, ages of children and employment 
status.



Based on t-test analysis of the data there was 
significance at the .002 level for the Loss scale 
which explored w om en ’s expectation of their childrens’ 
genders and their sense of loss when the expected did 
not become reality. Thus, there was some evidence 
shown for measurable differences between the two 
groups of women on the issue of loss.

In the scale that explored how it was to be the 
only female in a family (ISOL) there was significance 
at the .001 level for item #18, and a trend identified 
in item #16 (p = .14). When certain responses from the 
unstructured items were included with the above 
findings, there is evidence of both advantages and 
disadvantages to being the only female in the family 
(e.g. "my family treats me special because I ’m the 
only female," versus the situation in which a tilted 
mother would have difficulty getting anyone to 
accompany her to the ballet).

There was no significance found in the items which 
measured socialization. Three possible reasons for the 
lack of significance w e r e : 1) the low inter-item 
correlation (.451), 2) the lack of specificity of the 
items which decreased the likelihood of different 
responses for the two groups of mothers, and 3) the



incredibly complex nature of a domain dealing with 
socialization and roles in a family.

By using part of the SCL-90-R to measure 
psychological distress, it was hoped this study would 
discover differences between tilted and geometric 
women in specific areas. No significant findings were 
found. Since this was assumed to be a psychologically 
healthy population any differences that did exist 
between women were likely not strong enough to be 
significant. However, because of the importance of 
this area for counseling, if there really are 
differences, this warrants further study, perhaps with 
a different instrument, or with families already in 
therapy.

Creating an instrument is a difficult challenge.
As the coefficient alphas suggested (Table 4) there 
was only moderate inter-item correlation within the 
Mother's Questionnaire scales, and constructs may be 
inter-related as well. An item constructed for one 
domain produced information relevant to a different 
domain, as in the hypothetical situation of football 
versus ballet (Table 5), created for the Roles scale 
but indicating how a tilted mother is isolated by her 
gender in the all-male family.



One of the more interesting findings from the 
research resulted from an attempt to determine the 
presence of a gender bias in how geometric mothers 
would decide if one child or the other (or both) was 
"a lot like me." Cross tabulation data for the 
responses to statements 1 and 2 by geometric and 
tilted mothers revealed that not only was there no 
gender bias for her female child, but that both groups 
of mothers showed a clear preference to identify with 
an oldest son but not oldest or youngest daughter or 
youngest s o n . This information was not central to this 
study; nevertheless, it raised some interesting 
questions. Do mothers form stronger attachments to 
oldest sons than any other child in the family 
constellation? How is this data interpreted in terms 
of family constellation theory which hypothesizes a 
parent will identify most strongly with the child who 
occupies a birth position similar to their own (Toman, 
1968; Leman, 1985)? No birth order information was 
collected on the participants, so there is no way to 
know what percentage of "oldest children" existed 
within the subject population. However, it could be 
assumed that the population contained a normal 
distribution of various birth orders. Thus, the strong



preference for mothers to identify with the oldest 
male child warrants further investigation.

Some interesting responses were obtained by asking 
the two groups of mothers to list advantages and 
disadvantages of "being in a family like yours"
(Tables 14-17). What appeared as advantages for one 
group were disadvantages for the other group, and 
Vice-versa. Is it merely the grass is greener on the 
other side of the fence? What one d oesn’t have looks 
better by comparison?

Advantages in the tilted family, to the extent 
that one can generalize, were functional in nature, 
whereas in the geometric family the advantages seemed 
connected to gender and interrelationships. Parents’ 
expectations for their child’s gender do make a 
difference. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be such 
different responses from the two groups of mothers. If 
parents had similar expectations for each gender 
child, there could be instead a focus on each child’s 
uniqueness. The fact that 13 out of 20 geometric 
mothers stated as an advantage "We get to experience 
raising a child of each gender," indicates that 
parents, and society in general, expect the genders to 
be different, and it is a plus to be able to observe



and experience b o t h . On the other hand, it is a 
negative not to be able to experience both genders, 
whatever the reality may be, (e.g. the tilted mother 
who feels she's missing out because daughters are 
supposed to be closer to their mothers as adults than 
sons).

These findings reflect the ideas of Block and 
Block (NOVA, 1983) regarding the persistence of 
stereotypes in our society for child rearing, despite 
all the sociological changes over the past 20 y e a r s .
It appears that parents hold expectations (1 earned 
from the society’s expectations) for each gender 
child; because the expectations are different for each 
it follows that parents also expect or want to have 
one of each gender. When this doesn’t happen a sense 
of loss can occur, and the mother isolated (in the 
all-male household). This is partly due to focusing on 
the supposed differences that separate the genders 
rather than on the uniqueness that each child brings 
to a family. The more persons in families are valued 
for their uniqueness and individuality with decreased 
emphasis on gender expectations, the less isolated 
particular members will be, and the less likely will 
there be any tilting effects.



Limitations and Implications
Any research that is undertaken to gather 

information in a particular subject area by its very 
nature imposes limitations that restrict the 
general liability of the findings to the larger 
population. In this research, there were some 
significant findings; however, the only valid 
statement one can make is for this group of 36 mothers 
in T ucson, Arizona, it appeared that tilted mothers 
had to deal with issues related to loss and possible 
isolation, and geometric mothers did not. Generalizing 
beyond the sample population is questionable, 
especially when the sample group is small in number. 
One of the goals for further research in this area 
would be a larger sample population to permit factor 
analysis of items in the scale to better determine the 
presence of underlying constructs, and increase the 
hypothesis’ applicability to a larger population.

The questionnaire format limited the in-depth 
personal responses obtained in earlier anecdotal 
conversations with tilted mothers and fathers.
However, the few open-ended items in the questionnaire 
demonstrated how incredibly complex and time-consuming



the interview format could be for later description 
and analysis.

The population sampled was A ng lo , middle-class. 
Other socio-economic or cultural groups may well have 
different expectations for family life and children so 
the results would be different as well. Forcey (1987) 
wrote forcefully, "How dare we universalize maternal 
expectations or anything else about mothers" (p. 68).

The results of this study only pertain to intact 
two-child nuclear families. What of the mother raising 
sons alone? What of tilted families with three and 
four boys? An observation by Falconer and Ross was 
that the greater the tilt (i.e. the larger the number 
of same-gender children) the more obvious the effects 
on the mother. Although more complex to design, it 
would be interesting future research to study the 
larger family.

Another aspect to study in the future wq,uld be age 
of the children. Although the range for this study was 
6-18 years, the mean ages were 10.87 and 7.68 y e a r s , 
quite naturally because the source of subjects was 
through elementary schools. The hypothesis is the 
older the children the more time for effects to be 
established and felt by the parent.



Probably the most obvious group to be sampled next 
is fathers in all-female families, since a tilt can be 
toward either gender. Anecdotal information lends 
assurance that this would be quite interesting. An 
observation by Falconer and Ross was that in an all
female family one of the daughters "ends up" with a 
"masculine" nickname, suggesting the family 
unconsciously does this to have their "little boy " . It 
is socially more acceptable for a girl to have a 
"masculine" nickname than it is for a boy to have a 
"feminine" nickname (much the same as cross-dressing 
is acceptable for girls but not boys). Children’s 
names would be part of the data to assess this 
observation.

From previously obtained anecdotal information, 
parents talking about their tilted families often 
include information regarding the sex of the family’s 
pet(s). It has been the experience of this researcher 
that in tilted families the direction will tilt even 
more by the addition of a pet. In the words of one 
parent, when asked what his experience was like being 
the only male in the family, "It’s G*$% D#@$ hard. I 
had a male dog and my wife even had him neutered."



In a future study of tilted mothers, instead of 
the item from the M Q , section 4, which r e a d s I n  my 
family my husband and children have nicknamed
me_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ a more specific item would read:
Circle one or more of the following words or phrases 
which best describes your role/place in the family: 

coordinator 
the female 
drill-sergeant 
peace-maker
the one who holds it all together
friend/companion
role model
etc.

Recommendations for Counseling 
Based on the results of this research, there is 

evidence tilted families have had to deal with a loss 
of expectations (for a geometric family constellation) 
and the parent who is opposite gender from the rest 

of the family may be isolated from other family 
members. Members of a tilted family may describe their 
family quite differently from those persons in a 
geometric family. There are many complex and 
interrelated variables influencing family functioning.



It would be important for the counselor to be aware of 
the differences explored in this research that affect 
family process.

One short-term strategy for counseling would be to 
assess the family dynamics by asking the mother "What 
is it like for you to be the only female in your 
family?" In the long r u n , counselors need to help 
clients identify where gender expectations for their 
children exist inappropriately, and encourage parents 
to recognize and foster the growth of their children’s 
unique qualities rather than focus on gender-related 
expectations or fantasies. Counselors can help clients 
recognize when they are feeling isolated from other 
family members and help them find ways to change their 
situation. Counselors need to begin by becoming aware 
of gender expectations in the larger society and 
within themselves.
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A Notice to Mothers:

I am conducting research cn special families— particularly the 
relationship between mothers and children.

Are you the mother of 2 sons CR 1 son and 1 daughter? 
and

Are both children between 6 and 18 years and live at heme? 
and

Does their father also live with you?

If you answered YES to these questions, then I am asking for YOUR help.

Your participation is voluntary and will involve filling out a 
questionnaire which will take approximately cne-half hour to complete. 
Itie questionnaires are anonymous, and all responses will be completely 
confidential. I will not be talking with any children or spouses. No 
names will be used cn the questionnaire. I am only interested in you!

The benefit to you is knowing you have helped to increase the knowledge 
cn special families like yours. The results will be available to you 
later if you wish.

If you match the criteria above, and are interested, please fill out 
the form below and return it to school with your child, and I will mail 
you a questionnaire.

If you have any questions, please call me or my advisor Dr. Betty Newlon, 
at 621-3218, or call me at 745-0967 (heme).

Sincerely,

C _
Master's candidate 

to Cathy Monroe:

Yes, I'd like to participate in the research.

Name__________________________________________

Address___________

Phone__________________ zip__________________

If you would like a copy of the results when they become available please 
check here

PLEASE RETURN TO CLASS TOMORROW,
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MOTHER'S QUESTIOSINAIRE

The purpose of this questionnaire is to study the special relationship 
of mothers and children. Your participation is voluntary. The questionnaires 
are anonymous, and all responses will be completely confidential. Please do 
not put your name anywhere on the questionnaire. Completion of the 
questionnaire assumes that you are giving consent to participate in this 
project.

PLEASE ANSWER ALL ITEMS . PLEASE ANSWER THE QUESTIONS AS HONESTLY AS YOU 
CAN. If you would like to share further information about your family, or 
reactions you had while answering this questionnaire, please use the reverse 
side of the last page for your comments.

When you have finished, mail the questionnaire to me in the self-addressed, 
stamped envelope provided. If you have any questions, please call my advisor, 
Dr. Betty Newlon, or myself at 621-3218 (office); my home phone is 745-0967.

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN TECS QUESTIONNAIRE.

I. General Information

' 1 Age_____ _______

2 Employment status:

a. Full time outside the home ______________
b. Part time outside the home____________ __'
c. If enployed, for how long?__________ years
d. If you returned to work 

after children were bom,
how old was youngest child?________ ______

e. Homemaker _______;_____________
f. Other, please specify^___ ______

3 Length of marriage._______■

4 Children: age sex

oldest ____________ ____________

youngest ____________  _ ______

5. Other members of our household-specify their relationship to you 
(for example: my mother)
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11. Below are 23 statements about families e. Read each one carefully, and 

select one of the numbered DESCRIPTORS that best describes how you feel 
about the statement. CIRCLE that number to the right of the statement.
DO NOT SKIP ANY ITEMS. In this section, and those that follow, there 
are no wrong answers.

DESCRIPTORS: tot at A Quite
all TthKlp- todsately a bit Dctrarely

1 My oldest child is a lot like me 0 1 2 3 4

2 My youngest child is a lot like me 0 1 2 3 4

3 Research indicates that women 
enter marriage with the assumption 
of having a child of each sex.
This was true for me.

0 1 2 3 4

4 I feel my role as a woman in my 
family is unique

0 1 2 3 4

5 Generally, I feel that my husband' 
helps with household chores about 
as much as he should

0 1 2 3 4

6 Generally, I feel that my oldest 
child helps with household chores 
about as much as he/she should

0 1 2 3 4

7 Generally, I feel that my youngest 
child helps with household chores 
about as much as he/she should

0 1 2 3 4

8 I was disappointed because of the 
sex of my first child 0 1 2 3 4

9 I was disappointed because of the 
sex of my second child 0 1 2 3 4

10 At some point I seriously
considered having more children 0 1 2 3 4

11 My husband participates in more 
than four activities per week 
with the children

0 1 2 3 4

12 Our family participates together 
in more than four activities 
per week

0 1 2 3 4

13 I participate in more than four 
activities per week with my 0 1 2 3 4
oldest child



DESCRIPTORS:

14 I participate in more than four 
activities per week with my 
youngest child

15 I have close personal female 
friends with whom I can interact 
regularly

16 There are times when I feel my 
family doesn't understand me

17 Sometimes I feel as though my 
husband is "just one of the kids"

18 I have a niece or neighbor's 
daughter who feels comfortable 
talking and being with me

19 There are times when I would like 
to get away for a few days

20 Sometimes I feel that I'm the 
only one who makes and enforces
, the rules around our home

21 Generally, I feel that my husband 
and I have a positive relationship

22 Generally, I feel that my 
relationship, with my oldest child 
is positive

23 Generally, I feel that my 
relationship with my youngest 
child is positive
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Kbt at A Quite

all a hit Dctreiely

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

III. In the following hypothetical situations, please circle the answer that 
best fits you.

1 I want to take the family to the ballet. My husband wants to take the 
family to the football game. We resolve this in my family in the 
following way:

a. We all go to the ballet.
b. We all go to the football game.
c. Sane of us go to the ballet? sane of us go to the football game.
d. We go to the football game one day, and to the ballet another day.
e. Other. Please describe_______________________  ■'_____ ________
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2 I've done eight loads of laundry in the past two days« My husband 
has just returned from a camping trip with more dirty laundry. This 
is resolved in my family in the following way:

a. I do the laundry and put it away.
bo I ask one of the children to help me. Which one?
c. My husband does the laundry and puts it away.
d. My husband and I divide the work and each does some.
e. Other o Please describe__________________ ,

IVo Please respond to the following items in your own words.

1 List some advantages of having a family like yours:
(i.e. mother/father/two sons, or mother/father/daughter and son)

2 List some disadvantages of having a family like yours:

3 Describe what the "ideal" family would "be like":

4 In my family, my husband and children have nicknamed me
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Vo Below is a list of problems and complaints that sometimes bother people. 

Bead each one very carefully, and select one of the numbered DESCRIPTORS 
that best describes HOW MUCH DISCOMFORT THAT PROBLEM HAS CAUSED YOU. 
CIRCLE that number to the right of the problem. DO NOT SKIP ANY ITEMS.

DESCRIPTORS:

1 Headaches............................

2 Nervousness or shakiness inside....

3 Faintness or dizziness..... ........

4 Loss cf sexual interest or pleasure..

5 Feeling easily annoyed or irritated..

6 Feeling low in energy cr slowed down..

7 Thoughts of ending your life.......

8 Trembling............................

9 Poor appetite.... ..................

10 Crying easily...... ................

11 Feelings of being trapped cr caught..

12 Suddenly scared for no reason......

13 Temper outbursts that you could hot
control..............................

14 Blaming yourself for things........

15 Pains in lower back.................

16 Feeling lonely......................

17 Feeling blue....... .......

18 Worrying too much about things.....

19 Feeling no interest in things.... .

20 Feeling fearful...... ..............

21 Heart pounding or racing............

22 Nausea or upset stomach....... .

23 Soreness of your muscles...........

Kbt at A Quite
all little M-r̂ prat-pOy a hit Ektrerely

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2_ 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 - 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

' 0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 . 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 ; 4

0 1 2 3 4
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DESCRIPTORS: Kbt at A Quite

24 Trouble falling asleep..............

25 Trouble getting yair breath........ .

26 Hot or cold spells..................

27 Numbness or tingling in parts of
your bodyoooo.......................

28 A lump in your throat...............

29 Feeling hopeless about the future....

30 Feeling weak in parts of your body,,.»

31 Feeling tense or keyed up....... . „.

32 Heavy feelings in your arms and legs. •

33 Thoughts of death or dying.... .....

34 Overeating................. .........

35 Having urges to beat, injure or
harm someone........................

36 Awakening in the early mo r n i n g....

37 Sleep that is restless or disturbed..

38 Having urges to break cr smash things..

39 Feeling everything is an effort......

40 Spells of terror or panic..........

41 Getting into frequent arguments.....

42 Feeling so restless you couldn’t
sit still....... ...................

43 Feelings of worthlessness...........

44 The feeling that something bad is
going to happen to you.. *.... ......

45 Shouting or throwing things..... coo.

46 Thoughts and images of a frightening
nature oooooooeeooooooooooooooooooeooo

47 Feelings of guilt...................

all little Mnr6=rsrha1y a bit EkfcremE
0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 1 2 3 4

0 . 1 2 3 4
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APPENDIX C

Factors used from SCL-90-R
Somatization 
1. Headaches
4. Faintness or dizziness
27. Pains in lower back
40. Nausea or upset stomach 
42. Soreness of your muscles
48. Trouble getting your breath
49. Hot or cold spells
52. Numbness or tingling in parts of your body
53. A lump in your throat
56. Feeling weak in parts of your body
58. Heavy feelings in your arms or legs 
Depression
5. Loss of sexual interest or pleasure
14. Feeling low in energy or slowed down
15. Thoughts of ending your life 
20. Crying easily
22. Feelings of being trapped or caught 
26. Blaming yourself for things
29. Feeling lonely
30. Feeling blue
31. Worrying too much about things



32. Feeling no interest in things
54. Feeling hopeless about the future
71. Feeling everything is an effort
79. Feelings of worthlessness 
Anxiety
2. Nervous or shaking inside 
17. Trembling
23. Suddenly scared for no reason
33. Feeling fearful
39. Heart pounding or racing 
57. Feeling tense or keyed up
72. Spells of terror or panic
78. Feeling so restless you couldn’t sit still
80. The feeling that something bad is going to 

happen to you
86. Thoughts and images of a frightening nature 
Hostility
11. Feeling easily annoyed or irritated
24. Temper outbursts that you could not control
63. Having urges to beat, injure, or harm someone
67. Having urges to break or smash things
74. Getting into frequent arguments
81. Shouting or throwing things



Global (Additional Items)
19. Poor appetite
44. Trouble falling asleep
59. Thoughts of death or dying
60. Overeating
64. Awakening in the early morning 
66. Sleep that is restless or disturbed 

Feelings of guilt8 9 .
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