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Abstract 

People’s preference for communal or agentic traits in their future partners and future children 

and the connection to the self-extension model will be explored. Four-hundred-and-fifty 

undergraduate heterosexual students were asked about their own preferences for communal 

and agentic traits in future partners, sons, and daughters. The participants also rated the 

expected level of self-extension toward these future family members, and their own levels of 

agency and communion. The results show that men prefer more agentic sons and daughters 

compared to partners, and more communal partners than sons. Women preferred more 

agentic sons compared to partners. Self-extension acts as a partial mediator, where the more 

both men and women self-extended to their future children, the more agentic they wanted 

them to be compared to their partners. Implications of the results for future research will be 

discussed. 
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Preference for Communal or Agentic Traits in Partners and Children 

Many studies have previously looked at preferences in human mate selection and the 

preferred qualities (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Bereczkei & Csanaky, 1996) and gender differences 

between preferences in male partners in contrast to preferences in female partners. Buss et al. 

(1986) found that males tend to find their partners’ attractiveness more important, while 

females prefer high degrees of achievement and success. Other studies show that when 

interacting face-to-face both genders tend to value physical attractiveness and potential 

earnings (Selterman, Chagnon & Mackinnon, 2015). Both genders place increasingly more 

emphasis on potential wealth of a future partner (Boxer, Noonan & Whelan, 2013).  

It has also been shown that similarity attracts regarding agency and communion 

(Gebauer, Leary & Neberich, 2012). People that are more agentic also prefer more agentic 

partners and find the partner’s attractiveness more important (Gebauer et al., 2012). On the 

other hand, people that are higher in communion value personal warmth rather than 

attractiveness more (Gebauer et al., 2012). The similarity attracts hypothesis also seems to 

apply to traditional gender views. Thomae et al. (2015) showed that the higher participants 

scored on benevolent sexism the more they preferred a more traditional partner. This did not 

differ between genders.  

Hart Research Associates (2015) compared the preferred characteristics in wives to 

preferred characteristics in daughters. The survey responses showed the top four preferred 

personality traits in wives included intelligent, attractive, independent, and sweet. In 

comparison, the personality traits named most regarding daughters included intelligent and 

independent, but also strong and principled (Hart Research Associates, 2015). Based on these 



PREFERENCE FOR COMMUNAL OR AGENTIC TRAITS IN FAMILY MEMBERS 5 

results, men seem to value more stereotypically feminine or communal traits in their wives, and 

more stereotypically masculine or agentic traits in their daughters. In this study only men were 

asked about the preferred personality traits in their wives and daughters. The study failed to 

show if the same differences would be true for women. It is also not clear why men seem to 

prefer more communal traits for their wives, while wanting more agentic traits for their 

daughters. 

Gender stereotypes are also still prevalent in today’s society and potentially influence 

preferred characteristics in family members. Men are typically associated with more agentic, 

that is stereotypically masculine, traits, such as strength and independence, while women are 

often associated with more communal, that is stereotypically feminine, traits, such as warmth 

and kindness (Eagly & Steffen, 1984).  Women are also generally perceived to have lower 

status, and also less power, than men (Conway & Vartanian, 2000). People tend to attribute 

these status differences to gender-specific rather than situational factors, making women seem 

more communal and less agentic and men seem more agentic and less communal (Conway & 

Vartanian, 2000).  

Based on this gap in previous research studies, this study examines the preference for 

communal or agentic traits in future family members, including future partners, sons, and 

daughters. Based on previous research by the Hart Research Associates (2015), it is predicted 

that men prefer more communal traits in their partners compared to their sons and daughters, 

and more agentic traits in their sons and daughters compared to their partners. Based on 

gender stereotypes prevalent in today’s society, it is also predicted that women prefer more 
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agentic traits in partners and sons compared to daughters, and more communal traits in 

daughters compared to partners and sons. 

The study also tries to find an answer for the reasoning behind the preference of certain 

personality traits over others in future family members. One explanation for this phenomenon 

could be lying in the model of self-extension, where people see or prefer their own personality 

traits in other people or things. It is hypothesized that men prefer more agentic daughters than 

wives because they see their daughters more of an extension of themselves. At the same time, 

they see their sons even more of an extension of themselves than their daughters because 

father and son share the same gender. Women’s self-extension is expected to not differentiate 

to the same extent as men between partners and sons. Accordingly, it is predicted that women 

express preference for both communal and agentic traits for their husbands and sons. 

Consistent with the predictions for men’s preferences for sons, it is expected that women show 

the greatest self-extension toward daughters, and thus tend to prefer that their daughters have 

more communal traits, given the prevalence of gender stereotypes in which women are often 

seen as nurturers and caregivers. 

Methods 

Participants 

 Data were collected from 450 undergraduate students at the University of Arizona as 

part of the undergraduate student research pool. Participants were screened for heterosexual 

orientation, single legal relationship status, having no children, and identifying as male or 

female. Based on this screening, data from 50 participants were excluded from the analyses. 

The final sample included 400 undergraduate students (187 males and 213 females) with a 
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mean age of 18.57 (SD = 0.97) years. The sample was somewhat diverse with 53.3% of 

participants identifying as Caucasian, 19.8% as Hispanic/Latino, 8.6% as Asian, 2.3% as African 

American, 2.3% as Middle Eastern, 1.0% as Native American, and 13.5% as other or mixed (see 

Figure 1). Participants were assigned to groups as shown in Table 1. 

Condition Gender Number of Participants 
Partner Male 64 

Female 71 
Son Male 64 

Female 65 
Daughter Male 59 

Female 77 
Total 400 

Table 1: Participants' Group Assignment 

 
Figure 1: Race/Ethnicity of Participants 

 
Study Design and Procedures 

 Participants were asked to complete an online survey through Qualtrics including 

multiple measurements of communion, agency, ambivalent sexism, and self-extension. When 

taking the survey, participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: Thinking 

about their ideal future partner, ideal future son, or ideal future daughter. Participants were 
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then asked to rate their ideal future family member’s degree of communion and agency and the 

degree of self-extension exhibited towards the family members. The participants were then 

also asked to rate their own degree of communion and agency and asked to take the 

ambivalent sexism measure. Additionally, participants were asked about their demographics.  

Materials 

The Bem-Sex Role Inventory (BSRI; Bem, 1974) included 60 items (see Material 2), 20 

items measuring agency (i.e., “Acts as a leader”, “Aggressive”), 20 items measuring communion 

(i.e., “Affectionate”, “Cheerful”) and 20 neutral items. The measure of agency showed a 

Cronbach’s alpha of 0.897 and the measure of communion a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.861. 

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996) consisted of 22 items, eleven 

items measuring benevolent sexism (i.e., “In a disaster, women ought not necessarily to be 

rescued before men.”, “Many women have a quality of purity that few men possess.”) and 

eleven items measuring hostile sexism (i.e., “Many women are actually seeking special favors, 

such as hiring policies that favor them over men, under the guise of asking for ‘equality’.”, 

“Most women interpret innocent remarks or acts as being sexist.”). The measure of benevolent 

sexism showed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.723 and the measure of hostile sexism a Cronbach’s 

alpha of 0.846. 

The degree of self-extension was measured using two questions that were asked to be 

rated on a 7-point Likert scale (“To what extent do you see yourself being responsible for your 

future partner’s/daughter’s/son’s actions?”; “To what extent are your future 

partner’s/daughter’s/son’s actions a reflection of who you are as a person?”). Cronbach’s alpha 
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for this measurement was 0.718 and the two questions are strongly correlated (r = 0.56, p < 

0.01). 

Results 

Main Findings 

When performing a three-way interaction between gender, condition and communal 

and agentic trait preferences, the following results were found. Like predicted, men prefer 

significantly more agentic traits in ideal future sons and daughters than in ideal future partners, 

and significantly more communal traits in future partners than in future sons, F(2, 394) = 6.02, p 

< 0.01 (see Figure 2). However, contrary to what was assumed, there is no difference in the 

preference of communal or agentic traits in future sons and future daughters. Women, on the 

other hand, prefer significantly more agentic future sons than future partners, F(2, 394) = 6.02, 

p < 0.01 (see Figure 3). There is no significant difference between preferred communal traits in 

future family members and no difference between agentic traits in future sons and daughters. 

Self-extension acts as a partial mediator between condition (future partner vs. future 

children) and agency for both males and females (see Figure 4). The more both men and 

women self-extend to their future children, the more agentic they want them to be compared 

to their partners. This effect is stronger for males than for females. Contrary to what was 

predicted, this effect is true for both genders, not only males. For male participants, self-

extension also acted as a full mediator between condition (future wives vs. future children) and 

communion (see Figure 5). The more men self-extend to their future children, the less 

communal they want them to be compared to their partners. This effect does not hold true for 



PREFERENCE FOR COMMUNAL OR AGENTIC TRAITS IN FAMILY MEMBERS 10 

female participants (Path a = 1.01, p < .001; Path b = .15, p < .001; Path c = .023, p = .827; Path 

c’ = -.13, p = .227). 

The same effect did not hold true, however, when using communion as a mediator. 

Both men and women do not want their future children to be more communal when self-

extending more to them. For males, the condition (partner vs. children) was a significant 

predictor of the degree of self-extension (b = 1.06, p < .01), the degree of self-extension was a 

significant predictor of a preference for communal traits (b = .26, p < .01),  

 
Figure 2: Males' Preferred Personality Traits in Family Members 
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Figure 3: Females' Preferred Personality Traits in Family Members 

   

 
Figure 4: Self-Extension Mediation Model for Condition and Agency 

 
Figure 5: Self-Extension Mediation Model for Condition and Communion for Men 
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Additional Results 

 Self-reported communal and agentic traits. Men rated themselves as significantly more 

agentic, and significantly less communal, than women. Additionally, women reported having 

significantly more communal than agentic traits, and men reported having significantly more 

agentic than communal traits (see Figure 6). 

 
Figure 6: Self-Reported Communal and Agentic Traits in Men and Women 

 
 Correlations between preferences for agentic and communal traits and hostile and 

benevolent sexism. The higher men scored on hostile sexism, the higher they rated their 

preference for agentic, r(59) = .290, p < .05, and communal, r(59) = .363, p < .01, traits in ideal 

future daughters (Figure 7 and 8). The higher women scored on hostile sexism, the higher they 

rated their preference for communal traits in ideal future daughters (r(77) = .278, p < .05) 

(Figure 9). The higher men scored on benevolent sexism, the higher they rated their preference 

for agentic traits in their ideal future sons (r(64) = .266, p < .05) (Figure 10) and agentic (r(59) = 

.342, p < .01) and communal (r(59) = .414, p< .01) traits in their ideal future daughters (Figures 
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11 and 12). The higher women scored on benevolent sexism, the higher they rated their 

preference for agentic traits in ideal future partners (r(71) = .265, p < .05) (Figure 13) and 

agentic (r(59) = .250, p< .05) and communal (r(59) = .476, p < .01) traits in ideal future 

daughters (Figure 14 and 15). 

 
Figure 7: Correlation between Men's Preference for Agentic Traits in Daughters and Hostile Sexism 

 

 
Figure 8: Correlation between Men's Preference for Communal Traits in Daughters and Hostile Sexism 
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Figure 9: Correlation between Women's Preference for Communal Traits in Daughters and Hostile Sexism 

 
Figure 10: Correlation between Men's Preference for Agentic Traits in Sons and Benevolent Sexism 
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Figure 11: Correlation between Men's Preference for Agentic Traits in Daughters and Benevolent Sexism 

 
Figure 12: Correlation between Men's Preference for Communal Traits in Daughters and Benevolent Sexism 
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Figure 13: Correlation between Women's Preference for Agentic Traits in Partners and Benevolent Sexism 

 
Figure 14: Correlation between Women's Preference for Agentic Traits in Daughters and Benevolent Sexism 
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Figure 15: Correlation between Women's Preference for Communal Traits in Daughters and Benevolent Sexism 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The study shows that men prefer more agentic future children than partners, and more 

communal future partners than children, partially because they expect to extend their own 

agentic traits to specific family members. To the degree that men were more likely to self-

extend to their future children than their future partners, they preferred more agentic future 

children. This is consistent with, and also extends, the previous finding that men prefer more 

communal wives and more agentic daughters (Hart Research Associates, 2015). 

 The results also revealed that women preferred more agentic future sons than future 

partners, to the degree that they, too, expected to extend themselves more to their children 

than partners. This is not consistent with the higher levels in self-reported communal (vs. 

agentic) traits in women. 
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 Regarding hostile and benevolent sexism, the study showed that men that score high on 

hostile sexism have stronger preferences for both communal and agentic traits in daughters. In 

contrast, females that score high on hostile sexism have a stronger preference for communal 

daughters, which is consistent with gender stereotypes. However, it is surprising that men also 

prefer more agentic traits in daughters when they score high on hostile sexism. This correlation 

would need to be explored more in future research. When scoring high on benevolent sexism, 

men show a stronger preference for agentic traits in sons, which is consistent with gender 

stereotypes. Surprisingly, when scoring high on benevolent sexism men also show a preference 

for both agentic and communal traits in daughters, contrary to what we might expect based on 

gender stereotypes. Also consistent with gender stereotypes, women that score high on 

benevolent sexism show a preference for more agentic partners. However, women that score 

high on benevolent sexism also show preferences for both more agentic and communal 

daughters. This correlation would also need to explored further in future research. 

 The study does not explain why women report to have more communal than agentic 

traits, but don’t expect to self-extend these communal traits to their children. Future research 

is needed to explore potential reasons underlying this finding. One reason for this phenomenon 

could be that while communal traits are seen as more important for other people to have, 

agentic traits are preferred in individuals close to oneself; individuals that are contributing to 

one’s own well-being and goal-pursuit (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). 

 Additionally, future research could also study more closely why women prefer more 

agentic traits in their future sons compared to their future partners. A possible explanation for 

this could be the self-extension of agentic traits to future children more than future partners. 
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However, other factors are also likely to explain this finding due to it only being a partial 

mediation. 

 Follow-up work could also explore other reasons why men prefer more agentic future 

children compared to future wives, and more communal future wives compared to future 

children. Men self-extending their agentic traits more to their children than their wives is one 

possible explanation, but more studies are needed to document other possible variables 

impacting this finding. 

 An additional area of possible future research could include the impact these results 

might have on parenting and close relationships. If there are significant preferences for 

communal or agentic traits in children, the question arises about whether this might have 

significant effects on children not fitting these criteria. Possible future research questions could 

include, if parents adjust their preferences based on their children’s personalities or if these 

preferences persist even if the children do not match them perfectly. Additionally, is it possible 

that children that do not fit those preferences have a different relationship with their parents? 

 Since all the participants in this study are undergraduate students at the University of 

Arizona, these research questions would also have to be tested in different populations. The 

results might look differently for people of different ages, backgrounds, cultures, ethnicities, or 

religions. 
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