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This study investigates (1) whether infants in a day-care

setting exhibit sexual preferences in the choice of a playmate, and

(2) whether males exhibit more overt acts in play than do females.

Eight male and eight female infants, attending a day-care center,

paired by age (ages twelve to twenty-four months), were selected

as subjects. Each of the sixteen children was observed for a ten-

minute period on four separate days, over a two-week period, a

total of forty minutes' observation time per child. No significant

differences were found between male and female infants involving

the preference of the sex of a playmate, or between male and female

overt behaviors.
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SEXUAL PREFERENCES IN PLAY AMONG INFANTS

IN A DAY-CARE SETTING

Psychologists generally agree that sexual identity is an

important part of personality development. Roles are prescribed by

society according to an individual's sexual identity, as demonstrated

by his observed behavior and the behavior of others toward him

(Freud, 1938; Piaget, 1951).

Many theories exist as to how children develop sex roles.

Freud introduced the term identification in 1925 to explain the ability

of an individual to learn and adopt his parents' traits during the sociali-

zation process. Social learning theory states that children learn their

sex role through identification with a male or female model, so that

identification leads to sex-typing (Sutton-Smith, 1973). The sociali-

zation process encourages appropriate sex-type behavior. Boys are

rewarded for being "tough" and for defending themselves whereas

girls are rewarded for avoiding fights and being submissive (Sears,

Maccoby, and Levin, 1957).

Another theory of sex-typing is the cognitive theory which con-

tends that children do not acquire sex-types from identification but

rather from the development of the idea in the child of himself as a boy
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or a girl and then the perception that certain attitudes and behaviors

are appropriate for each sex. At this point, he begins to adopt traits

that are associated with his sex (Sutton-Smith, 1973). The basic

difference between the identification theory and the cognitive theory

is that in the latter, a child's sense of his sex comes first and he

adopts the traits of his sex because it becomes rewarding to him. In

identification theory, the child adopts sex appropriate traits because

of an identification with a model and the child's sense of his sex

comes last.

Many modern theorists have tried to develop combination

theories dealing with varied mixes of identification, social learning

theory, and cognitive development. The possibilities are great and

each theorist purports combinations with different degrees of effect

for the three theories.

Behavioral theory in sex-typing is a recent development and

is based on the principles of reinforcement and modeling. Children

learn very early what gender they are and what kinds of behaviors

are expected for members of their sex. Simply stated, males are

regarded by adults for acting like males, and they are punished for

acting like females. Likewise, females are rewarded by adults

for sex appropriate behavior, and they are punished for inappropriate

behavior. This reward and punishment is also instituted by peer
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groups and serves to maintain effective controls on the

behavior of males and females (McCandless and Evans,

1973).

Sex-typing occurs at an early age in most children, and

therefore affects the interaction of males and females probably from

the first time an interaction occurs. In a study by Ward (1969),

it was shown that both sexes establish sex-role preferences by the

age of five years and that girls often develop this preference earlier

than do boys. Goldberg and Lewis (1969) found that in a free-play

situation involving thirteen- month- old children and their mothers,

there were significant sex differences in play. When the children

were placed on the floor from their mother's laps, the girls were

reluctant to leave their mothers. Significantly more girls than

boys returned to their mothers in less than five seconds (p < . 05

for both samples by Fisher Exact Probability Test). During

fifteen-minute observations of these children (900 seconds), girls

returned to their mothers an average of 273. 5 seconds whereas

the boys' average latency was nearly twice as long, 519.5 seconds.

This difference was significant at p < . 002 (Mann-Whitney U Test).

In general, the girls touched their mothers more than did the

boys, and stayed closer to their mothers and vocalized to their
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mothers more than did boys. In terms of activity levels, boys

were more active than were girls. They banged toys together and

were judged by the observers in the study to play significantly more

vigorously than did girls (p. ( .05, Mann-Whitney U Test).

Goldberg and Lewis suggested that parents behave differently

towards boys and girls from the time they are infants, treating them

in such a way as to reinforce sex-appropriate behavior as defined

by societal norms. Fagot (1974) showed that parents gave girls

significantly more criticism and praise than they did boys, and that

the boys were allowed significantly more independent play than were

girls. In general, toddler-aged boys manipulated objects such as

blocks more than did girls whereas girls played with dolls, danced,

dressed up, and asked for help more than did boys. In a study

involving opposite -sex twins thirteen to fourteen months old,

Brooks and Lewis (1974) demonstrated further the differences in

behavior between male and female twin infants. Females main-

tained a proximity to their mother more often than did boys, and

also spoke to and touched their mothers more than did boys. No

significant sex differences were found between the twins' style of

play and activity levels.
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Children's behavior has been shown to be significantly

affected by the sex of their playmates, particularly with respect to

responding behavior. Langlois et al. (1973) reported that peers of

the same sex produced higher levels of responding in five-year-old

children of both sexes, and in three-year-old girls. They also found

that changing the sex of partners in play facilitated the social

behavior of three -year -olds but inhibited the social behavior of five -

year -olds.

One consistently observed difference between male and

female children is that males are significantly more aggressive than

are females. It was hypothesized that this finding was the result of

a greater male vulnerability to minimal brain damage resulting from

complications in pregnancy and birth. On the other hand, Pedersen

and Bell (1970) in their study of preschool children identified as

free from minimal brain damage reported that males exhibited signi-

ficantly more aggressive acts towards peers than did females (signi-

ficance at or beyond the .05 level). This finding supports other

data revealing significant personality differences between male and

female preschool children (Kagan, 1964; Maccoby, 1966; Terman

and Tyler, 1954).

As early as the age of two years, children have been shown

to engage in social play with a peer more often than in solitary play
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(Eckerman et al., 1975). Other research indicates that children

involved in day-care settings exhibit significantly more aggressive

and physically active behavior than do those who have not been in

day-care settings (Schwartz et al., 1974).

In general, the findings of previous research have been that

children engage in social play at a very early age and that significant

differences have been found between the behaviors of male and female

preschool children. Males are significantly more aggressive than

are females, and attendance in a day-care setting increases the

aggressive behavior of both sexes.

The purpose of this study is to determine if infants twelve to

twenty-four months of age in a day-care center exhibit preferences

concerning the sex of a peer in play. Two hypotheses were investi-

gated in this study . (1) It is predicted that same-sex contacts

would occur a significantly greater number of times than opposite-sex

contacts; and (2) It is predicted that the males would initiate a signi-

ficantly greater number of contacts than would the females, whether

the contact be direct touch or touch through a toy.

For the purpose of this study, the .05 level of probability

will be accepted as significant for all predictions.
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Method

Eight male and eight female infants paired by age, ages

twelve to twenty-four months, in a day-care center funded by the

Texas Department of Public Welfare and the Zale Foundation served

as subjects. This was the total number of pairs by age in the

twelve -to -twenty-four -month age range of the forty children in

attendance at the Zale Learning Center. The Center is located on

the grounds of a large metropolitan high school in a lower income

area of Dallas, Texas. All of the infants who attend the Center come

from low-income families in this area, and at the time of this study

all the children were Black.

Each of the sixteen children was observed by two observers

for a ten-minute observation, on four separate days, over a two-week

period, a total of forty minutes' observation time per child. An obser-

vation sheet was designed to record infant behavior (see Appendix).

Inter-rater reliability was established by recording data until both

observers obtained identical data on three consecutive observations.

Data were then taken on each child's contacts, whether by direct touch

or touch through a toy for the stated observation period. Data were

also taken regarding whether contact was initiated by the child being

observed or by another child.
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Procedure

All observations were made in the morning, between 8:30

and 10:30 at the Zale Learning Center. The Center is divided into

two rooms, each containing twenty infants. These rooms were

identical in physical structure and daily routine except that in one

room each of the five caretakers was assigned responsibility for four

children, whereas in the other room the five caretakers were not

assigned to any particular child and attended to the infant nearest

them. All of these caretakers were carefully trained by the Center

in the care and education of infants. The difference between the two

rooms was not considered significant for the purposes of this study,

and therefore was not accounted for in the design. This assumption

was supported by the research director of the Day Care Center who

stated that recent research done at the Center has shown no significant

differences between the two rooms in the activity level or style of play

for male and female children.

Four male-female pairs were observed in each room. The

ten-minute observation periods were taken within a one-hour period

per room. The rooms were rotated on a daily basis on a first- or

second-hour observation schedule. These observations were made

from outside the room through large windows so that neither observer

disrupted the normal schedule of activities.
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A small portable tape recorder was used by each observer

to identify each ten-second interval throughout the ten-minute

period. Observations could then be made without having to look

away from the observation window to determine the time interval.

It was felt that in some instances neither observer could

reliably identify the sex of the infants without outside help. To

eliminate the possibility of inaccurate judgment, small mailing labels

were applied to the front and back of each infant's diaper each morn-

ing by a staff member. All the infants in the Center were identified

in this way, not just those sixteen infants who were being observed so

that all contacts could be accurately described. Blue labels were

used for the males, and red labels for the females. They were

easily seen and no difficulties arose from this method of sex identifi-

cation.

During the observation period some children would move to

an area of the room that prevented the observer from observing and

recording the infant's behavior. When this occurred, the tape

recorder was stopped, and started again when the child returned to

the observer's view. This procedure was also used if one of the

caretakers picked up an infant or restricted his actions in the play

situation.
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The observers recorded each infant's touching behavior.

This touching behavior was defined as one child's touching another

with his hands or arms. No determination was made as to the

deliberateness of touching, simply that the act occurred. In observ-

ing each of the paired infants, the number of times a child touched

another child or was touched by another child was recorded, and

whether the sex of the other child in the interaction was male or

female. Regarding touching through toys, the same information was

recorded. However, cribs, rockers, chairs, and other furniture

were not considered as toys, and touching through these objects was

not recorded, nor was touch through a caretaker or touch initiated by

a caretaker recorded by the observers. Only one instance of each

behavior observed during the observation period was recorded in any

ten-second interval throughout the ten-minute observation period.

This interval was decided upon because it proved long enough for

several different behaviors to occur and be observed while it limited

the recording of rapid and repetitive behaviors to a workable number.

It should be noted that the toys involved in the touching behaviors that

were recorded did not appear to be sex-typed. It is believed that

they did not influence the data concerning the sex of children touching

through toys. This assumption was supported by the director of the

Center who purchased the toys. The toys were chosen for color,
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safety, manipulativeness, and a deliberate attempt to exclude any

toys that could be considered sex-typed.

Results

An analysis of variance was employed to analyze the differ-

ence between male behavior in the previously described four categor-

ies and female behavior in the four categories. The statistical

analysis was processed on the IBM 360, Model 50 computer at North

Texas State University. The formula for the analysis of variance was

reported in Winer (1962). Results are shown in Tables I, II, III,

TABLE I

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR FEMALE INFANTS
IN FOUR CATEGORIES OF BEHAVIOR--A, B, C, D*

Group Variable Mean Standard Deviation

Males A 7. 125 5.963
B 2.375 2.973
C 5.375 4.627

D 2.375 2.875

Females A 8. 125 6.289
B 3.125 2.900
C 5.750 5.063
D 1.750 1.281

Variable A -- observed child touches another. B--observed

child touches another through a toy. C--observed child touched by

another. D--observed child touched by another through a toy.
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and IV. The results reflect no significant difference in males' or

females' preferences in the sex of peers in play.

TABLE II

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR FEMALE INFANTS
IN FOUR CATEGORIES OF BEHAVIOR--A, B, C, D'

Source of Variation Ss df VE F P

A Between 4.000 1 4.000 .107 .749

Within 525.750 14 37.553

B Between 2.250 1 2.250 .261 .618
Within 120. 750 14 8.625

C Between .563 1 .563 .024 .879
Within 329.375 14 23.527

D B etw e en 1.563 1 1.563 .315 .583
Within 69.375 14 4.955

Variables A, B, C, D are the same as in Table I.

An analysis of variance was then employed to analyze the

difference between male initiated and female initiated behaviors for

the four categories. Results are shown in Tables V and VI and

these results reflect no significant difference between male and female

behavior.

-I-
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TABLE III

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR MALE INFANTS
IN FOUR CATEGORIES OF BEHAVIOR--A, B, C, D*

Groups Variable Mean Standard Deviation

Male s A 4. 125 2.642
B 3.125 4.224
C 4.000 2.690
D 1.625 2.774

Females A 6.375 5.780
B 2.500 0.926
C 6.125 5.515
D 1.875 1.458

Variables A, B, C, D are the same as in Table I.

TAB-LE IV

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR MALE INFANTS
IN FOUR CATEGORIES OF BEHAVIOR--A, B, C, D

Source of Variation Ss df VE F P

A Between 20. 250 1 20.250 1.003 .334
Within 282.750 14 20.195

B Between 1.563 1 1.563 .167 .689
Within 130.875 14 9.348

C Between 18. 063 1 18. 063 .689 .420
Within 366.875 14 26. 205

D Between 0.250 1 0.250 .051 .825
Within 68.750 14 4.911

Variables A, B, D, D are the same as in Table I.
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TABLE V

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR MALE AND FEMALE

INITIATED BEHAVIORS FOR TOTAL A, B, C, D

Groups Variable Mean Standard Deviation

Males A 10.500 5.806
B 5.625 4.104

C 10.125 5.384
D 3.500 3.464

Females A 15.250 11.094
B 5.500 3.964
C 11.125 8. 008
D 4. 125 3.758

Variables A, B, C, D are the same as in Table I.

TABLE VI

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR MALE AND FEMALE
INITIATED BEHAVIORS FOR TOTAL A, B, C, D-

Source of Variation Ss df VE F P

A Between 90.250 1 90.250 1.151 .301

Within 1097.500 14 78.393

B Betw e en .063 1 .063 .004 .952

Within 227.875 14 16.277

C Between 4.000 1 4.000 .086 .774

Within 651.750 14 46.554

D Between 1.563 1 1.563 .120 .735

Within 182.675 14 13.063

Variables A, B, C, D are the same as in Table I.
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Discussion

The hypothesis that same-sex contacts would occur a signi-

ficantly greater number of times than opposite-sex contacts was not

confirmed. The hypothesis that the males would initiate a signifi-

cantly greater number of contacts than the females, whether the con-

tact be direct touch or touch through a toy, was also not confirmed.

The day-care setting of this study might have affected the

outcome regarding the number of male initiated behaviors. Goldberg

and Lewis (1969) reported male activity and independence signifi-

cantly higher than females, but this was in a free play situation in the

presence of the mother, whose attitude toward each sex, they

suggested, was such to reinforce sex-appropriate behavior. In a

day-care setting, in the presence of twenty or more other infants,

the child may behave differently without the stimulus of the mother's

presence. In a study by Langlois et al. (1973), children three to

five years of age showed significant preferences for same-sex

peers in play, but the age of the children in this study might have

affected the outcome in two ways. First, the very fact that they

were under two years of age may have significantly limited their

ability to distinguish between males and females because the cues

normally gotten from clothes, hair styles, and physique were too

subtle for their level of cognitive development.
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Secondly, the children spent much of the time in the Day Care Center

dressed only in diapers, leaving only such cues as hair ribbons and/or

shoes for sexual identification.

Another possibility is that even if the sex of the peers in this

daya-care setting were easily distinguishable by the children, they

may not develop preferences until a later age, at which time male

aggressiveness as defined by a higher number of overt acts may also

become evident. The lack of statistical significance in this study

concerning male aggressiveness may also be due to the fact that the

female infants had not yet learned to be less aggressive and more

submissive to males as society has prescribed in the past (Kagan,

1964).

Finally, even in older children sexual preferences in play

may exist only as a result of sex-typed toys. It was noted earlier

that the toys in the Day Care Center were deliberately chosen for

their lack of sex stereotyping. It seems likely that highly sex-

typed toys would attract members of one sex over another, and

therefore result in children playing with peers of the same sex more

often than opposite-sex peers.

This study has evaluated the play behavior of infants in a

day-care setting regarding sexual preferences in the choice of a

playmate and whether males exhibit more overt acts in play than
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females. The lack of significance in the results has led to the

development of several possibilities involving the speed of socializa-

tion of infants, the cognitive development of infants in regard to

sexual identity, the effect of the day-care setting itself and sex-typed

toys on the social behavior of infants. Further research in the

area is needed to establish or disprove the many possible relation-

ships.
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