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ABSTRACT:

 

This article uses quantitative and qualitative data from
424 mothers’ relationships with 1,494 adult children to explore gender dif-
ferences in mothers’ choices of children as sources of support and closeness.
Despite strong theoretical arguments regarding the priority of the mother–
daughter tie, empirical research has not provided consistent support for
this pattern. This article explores whether inconsistent findings regarding
the priority of mother–daughter relationships result from the way in which
intergenerational affect is generally measured. In contrast to traditional
measures that ask parents to rate their closeness to each child, the measures
used here ask mothers to choose among their children. This method revealed
a consistent pattern of preference for daughters over sons as sources of emo-
tional and instrumental support, primarily on the basis of shared values
and gender-specific similarities.
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A son’s a son ’til he takes a wife,
but a daughter’s a daughter all of her life.

—Anonymous

 

Throughout Western history, the mother–daughter bond has been viewed as one
of the strongest of human ties. So strong is this tie that authors of fiction have
often found it necessary to render girls and young women motherless to allow for
the development of other intense adult relationships, as in the case of 

 

A Little Prin-
cess

 

, 

 

Sarah Plain and Tall

 

, and 

 

Wuthering Heights.

 

Given such cultural expectations regarding the strength of mother–daughter
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relations, it is surprising that contemporary studies have not provided consistent
support for the priority of this intergenerational tie over other parent–child com-
binations. A combination of methodological factors masking the relationship
between gender and parent–child relationship quality may explain the inconsistency
in this line of research. This article, resting on data from 424 mothers’ relation-
ships with 1,494 adult children, seeks to answer three questions. First, do mothers
choose daughters over sons when asked to identify the child whom they would
prefer as a source of support across a variety of emotional and instrumental tasks?
Second, does similarity play a greater role in explaining women’s choices of
daughters over sons? Third, if mothers’ choices are affected by similarity, are they
responding to structural similarity or to some other dimension of similarity, such
as similarity of outlook?

 

GENDER, SIMILARITY, AND INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONS

Mothers and Daughters: An Inconsistent Picture

 

Gender differences in family relationships have interested social scientists for
several decades (Booth and Amato 1994; Chodorow 1978; Gilligan 1982; Rossi and
Rossi 1990; Umberson and Slaten 2000). The literature reveals a relatively consis-
tent picture regarding the effect of 

 

parent’s

 

 gender on intergenerational relations,
with closest ties between adult children and mothers (Putney and Bengtson 2001;
Silverstein and Bengtson 1997; Suitor et al. 1995; Vitulli and Holland 1993). How-
ever, there is far less consistency regarding the effects of child’s gender. Although
most studies report stronger affectional ties and greater confiding between mothers
and daughters than between mothers and sons (Kulis 1992; Pillemer and Suitor
2002; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Silverstein and Bengtson 1997; Silverstein, Parrott, and
Bengtson 1995; Spitze et al. 1994; Suitor and Pillemer 2000), some investigations
find no effect of adult child’s gender on relationship quality (Aquilino 1999;
Brackbill, Kitch, and Noffsinger 1988; Eggebeen 1992; Lawton, Silverstein, and
Bengtson 1994; Logan and Spitze 1996; Mercier, Paulson, and Morris 1988).

Such inconsistencies are surprising given both popular books (e.g., Gray 1992;
Tannen 1990) and theoretical treatises by scholars (cf. Arcana 1981; Chodorow
1978; Gilligan 1982; Hey 1997) regarding the role of empathy and sharing in women’s
formation of intimate interpersonal relationships. Theoretical arguments suggest
that an emphasis on sensitivity and sharing would lead mothers to experience dif-
ferential rewards in their relationships with daughters and sons. For example,
Arcana argues that mothers of daughters can anticipate a more intense interper-
sonal relationship based on an interconnection emanating from a shared gender
experience (Arcana 1981; Nice 1992) than can mothers of sons. Further, unlike
mothers’ relationships with sons in which there is generally a distinctive separa-
tion by adolescence, the tie between mothers and daughters remains strong across
all stages of the life course (Apter 1990; Arcana 1981; Chodorow 1978; Fingerman
2001; Fingerman and Griffiths 1999).

The strength of these theoretical arguments leads us to question whether a
methodological confound might be the source of the inconsistency in the litera-
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ture regarding child’s closeness and gender: perhaps there is an empirical consis-
tency between gender and closeness that is masked by limitations in the way in
which mothers generally are asked about the quality of their relationships with
their adult children. In particular, we question whether comparisons of mothers’
responses to questions about their closeness to each of their children, without ask-
ing respondents to make specific comparisons among them, renders it difficult to
discern gender differences.

The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) provides an example
of the approach most broadly used in measuring parent–adult child closeness
(Sweet and Bumpass 1996). The NSFH asked parents to describe the quality of their
relationships with each of their children on a scale from 1 (very poor) to 7 (excel-
lent) in Wave I (1988), and from 0 (really bad) to 10 (absolutely perfect) in Wave 2
(1993). Most mothers reported very high closeness to each of their children, ren-
dering it difficult to detect favoritism that may exist in families, especially in fam-
ilies in which the mothers share close relations with all of the children.

We believe that measures that ask mothers specifically to differentiate among
their children will reveal variations in relationship quality that are likely to be
masked when using measures of quality that allow parents to rate all their chil-
dren in the same way. Traditional measures of parent–adult child closeness are
able to differentiate adequately among children in families in which there are
marked differences in relationship quality; however, they may not be able to tap
subtle differences. Measures focused on choice can reveal distinctions in families
in which parents feel closeness with all their children but may nevertheless feel
closer to one child.

Within-family approaches have been used by developmental psychologists
extensively to demonstrate that differences exist in parent–child relations within
families in the early years. For example, studies show that parents of young and
adolescent children differentiate between their offspring on a variety of relational
dimensions, including affection, pride, disapproval, punishment, and time invest-
ment (Brody, Stoneman, and McCoy 1992a, 1992b; Bumpass, Crouter, and
McHale 2001; Dunn and Plomin 1990; Jenkins, Rasbash, and O’Conner 2003;
Kowal and Kramer 1997; McHale et al. 1995; McHale et al. 2000). Further, this
line of research shows that such within-family differences in parental responses
often have important consequences for children’s well-being and achievement
(for reviews, see Hertwig, Davis, and Sulloway 2002; McHale et al. 2000; Steel-
man et al. 2002). Despite the obvious significance of such designs in explaining
both causes and consequences of relationship quality and well-being, these
designs have received little attention in the literature on families later in life,
thus limiting the extent to which it is possible to determine whether these pat-
terns continue into adulthood.

The few studies that have explored within-family differences in parent–adult
child relations suggest that parents may differentiate in the later stages of the fam-
ily life course. Studies by Aldous, Klaus, and Klein (1985) and Brackbill et al.
(1988) report that parents often differentiate among their adult children in terms
of affection, pride, and disappointment; similarly, Suitor and Pillemer (2000) find
that mothers differentiate among their children in terms of emotional closeness.
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Further, these investigations reveal that mothers tend to favor daughters over
sons. However, the studies that have explored such within-family differences are
limited by relatively small samples, thus shedding little light on whether such
patterns exist in the larger population of later-life families. This study explores
these issues using a more representative sample of families.

We believe that inconsistencies found in the literature regarding mothers’ close-
ness to sons and daughters may be a function of measurement and can be addressed
using measures that ask mothers to differentiate among their children. Therefore,
the expectation is that when mothers are asked to choose among their adult chil-
dren, the primacy of the mother–daughter bond posited in the theoretical argu-
ments discussed earlier will be demonstrated consistently. In this study, we hypoth-
esize that mothers will choose daughters over sons when asked to select the child
to whom they are emotionally closest and to whom they would turn as a source of
emotional and instrumental support; and that child’s gender will have greater
effects on mother’s choice among her children than on mother’s reports of general
closeness to each of her children.

 

Explaining Intergenerational Relationship Quality: 
The Differential Role of Similarity

 

The second issue addressed in this study is the role of similarity in mothers’
choice of children as sources of support and closeness. Of particular interest is
whether similarity plays a greater role in explaining women’s choices of daugh-
ters than in explaining their choices of sons. Further, if mothers’ choices are
affected by similarity, are they responding to structural similarity or to some other
dimension of similarity?

Structural similarity has been shown to be important for understanding the
development and maintenance of relationships throughout the life course
(Feld 1982; Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954; Marsden 1988; Suitor and Keeton
1997; Suitor et al. 1995; Wellman and Wortley 1990). In particular, this line of
research demonstrates that individuals are more likely to develop and main-
tain supportive relationships with others who are similar to them on impor-
tant social dimensions, such as marital status, parental status, educational
attainment, age, and gender.

A review of the literature on intergenerational relations shows that similarity
has been far less consistent in explaining parent–adult child relations than it has
been in explaining other interpersonal relationships. For example, similarity of paren-
tal status is generally an important predictor of patterns of contact and closeness
in studying other interpersonal relationships; however, this dimension of similarity
does not appear to have consistent effects on parent–adult child relations. Whereas
some studies (Aldous et al. 1985; Fischer 1981, 1986; Umberson 1992) find greater
closeness and harmony when adult children become parents themselves, other
studies (Brackbill et al. 1988; Lawton et al. 1994) find either no positive effects of
parenthood or effects specific only to particular parent–child combinations (Rossi
and Rossi 1990; Spitze et al. 1994). One study describes 

 

greater

 

 conflict when adult
children are parents (Aquilino 1999). Findings regarding the effects of other dimen-
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sions of structural similarity, such as marital status, provide an equally inconsis-
tent picture. For example, Kaufman and Uhlenberg (1998) report that being hap-
pily married improves daughters’ (but not sons’) relationships with their mothers,
whereas Kulis (1987) concludes that marriage increases sons’ (but not daughters’)
affection for parents.

Theoretical arguments on the development of gender identity suggest that sim-
ilarity in intergenerational relations without regard to child’s gender may be even
more important in explaining relationship quality between mothers and daugh-
ters than it is in explaining the relationship quality between mothers and sons.
Work by Chodorow (1978) and Gilligan (1982) could be used to suggest that mothers’
expectations for their daughters differ from those for their sons regarding similar-
ity. Specifically, their arguments posit that mothers anticipate that their daughters
will become more similar to them as they progress through life-course transitions.
The expectations for similarity with daughters may result in stronger effects of
similarity on mother–daughter than on mother–son relationships. If daughters do
not become structurally similar to their mothers, their dissimilarity might be
viewed as rejection, not merely the absence of similarity, as in the case of sons. The
argument that such unmet expectations would be particularly deleterious to
mother–daughter relationships is consistent with research demonstrating that the
negative effects of violated expectations is greater than the positive effects of met
expectations on both interpersonal relations and psychological well-being (Fin-
german 2001; Luscher and Pillemer 1998; Pillemer and Suitor 1996; Schuster,
Kessler, and Aseltine 1990). Therefore, although similarity is important in explain-
ing mothers’ relationship quality with both sons and daughters, the hypothesis
here is that the effects will be greater for daughters.

This study explores this issue by examining whether structural similarity plays
a more prominent role in explaining mother–daughter than mother–son relations.
We believe that the primary explanation for the inconsistencies in the literature
regarding similarity lies with the methodological limitations in measurement
already discussed. We anticipate that with measures that ask mothers to differen-
tiate among their children, structural similarity will play a more prominent role in
explaining mother–daughter relations than mother–son relations.

Finally, we argue that the study of gender differences in explanations for par-
ent–adult child relationship quality must give greater attention to nonstructural
dimensions of similarity. Investigations that focus on similarity of attitudes and
values find that these dimensions of similarity are important predictors of parent–
child relationship quality (Pillemer and Suitor 2002; Suitor 1987; Welsh and Stew-
art 1995); in fact, such similarity is one of the core components of a model of inter-
generational solidarity discussed by Bengtson and colleagues (Bengtson 2001;
Lawton, Silverstein, and Bengtson 1994; Silverstein and Bengtson 1997). How-
ever, little attention has been paid to whether similarity has differential effects on
relations with sons and daughters. The same argument outlined earlier regarding the
greater importance of mother–child structural similarity on relations with daughters
than with sons leads to the hypothesis that similarity of “outlook on life” will be
substantially more important in explaining mother–daughter relations than in
explaining mother–son relations.
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METHODS

Design Goals

 

This article presents results from a project designed to provide data on within-
family differences in parent–adult child relations in later life. The research design
is similar to that used by developmental psychologists—including Dunn and col-
leagues (Dunn 1988; Dunn and Kendrick 1982; Dunn and Plomin 1990) and
McHale and colleagues (McHale et al. 2000; McHale, Crouter, and Tucker 1999)—
to study within-family differences among siblings in earlier stages of the life
course. The design calls for the selection of a sample of mothers between sixty-
five and seventy-five years of age with at least two living adult children, and the
collection of data from the mothers regarding each of their children. Only com-
munity-dwelling mothers are included in the sample, to reduce the likelihood
that the women are in need of extensive care, thus allowing study of relationships
outside of the context of caregiving.

 

Sampling

 

Massachusetts requires communities to keep town lists of all residents by
address. All town lists provide the age and gender of individuals, and some towns
provide additional information. These town lists were the source of the sample in
this study. From the total of eighty available communities, twenty in the greater
Boston area, specifically the U.S. Census–designated Primary Metropolitan Statis-
tical Area, were randomly selected. With the assistance of the Center for Survey
Research at the University of Massachusetts, Boston, we drew a systematic sample
(women aged sixty-five to seventy-five years) from the town lists. An equal num-
ber of women were selected from each community. This strategy results in a self-
weighting sample of women from within each stratum. Letters of introduction
sent to each woman described the study and explained that an interviewer from
the Center for Survey Research would contact her to screen her to determine her
eligibility for participation and to attempt to schedule a face-to-face interview if
she met the study criteria.

Between August of 2001 and January of 2003, interviewers met with 556 mothers:
61% of those who were eligible for participation. The interviewers spoke with
each mother for between one and two hours. They taped and fully transcribed
more than 90% of the interviews and prepared field notes for each interview that
was not fully taped.

 

Sample Characteristics

 

The analysis reported in this article focuses on the 424 mothers who had living
children of both genders. The mothers were aged between sixty-six and seventy-
eight years (mean 

 

�

 

 70.8, 

 

SD 

 

�

 

 

 

3.2) at the time of the interviews. Seventy-three
percent were white; 27 percent were black. Forty-seven percent of the mothers
were then married, 35% were widowed, 16% were divorced or separated, and 1%
had never been married. Twenty-two percent of the mothers had completed less
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than high school, 44% had completed high school, and 33% had completed some
college. Seventy-six percent were not employed; 24% were employed. Eight per-
cent had a total family income of less than $10,000 in the previous year; 19% had
an income between $10,000 and $19,999; 22% had an income between $20,000 and
$29,999; 9% had an income between $30,000 and $39,999. The incomes of 7% fell
between $40,000 and $49,000, and 17% had an income of $50,000 or greater. Forty-
eight percent of the women were Catholic, 26% were Protestant, 6% were Jewish,
and 20% reported another religion or said that they had no religious affiliation.

The number of living children of mothers in the subsample for this analysis
ranged from two to ten (mean 

 

�

 

 4.1, 

 

SD 

 

�

 

 1.8). Although the mean number of liv-
ing children in this subsample is higher than would be found in a nationally
representative sample of women ages sixty-five to seventy-five (such as the
NSFH), it is important to remember that this is due primarily to the criterion that
all members of the subsample must have adult children of both genders. The
mean number of children of women in the subsample is only slightly higher than
the number of living children of NSFH mothers in the same age range and having
two or more living children (4.1 vs. 3.7; Sweet and Bumpass 1996). 

The adult children ranged from twenty to sixty-one years of age (mean 

 

�

 

 42.8,

 

SD

 

 

 

�

 

 5.9). Fifty percent were daughters. Seventy percent of the adult children
were themselves parents (mean number of children 

 

�

 

 2.3, 

 

SD

 

 

 

�

 

 1.2). Fifty-seven
percent were then married, 6% were cohabiting, 14% were divorced or separated,
22% were never married, and 1% were widowed. Forty-three percent of the adult
children had completed high school, 13% had completed some college, 28% were
college graduates, and 15% had completed some graduate work. Eighty percent
of the children were employed.

 

Measures

 

Dependent Variables

 

Each mother answered a lengthy series of questions about her relationships with
her children, including (1) with which child would she be most likely to discuss a
personal problem, (2) from which child would she prefer help if she became ill or
disabled, (3) to which child would she turn first in a crisis, and (4) to which child
she felt the most emotional closeness. Each child was coded with 0 for each item for
which he or she was not chosen and 1 for each item for which she or he was chosen.

It is worth noting that a minority of mothers were unwilling to differentiate
among their children. In this subsample, 19% did not name a child to whom they
would talk first about personal problems, 26% did not name a child from whom
they would prefer care when facing illness or disability, 18% did not name a child
to whom they would turn first in a crisis, and 37% did not name a child to whom
they were emotionally closest.

 

1

 

 As shown in a separate study (Suitor et al. 2006),
none of the mothers’ characteristics for which data are available (e.g., age, marital
status, education, race, religion, religiosity, or number of children) had consistent
effects on their choices of particular children or their willingness to choose among
their children.
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Mothers also were asked to rate their closeness to each child: “The relationship
between parents and children often varies from one stage of life to another. Use
any number from 1 to 7, where 1 is very distant and 7 is very close, to describe the
relationship between you and [child’s name].” Mothers rated their relationships
when the children were aged 10 years, 16 years, and “nowadays.” This study used
only the rating of the relationship “nowadays.” The responses to this question were
highly skewed, with more than three-fourths of the mothers rating their closeness
to their children as 6 or 7. To reduce skewness and to allow for comparisons
between mother’s reports of closeness and child choice required collapsing close-
ness into two categories: very close (6 and 7) and less than very close (less than 6).

 

Independent Variables

 

The analysis included five measures of 

 

mother–child similarity

 

: educational
attainment, parental status, marital status, gender, and perceived value similarity.
Mothers reported the educational category into which their own education and
that of each of their adult children fell. Answers were coded 1, less than high
school; 2, some high school; 3, high school graduate; 4, post–high school voca-
tional; 5, some college; 6, college graduate; and 7, completed graduate school.
Three dummy variables allowed for the separate examination of the effects of
children completing the same level of education as that of their mothers or a level
of education higher or lower than that of their mothers.

Parental status similarity was measured by whether the adult child had any
children (0, no children; 1, has child). Marital status similarity was measured by
whether the adult child was then married (0, child not married; 1, child married).
Although approximately one-half of the mothers were no longer married, all but
six had been married when they were the present ages of their children. Marital
similarity could be measured by either present status or status when the mothers
had been in the same point in the life as the daughters at the time of the study.
Given our emphasis on experiential similarity and on parents’ expectations that
their children attain normatively prescribed adult statuses, we felt that a measure
that took into consideration similarity at the same point in the life course would
be most appropriate. Child’s gender was coded 0 (son) or 1 (daughter).

Perceived value similarity was measured by the item: “Parents and children are
sometimes similar to each other in their views and opinions and sometimes differ-
ent from each other. Would you say that you and [child’s name] share very similar
views (4), similar views (3), different views (2), or very different views (1) in terms
of general outlook on life?”

 

Control Variables

 

Interviewers asked mothers whether their children were employed, but not the
number of hours that they worked; thus, employment was coded 0 (not employed)
or 1 (employed). Proximity was measured by how far away the child lived in
terms of travel time by ground transportation. Answers were coded 1, same
house; 2, same neighborhood; 3, less than fifteen minutes; 4, fifteen to thirty min-
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utes; 5, thirty to sixty minutes; 6, more than an hour but less than two hours;
and 7, two or more hours. Finally, although it was not the central focus of this
article, birth order rather than child’s age constituted an additional category.
Previous analyses determined that children’s structural positions in the family
affect the quality of parent–adult child relations: in particular, that mothers
report that they are emotionally closest to their youngest children, but rely on
their eldest children as sources of support in a crisis (Suitor and Pillemer foth-
coming). Table 1 is a correlation matrix of the variables in the analysis, includ-
ing means and standard deviations.

 

Statistical Approach

 

Throughout the quantitative analysis, the child, rather than the parent, is the unit
of analysis. In other words, the 1,434 children who are the units of analysis are
nested within the 424 mothers on whose reports the analysis is based; thus, the
observations are not independent. As noted, separate analysis (Suitor et al. 2006)
has demonstrated that none of the mothers’ observed characteristics, such as race,
religion, age, or number of children, consistently affected either mothers’ choices
of particular children or their willingness to choose among their children. Never-
theless, it is possible that characteristics not measured could have effects on
mothers’ choices. To address this concern, we used conditional logistic regression
throughout the multivariate analysis. Conditional logistic regression is preferable
to standard logistic regression in this case because the procedure controls on
mothers’ characteristics; much as if a dummy variable was created for each of the
424 mothers and the regression equations in which the mother–child pair was the
unit of analysis included the set of dummy variables (Alwin 1976; Suitor and
Pillemer 1996). Thus, conditional logistic regression allows us to focus on the pri-
mary question of interest—within each family, which child does the mother
choose?—while controlling for mothers’ characteristics.

 

Open-Ended Responses

 

One of the study goals was to understand mothers’ rationale for the choices
they made when selecting from among their children. To this end, at each point at
which mothers had to choose from among their children, an open-ended question
asked why they had selected that child. The most relevant data here are the
mothers’ explanations for why they chose particular children as those to whom
they were closest or to whom they would turn for support.

A research team of nine students transcribed the interviews, coded the open-
ended items, and prepared detailed case summaries of each family. The team
developed codes for the open-ended items as data preparation continued
rather than establishing them before the coding process. In contrast to studies
where coders work independently and calculate kappas based on coders’ con-
sistency, this study used a consensus approach based on the group interactive
analysis component of Borkan’s “immersion-crystallization” method for ana-
lyzing qualitative data (Borkan 1999). Each week, one of the principal investiga-
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tors (PIs) surveyed all the open-ended coding that had been completed during the
previous week. Approximately 90% of the coders’ original decisions agreed with
those of the PI; any coding that was not in agreement with the PI’s assessment
was discussed by the entire group at weekly team meetings until consensus could
be reached.

 

FINDINGS

Do Mothers Choose Daughters?

The data presented in Table 2 support the hypothesis regarding mothers’ tendency
to choose daughters over sons across a variety of dimensions of closeness and sup-
port. Among those who named a particular child, mothers were almost four times
more likely to name daughters than to name sons as their first choice for the child
to whom they would be the most likely to talk about a personal problem; almost
seven times more likely to name daughters than to name sons as sources of help if
ill or disabled; and nearly twice as likely to name daughters as the children to
whom they felt emotionally closest. The only dimension of support on which
there was little gender difference was in regard to the child to whom the mothers
would turn in a crisis; however, the small difference that did appear also favored
daughters.

Comparison of the gender differences between choosing children for particular
dimensions of support and closeness (shown in the first four rows of Table 2)
and mothers’ closeness ratings to each of their children (shown in the last row)
supports the hypothesis that child’s gender would be more important when
mothers selected from among their children than when they reported separately
about their closeness to each of their children. With the exception of choosing a
particular child in a crisis, the differences between sons’ and daughters’ likeli-
hood of being chosen are substantially greater than the gender difference in gen-
eral closeness.

TABLE 2
Mother–Child Relationship Quality by Gender

Gender of Adult Children
Mothers Chose (%)

Dimensions of Mother–Child Relations Sons Daughters

Child to whom mother would most likely talk about 
personal problem 20.2** 79.8

Child mother prefers to provide her help if ill or disabled 12.8** 87.2
Child to whom mother would turn first in a crisis 44.0** 56.0
Child to whom mother is emotionally closest 33.9** 66.1
Mothers giving the highest closeness rating to child 48.0* 52.0

*p � .05; **p � .01 (significance of gender difference).
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Why Mothers Choose Daughters: 
The Roles of Similarity and Understanding

Altogether, the 424 mothers reported more than one hundred factors that
played a role in their choice of particular children as sources of support and close-
ness. Gender plays a prominent role in these decisions. Of those mothers who
chose daughters, 27% specifically focused on gender in choosing the child whom
they would prefer as a source of help if ill or disabled; 22% noted gender in
explaining their preferred source of support for personal problems; and 19% spec-
ified gender as a factor in naming a child to whom they were emotionally closest:

Caroline being a daughter . . . every chance I get I talk to her.

I think you can talk to your daughters more than—more so than your sons.

Well, as a woman I think we can relate more. She’s much more understanding
[than my sons].

I think it goes back to the old saying that a girl’s your girl for the rest of your
life; a boy’s your son ’til he takes a wife.

I don’t know. There’s something with having a daughter that you’re, you’re
just more comfortable with. I talk to Johnny over money problems, you know, I
may have . . . of course, personal problems I talk over with my daughter.

The mothers’ statements about their daughters are particularly telling in that
such explanations based on gender were nearly completely absent from their expla-
nations for their choice of sons. Of those mothers who chose sons as the preferred
source of support for personal problems, for instrumental support if ill or disabled,
or as the child to whom they were most emotionally close, only 3% mentioned
gender as an explanation for this choice.

In summary, mothers were disproportionately likely to select daughters across
three of the four dimensions of support, often specifically because of gender. An
important note is that mothers’ tendency to choose daughters cannot be accounted
for by the distribution of sons and daughters, because the sample of adult chil-
dren was almost evenly divided by gender.

Although the bivariate associations between gender and choice are strong and
consistent, this pattern may occur only because mothers are more likely to per-
ceive daughters than sons as more similar to them. Perhaps when mothers believe
that they and their sons hold similar outlooks on life, they are as likely to choose
sons as daughters as sources of support and closeness. To explore this possibility,
a set of multivariate analyses controlled for mothers’ perceptions of similarity to
their children regarding general life outlook. The conditional logistic regression
analysis (Table 3) reveals that gender continues to play an important role in
mothers’ selection of specific children across three of the four dimensions of close-
ness and support: to whom they were emotionally closest, to whom they were
most likely to talk about a personal problem, and whom they would prefer as a
caregiver. The only dimension of support in which this does not apply is choosing
a child to whom they would turn in a crisis.

Table 3 also shows support for the hypothesis regarding differences in the effect
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of gender on choosing among children and on mothers’ reports of general close-
ness to each child. Examination of the odds ratios indicates substantial differences
between the effects of gender on general closeness and gender’s effect on three of
the four child choice measures.

There is a highly consistent pattern regarding the effects of perceived similarity
of outlook. Across all five dimensions of support and closeness (the four child-
choice measures and the individual closeness ratings), perceived similarity of out-
look is, after gender, the strongest and most consistent predictor of which children
are chosen. Mothers’ explanations for why they choose particular children often
focus specifically on such perceptions of similarity:

Um, she’s a little more like me. [Int: In what way?] Uh, just, um, the way we think.

We’re compatible . . . she’s very much like me. Our personalities are more um,
I’m probably giving you the wrong impression that [my other children and I]
don’t get along, and that isn’t true at all. It’s just that Kim and I just blend. [My
other daughter] says that [Kim’s] more like me.

And her interests are very similar to mine. I was always interested in drama
when I was in school and college, and then to have her come along and be
interested too. I didn’t have a daughter [until I had her], and so I was very
curious about [what it was like to have a daughter].

Similarity and Gender

The second question under investigation was whether similarity was equally
important in explaining mothers’ choices of sons and daughters. Tables 4 and 5
present separate analyses of data on sons’ and daughters’ relationships with their
mothers. These analyses reveal smaller gender differences than anticipated in the
models. Most important, perceived similarity of outlook was salient in explaining
patterns of closeness and support in both sons and daughters. Further, tests of the
magnitude of the coefficients for sons and daughters reveals that none of the dif-
ferences across models is statistically significant.

The mothers’ explanations for their choice of particular children indicates that
the sensitivity and compassion typically associated with value similarity are
equally important in their choice of sons and of daughters. In fact, in those cases
in which sons were chosen over daughters, the mothers’ statements indicate that
this was because their sons provided greater warmth and compassion than did
their daughters:

My boy treats me better than [my daughter], I would say. She’s not so kind to
me. [My son’s] a good kid. He’s been good to me, too. Because he’s kind to me.
He wouldn’t say no. [My daughter] say, “Mom, I don’t help you.”

The analyses revealed no support for the hypotheses regarding the greater effect
of structural similarity on choice of daughters than on that of sons. Further,
there are few consistent effects of either social structural positions or structural
similarity on mothers’ choices of sons or daughters. The only clear pattern is
that, when mothers choose sons on whom to rely in a crisis, they are more likely
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to turn to the sons who were first-born and employed. Mothers’ comments reveal
that they make this choice because they view these sons as particularly mature
and responsible:

Well, Tony works in a bank, and he has worked in the bank since he was [very
young] . . . he’s the most stable of them all.

My son is very up on everything and finances and everything else, and my
daughter tends to go along with the flow if you know what I mean. So he’s the
one who helps me out with finances and balances my bank . . . my checkbook.
He can figure things out and things like that.

I would say that Roger is conservative and dependable and very mature.

In contrast, mothers describe daughters to whom they would turn in a crisis as
unusually warm and supportive. Most often, these daughters were the same chil-
dren whom the mothers choose as being emotionally closest to them.

In summary, both the quantitative and qualitative data reveal a consistent pat-
tern in which mothers select daughters over sons as sources of emotional support
and closeness. Further, the gender differences are greater when mothers choose
among their children than when they report general closeness to each child. Con-
trary to expectations, perceived value similarity is nearly equally important in
mothers’ choices of daughters and sons across all dimensions of support and
closeness. As anticipated, gender-specific factors also play a role in mothers’
choices. Mothers often explain their choice of daughters on the basis of similarity
of gendered experiences; in contrast, they choose sons as sources of support in a
crisis on the basis of knowledge and maturity.

CONCLUSIONS

This study draws on classic feminist arguments regarding gender-role socializa-
tion to explore differences in mothers’ relationships with their adult daughters
and sons. The findings reveal a consistent pattern of mothers’ preference for
daughters as sources of closeness and emotional support. Equally important, the
findings indicate greater ability to detect differences in mothers’ relationships
with their adult children when using measures that ask mothers to choose among
their children rather than by using traditional approaches that allow mothers to
report similar closeness to all their children. Such greater sensitivity of child
choice measures provides a strong basis for arguing that future studies should
emphasize within-family differences in their research designs.

Examination of the qualitative data reveals a pattern consistent with expecta-
tions based on discussions of mothers and daughters by Chodorow (1978), Nice
(1992), and Apter (1990). Mothers not only disproportionately choose daughters
over sons as sources of closeness and emotional support, but they often explain
their choices specifically on the basis of the child’s gender. When mothers select
sons over daughters as sources of emotional support and closeness, their ex-
planations indicate that sons who were selected were unusually understand-
ing and responsive to their mothers, particularly in comparison to daughters or
other sons.
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This article hypothesized that both structural and value similarity would be
more important in explaining mothers’ choices of daughters than their choices of
sons. This hypothesis was based on arguments by Chodorow (1978) and Arcana
(1981) regarding mothers’ expectations that their daughters “reproduce” the mothers’
experiences. The findings do not support our expectations regarding these gender
differences. Structural similarities do not affect any dimension of mother–daughter
relations, and perceived similarity of outlook is clearly the strongest predictor
of mothers’ choices of both daughters and sons. It is possible that the relation-
ships between perceived value similarity and both closeness and support may be
reciprocal rather than unidirectional; nevertheless, the strength and consistency of
this finding demonstrates that perceived attitudinal similarity is important in
understanding patterns of closeness and exchange, regardless of the direction of
causation.

The findings regarding the high salience of perceived value similarity have
important theoretical implications for the study of later-life families. In particular,
the findings provide evidence that perceived value similarity may be even more
important than structural similarity when parents differentiate among their chil-
dren, a finding consistent with the model of intergenerational solidarity proposed
by Bengtson and colleagues (Bengtson 2001; Lawton et al. 1994; Silverstein and
Bengtson 1997).

The only dimension of relationship quality in which mothers are nearly as
likely to choose sons as daughters is in choice of child to whom they would turn
first in a crisis. However, mothers’ descriptions of the children they choose on all
dimensions follow the pattern that would be anticipated on the basis of mother’s
differing expectations for their sons and daughters. Mothers choose daughters
whom they describe as warm, understanding, and compassionate and choose
sons whom they view as especially mature and responsible—sons who will “take
charge.”

Finally, the findings presented here indicate that the differential closeness that
developmental psychologists have documented in the earlier stages of the life
course continues after children enter adulthood. Such within-family differences
may have important implications for understanding both mothers’ and children’s
well-being. For example, the literature has shown that difficulties faced by their
adult children affected mothers’ well-being (Pillemer and Suitor 1991; Ryff et al.
1996; Umberson 1992). However, if mothers are closer to some of their children
than to others, it may well be that when more-favored children face problems, it
affects mothers’ well-being most intensely. We hope that scholars studying inter-
generational relations will use within-family designs that can address such ques-
tions. We also hope that future studies will explore fathers’ favoritism. Given the
greater closeness generally found between children and mothers than between
children and fathers, the patterns reported in this article might differ when inves-
tigating fathers’ choices.

It is possible to question whether these patterns are cohort-specific. Perhaps
because younger cohorts of mothers hold less traditional gender-role attitudes
(Kozimor-King and Leicht 1999; Powers et al. 2004; Twenge 1997), they would be
equally likely to choose daughters and sons as sources of emotional and instru-
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mental support. However, it is very likely the findings presented here would be
similar to data collected from mothers born more recently. Although there has
been considerable muting of traditional gender roles since the period in which the
mothers in our study were being socialized themselves and when they were
socializing their children, studies continue to demonstrate the persistence of
somewhat traditional gender role socialization (Albert and Porter 1988; Brown-
low, Jacobi, and Rogers 2000; Eccles, Jacobs, and Harold 1990; McHale et al. 1999).
Further, although occupations are becoming increasingly less gender-segregated,
even the most recent data indicate that women continue to disproportionately
pursue occupations that reward high compassion and sensitivity to interper-
sonal relations (Fronczek and Johnson 2003). Such differences in both childhood
socialization and career choices are likely to reinforce the sorts of gender differ-
ences in sensitivity to relationships discussed by Chodorow (1978) and Gilligan
(1982) more than two decades ago, thus continuing the pattern of mothers’
greater reliance on daughters for emotional support and personal care seen in
this study.
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NOTE

1. If a mother did not initially name a specific child (e.g., if she responded “I call all of my
children if there is a crisis”), the interviewer prompted the mother with the question
“But is there one child whom you would call first?” Analyses of these data revealed that
prompting changed the mothers’ responses in fewer than 5% of the cases, and there was
no systematic difference between mothers who did respond and those who did not
respond to the prompt. Further, separate examination revealed that none of the findings
was affected by the inclusion of these women.
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