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This article focuses on the influence of male role models on the lives of adolescents (N 
= 78) in the U.S. National Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study. Half of the adolescents 
had male role models; those with and those without male role models had similar 
scores on the feminine and masculine scales of the Bem Sex Role Inventory, as well as 
on the trait subscales of the State-Trait Personality Inventory (anxiety, anger, depres-
sion, and curiosity) and the Child Behavior Checklist (internalizing, externalizing, and 
total problem behavior). A positive association was found between feminine gender 
role traits and curiosity, and a negative correlation between this trait and internalizing 
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problem behavior; these associations were independent of the gender of the adoles-
cents and the presence of male role models. In sum, the absence of male role models 
did not adversely affect the psychological adjustment of adolescents reared by lesbian 
mothers.
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INTRODUCTION

An increasing number of children in the United States are raised in 
families headed by parents of a single gender (Lippman 2004; U.S. 
Census Bureau 2010). Questions have been raised about possible detri-
mental effects of father or mother absence on child development and 
psychological adjustment (Donovan 2000; Goldberg 2010; Silverstein 
and Auerbach 1999). Social learning theory posits that boys need adult 
males to model what is expected of men, just as girls need adult women 
as role models (Bandura and Walters 1963). An underlying assumption 
of social learning theory is that developing adequately gendered behavior 
is important in its own right and is a necessary end in itself (Ward and 
Schneider 2009). The concern that children with same-sex parents may 
suffer from inadequate gender socialization is based on an erroneous 
assumption that these children are exposed only to adults of a single 
gender (Clarke 2001; Goldberg 2010; Goldberg and Allen 2007). 
Inherent in this concern is the notion that the gender roles of parents are 
related to the development of “appropriate” gendered behavior in the 
offspring, which in turn is associated with higher levels of psychological 
adjustment.

Embedded within this longstanding critique of single-gender parenting 
is a substantially greater concern for the well-being of fatherless boys than 
motherless girls, as reflected in the sheer volume of research on the for-
mer and relatively little data on the latter (Baron-Cohen 2003; Faludi 
1999; Hoff Sommers 2000; Kindlon and Thompson 2000; Pollack 1999; 
Sax 2006, 2007; Tyre 2008). Several authors have made normative claims, 
supported by little or no empirical evidence, that fatherless boys will be 
confused about their masculinity and are therefore more likely to develop 
psychological conflicts or behavioral problems, or become gay (see for 
overview of these arguments, Clarke 2001; Golombok 2000). As for children 
reared in same-sex-parent families, there are no empirical data supporting 
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the normative claim that there are associations between the availability of 
these role models and the children’s gender role development and psycho-
logical adjustment.

THEORIES OF GENDER SOCIALIZATION

The process whereby people acquire the rules, beliefs, and attitudes 
appropriate to their particular gender is known as gender socialization 
(e.g., Muelenhard and Peterson 2011). Theories that are based on gender 
socialization, such as social learning theory and cognitive developmental 
theory, share a common assumption that behavior, roles, traits, and atti-
tudes considered appropriate for a particular gender are learned through 
observation and training (see, for overview, Lippa 2002). Theories of gender 
socialization contrast with those of biological determinism (Iervolino et al. 
2002), which assert that differences in gender behavior and gender-specific 
traits are developed through the action of prenatal sex hormones on the 
developing fetus (Collaer and Hines 1995).

Social learning theory (e.g., Bandura 1977) postulates that children 
learn gender roles through observing and modeling the behavior and 
gender-related attitudes of parents of the same sex, and also by imitat-
ing same-sex siblings, friends, and media figures. However, cognitive 
developmental theory predicates that the learning of gender is not a 
passive process, as social learning theory suggests. Rather, children 
are thought to play an active role in acquiring organized knowledge 
and beliefs about gender from the wider social environment; integrat-
ing information about gender from their families, peers, and culture; 
and actively constructing for themselves what it means to be a girl or 
a boy (Bem 1981; Maccoby 1998; Martin 2000; Martin, Ruble, and 
Szykrybalo 2004).

Based on theories of gender socialization, Hetherington, Bridges, and 
Insabella (1998) and Sax (2006, 2007) have suggested that the absence 
of a same-sex parent or same-sex role model may lead to problems in the 
development of a stable gender identification, and, as a consequence, to 
a greater chance of developing psychological problems. Eisenberg et al. 
(1985) postulate that boys experience more rigid gender socialization 
than girls; as such, boys without male role models are more likely than 
girls without female role models to experience psychological dysfunc-
tion. Sax (2007) asserts that there is a growing epidemic of unmotivated 
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and underachieving boys in the United States, and that one of five factors 
causing this epidemic is a lack of male role models. Although several 
scholars have questioned the claim that boys need a same-sex parent or 
male role model to prevent psychological problems and gender identity 
confusion (e.g., Biblarz and Stacey 2010; Stacey and Biblarz 2001; 
Sullivan 2004), opponents of planned lesbian families still argue that the 
presence of an involved male role model is essential for adequate child 
development (Rosky 2009).

PLANNED LESBIAN FAMILIES

Male Role Models

Planned lesbian families are those in which the mothers identify as 
lesbian before children become part of the family. As there are no tradi-
tional father figures in these families, they provide an opportunity to 
explore how the availability of other male role models influences the gen-
der socialization of children reared in these households. To assess lesbian 
mothers’ feelings about the role of men in their children’s lives, Goldberg 
and Allen (2007) interviewed 30 lesbian couples during the pregnancy and 
again when their children were three months old. More than two-thirds of 
the women were concerned that the absence of a male figure might affect 
their children’s psychological well-being. Many women had screened 
prospective male role models even before their children were born. When 
asked why they thought that male role models were important for their 
children, some women indicated that children should be exposed to a 
diverse range of people of different genders, sexual orientations, races, 
and ethnicities. Other women hoped that their children might have posi-
tive interactions with male role models that were similar to the loving 
relationships these women had with their own fathers. Heteronormative 
social pressure (or the desire to create a family structure that mirrors those 
of traditional two-parent households) was also a factor in some women’s 
pursuit of male involvement in their children’s lives (see also Clarke and 
Kitzinger 2005).

Other studies of lesbian-parent families suggest that the mothers’ goals 
of male involvement in their children’s lives may be realized for many, but 
not all. In a study of 37 lesbian-mother families, Patterson, Hurt, and 
Mason (1998) found that more than half of the four- to nine-year-old 
children had regular contact with their grandfathers or unrelated male 
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adults. The U.S. National Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study (NLLFS) 
has been following a cohort of planned lesbian families prospectively 
since the index children were conceived through donor insemination. 
Before the NLLFS children were born, three-quarters of the prospective 
mothers indicated that they hoped to provide their children with positive 
male role models (often described as “good, loving men”), yet many of 
these women felt that being a good role model was not associated with 
gender-specific traits (Gartrell et al. 1996). By the time the index offspring 
were 10 years old, half of the families had incorporated male role models 
into their children’s lives (Gartrell et al. 2005).

The above-mentioned studies were focused on lesbian mothers’ feel-
ings about role modeling in the gender socialization of their offspring. 
However, no studies have compared the gender role development and 
psychological adjustment of offspring of lesbians who do and do not have 
male role models.

Children’s Gender Roles and Psychological Adjustment

Our knowledge of the gender role behavior and psychological adjust-
ment of offspring in planned lesbian families is based primarily on stud-
ies in which young children with lesbian mothers were compared with 
their counterparts in heterosexual two-parent families. No prior study has 
specifically examined the gender roles of older adolescents raised in 
planned lesbian families, or explored the differences between offspring 
who grew up with and without male role models.

Research on the gender role behavior of young children in planned 
lesbian families has primarily focused on children’s preferences for play-
ing with toys and games that are stereotypically feminine or masculine, 
and on children’s aspirations to careers that are traditionally associated 
with women or men. For example, Brewaeys et al. (1997) studied four- to 
eight-year-old children raised by lesbian and heterosexual couples. The 
parents were asked how frequently their child played with toys and games 
typically associated with girls or boys, and how frequently their child 
engaged in activities that are more often associated with one gender than 
the other. The researchers found no differences in child play or activities 
based on family type (Brewaeys et al. 1997). Fulcher, Sutfin, and Patterson 
(2008) asked young children (mean age five years) about their preferences 
for current and future activities that are generally considered more femi-
nine or masculine, as well as their preferences for future occupations 
traditionally associated with women or men. No significant differences 
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were found between the responses of children with lesbian parents and 
those with heterosexual parents. However, children whose parents had 
more liberal attitudes toward gender and more egalitarian household divi-
sions of labor were more flexible in their own occupational aspirations, 
regardless of their parents’ sexual orientation.

One of the few studies on gender roles in older children from planned 
lesbian families is that by MacCallum and Golombok (2004). In contrast 
to the above-mentioned studies on younger children, these authors used 
the Children’s Sex Role Inventory (CSRI) (Boldizar 1991), which con-
ceptualizes gender roles in terms of stereotypically feminine and mascu-
line personality traits. In the CSRI, traits such as sensitivity to others are 
considered feminine, and traits such as self-reliance are considered 
masculine. The CSRI is an adaption of the Bem Sex Role Inventory 
(BSRI; Bem 1974, 1981). MacCallum and Golombok reported that boys 
reared in families without fathers (both lesbian-parent households and 
households headed by single heterosexual mothers) did not differ on 
masculinity traits from boys raised in families with two heterosexual 
parents; however, the sons of lesbians had higher scores on femininity 
traits. The femininity or masculinity scores did not differ between the 
daughters of lesbian parents and girls raised in heterosexual single- or 
two-parent families. The average age of the children in this study was 
12 years.

Most studies on psychological adjustment compare children or adoles-
cents who have lesbian parents with those in heterosexual two-parent 
families (e.g., Bos and Van Balen 2008; Bos, Van Balen, and Van den 
Boom 2007; Brewaeys et al. 1993; Flaks et al. 1995; Gartrell et al. 2005; 
Patterson 1994; Steckel 1987). No differences in psychological well-
being have been found between children in planned lesbian families and 
those in heterosexual two-parent families (see, for overview, Bos and Van 
Balen 2010). In several respects, adolescents in planned lesbian families 
were reportedly faring better than their counterparts in heterosexual 
families. For example, Golombok and Badger (2010) found that 19-year-
old adolescents who had been born into British lesbian-parent families 
showed lower levels of anxiety, depression, hostility, and problematic 
alcohol use, and higher levels of self-esteem than those in heterosexual 
two-parent families. Likewise, the 17-year-old NLLFS adolescents dem-
onstrated higher levels of social, school/academic, and total competence 
and significantly lower levels of social problems, rule breaking, aggres-
sive behavior, and externalizing problem behavior than age- and gender-
matched normative samples of American adolescents (Gartrell and Bos 
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2010). Also, there were no differences in psychological adjustment 
within the NLLFS sample based on whether the adolescents knew the 
identity of the sperm donor (Bos and Gartrell 2010). However, until the 
present study, no research had examined whether access to positive male 
role models influences the psychological adjustment of adolescents with 
lesbian mothers.

AIM OF THE PRESENT STUDY

The present study fills a gap in the literature on fatherless families and 
the role of male role models through its exploration of the gender role 
traits of adolescents reared in planned lesbian families, and its assessment 
of the impact of having male role models on adolescents’ gender role traits 
and psychological adjustment. According to social learning theory, boys 
imitate the behavior and gender role traits of male adults, and girls do the 
same with female adults. Following this line of reasoning, one might 
expect to find differences in feminine/masculine gender role traits and 
psychological well-being between NLLFS adolescents who do and do not 
have male role models.

The adolescent participants are the index offspring in the NLLFS. First, 
we asked these adolescents whether they had male role models, and if so, 
to indicate their relationship to these men. Second, we examined whether 
the NLLFS adolescents with and without male role models differed on 
feminine/masculine gender role traits and on psychological well-being. 
Third, we explored the relationship between the adolescents’ feminine and 
masculine gender role traits and psychological adjustment and whether 
this relationship varied for adolescent girls and boys, and for those with 
and without male role models.

DATA AND METHOD

Between 1986 and 1992, lesbians who were inseminating or pregnant 
through donor insemination were recruited as study participants via 
announcements at lesbian events, in women’s bookstores, and in lesbian 
newspapers throughout metropolitan Boston, Washington, DC, and San 
Francisco. Data were collected when the prospective mothers were 
inseminating or pregnant with the index children (T1), and when the 
index offspring were 2 years old (T2), 5 years old (T3), 10 years old (T4), 
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and 17 years old (T5). At T5, 78 of the original 84 families were still par-
ticipating in this ongoing study (93 percent retention). For the T5 analyses, 
one family was excluded because not all parts of their survey instruments were 
returned, resulting in a total sample size of 77 families with 78 adolescents 
(including one set of twins). Approval for the NLLFS was granted by the 
Institutional Review Board of the California Pacific Medical Center.

At T5, the adolescent sample was composed of 39 girls and 39 boys (N = 
78). The mean age of the combined group of girls and boys was 17.05 years 
(SD = 0.36; range 16-18 years). Most of the adolescents were white/
Caucasian, and most were raised in middle- or upper-middle class families 
that resided in large urban areas, midsized towns, and rural communities in 
the northeastern and western regions of the United States (see Table 1).

TABLE 1: Demographic Characteristics of the NLLFS Sample

Characteristics

NLLFS

(N = 78a)

Adolescent gender, % (n)
	 Girls 50.0% (39)
	 Boys 50.0% (39)
Adolescent age
	 Mean 17.05
	 SD 00.36
Adolescent ethnic background, % (n)
	 White/Caucasian 87.1% (68)
	 Latina/Latino 03.8% (03)
	 African American 02.6% (02)
	 Asian/Pacific Islander 02.6% (02)
	 Armenian 01.3% (01)
	 Lebanese 01.3% (01)
	 Native American 01.3% (01)
Parental socioeconomic status, % (n)b

	 Working 18.2% (14)
	 Middle 57.1% (45)
	 Upper middle and upper 24.7% (19)
Family region of residence (U.S.), % (n)
	 Northeast 47.0% (36)
	 Midwest 01.0% (01)
	 South 09.0% (07)
	 West 43.0% (33)

a. N = 78 index offspring including 1 set of twins (77 families).
b. Based on Hollingshead Index (see also Gartrell, Bos, and Goldberg, 2011).



Bos et al. / Male Role Models     9

Data for the present study were gathered from the 17-year-old adoles-
cents and their mothers by means of two separate online questionnaires, 
one for the adolescents and one for the parents. Each adolescent and 
mother received a unique identity code that allowed them to log into a 
protected part of the NLLFS and the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) 
websites, respectively. Adolescents and mothers were asked to complete 
their questionnaires independently and were assured that their responses 
would be kept completely confidential.

Male Role Models

Two questions were asked in the adolescent questionnaire about 
male role models. First, the adolescent was asked: “Do you have an 
important male role model in your life?” (0 = no, 1 = yes). If the answer 
was “yes,” the adolescent was asked to identify the type of role model 
based on the following list: “donor/biological father,” “grandfather,” 
“uncle,” “sibling,” “teacher,” “friend,” and/or “other.” Multiple answers 
were allowed.

Feminine and Masculine Traits

Adolescents completed the short version of the BSRI (Bem 1974, 
1981), which includes 10 adjectives for traits that are described as femi-
nine (e.g., understanding) and 10 for traits that are described as masculine 
(e.g., competitive) (see Appendix A). Although the BSRI was originally 
developed for adults, this instrument has also been validated for adoles-
cents (e.g., Fontayne, Sarrazin, and Famose 2000; Grané 2010; Nepper 
Fiebig 2011). Each adolescent was asked to indicate how reflective the 
adjectives were of her or his personality (1 = never or almost never true 
for me; 7 = always or almost always true). For each adolescent, a score on 
feminine traits was calculated by totaling the ratings on the feminine items 
and dividing by 10; the same procedure was used to calculate a score for 
masculine traits. In line with previous studies, rather than categorizing the 
adolescents as feminine or masculine, we used continuous scores in our 
analyses (Pickard and Strough 2003; Strough et al. 2007; Twenge 1997). 
The BSRI subscales for feminine and masculine personality traits have 
high internal consistency and test–retest reliability for both adolescents 
and adults (Bem 1974, 1981; Strough et al. 2007). In the present study, 
Cronbach’s alpha for the feminine traits subscale was .89, and for the 
masculine traits subscale .77. As in other studies (e.g., Strough et al. 
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2007), the feminine and masculine traits subscale scores were not significantly 
correlated (r = .05, p = .70).

Psychological Adjustment

Previous studies on adolescents reared by two female parents relied 
solely on teen reports (e.g., Wainright, Russell, and Patterson 2004) or on 
parental reports (Gartrell and Bos 2010), with the exception of one study 
in which both adolescent and parental reports were used (Golombok and 
Badger 2010). In the present study, we obtained information about adoles-
cent psychological adjustment from two sources: the State-Trait Personality 
Inventory completed by the adolescents (STPI; Spielberger 1995) and the 
CBCL/6-18 completed by their mothers (Achenbach 1991; Achenbach 
and Rescorla 2001).

For the adolescent reports, four trait subscales of the STPI were used: 
anxiety, anger, depression, and curiosity. Each subscale consisted of 10 
items (see Appendix B), and for each item the adolescent was asked to 
indicate her or his current feeling, such as “I feel nervous and restless” 
(anxiety), “I am quick-tempered” (anger), “I feel gloomy” (depression), 
and “I feel like exploring my environment” (curiosity) (1 = not at all; 4 = 
very much so). Cronbach’s alpha for these subscales in the present study 
were .84 (anxiety), .86 (anger), .87 (depression), and .87 (curiosity).

One of the strengths of the STPI is that it measures both negative and 
positive affects (Spielberger and Reheiser 2009). The subscale “curios-
ity,” which measures the desire to explore one’s environment, was used 
because some have suggested that boys without fathers or male role mod-
els are less likely to engage in exploratory behavior in a wide variety of 
situations (ibid.). The STPI has been used extensively with both adults 
and adolescents (see, for overview, Spielberger and Reheiser 2009). The 
STPI meets the guidelines for psychological measurements as described 
by Newman, Ciarlo, and Carpenter (1999); for example, it gives clear 
instructions for administration and scoring and has good psychometric 
properties and a history of successful use in research.

Adolescent psychological adjustment was also assessed through infor-
mation provided by the mothers on the CBCL, which is noted for its 
internal consistency, reliability, and factor structure (CBCL/6-18; 
Achenbach 1991; Achenbach and Rescorla 2001). The CBCL has been 
used extensively in studies on adolescent psychological adjustment 
(Achenbach, Dumenci, and Rescorla 2002) and on the psychological 
well-being of younger children who were conceived through assisted 
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reproductive technologies (Bos and Van Balen 2010; Flaks et al. 1995; 
Montgomery et al. 1999; Patterson 1994). In the present study, the CBCL 
was completed by the birth mothers in 71 families and by the co-mothers 
in seven families in which the birth mothers were unavailable.

The CBCL includes 113 problem behavior items (0 = not true, 1 = some-
what true, 2 = very true). The mother’s raw scores were tabulated so that 
the adolescent’s problem behavior could be rated on the three broadband 
scales of the CBCL, viz. internalizing, externalizing, and total problem 
behavior (Achenbach and Rescorla 2001). The internalizing problem 
behavior scale aggregates the three syndrome scales (anxious/depressed, 
withdrawn, somatic complaints) and includes 32 items. Externalizing 
problem behavior consists of 35 items and is a composition of the two 
syndrome scales (rule-breaking behavior, aggressive behavior). The sum 
of the raw scores on all items of the CBCL produces a total behavioral 
problem score. The alphas for the internalizing, externalizing, and total 
behavior scales were .92, .90, and .95, respectively.

Simple frequencies were calculated for the questions on male role mod-
els and the types of role models. For the latter question, multiple answers 
were allowed if the adolescent had more than one male role model.

Social learning theory suggests that the absence of male role models in 
lesbian-parent households influences the gender role traits of the adoles-
cent offspring and therefore might also have an impact on their psycho-
logical adjustment. The assumption that lesbian mothers’ offspring, and 
especially their male offspring, need male role models is embedded in 
heteronormative conceptions of families (Goldberg and Allen 2007). To 
assess the effects of male role models on the lives of 17-year-old adoles-
cents reared in planned lesbian families, we first analyzed whether there 
were significant differences in feminine/masculine gender role traits 
between the NLLFS adolescents who do and do not have male role mod-
els. We examined the effect of having male role models on each of the two 
BSRI trait subscales (feminine and masculine) by conducting a two (avail-
ability of male role models: 0 = no, 1 = yes) by two (adolescent gender: 1 = 
girl, 2 = boy) multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). Second, we 
analyzed whether there were significant differences between NLLFS ado-
lescents who do and do not have male role models in the adolescents’ 
psychological well-being. Again, we conducted a two (availability of 
male role models: 0 = no, 1 = yes) by two (adolescent gender: 1 = girl, 
2 = boy) MANOVA, with psychological adjustment (measured by the 
STPI) as dependent variables. This analysis was repeated using the moth-
ers’ CBCL reports as dependent variables.
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Social learning theory also suggests that sons in planned lesbian 
families may be more affected by the absence of male role models 
than daughters, since same-gender role models are thought to be 
essential in the development of masculinity and femininity. The daugh-
ters of lesbian parents have such a model in their mothers (Beaty 1995; 
Ruble, Martin, and Berenbaum 2007). However, claims have been made 
that boys without male role models struggle with their masculinity and 
exhibit more problematic behavior (e.g., Pfiffner, McBurnett, and 
Rathouz 2001). Because this possibility had not been investigated in 
planned lesbian families, we first examined whether gender role traits 
(femininity and masculinity) were related to psychological adjustment, 
and whether these associations were different for girls and boys in 
planned lesbian families, and for those with and without a male role 
model. To do so, we conducted a series of linear multiple regression 
analyses in which we entered in the first step gender and male role mod-
els, and the interaction between gender and male role models; the femi-
nine and masculine traits subscale scores were entered in the second step. 
In the third step, we included the interaction between the feminine traits 
subscale scores and gender, and the interaction between the masculine 
traits subscale scores and gender. Finally, in the fourth step, we entered 
the interactions between the feminine traits subscale scores and male role 
models, and the masculine traits subscale scores and male role models. 
We conducted the same multiple regression analyses for each dependent 
variable (anxiety, anger, depression, and curiosity as reported by the ado-
lescents, and internalizing, externalizing, and total problem behavior as 
reported by the mothers).

RESULTS

Male Role Models

Thirty-eight NLLFS adolescents indicated that they had important male 
role models. There was no significant difference between the percentage of 
girls and the percentage of boys who indicated that they had male role models: 
48.7 percent of the girls versus 51.4 percent of the boys, χ2(1, 76) = .05, p = 
.818. The most frequently mentioned types of role models (multiple answers 
were permitted) were “friend” (47.4 percent, n = 18), “uncle” (36.8 percent, 
n = 14), and “biological father/donor” (34.2 percent, n = 13). Other role 
models included “grandfather” (23.7 percent, n = 9), “teacher(s)” (18.5 per-
cent, n = 7), “sibling” (13.2 percent, n = 5), and “other” (5.2 percent, n = 4).
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Male Role Models and Adolescent Feminine and Masculine Traits

In this section, we examined whether or not having male role models 
influenced the acquisition of gender traits for the NLLFS adolescents. 
Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations for the BSRI feminine 
and masculine traits subscale scores separately for adolescents who do 
and do not have male role models, and separately by gender.

A two (male role models) by two (adolescent gender) MANOVA was 
conducted using BRSI feminine and masculine trait subscales as depend-
ent variables. The main effect of gender on the combination of these 
dependent variables was significant; however, the main effect of male role 
models was not significant, nor was the multivariate interaction between 
male role models and gender (see Table 2).

Univariate F tests indicated that the multivariate main effect of gender 
was localized to only one of the dependent variables, namely, the feminine 
traits subscale scores: The girls had higher mean scores on the feminine 
traits subscale than the boys (see Table 2). No significant difference was 
found between girls and boys on the masculine traits subscale (see Table 2).

Our finding that the presence or absence of male roles did not influence 
the adolescents’ scores on the feminine or masculine traits subscale scores 
indicates that there was no evidence in support of the assumption that 
male role models influence the acquisition of gender traits.

Male Role Models and Offspring Psychological Adjustment Based 
on Adolescent Reports

In this section, we examine whether or not having male role models 
influenced the adolescents’ psychological adjustment. For the analyses, 
we used the STPI self-report of the adolescents (see Table 2).

A two (male role models) by two (adolescent gender) MANOVA using 
the four STPI subscales (anxiety, anger, depression, curiosity) as depend-
ent variables showed a significant main effect of gender (see Table 2). No 
multivariate main effect was found for male role models or for the interac-
tion between male role models and gender (see Table 1).

Univariate F tests showed that the multivariate main effect of gender 
was localized to anxiety and not to any other dependent variable: The girls 
scored significantly higher on anxiety than the boys (see Table 2) but did 
not differ significantly from the boys on the subscales anger, depression, 
and curiosity (see Table 2).

The finding that within the NLLFS sample, there were no differences 
between those adolescents with and without male role models in the 
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scores on the self-reported subscales of the STPI, and that the interaction 
between male role models and gender was also not significant, indicates 
that there was no empirical evidence for the normative claims that adoles-
cent boys require a same-sex parent, or male role model, to develop 
healthy psychological well-being (see for overview of these claims Clarke 
2001; Golombok 2000).

Male Role Models and Offspring Psychological Adjustment Based 
on Mother Reports

The relationship between psychological well-being and the presence of 
male role models was also examined through the maternal CBCLs (see 
also Table 2). The results of a two (male role models) by two (adolescent 
gender) MANOVA with internalizing, externalizing, and total problem 
behavior (based on the maternal reports) showed no significant main 
effect for gender or for male role models (see Table 2). In these analyses, 
the interaction between gender and male role models was also not sig-
nificant (see Table 2).

Again, no evidence was found for the normative assumptions of 
those opposed to planned lesbian families that fatherless boys are more 
likely to develop behavioral problems if they do not have male role 
models.

Associations between Feminine and Masculine Traits and 
Psychological Adjustment Based on Adolescent Reports

In this section, we examine the relationship between offspring gender 
role traits (femininity and masculinity) and psychological adjustment vis-
à-vis offspring gender in association with the presence or absence of male 
role models. Table 3 presents the results of the regression analyses with 
gender, male role models, and gender × male role models entered in Step 1, 
and BSRI feminine and masculine traits subscale scores entered in Step 2. 
In Step 3, BSRI feminine traits subscale scores × gender and BSRI mascu-
line traits subscale scores × gender were entered, and in Step 4, BSRI 
feminine traits subscale scores × male role models and BSRI masculine 
traits subscale scores × male role models were entered. Separate regres-
sions were conducted with anxiety, anger, depression, and curiosity as 
dependent variables.

Gender was significantly related to the variable “anxiety” in Step 1 and 
accounted for 11 percent of the variance. As revealed by the MANOVAs, 
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the girls reported significantly higher levels of anxiety than boys (see also 
Table 2). The inclusion of BSRI feminine and masculine traits subscale 
scores in Step 2 did not produce a change in the coefficient of determination 
(ΔR2), nor did the inclusion of the interaction terms (BSRI feminine traits 
subscale scores × gender, and BSRI masculine traits subscale scores × gen-
der) in Step 3, or the interaction terms entered in Step 4 (BSRI feminine 
traits subscale scores × male role models, and BSRI masculine traits sub-
scale scores × male role models).

For the variables “anger” and “depression,” none of the steps in the regres-
sion analyses were significant; that is, there was no significant relationship 
between anger/depression and gender, availability of male role models, 
BSRI feminine and masculine traits subscale scores, or the interactions 
among these studied variables.

For the curiosity subscale, the inclusion of BSRI feminine and masculine 
traits subscale scores in Step 2 produced a significant change in the coeffi-
cient of determination (ΔR2), and accounted for 25 percent of the variance. 
After controlling for gender (which was also significant in Step 2), feminine 
traits subscale scores were significantly associated with curiosity: 
Adolescents with high scores on the BSRI feminine traits subscale also 
reported higher levels on the curiosity subscale of the STPI. The interac-
tions of BSRI feminine traits subscale scores × gender, BSRI masculine 
traits subscale scores × gender (Step 3), BSRI feminine traits subscale 
scores × male role models, and BSRI masculine traits subscale scores × 
male role models (Step 4) did not produce a significant ΔR2 for curiosity, 
indicating that the positive association between BSRI feminine traits sub-
scale scores and curiosity was the same for adolescents with and without 
male role models, and for girls and boys.

Although there was a significant association between feminine traits 
subscale scores on one of the STPI subscales (curiosity), for none of the 
self-reported subscales measuring psychological adjustment was the inter-
action between gender and gender role traits significant. The interaction 
between gender role traits and male role models was also not significant 
on any of the STPI subscales. This finding indicates that the associations 
between gender role traits and psychological adjustment are similar for 
girls and boys, and for adolescents with and without male role models. 
This empirical finding contrasts with the normative claims made by schol-
ars who attribute importance to having a same-sex role model in the asso-
ciation between gender role traits and the development of psychological 
adjustment.
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Associations between Feminine and Masculine Traits  
and Psychological Adjustment Based on Mother Reports

In this section, we examined the same research question as in the 
previous section, but using the mothers’ CBCLs as the dependent 
variables. Table 4 shows the findings of the multiple regression analy-
ses with adolescent internalizing, externalizing, and total problem 
behavior measured by means of the mothers’ answers to the CBCL as 
dependent variables. We used the same procedure as the above analyses 
of psychological adjustment based on the adolescents’ STPI subscale 
scores.

As shown in Table 4, for externalizing and total problem behavior, the 
βs for BSRI feminine traits subscale scores were significant; however, 
the R2s in theses equations were not significant. In the equation for inter-
nalizing problem behavior, there was a significant change in R2 after 
including BSRI feminine traits × availability of male role models, and 
BSRI masculine traits × availability of male role models (Step 4). The 
findings showed that in Step 4, the variable “BSRI feminine traits” was 
significantly associated with internalizing problem behavior: Adolescents 
with higher scores on internalizing problem behavior had lower scores 
on the BSRI feminine traits subscale. The interaction between the vari-
able “BSRI masculine traits” and the availability of male role models in 
Step 4 was also significantly associated with internalizing problem 
behavior.

To interpret this interaction effect, we first performed a median split 
on the variable “BSRI masculine traits” (median = 4.80). Second, 
separately for adolescents with and without male role models, we 
conducted two (BSRI masculine traits score: 0 = low, 1 = high) by two 
(adolescent gender: 1 = girl, 2 = boy) ANOVAs with internalizing 
problem behavior as the dependent variable. Adolescents who had no 
male role models and low scores on the masculinity traits subscale scored 
higher on the internalizing problem behavior CBCL subscale than those 
who had no male role models and high scores on the BSRI masculine 
traits subscale (see Figure 1). In this additional analysis, no significant 
main effect was found for gender, or for gender × BSRI masculine traits 
score (based on the median split). For the adolescents with male role 
models, no significant difference was found on internalizing problem 
behavior for those who scored low on BSRI masculine traits compared to 
those who scored high on BSRI masculine traits (see Figure 1); also, no 
significant main effect was found for gender, or for the interaction 
between gender × BSRI masculine traits.
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On two of three regression analyses that were carried out on the 
CBCL variables, we found no empirical evidence that the associations 
between gender role traits and adolescent psychological well-being were 
different for girls and boys, or for those with or without male role mod-
els. These findings contradict the claims of scholars who, based on 
social learning theory, assert that male role models, particularly for 
boys, play a critical role in the development of healthy psychological 
well-being.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to determine how many of the 17-year-old 
NLLFS offspring have male role models, and to examine whether those 
with and without male role models differed on BSRI feminine and 
masculine gender role traits and on psychological well-being. We also 
assessed the associations between the adolescents’ psychological 

Figure 1: Interaction between Availability of Male Role Models and BSRI 
Masculinity Traits (median spit), and Internalizing Problem Behavior



24     GENDER & SOCIETY / Month XXXX

adjustment and feminine and masculine gender role traits, and whether 
these relationships varied for adolescent girls and boys, and for those with 
and without male role models.

It is known from the interviews with the NLLFS mothers at T1 
(when they were inseminating or pregnant) and T2 (when the NLLFS 
offspring were two years old) that almost all mothers felt that male role 
models would be important for their children, and that they planned to 
ensure that their children had contact with kind, considerate men 
(Gartrell et al. 1996; Gartrell et al. 1999). When the offspring were five 
years old, some mothers who had intended to incorporate such role 
models in the lives of their children had not yet done so (Gartrell et al. 
2000). By T5, only half of the 17-year-old offspring indicated that they 
had male role models.

Some authors theorize that boys need male role models for the develop-
ment of stereotypical gender roles (Baron-Cohen 2003; Faludi 1999; Hoff 
Sommers 2000; Kindlon and Thompson 2000; Pollack 1999; Sax 2006, 
2007; Tyre 2008). Social learning theory postulates that the absence of 
traditional male role models in planned lesbian families might leave the 
sons without instructors of the same gender to help these offspring 
develop their own sense of masculinity. In the present study, however, the 
data did not support this theory: No differences were found between ado-
lescents with and without male role models on the BSRI femininity and 
masculinity variables, independent of the gender of the offspring. An 
explanation for this finding might be that in planned lesbian families, 
there is less adherence to strict gender roles (Biblarz and Stacey 2010; 
Stacey and Biblarz 2001). To explore this interpretation further, future 
studies might compare gender roles of mothers in lesbian two-parent 
families with those of mothers and fathers in heterosexual two-parent 
families. A second step in such studies would be to assess how gender 
traits of parents are related to those of their offspring, and whether such 
associations in lesbian two-parent families might be different from those 
in heterosexual two-parent families.

Our findings are inconsistent with social learning theory, suggesting that 
this theory may be biased by heteronormative beliefs and assumptions. An 
increasing number of children in the United States are raised in families 
without fathers or traditional male role models. Because the current study 
focused only on offspring reared in planned lesbian families, future studies 
are needed to determine whether these results are generalizable to other 
types of families in which children grow up without traditional male role 
models. For example, in single-mother families, it would be interesting to 
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study the gender role traits of offspring who do and do not have contact 
with their fathers. To explore the influence of family type and parental 
gender on the gender role traits and psychological adjustment of children 
in depth, studies should also be conducted on gay fathers who became 
parents through adoption or surrogacy, comparing their children who do 
and do not have female role models.

Another salient finding is that there were no significant differences 
between the NLLFS adolescents with and without male role models on the 
studied psychological adjustment variables. These results run counter to 
the concerns raised prospectively by lesbian mothers in Goldberg and 
Allen’s study (2007), namely that the absence of a male role model might 
have negative consequences for their offspring’s psychological well-
being. It is noteworthy that NLLFS adolescents with high scores on the 
BSRI feminine gender role traits also had high scores on curiosity as 
measured by the self-report STPI questionnaire and low levels of internal-
izing problem behavior based on the parental CBCL report. Although the 
literature is very inconsistent on the associations between feminine gender 
role traits and psychological adjustment, several studies have shown that 
feminine gender role traits, such as being sensitive to others, help to pro-
tect children against psychological problems (e.g., Aubé et al. 2000; 
Wichstrøm 1999).

In contrast to studies of offspring in heterosexual-parent families (e.g., 
Priess, Lindberg, and Shibley Hyde 2009; Whitley 1985; Wilson and 
Cairns 1988), no significant associations between BSRI masculine gender 
role traits and psychological adjustment were found in the adolescent 
offspring of lesbian parents. Possible explanations for this difference 
include the small sample size and the unique characteristics of planned 
lesbian families. For example, studies have shown that there is less power 
assertion and corporal punishment by lesbian than heterosexual parents 
(Golombok et al. 2003). Future studies should explore whether various 
power dynamics in lesbian-parent families are associated with gender role 
traits and psychological adjustment.

This study’s findings for the associations between psychological 
adjustment and feminine and masculine gender role traits were similar for 
the adolescent girls and boys, and for those with and without male role 
models. The only difference was that adolescents with no male role mod-
els who had low scores on BSRI masculine traits had higher scores on 
internalizing problem behavior, although none of the latter fell within the 
clinical range (Achenbach and Rescorla 2001). It might be that these ado-
lescents have more internalizing problem behavior because they are not 
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engaging in stereotypical masculine behavior. In the next wave of NLLFS 
data collection—when the offspring will be 25 years old—we will assess 
this research question in more detail to determine whether it is an isolated 
finding or associated with other life experiences.

The results of the current study raise several broader questions about 
the role of parents in the gender development of their children. Given 
that the adolescent boys with and without male role models did not dif-
fer in their masculine gender role traits, this finding challenges the 
notion that there are gender-specific behaviors that can be imparted only 
by mothers to daughters and by fathers to sons. The finding that the 
adolescent offspring of planned lesbian families do not vary in their 
gender role traits based on the presence of a meaningful male role model 
also suggests that parenting role behaviors may have shifted. In many 
cultures, parental role behavior is now less constricted by gender than 
ever before (e.g., Bianchi and Milkie 2010; Lamb 2010). Many of 
today’s fathers braid their children’s hair, prepare family meals, and 
supervise homework, while contemporary mothers coach their chil-
dren in sports and help them with their science projects and career 
choices. Parents of both genders foster integrity, inquisitiveness, com-
passion, kindness, thoughtfulness, morality, and motivation in their 
children. Likewise, the ability to love, nurture, groom, teach, inspire, 
and guide children from infancy to adulthood is shared by mothers and 
fathers alike (e.g., Bos, Van Balen, and Van den Boom 2007; Van der 
Bruggen et al. 2010). Most of the NLLFS mothers consider good role 
modeling more a matter of character than gender (Gartrell, Peyser, and 
Bos 2011).

To enhance our understanding of these evolving constructs of parent-
ing, future longitudinal studies should compare outcomes for the offspring 
raised by single lesbian mothers, single gay fathers, single heterosexual 
mothers, and single heterosexual fathers and for those raised in families 
headed by two lesbian mothers, two gay fathers, and two heterosexual 
parents, with a specific focus on the availability of female and male paren-
tal and nonparental role models. These families should be matched on 
socioeconomic status as well as on the number of children and other rela-
tives who are dependent on each household income. A child with two 
siblings whose middle-income parents house and support three grandpar-
ents, an aunt, and four cousins is unlikely to have the same advantages and 
opportunities as an only child whose middle-income parents have no other 
dependents.
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Our findings have implications for healthcare professionals, social 
service agencies, prospective same-sex parents, fertility clinics, policy 
makers, and the general public. Our data suggest that it would be inap-
propriate for healthcare professionals or social service agents to assume 
psychological disadvantage to offspring of same-sex parents who do 
not have role models of both genders. Likewise, prospective same-sex 
parents who have concerns about the long-term impact of rearing chil-
dren in single-gender-parent households should be advised that the 
quality of the parenting, rather than the sexual orientation of the par-
ents, has stronger associations with the psychological adjustment of 
offspring. Finally, our data indicate no basis for denying child custody 
or restricting access to fertility services, adoption, or foster care based 
on family type.

Several limitations of the present study should be mentioned. First, our 
findings would be enhanced by comparing BSRI feminine and masculine 
gender role traits in larger samples of age-matched adolescents with same-
gender and different-gender parents. Second, a convenience sample was 
used for the NLLFS, and this may have resulted in a cohort of mothers 
who were more interested in the topic under investigation, namely the 
development of children reared in planned lesbian families. One should 
keep in mind, however, that when the study began in the 1980s, the tar-
geted population was largely hidden because of the long history of dis-
crimination against lesbian and gay people, which made it even more 
unlikely that a representative sample of prospective lesbian mothers could 
be recruited than it is today (Golombok et al. 2003). The third limitation 
is that the sample is predominantly white and middle class. Socio-
economic status (SES) and ethnicity may play an influential role in gender 
development (e.g., Schippers 2007).

There are also limitations inherent to the BSRI used in this study to 
measure gender role traits. The adolescents were asked to indicate the 
extent to which they believed that certain BSRI gender-typed attributes 
characterized them. Based on this information, and in line with other 
researchers, we classified them along femininity and masculinity dimen-
sions. It is possible that notions of femininity and masculinity have shifted 
in ways that the classification in the BSRI does not fully capture. 
Additionally, the BSRI does not specifically assess the participant’s own 
thoughts, feelings, and knowledge about her or his gender (Tobin et al. 
2010). In future research, adolescents in planned lesbian families should be 
asked how they feel about being female or male, the degree to which they 
feel that they are typical members of their gender group, and the extent to 
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which they are content with being a member of that group (Egan and Perry 
2001). By doing so, it will be possible to investigate gender identity as a 
complex and multifaceted construct (Carver, Yunger, and Perry 2003). In 
addition, if future studies use a larger sample size, it will also be possible 
to infer causal relationships by using structural equation modeling (SEM).

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study was the first to investigate 
the differences between adolescents who were reared with and without male 
role models in planned lesbian families. In some U.S. states, lesbian and gay 
people are prohibited from adopting children because of the erroneous belief 
that children with same-sex parents will be exposed only to role models of a 
single gender, and consequently develop maladaptive gender roles or psy-
chological maladjustment. However, our results on the BSRI feminine and 
masculine gender role traits and psychological well-being indicate that 
17-year-olds who had male role models were comparable to those who did 
not, suggesting that the latter were not suffering as a consequence.

Appendix A

Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI), Feminine and Masculine Traits 
Subscales (1 = never or almost never true for me; 7 = always or almost 
always true for me)

Item–total correlation

Feminine traits (Cronbach’s alpha = .89)
	 01. Affectionate .75
	 02. Sympathetic .70
	 03. Sensitive to needs of others .59
	 04. Understanding .36
	 05. Compassionate .63
	 06. Eager to soothe hurt feelings .71
	 07. Warm .59
	 08. Tender .80
	 09. Love children .58
	 10. Conventional .56
Masculine traits (Cronbach’s alpha = .77)
	 01. Defend my own beliefs .34
	 02. Independent .21
	 03. Assertive .57
	 04. Strong personality .48
	 05. Forceful .48
	 06. Have leadership abilities .37
	 07. Willing to take risks .44
	 08. Dominant .61
	 09. Willing to take a stand .40
	 10. Aggressive .43
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Appendix B

State-Trait Personality Inventory; Traits Subscales for Anxiety, 
Anger, Depression, and Curiosity (1 = not at all; 4 = very much so)

Item–total 
correlation

Anxiety (Cronbach’s alpha = .84)
	 01. I am a steady persona .34
	 02. I feel satisfied with myselfa .59
	 03. �I get in a state of tension or turmoil as I think over 

my recent concerns and interests
.60

	 04. I wish I could be as happy as others seem to be .62
	 05. I feel like a failure .70
	 06. I feel nervous and restless .49
	 07. I feel securea .41
	 08. I lack self-confidence .51
	 09. I feel inadequate .72
	 10. �I worry too much over something that really does 

not matter
.48

Anger (Cronbach’s alpha = .86)
	 01. I am quick-tempered .70
	 02. I have a fiery temper .64
	 03. I am a hotheaded person .70
	 04. �I get angry when I’m slowed down by others’ mis-

takes
.58

	 05. �I feel annoyed when I am not given recognition for 
doing good work

.55

	 06. I fly off the handle .54
	 07. When I get mad, I say nasty things .52
	 08. �It makes me furious when I am criticized in front 

of others
.42

	 09. When I get frustrated, I feel like hitting someone .53
	 10. �I feel infuriated when I do a good job and get a 

poor evaluation
.59

Depression (Cronbach’s alpha = .87)
	 01. I feel gloomy .68
	 02. I feel happya .57
	 03. I feel depressed .71
	 04. I feel sad .68
	 05. I feel hopeless .57
	 06. I feel low .78
	 07. I feel wholea .52
	 08. I feel safea .40
	 09. I feel peacefula .49
	 10. I enjoy lifea .61

(continued)
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a. These items are scored reserved.
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