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Ik dank mijn co-promotor, Magda Michielsens, voor het aanreiken van het 

thema en haar betrokkenheid op afstand. Mijn promotor, Jan Gerris, voor zijn 
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zijn toegankelijkheid en relativeringsvermogen hebben ontelbare momenten van 

begeleiding en ondersteuning tot een feestje gemaakt. Theo Jansen heeft mij, 

mentaal en letterlijk, ruimte geboden om mijn dissertatie af te ronden terwijl ik 
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Hubert Korzilius dank ik om de plezierige samenwerking toen stukjes van de 

puzzel statistisch geanalyseerd moesten worden. Het verhaal dat daardoor 

groeide, wakkerde mijn enthousiasme aan. Mieke Nijhuis was de verbindende 

schakel tussen Amsterdam en Nijmegen. Via verschillende communicatiekanalen 

bespraken we 'zaken' en anderszins vanaf mijn werktafel in Amsterdam. Het 

groeide uit tot een terugkerend ritueel in de ochtend - bij het begin van de 

werkdag. 

In verschillende periodes en op verschillende momenten zijn een aantal 

collega's van grote waarde geweest: Simone van Zolingen, Petra Brocke en Nel 

ten Haaf wil ik in het bijzonder noemen. 

Mijn paranimfen Carola Bosselaers en Bert van den Brink dank ik voor hun 

liefdevolle vriendschap en de speciale band die ik met ieder van hen heb mogen 

opbouwen. Daarnaast dank ik Bert voor zijn aanmoediging in de laatste fase en 

zijn geoefend en kritisch oog waarmee hij nog een keer door inleiding en 

discussie is gegaan. Conor Dolan wil ik danken voor zijn nooit in gebreke 

blijvende steun en zijn vakkennis waar ik altijd weer gebruik van mocht maken. 

Mijn dankbaarheid gaat ook uit naar Manfred van Doorn. 

Tenslotte dank ik het leven om het bestaan van mijn vier zussen: Judith, 

Odette, Nicole, Cécile. Hun waarde is mettertijd en in mijn eigen geschiedenis 
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General introduction 

This study is about images of motherhood amongst adolescent girls and young 

women; daughters of mothers that may become mothers themselves. Although 

motherhood today is no longer the dominant identity for women, it remains an 

important source of identity. 

The question of how young females conceptualize motherhood in general 

and their own future motherhood in particular, was the starting point of our 

investigation into young females' images of motherhood. We considered two 

sources of information: daughters' own mothers and images of motherhood as 

portrayed on television. In addressing the question of how young females 

perceive motherhood and their own potential future motherhood, we 

investigated the extent to which their own mother and viewing television were 

related to the construction of their images. 

Information gained from experience with their own mothers and from 

fictional mothers as portrayed on television was highlighted. Both of these 

sources may serve as potential socializing agents, and provide images, messages 

and meanings relating to motherhood. Daughters' experience of their own 

mother provides direct experience with motherhood and television provides 

ediated experience by presenting icons of motherhood. 

In studying young females' images of motherhood, we adopted the 

framework of social constructivism1 to emphasize that the socially valued ideas 

and practices concerning motherhood come into being within the context of 

1 The term 'social constructivism' is used here as an overall-term for those theoretical approaches in 
which the social character of the construction of meaning is emphasized. 



everyday life (Arendell, 1997). Child-rearing ideologies, and the attendant 

mothering practices, vary widely across history and cultures. In the view of 

famous historians like Aries (1962) and Shorter (e.g., Sturkenboom, 1998), 

currendy accepted emotions like motherly love emerged only in the course of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth century. From the eighteenth century on, ideas 

about motherhood slowly grew into ideas which until recendy were current: the 

mother, who by nature is thought to find fulfillment in her role as mother, 

dedicates herself to her children. Throughout dme, this tradidonal view has been 

replaced by the present-day nodon of motherhood, in which the mother is 

recognized as "an individual of her own". Motherhood has gradually become to 

be viewed from a two-dimensional perspecdve, in which the role of the mother 

and her individuality are distinguished. 

With respect to these changes in thinking, the present study invesdgated first 

(Study One) how today's Dutch young females conceptualize motherhood; their 

own potendal motherhood in particular. Here we distinguished between a self-

image and an ideal image of motherhood. We were interested whether this shift 

in thinking might be detected in the images of motherhood, that young females 

in the Netherlands entertain. Adolescent girls and young women were 

individually interviewed concerning their images of motherhood that they 

acquired in relation to their own mother, as well as from television. We 

investigated whether their images of motherhood were related to their age, 

educational background and the perception of their own mother. 

In constructing images of motherhood, we can expect daughters' own 

mothers to play an important role. Mothers in general have been regarded as 

significant socializing agents in their offspring's life (e.g., Boyd, 1989). With 

regard to mothers and daughters, the literature has recurrendy pointed to the 

unique bond between mothers and daughters from different theoretical 

perspectives (e.g., Boyd, 1989). Mothers have been regarded as significant role-

models and models of identification for their daughters due to their common 

gender and the mother's role as primary parent. 

In exploring how mothers contribute to their daughters' images of 

motherhood, we next investigated (Study Two) the mother's impact on daughters' 

ideas about motherhood and women's roles. Both aspects are denoted as 

daughters' gender role attitudes. Since it was expected that the mother's own 

ideas about motherhood and her child-rearing practices might play an important 

role in conveying an image about motherhood to her daughter, these two factors 

were included in the research. Variation in the mothers' ideas and child-rearing 
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style were assumed to be related to the educational background of a mother and 

her employment status. These background variables were incorporated in the 

research 

Television as a source of information about gender roles is explored in Studies 

Three and Four. According to the social constructivist perspective, put forward in 

media research in the late seventies, people construct their own subjective 

reality. An interest in the impact of the media sprang from the realization that in 

this construction the media may play an important informational role (Van den 

Bulck, 1996). The exact relanonship between television (as a source of 

information) and the viewer remains a subject of debate, but television is 

assumed to influence viewers' images about gender and family roles. As it will be 

explained in the introductory theoretical chapter, television viewing may 

influence the construction of images about social reality. 

Considering this assumption, we explored (Study Three) whether fictional 

mothers, as portrayed in television series, are potential role-models. We 

examined whether the distance between young females' perception of 

themselves as mothers and their perception of the fictional mothers influenced 

the potential role-modeling function of a "television mother". Girls' and young 

women's image of their own possible future motherhood was regarded as an 

expression of their frame of reference about motherhood, against which the 

television mother is judged. In order to gain further insight in the interplay 

between media and viewer, we investigated whether this frame of reference 

influenced their identification process. 

Finally (Study Four), we explored the role of television viewing in relation to 

young females' images of motherhood, including their self-image and ideal 

image. With these images as a point of departure, we explored the extent to 

which television viewing and motives for viewing were related to young females' 

images of motherhood. More broadly, this fourth study can be placed within the 

discussion about the impact of television viewing on areas of social reality 

construction, which in this study concerns the subject of motherhood. 

Outline of the thesis 

The book starts with a Theoretical introduction in which the four empirical studies 

are placed in a broader perspective. This chapter is intended as a concise 

theoretical guide to the empirical part of the thesis. It discusses the wider 
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theoretical notions relating to the four empirical studies. However, it should not 

be read as an overall theoretical framework which content is empirically tested in 

the studies that follow. 

The theoretical introduction, consisting of three sections, starts with a short 

historical overview about ideas of motherhood and mothering practices. This is 

done in order to contextualize current ideas about child rearing and motherhood 

and to emphasize their historical development. Present views on motherhood 

originate in a history of ideas and practices, and are reconstructed in the light of 

societal developments. This historical overview demonstrates that ideas are 

socially constructed throughout time and sheds the light on the historical roots 

of current ideas about child rearing and motherhood. 

The own mother as a socializing agent and as significant person in the 

daughter's life is the subject of the second section. An outline of different 

socialization theories is presented that address the unique bond between 

mothers and daughters. Each of them contributes to a theoretical understanding 

of the assumed impact of mothers on daughters. It clarifies why we can expect 

mothers to be influential in daughters' creation of images, especially with regard 

to motherhood. 

The socializing effects of television in viewers' construction of reality, 

including their images of motherhood, is the subject of the third and last section. 

We present an overview of ideas concerning the influence of television as they 

have evolved over time. The way television influences viewers' perceptions is the 

subject of a hody debated but central theory within media research: cultivation 

theory. Broadly speaking, the question concerning television's impact and viewers' 

autonomy with regard to the medium is addressed by focusing on several factors 

that intervene between information content conveyed on television, and viewers' 

perception of this content. Finally, this theoretical introduction is followed by 

the four empirical studies. All studies are based on the same sample of 165 

participants. An exception is Study One, which contains two studies. The first 

part of Study One is based on a different sample of 64 participants Although 

each study includes a discussion, the thesis ends with a overall discussion that 

includes the main conclusions of the research as a whole. 
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Theoretical introduction 

Introduction 

Throughout history and across cultures images of motherhood have been many 

and varied. Mothers have been portrayed as madonna's, as benevolent or 

terrifying goddesses, as she-devils (Stufkens, 1998), as angels, and as evil witches 

(Kaplan, 1992). The present-day interest in motherhood as a subject of cultural 

expression is clear in literature, art, film, and in the social sciences. This interest 

in motherhood has certainly not always been so strong (Woodward, 1997) 

Motherhood and mothering practices, quite recendy in history, have been the 

subject of public opinion and central concern. As Hays (1996, p. 19) notes, 

views about appropriate motherhood and child rearing "do not spring from 

nature, nor are they at random". These views are socially constructed. The 

socially constructed mother represents the mother-role that dominates girls' 

socialization, and presents an ideal that actual mothers strive to embody 

(Kaplan, 1992). However, the natural quality of this role is refuted, not only by 

"the variance across persons and places but also by her ever-changing character" 

(Hays, 1996, p. 19). Practices change over time with the changing ideas about 

child rearing and such ideas vary over cultures and the organization of a society 

(Badinter, 1980; Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992). Caring as a main characteristic of 

motherhood in, say, economically difficult circumstances may be expected to 

differ from caring in less precanous circumstances. The ideals of good child care 

are likely to vary over physical conditions. Closely related (and possibly 

correlated) to cultural variation, is variation over time. A child growing up in the 

15th and 16th century was not considered a child but seen as a miniature adult 

Parents treated children with what we would currendy interpret as emotional 
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indifference. Child rearing was enmeshed into the routines of daily family tasks. 

Having passed infancy, children were required to learn skills of relevance to the 

domestic economy and immediate needs (e.g., Sommerfield, 1989). Each 

historical period offers a cultural model for appropriate child rearing, which may 

be viewed as "shared ways of looking at the world or interpreting events" 

(Bugental & Goodnow, 1998, p. 428). Over time, older models tend to fade, and 

are supplanted by new models arising in new social contexts (Lightfoot & 

Valsiner, 1992). However, although at any given dme and place a single model 

may dominate, people do differ in their attitude toward it. They may adopt it, in 

whole or in part, or even reject it. Yet, people will recognize it (Hays, 1996; 

McLaren, 1996). 

Since many women begin to learn the central tenets of mothering long before 

they become mothers themselves (Hays, 1996), our focus in this research 

concerns the images of motherhood as envisaged by young females: adolescent 

girls in the age of 15 to 17, and young women in the age of 20 to 22 years old. 

We have asked the young females in our sample to reflect on motherhood and 

their possible future motherhood. From an evaluation of their percepdons, we 

traced the model of mothering they foresaw for themselves, and we linked this 

to what is recognized in the literature as the dominant social construction of 

appropriate mothering. In studying young females' percepdons of their possible 

motherhood, the focus in this study is on young females' own images. Young 

females construct their own images of motherhood, although dme, culture and 

place affect their imagery. Two sources that may influence young females' 

construction are central in this study: young females' own mother, representing 

the "real life" mother, and images of motherhood portrayed by television 

representing fictional images. 

Both these sources represent potential socializing influences. They convey 

messages and meanings about motherhood. It is this information that girls and 

young women may draw on in constructing their personal meaning of 

motherhood. In this sense young females reflect on or interpret what they learn 

and experience about motherhood. They are thought to actively construct, rather 

than passively observe, reality in developing their own ideas (Hare-Mustin & 

Mareck, 1988; Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992). The own mother offers direct 

experience with motherhood in face-to-face situations. Television offers images 

of motherhood and, as such, provides a mediated reality. Although young 

females' experience with their own mother is immediate, it might be argued that 

even this experience is subject to processes of interpretation or selective 
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perception (Van den Bulck, 1996). The image that a young female has of her 

mother is based on the young female's subjective interpretation of her mother. 

Viewing the world in this light reflects a social constructivist perspective The 

social constructivist approach contends that social reahty can only be seen as a 

perceived reality, and thus as an interpreted, and consequendy constructed 

reality (Burr 1995). Meanings or representations of reality result from 

interchanges among people and derive from language, history and culture 

(Gergen, 1985, Hare-Mustin & Mareck, 1988). As seen from this perspective, 

how children are cared for and reared is largely determined by social processes 

situated in time and place, and learned through participation in society (Arendell, 

1997). 

We adopted this social constructivist perspective in addressing our main 

research question: How do young females perceive motherhood in general and 

their own potential motherhood in particular, and to what extent is their 

perception related to their own mother and to their watching television5 From a 

practical viewpoint, this issue is of significance to young females' own futures. 

The way they view themselves as future mothers may have an impact on their 

approach to motherhood later in life (Walzer, 1997). Young females' 

construction of their present ambitions may serve as a first step on their way to 

realize their future plans. The question is of theoretical interest to the extent that 

it sheds light on adolescent girls' and young women's images of motherhood at a 

moment in their lives when they have yet to become mothers and at a time in 

history when motherhood is not viewed as the only or ultimate vocation for 

women. Present Dutch females live in a society influenced by processes of 

modernization including individualization, and it is in this world that they 

construct their images about social reality, including motherhood 

Motherhood is valued as a social role and identity. Furthermore, becoming a 

mother is regarded as a major life transition (Raeff, 1996). Although Dutch girls 

want to enter the labor force more or less permanendy (Du Bois-Reymond, 

1995), motherhood remains an attractive future perspective among young 

women (Du Bois-Reymond, 1995; McLaren, 1996): 78% of the young females in 

the age between 18-24 express the wish to have children, 14% have yet to 

decide, and 7% state not to want children (CBS, 1999). Yet, there is a general 

tendency in present Dutch society to delay motherhood Dutch women have 

their first child around the age of 29.1 (CBS, 2000). 

In the present study, motherhood is understood as involving both the 

capacity for biological and social reproduction. Moreover, for many women 
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motherhood provides the opportunity for personal growth and development 

(Maushart, 1999; McMahon, 1995) As Woodward (1997) states, "it includes 

child-bearing and childreanng" (p. 240). Biological factors do play a part in 

parenting behavior. Pregnancy, parturition and lactation influence a mother's 

experience and attendant hormonal changes certainly affect psychological 

functioning and behavior (Hrdy, 2000). Some evidence suggests that in many 

respects experience and hormones work in similar ways in mothers and fathers 

(Correr & Fleming, 1995). As Hays (1996, ρ 14) notes, the meaning attributed to 

these experiences and the ideas and practices attached to child birth and child 

rearing together constitute "the culture of socially appropriate mothering". 

It will be shown that prevailing Western ideas about mothering differ from 

those of the past. In the first part of the Theoretical Introduction, The historical 

construction of motherhood, it is demonstrated that ideas about child rearing and 

mothering are attributable to socially constructed reality (Marshall, 1991; 

Arendell, 1997). The meaning attributed to motherhood and the practical 

demands of mothering change over time. Our historical overview, starting in the 

late eighteenth century and extending in the 1990s, will facilitate the 

understanding of the current view on appropriate mothering. This will help us to 

establish whether historical influences are recognizable in the present ideals and 

practices of motherhood. In addition, we may establish whether past and present 

ideas concerning motherhood, as they emerge in the literature, are reflected in 

young females' images of motherhood. 

The aims of the present study go beyond placing young females' images of 

motherhood in a historical context. These images will also depend, at least in 

part, on personal ana on shared cultural experiences. Young females' experience of 

their own mothers is an important aspect of the former and information 

conveyed by the mass media - television in particular - is an important aspect of 

the latter. 

The theoretical question whether these sources inform young females' images 

of motherhood is addressed in the remainder of this introduction. First, 

socialization theories are discussed in Mothers and socialisation. Second, in the 

section lelemsion and motherhood, we focus on television as a potential socializing 

force. 
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The historical construction of motherhood: a short overview 

Distinct ideas about motherhood and child rearing evolved over time and over 

different cultures. Motherhood only became a subject of consideration at the 

end of the eighteenth century. From then onward, motherhood and mothering 

practices became the subject of much theoretical thought and discussion. 

Through the ages, expectations concerning motherhood changed in accordance 

with ideas about the nature of motherhood and child care. We will follow these 

changes in ideas to come to an understanding of today's conceptions of 

motherhood. We will also show that the one-dimensional conception of 

motherhood, i.e., motherhood as central to women's idendty, gradually has been 

replaced by a two-dimensional conception, i.e., being a mother and being an 

individual in her own right. 

Introduction 

It was only toward the end of the 19th century and through the beginning of the 

20th century, that childhood became a sodai issue. This was due in part to the 

growing concerns about the high infant mortality rates (e.g., Ehrenreich & 

English, 1979; Richardson, 1993). Rapid developments in science, in particular in 

the fields of immunology and bacteriology, encouraged the idea that infant 

mortality could be reduced (Arnup, 1994). With this interest in childhood, 

philosophy and psychology seized on questions of child development to explore 

the nature of mind by means of infant observations (Riley, 1983). Industrial 

development strengthened the belief in the value and importance of the 

individual. Middle-class women formed women's reform movements, that 

addressed problems of infant and child welfare, and prescribed the conditions of 

proper child care among urban working-class and poor families (Arnup, 1994; 

Hays, 1996). With these developments, motherhood slowly evolved as a 

vocation. 

Motherhood up to 1900 

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Western Europe, views on children and 

on child rearing began to change. Initially among the bourgeoisie, childhood 
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gradually became to be viewed as a special and valuable period of life (Hays, 

1996). These changes took place in a period characterized by changes in social 

and economic circumstances and the ideology of the Enlightenment. A free-

market economy emerged, industrialization rapidly developed, and with this, a 

division of labor, which resulted in an increasing separation of the worlds of 

women and men (Sturkenboom, 1998; Halberstadt-Freud, 1997). 

It is within this political and social climate that a harmonious and stable 

family-life came to be viewed as important and power relationships within the 

marriage were assigned more symbolic value. Views about emotions and gender 

differences changed. Education, humanity and reason, as a prerequisite for 

knowledge and virtue, were increasingly valued. Tender love of mothers for their 

children, for example, was previously considered a weakness, which ultimately 

would harm a child's soul. Emotions and reason were now considered as a 

necessary condition for human happiness, although emotions were expected to 

be guided and controlled by reason to avoid excesses. In the last decades of the 

eighteenth century certain emotions, especially the so-called social passions, were 

increasingly valued and a "cult of sensibility" emerged in North-Western 

Europe. Human sensibility encompassing love, compassion, friendship and 

sympathy, was the core characteristic assigned to both women and men. 

According to Sturkenboom (1998), it is amazing that "this emotional 

susceptibility, previously connoted with the female sex and with aristocratic 

qualities, was now claimed as a characteristic of the male bourgeoisie" (p. 409). 

During the eighteenth century sensibility came to be associated more 

exclusively with the female sex. New in these years was the explicit attention for 

the emotional component of motherhood. This entailed an appreciation of the 

mother's caring activities within the family, and a restriction of her possibilities 

beyond family life. The new ideological trend presented the woman as a tender, 

loving creature predestinated in her life to rear, care, cherish and nourish. The 

male, in contrast, was presented as a strong, rational character. In the words of 

Sturkenboom (1998): "God and nature had destined woman for a life at home 

because of her inborn soft and feeling nature" (p. 410). Sturkenboom describes 

this trend as "the polarization of sex characters". As she says: "Although in 

theory the alleged feminine and masculine qualities were equal, in practice this 

new theory of the sexes served to impede women's full participation in society 

and culture. A reaction to the intellectual, scientific and political ambitions of 

women in the eighteenth century who began in growing numbers to claim 

equality to men" (Sturkenboom, 1998, p. 410). 
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The publication of Rousseau's Emile (1762) and Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise 

(1761) reflected and strengthened the new female image and emphasized the 

importance of child rearing. Although the image of motherhood had also 

undergone a dramatic change in the last decades of the eighteenth century, 

universal ideas on good maternal behavior had yet to be adopted (Badinter, 

1980). Maternal behavior and a mother's attitude toward her children still 

depended strongly upon a woman's social class, her economic means and her 

ambidons. Rousseau portrayed the child as a sacred, noble, and innocent being 

that should be cherished with love and affection, and protected from the 

corruption of the larger society (e.g., see Hays, 1996, p. 26). Against the 

background of the widespread use of wet nurses, parental ignorance, the spoiling 

or negligence of children, and the emphasis on a child's obedience, irrespective 

of age, to repress evil and sin, Rousseau (1712-1778) argued that child-rearing 

practices should follow the development of a child's inner nature: respecte^ 

l'enfance (De Graaf, 1996, p. 187). This was also the belief of Maty 

WoUstonecraft, author of the first systematic feminist text "A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman" (1792). WoUstonecraft tried to convince women of their duty to 

care for their children. Both authors fought against the general indifference and 

self-centered attitude of parents, although WoUstonecraft disagreed with 

Rousseau on his motherhood ideology, which emphasized submission and 

servitude. WoUstonecraft advocated qualitative motherhood that should be 

learned, but did not consider the mother role as women's only destiny 

(Michielsens, 1998). 

In the view of Rousseau, boys' and girls' nature should be shaped in different 

ways through education and child rearing. The upbringing and the development 

of girls should be aimed at mastering the skiU of pleasuring others. As de Graaf 

(1996) writes, girls should be educated to adjust to, and sympathize with the 

opinion of others, although not "without reflexive empathy: "learning to behave 

according to 'the opinion' while hiding one's own behavioral motives" (p. 200). 

For boys the opposite was desirable. Their upbringing and development should 

be aimed at the acquisition of the ability to judge independendy of others. The 

question whether Rousseau perceived motherhood as inherent to women, or as 

a characteristic that women acquire during their lives, remains unresolved (De 

Graaf, 1996). 

For the first time in history, mothers were expected to devote themselves to 

the role of mother, i.e., to foster personal involvement with their chUdren, and 

to breastfeed them, instead of sending them to wet nurses (Badinter, 1980; 
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Michielsens, 1998). What the practice of sending infants to wet nurses exacdy 

implied for the value attached to a child is not clear. While Badinter (1980) tends 

to interpret it as a sign of motherly neglect, the practice might also be 

interpreted as a simple necessity for employed mothers (Kaplan, 1992). 

However, from this time on, this practice was disapproved of. Educators, 

doctors, governors and moralists of the Enlightenment all appealed to women to 

embrace their motherhood duties. Breastfeeding was not welcomed by one and 

all. The first emancipation movement of the "femmes savantes or les 

précieuses", resisted this practice, because it was considered to conflict with 

their ambition to refine and develop themselves intellectually (Halberstadt-

Freud, 1997, ρ 101) But breastfeeding grew into a moral requirement in the 

light of the emerging new concept of mother love. New at this time was the 

adoration of this love and of the notion of mother love as instinctual or natural 

(Badinter, 1980; Sturkenboom, 1998). 

New was also the association between the concepts of "motherhood" and 

"love". This valued women's role as mothers and strengthened the mother's 

authonty. The father's authority with respect to child rearing became limited to 

the moral upbringing of children. Increasingly it became the father's child-

rearing task to curb the child's perceived innate tendency toward sin and evil 

(Aries, 1962; Arnup, 1994; Richardson, 1993). At the end of the eighteenth 

century, however, the idea emerged that mother love was beneficial not only to 

her children, but to society as a whole. The upbringing of human beings through 

care became more and more preferred above the training, through discipline, of 

subservient and obedient subjects (Badinter, 1980). The status of the mother 

depended increasingly on her abilities to look after her children (Hays, 1996). 

Rousseau in this respect, can be seen as having inaugurated the first phase of 

modern motherhood (Kaplan, 1992) having established the "New Mother" 

(Michielsens, 1998, ρ 46). 

In the 19th century, with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, mothers 

assumed their "natural" role as portrayed by the myth of motherhood 

(Braverman, 1989, p. 231). But economics, not biology was the main driving 

force behind this. In the view of Braverman (1989), changes in the ideas about 

motherhood and the degree of maternal responsibility in Amenca and the 

Western world were primarily related to birth rate and the nature and location of 

women's work. The emphasis on motherhood in the 19th century and the 

idealized vision of the mother, for example, grew as the birth rate decreased. In 

an industrial age, which required skilled labor, one had good reason to improve 
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chances of survival through intensive maternal care. What might look like a 

biologically necessity, Braverman (1989) notes, "was to a great extent indicated 

by society's social and economic system" (p. 231). During this era, mothers were 

increasingly represented as keepers of morality and raisers of virtuous children 

(Hays, 1996). The mother's affection in combination with her own virtue 

became a central force in the appropnate socialization of the child. Her 

affectionate persuasion would help to develop "children's morals, manners, 

delicacy, religious faith and virtuous citizenship" (Hays, 1996, p. 31). The notion 

of responsibility of parents, put forward in the eighteenth century (Aries, 1962), 

came to be ratified in the nineteenth century. By the second half of the 

nineteenth century child rearing is synonymous with mothering (Hays, 1996)2 

Motherhood after 1900 up to 1945 

The turn to the 20th century saw a great increase in knowledge about the child 

and its development thanks to the work of social scientists (Braverman, 1989, 

Richardson, 1993). The inheritance of the 19th century's idealization of 

motherhood held sway in Europe, the United States and Canada (Arnup, 1994). 

Child-care experts entered the scene, addressing questions of "good mothering" 

and of the manner in which child care should actually be conducted (Braverman, 

1989). The old way of learning from women, friends and relatives came to be 

replaced by the (usually male) professional expert (Richardson, 1993) As Hays 

(1996) writes: "A mother's instincts, virtue and affection were no longer 

considered sufficient to ensure proper child rearing" (p. 39). 

At the beginning of the 20th century the influence of social scientists in 

human behavior and development steadily grew (Braverman, 1989). The 

behaviorist theories of child development, advanced by John Watson, dominated 

official child-care literature during the first decades. Freud's theory on infantile 

psychosexual development was not widely incorporated into child-development 

advice by the 1940-1950s. Watson recommended behavioral training to foster 

the development of self-discipline and regularity of habits. His scientific approach 

to child reanng included a rigid scheduling of the infant in areas such as eating, 

sleeping, playing and toilet training. Tenderness was considered a taboo. "A 

strong position was taken against feeding on demand, separate bedrooms were 

2 In the twenueth century, as will be shown, this easily turns into mother blaming (Arnup, 1994, 
Badinter, 1980, Halberstadt-Freud, 1985) 
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strongly advised and toilet training had to be completed between six months to 

one year of age" (Braverman, 1989, p. 232). A detached, almost clinical attitude 

toward infants was propagated (Richardson, 1993). Maternal affection was no 

longer considered sufficient, or even desirable. Women had to be educated for 

motherhood to prevent them from being overpermissive and incompetent 

caretakers (Hays, 1996). Conceptions about motherhood in the 1920s and 1930s 

distinguished an instinctual from a learning aspect. Although women had a 

natural maternal instinct which made them "...want, ...have and care for 

children" (Richardson, 1993, p. 34), they did not naturally know how to raise 

children properly. The prevailing view was that mothers needed expert advice 

(Braverman, 1989). Motherhood gained the status of a "scientific" profession 

(Ehrenreich & English, 1977, Hays, 1996) Besides being responsible for the 

child's physical and moral development, the mother now had to know all about 

the child's emotional, social and cognitive development (Hays, 1996, 

Richardson, 1993), for the benefit of the child's psychological well-being. This 

trend became stronger in the years that followed. 

It was psychoanalysis that dominated the new science of child psychology in 

the 1930s and 1940s (e.g., Riley, 1983). Under its influence the "behavionstic" 

rules of child-rearing practices were replaced by a more flexible, "permissive" 

approach. Freud's drive theory set the stage for a change in ideas on child 

rearing. As Thurer notes, "by attributing unfolding impulses to the child that 

were natural, expectable and amoral, Freud lay the framework for these impulses 

to be tolerated" (Thurer, 1993, p. 523). With the exposition of Freud's Oedipus 

complex, Thurer (1993) writes, Freud enormously increased the role of parents 

in a child's mental life: "The mother had to become a figure to whom 

attachment was crucial" (p. 523). Mother love was considered of great 

significance to the normal, natural development of a child Although the 

absolute necessity of a mother's loving nurturance was emphasized, maternal 

overindulgence and overprotection remained a source of concern (Hays, 1996). 

The dominant mother constituted the flipside of the ideal of the self-sacrificing 

mother (Kaplan, 1992) Expert advice concentrated less on the child's physical 

well-being and more on the child's psychological well-being. Play was a 

requirement for the child's exploration and future intellectual and social 

development, a mother's emotional state, which determined her response to her 

child was considered more important than her specific practices. The needs and 

wants of the child were now expected to take precedence over those of the 

mother (Richardson, 1993). In this "permissive" area, child rearing became child-
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centered in the sense that it was exphcidy regulated by a child's needs and desires. 

The natural development of the child and the fulfillment of a child's desires 

became ends in themselves and were considered to be the fundamental basis for 

child rearing (Hays, 1996). Psychoanalytically inspired experts held the view that 

what benefited the child, was in the mother's best interests. The good mother, in 

psychoanalytic terms, was a woman "whose psychosexual maturity was 

expressed in a desire for motherhood, and who found her fulfillment in meeting 

her child's needs" (Richardson, 1993, p. 40). In Parker's (1995) opinion 

psychoanalysis committed the error of confirming the link between maternity 

and femininity. In so doing, a maternal norm was created that left many mothers 

feeling wanting as mothers, or even abnormal. Leading psychoanalysts of the 

time supported this view. The analyst Margaret Ribble introduced in 1943 the 

term "TLC", tender loving care. The introduction of the term "TLC" 

contributed to the emphasize on a warm emotional relationship between mother 

and child in the first year of life (Thurer, 1993; Sommerfield, 1989). The 

apparent contradiction between permissive child rearing and maternal sacrifice 

was solved by defining motherhood as personal enjoyment and fulfillment for 

women (Richardson, 1993). This idealization of motherhood reached its peak in 

the 1950s (e.g., Miller, Moen, & Dempster-McClain, 1991). 

Motherhood after 1945 up to 1960 

The end of the Second World War brought a baby boom (Sommerfield, 1989). 

In the second half of the 20th century expectations concerning motherhood 

were further refined, fostering the motherhood myth: the idea of the perfect 

mother, dedicated exclusively to her children and to her role of mother (Forna, 

1999). Freud's theory had brought the mother to the absolute center of the 

infant's universe (Thurer, 1993). Although psychoanalysis did not intend to lay 

exclusive responsibility on the mother's shoulder, the theory contributed to the 

idea that a child's social and emotional well-being was dependent on a "mature" 

or good mother (Badinter, 1980). Theory builders elaborated on Freud's ideas. 

The British psychoanalysts John Bowlby and Donald Winmcot had a great 

influence on ideas about motherhood. The pediatrician Benjamin Spock 

popularized psychoanalytic ideas. 

Bowlby's studies on war orphan children in 1951 showed the detrimental 

impact of institutionalization on children's physical and psychological 
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development. These children, who were hospitalized for long periods, had been 

deprived of maternal care. Bowlby concluded that the early attachment of the 

infant to the mother was of crucial importance to a child's future well-being. 

Other attachments, like the attachment to the father, were considered to be of 

lesser importance. In Bowlby's view "an infant and young child should 

experience a warm, intimate and continuous relationship with the mother (or 

permanent mother substitute) in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment" 

(as quoted in Dally, 1982, p. 98). His conclusions were evident in the light of his 

research findings. Yet, he went beyond the research context, as Thurer (1993) 

comments, when he advocated that the mother should be present at all times. 

This contributed to the idea that a mother should be ever at the ready for her 

children (Dally, 1982; Ehrenreich & English, 1977; Rapoport, 1977). To 

accomplish this task, the father was expected to provide his wife with emotional 

and economic support. In the view of Dally (1982), "Bowlby's words have been 

blown up out of proportion and used to support the idealization of motherhood 

as a result of women's difficult social role at the time" (p. 98). After the war 

there was less work for women and the war years were characterized by a low 

birth rate: motherhood, it was stressed, was an important job (Richardson, 

1993). In addition, Bowlby stressed the emotional aspects of the mother-child 

relationship. Maternal affection was considered an absolute necessity, and 

regarded as a natural, instinctual phenomenon. Yet, as experts warned, it could 

easily slide into unhealthy forms: either neglect and rejection or overprotection 

or overindulgence (Hays, 1996). Motherhood was represented as a balancing 

act.1 

When these concerns were at their height, the work of Benjamin Spock Baby 

and Child Care (1946) gained enormous influence. Spock (1946) focused on the 

family as a place that shaped children's concepts of themselves and associated 

the outside world, as experienced by the child, with feelings of discomfort, threat 

or unpredictability. Warmth and affection were considered the core 

characteristics of good mothering (see e.g., Braverman, 1989). The importance 

of child rearing was grounded in maternal affection, which was required to be 

"attuned, empathie, and loving" (Thurer, 1993, p. 531). Caregivers should follow 

the child's development and allow the child ample room to express its wants and 

needs. It was the mother's task to respond to the wants and needs of each child 

3 When we take this into account and remind us the inheritance of the "good" mother, it can be 
understood that the seeds were sown for a cultural climate that easily produced guilt, confusion, and 
frustration among women (Thurer, 1993). 

16 



individually (Hays, 1996). Mothers were advised to rely on their own instincts, 

"to relax, trust themselves and enjoy" the process of child rearing, because 

children are inherendy good and mothers are naturally loving and empathie (e.g., 

Hays, 1996, p. 49). It was emphasized that maternal love and affection came 

naturally. Child rearing was portrayed as pleasurable and involving matters of 

which mothers were expected to have full understanding. 

The psychoanalyst Donald Winmcot emphasized the vital importance of a 

child's relationship with the mother. The father was assigned a secondary and 

supportive role (Rapoport, 1977). A mother and her baby were considered as a 

unit from which children gradually had to separate to develop a "true self' 

(Thurer, 1993, p. 531). To accomplish this, the notion of "good-enough 

mothering" advanced as a core concept. The good-enough mother responds 

prompdy and appropriately to the infant's demands, she responds positively to 

the infant's mastery attempts, and supports a child's ability to be alone by 

retreating when the infant's needs are met (see Harter, 1998, p. 565) The new 

focus of interest was the everyday separation-experiences of "ordinary" mothers 

and their children. The attention shifted away from the damaging effects of 

institutionalization on children, as desenbed by Bowlby, to the adverse effects of 

mothers working (Richardson, 1993). Winmcot and Bowlby contributed to a 

discourse of motherhood in "natural terms" Mothers, as natural experts on 

child rearing, were considered to be natural sources of love and affection This 

notion could act to strengthen a mother's significance and importance, but 

equally could evoke feebngs of inadequacy and guilt (Richardson, 1993). 

Motherhood from 1960 to 1990 

Expectations concerning "good mothering", combined with the idealization of 

motherhood, provided an impetus for the flourishing of the feminist movement 

(Thurer, 1993). The work of Margaret Mead (1955) and Simone de Beauvoir 

(1949/1976), was used to ground the discussion on the self-evident nature of 

motherhood. Betty Fnedan (1963) showed that the American mother, as 

portrayed in women's magazines, but also in intellectual and in academic circles, 

was molded ultimately as a devoted mother and ideal housekeeper. This same 

image was to be found in Dutch women's magazines ofthat time (Knijn, 1994) 

The self-sacnfiang mother was the dominant image in those days. Servitude and 

sacrifice were viewed as positive characteristics of women (Kni)n, 1994). 
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Devotion to duty, behaving well, obedience and respect were accepted virtues. 

Parents were required both to exercise authority and to set a good example for 

their children. Mothers and fathers, however, made different contributions to 

child rearing. Fathers were supposed to assume the role of the head of the 

family, representing ultimate authority. The mother had a pivotal role: she 

mediated between her husband and children. A mother was advised "to be the 

most 'sensible' one" (Knijn, 1994, p. 18). 

During the 1970s and 1980s there was a move toward a more realistic, less 

idealized approach to motherhood (e.g., Walters, 1992; Richardson, 1993). In 

academic research, the mother-infant relationship was gradually conceptualized 

as an "interactive" system in which both parties were considered to influence 

each other (Thurer, 1993). In studies of child development there was a growing 

interest in a communicational analysis of mothering: the exchange of early 

communications or dialogues between mother and child to facilitate the child's 

development of shared meanings and communicative skills. In general, this 

indicated a shift away from the traditional view of motherhood in which 

maternal behavior was assumed to originate in maternal intuition or instinct. 

Mothering gradually came to be seen as involving the ability to respond to 

children (Richardson, 1993). In these years negative feelings about motherhood 

were more openly discussed and acknowledged (e.g., Rich, 1976). Love and 

dedication, the central qualities of motherhood, were shown to have another 

side involving guilt and self-denial (Brinkgreve, 1988). Child-care advise showed 

a shift toward a more sensitive and sympathetic approach to the mother 

(Richardson, 1993). Spock, in the revised vision of Baby and Child Care, accepted, 

with reservations, mothers' ambition to work outside the house. This acceptance 

was inspired by the belief that the frustration of this ambition would result in 

unhappiness on the part of the mother, which in turn would harm the child. 

In these years, mothers were no longer merely responsible for a child's 

emotional development, they also were expected to guide the child's intellectual 

development (Richardson, 1993). In Dutch women's magazines of the 1970s the 

image of the educational mother appeared. Dutch mothers were advised to spend 

more time to develop children's creativity, cognition and physical skills. In 

addition, fathers entered the picture. They were encouraged to pay more 

attention to their children (Knijn, 1994). 

During the eighties the idea that raising children is naturally best suited to 

and carried out by women, lost its imperative nature (Richardson, 1993). Here, 

the growing literature on fathers in this period is telling (e.g., Lamb, 1981). 
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Dutch magazines portrayed the image of motherhood as a source of self-

fulfillment; "freely chosen motherhood was presented as a source of satisfaction" 

(Knijn, 1994, p. 189). Motherhood was no longer conceived as a natural duty, but 

was considered a conscious and independent choice of women (Kaplan, 1992, 

Knijn & Verheyen, 1988, Bnnkgreve, 1988). Child rearing was in the first place a 

psychological task (Kni)n & Verheyen, 1988; Richardson, 1993). Mothers were 

accorded an important role in the regulation of children's social and emotional 

well-being. They were expected to respond adequately and sensitively. Although, 

as Kni)n (1994) notes, "the mother's personal choices were emphasized, the 

mother remained mainly responsible for the child's well-being while fathers only 

had a secondary responsibility" (p. 189). 

As discussed below, in a few decades motherhood lost its meaning as a core 

characteristic of women (Hays, 1996; Kaplan 1992; Knijn, 1994; Richardson, 

1993). This brought with it a change in the characteristics assigned to women. 

Old virtues of being nice, gentle and patient were substituted by the "modern" 

virtues of autonomy, self-consciousness and self-assertiveness (Bnnkgreve, 1988, 

p. 13). 

While motherhood remains central to women's identity, women's lives are no 

longer solely dictated by their role as mother (Nicholson, 1997; Ribbens, 1994). 

Figures of the Bureau of the Census show that in 1998, 76% of the women at 

the age of 35 were mother. At the age of 50, the percentage of childless women 

in 1998 was 14%. For 2000 the prospects are similar (CBS, 2000). 

However, women's participation in the labor force has increased dramatically 

over the century, and in recent years the continuity of women's careers has risen 

as well (see Walby, 1997, Spain & Bianchi, 1997). In the Western countries and 

in the US women no longer systematically leave their work when they marry and 

have children (see Bégeot & Fernandez-Cordon, 1997, p. 37). As Spain and 

Bianchi (1997) note, "in 1950, a woman pushing a baby carnage on a Monday 

was most often out for a stroll with her child. By 1990, a similar woman 

encountered on a Monday morning is quite likely delivering her baby to a child-

care provider before going to her job" (p. 85). Being freed from a rigid role, 

women's lives seem to have entered the universe of choice (e.g., Woodward, 

1997). This colors motherhood in the 1990s. 
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Motherhood in the 1990s 

What actually constitutes appropnate mothering today, and to what extent does 

it differ from mothering in passed decades? Characteristic of the 1990s is that 

motherhood and fatherhood have become less distinct. "As women became 

more like fathers, fathers were expected to become more like mothers", Amato 

(1998, p. 241) notes. Due to an increase in women's educational attainment, a 

dechne in family si7e, and the spread of an ideology of gender equality (Amato, 

1998). Fathers are increasingly involved in child rearing although they generally 

do not spend as much time with the children as mothers do (Hochschild, 1990; 

Pleck, 1997). Most mothers still take primary responsibility for raising the 

children. 

A change is also seen in the child-rearing aims that are generally aspired to, 

despite differences among parents that are related to socioeconomic status (Du 

Bois-Reymond, 1995, Hays, 1996, Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992; McMahon, 1995, 

Ribbens, 1994). Dutch white middle-class parents tend to eschew child-rearing 

practices that are based on hierarchical relations. In ideal circumstances children 

and parents are expected to communicate and interact with each other as equals 

(Doornenbal, 1996; Du Bois-Reymond, 1995). This trend is in line with 

sociological analyses of family life. Relationships between family members are 

increasingly based on negotiation, and increasingly emotional (Bnnkgreve & De 

Regt, 1990; De Swaan, 1979; Meyers & Wijers, 1998; Van der Avort, 1987). 

Intimate and affective bonds are created by the sharing and expression of 

emotions, by negotiation and by tuning in to mutual interests (Doornenbal, 

1996; Van Setten, 1986). This "new" parenthood (motherhood) is seen as a 

response to a process of increasing individualization (Lasch, 1980). Child-rearing 

practices are intensified. Motherhood has passed its supposed natural status. It is 

deliberately and consciously chosen (Kaplan, 1992), and more focused on 

psychology than on morality (Van Lui)n, 1996). 

The ideal, especially among middle-class parents, is that of the authoritative 

parent (Du Bois-Reymond, Te Poel, & Ravesloot, 1998, McMahon, 1996). The 

authoritative parent provides the child with room for individual exploration and 

individuality, and imposes discipline in a sensitive and responsive way. 

Authoritative parents listen to their children, they know their child's personal 

and age-related characteristics and needs, and they perceive parenting as a two-

way dynamic process (Grotevant, 1998). Authoritative parenting in general yields 

favorable outcomes for adolescents and buffers them against potentially negative 
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influences (Holmbeck, Paikoff, & Brooks-Gunn, 1995; Steinberg, Darling, & 

Fletcher, 1995); it involves a process of "give-and-take between parents and 

children" (Grotevant, 1998, p. 1129). 

Present child-rearing aims go beyond the moral upbringing of children into 

self-reliant and adjusted individuals. In the view of middle class Dutch parents 

children have to acquire a "social self'. A self that is self-reliant, but at the same 

time considerate to others (Doornenbal, 1996, Du Bois-Reymond et al., 1998). 

To realize these objectives, parents are required to support the child rather than 

exercise strict discipline. Or, as Ribbens (1994) puts it, "parents should fit 

around the children" (p. 116). Appropnate child rearing is, as Hays (1996) 

concludes, basically child-centered in nature Not only is the child the center of 

attention and do the child's needs come first, this ideal also involves respecting 

children as individuals. This means that a good parent (mother), "follows a child 

by taking the time to get to know the particular interests and desires of each 

unique cMd" (Hays, 1996, p. 113). In practice this implies day-to-day nurturing, 

responding, negoüating with the child, being sensitive to the child's cues, 

reasoning with the child, placing the child's need before ones own, and fostering 

an internalized self-discipline. It is this practice of intensive mothering that Hays 

(1996) denotes as the ideology of today's Western mothers. To what images of 

motherhood are these practices related5 Several authors identify an 

amalgamation of different images. First of all, motherhood has become more 

diverse in meaning and more complex in form (Kaplan, 1992; Raeff, 1996; 

McLaren, 1996). We have gone beyond the familiar image of womanhood as 

equal to motherhood within a traditional family context. Kaplan (1992) speaks 

of postmodern motherhood. The Madonna image representing the sacrificing 

mother is extended with the Career or Working women image (Kaplan, 1992, 

Woodward, 1997). Women as mothers navigate between these images. Mothers 

have substituted their one-dimensional identity for a double identity (Brouns & 

Schokker, 1990; Heiligers, 1995; Tulkenburg, 1995). According to Woodward 

(1997) popular culture portrays the new image of the Independent mother. This 

represents a mix of the working mother with the added element of individuality, 

"being a mother and having a well-paid career and being able to explore and 

express one's individuality, as well as looking attractive" (p. 271). 

According to Hays (1996), mothers face two socially constructed demands 

concerning good motherhood. In the first place, motherhood involves intensive 

child rearing. In the second place (having met the first demand), women have 

the choice of adopting the addinonal role of paid working woman. In Hays' 
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(1996) view, on the one side, there is the image of the traditional or caring 

mother. On the other side, there is the image of the successful "superwomen." 

"Effortlessly juggling home and work, this mother can push a stroller with one 

hand and carry a briefcase in the other. ...Always properly dressed and coiffed..., 

she closes the door of a neat home that houses well-mannered but not passive 

children, with a strong spirit and high self-esteem" (Hays, 1996, p. 132). Other 

authors also stress the coexistence of these two scenarios representing the 

contradictory cultural images of Western societies today (McLaren, 1996, 

Walzer, 1997). 

To summarize, toward the end of the eighteenth century, the image of the 

mother, her role and her significance changed dramatically (Badinter, 1985) For 

the first time, mothering became an issue of serious thought and reflection. 

Rousseau's publication of fcrntle (1762) constituted a milestone in this process. 

Motherhood came to be seen as a specific inevitable mission benefiting society 

as a whole. New in this era was the explicit attention paid to the emotional 

component of motherhood. Children were no longer viewed as evil and sinful, 

but came to be seen as innocent, noble, and even sacred beings. Motherhood 

was valued, equated with love and viewed as a woman's natural vocation. Child-

rearing advice focused on the moral upbringing of children. However, this 

upbringing was to be achieved not through harsh discipline, but through 

permissiveness. 

The 19th and 20th century produced several notable scientists whose writings 

reaffirmed the "natural" maternal role and added further to the expectations and 

responsibilities of being a good mother (Sommerfield, 1989, p. 140). Concern 

over the quality of mothering, prompted by high infant mortality rates, made 

motherhood an overriding issue, requiring the attention of experts. Mothering 

practices were extended from merely focusing on the moral upbringing of 

children, to gradually include their emotional development. Authors like Watson, 

Freud, Bowlby, Spock and Winmcot each in their own way contributed to the 

idea that a secure, warm and affectionate home, with an ever-present sensitive 

and responsive mother, would foster a child's emotional development Mothers' 

identities until the late sixties were predominantly conceived to be one-

dimensional, a woman's identity was equated with being a mother. 

Expectations concerning "good mothering" combined with the idealization 

of motherhood, which reached its peak in the 1950s, provided the impetus for 

the feminist movement. During the 1970s and the 1980s there was a move 

toward a more realistic approach of motherhood. Mothering gradually came to 
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be seen as an ability that mothers and fathers share in being able to respond to 

infants and children. From the seventies onward, motherhood lost its meaning 

as core characteristic of women. In addition, child-reanng responsibilities were 

extended to include both the child's emotional development and the intellectual 

development. 

In the 1990s, the one-dimensional identity of women was definitely replaced 

by a two-dimensional identity. The contrast between these identities is one of 

the Madonna image versus the Career women image, or the Traditional mother 

versus the Supermom or the Independent mother. Child-reanng aims in the 

Netherlands during the 1990s are characterized less by hierarchical relations 

between parents and children, and are based more on negotiation, on the sharing 

and expressions of emotions. Child rearing has intensified and is conceived of as 

a predormnandy psychological task, especially among middle-class parents. The 

ideal parent is the authoritative parent whose focus is child-centered, individually 

orientated and who imposes boundaries within reasonable limits. 

The focus on the individual seems to have become dominant in the 1990s. 

This accounts as well for the prevailing child-reanng practices and aims as for 

the prevailing images of motherhood. Taking one's own individuality seriously 

results in most women in aspinng to different roles. At the same time, however, 

this individual orientation and centering on the individual child has made child 

rearing an intense undertaking, as Hays (1996) describes. This defines the 

current ideology of Western mothers. 

In short, we have shown how the meamng assigned to motherhood and to 

mothering practices has developed throughout time. The end of the eighteenth 

century can be considered a pivotal penod in that it "gave birth" to the "New or 

Modern Mother" (Michielsens, 1998). From this time on, canng became a core 

characteristic of mothering. This characteristic remained central through 

subsequent times, but seemed to have been valued differendy, associated with 

the current perspectives on motherhood. 
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Mothers and socialization 

In the previous section we focused on the development of the concept of 

motherhood throughout time. In the present section we concentrate upon the 

notion that mothers contribute greatly to the concept of motherhood that their 

daughters develop. We hope to shed light on the importance of mothers by 

addressing different theories that highlight the relationship between mothers and 

daughters. The following theoretical perspectives provide insight into the 

mechanisms that may contribute to mothers' influence on images of 

motherhood that daughters have. 

Introduction 

Parents introduce children, from birth on, to the basic issue of what it is to be a 

girl and become a woman, or to be a boy and become a man (Witt, 1997). In the 

maze of meanings parents convey, both the cultural and the personal are 

represented: cultural models that relate to both present and past cultural heritage 

and personal conceptions derived from individual histories. 

Through socialization girls acquire conceptions about motherhood. 

Socialization has come to be understood as a continuous process that acts 

throughout life and "by which people come to share - or at least anticipate -

each others' way of acting, thinking and feeling" (Bugental & Goodnow, 1998, 

p. 389). The term socialization denotes the processes by which people learn to 

adopt and conform to desirable and appropnate demands of any particular 

society (Parke & Bunel, 1998). The family has long been recognized as an 

influential context of socialization, because children depend on it from infancy 

(e.g., Maccoby, 1992). 

Within this context, mothers are seen as significant persons, not in the least 

for girls (Baruch & Barnett, 1983; Barnett, Kibria, Baruch, & Pleck, 1991; Boyd, 

1989; Fischer, 1991; Goldberg, 1994). Gecas and Seff (1990, p. 984) note "that 

at the stage of adolescence there is a degree of socialization along same-sex 

lines": Mother-daughter relationships are found to be more intense than father-

daughter relationships (Steinberg, 1987). The mother's specific influence on the 

development of her daughter has been attributed to their common gender. 

Mothers and daughters share basic connections related to fundamental aspects 
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of life (Surrey, 1993): giving birth and becoming a mother. The own mother 

mirrors and embodies this image (Halberstadt-Freud, 1997). 

Since most women become mothers, and most girls aspire to motherhood 

(McMahon 1995), it is interesting to investigate how contemporary young 

females conceptualize their own motherhood, and to examine the link between 

their images of motherhood and the perception of their own mother. In this 

section, we will have a look at this issue from a theoretical point of view. What 

can socialization theones tell us about daughters and the expected link to their 

mothers'1 By what mechanisms are daughters' images of motherhood influenced 

by mothers'1 

Socialization theories and their significance 

Socialization theories assume that human behavior and the roles people adopt 

are learned throughout life. Within society, it is argued, girls and boys learn to 

identify with the roles and expectations of being a woman or man, and learn to 

behave accordingly. In general, socialization theories explain human behavior by 

emphasizing the transmission mechanisms between the individual and his or her 

direct surroundings. With regard to the present subject, the question that 

socialization theories might address is: "What mechanisms can be identified 

between mothers and their daughters, to explain the impact of mothers on their 

daughters' images of motherhood"5 

In focusing upon this question, we consider mechanisms and processes that 

feature in theones of social learning Daughters may learn to behave like their 

mothers by imitation or by experiences, in which their "maternal" or "feminine" 

behavior is rewarded and reinforced. Cognitive developmental theories add to 

these processes an active drive to display behavior that is consistent with a girl's 

cognition that she is female. The social learning and cognitive developmental 

perspective both attempt to explain why girls adopt specific female behavior. In 

a sense these theories present a rather plastic view of gender specific behavioral 

development, Brouns (1995) notes. It is expected that girls, if subjected to 

nontradiüonal role models, or if less traditionally reared, will develop less 

specific gender related behavior. This in turn may result in a change in traditional 

gender relations How difficult and complex this is, however, is evident in the 

differences in vocational preferences of boys and girls, in the fact that most 

women still take primary responsibility in caring- and household tasks, and in the 
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differences in experiences that women and men report concerning their parental 

roles. 

One influential criticism of socialization theories concerns the fact that these 

theories underestimate the role of the "unconscious" and of power relationships 

that exist in society (Brouns, 1995). Freud addressed the existence of 

unconscious processes in his psychoanalytic theory of human development. 

Freud's theory will be discussed to the extent that the theory addresses girls' 

development of a female identity. This discussion will set the stage for 

Chodorow's (1978) psychoanalytically oriented theory of motherhood. In both 

these theories (Freud and Chodorow) the unconscious internalization of parental 

values and behaviors is emphasized. In general terms, internalization refers to 

"the process by which material that is held out for the individual by social others 

(e.g., significant persons or social institutions), is imported to the individual's 

intra-psychological domain of thinking and affective processes" (Lawrence & 

Valsiner, 1993, p. 151). 

Classical socialization theories have also been criticized for their narrow view 

on the relationship between the individual and society Socialization in these 

theories is viewed mainly as a unidirectional process in which the individual 

absorbs and attunes to societal expectations. Socialization is currently conceived 

of more as an active two-way and continuous (over the life span) process 

between individual and society. Internalization, in this respect, is seen as the 

transformation of cultural input, rather than simple cultural transmission. In the 

latter view, the process between parent and child is seen as unidirectional and 

the role of the child as largely passive. 

The theory of symbohc interactiomsm focuses on the social interaction 

between the growing individual, significant others, and society. The theory 

emphasizes that socialization constitutes interaction and negotiation. 

Socialization is not conceived of as a determined process whereby values and 

goals are instilled in the child's behavior. It acknowledges human agency and 

views identity as socially anchored rather than biologically determined. 

These five theoretical perspectives do not cover the whole range of existing 

theories of socialization. Yet, they are relevant insofar they identify different 

mechanisms that operate between mothers and daughters, and clarify why 

daughters' images of motherhood may be expected to be related to the image of 

their own mother. Moreover, the five theories provide a perspective on the 

relevance of the issue addressed in the second empincal study, namely the 

relationship between daughters' and mothers' gender role attitudes. 
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The following overview starts with Freud's view as the oldest theory of the 

human personality and the origin of a more recendy developed theory on the 

nature of personality differences in women and men by Chodorow (1978) It is 

followed by social learning theory, and cognitive-developmental theory as two 

major psychological theories The discussion ends with the symbolic 

interactionist role-learning perspective, which has its roots in sociology, not in 

psychology. 

Freud 

One theory that with regard to gender role acquisition has laid the foundation of 

much theoretical thought, is Freud's view of the human personality. With his 

ideas about the Oedipus complex, Freud increased the role of parents in a child's 

mental life, and that of the mother in particular (Thurer, 1993). 

Freud emphasized that the sexual-emotional development of girls differs 

from that of boys. However, in both the identification with the same-sex parent 

is central. As Beai (1994) notes: "The child adopts the mother or father as a role 

model, imitates the parent, internalizes his or her values, and tries to be like him 

or her in all ways" (p. 59). Between 3 to 6 years of age, boys and girls, according 

to Freud, pass through the genital stage where both face an emotional crisis 

triggered by the discovery that boys have a penis while girls do not. A central 

aspect of this stage is the Oedipal crisis. A girl's penis envy and a boj's sexual 

longing for his mother results in the female or male version of this crisis, and 

gives rise to the development of a feminine or masculine identity. 

In this developmental process, a girl substitutes her desire for a penis with a 

desire to have a child of her father. As a girl finds out that her mother can not 

give her a penis, she initially rejects her mother, and redirects her attention to her 

father. Later her mother becomes the object of her envy, until she accepts her 

mother as a role model and shifts her orientation to other men. Because of the 

absence of any sanctions relating to these thoughts (a girl need not fear 

castration), a girl need not suppress the complexity of her feelings. This, as Beai 

(1994) writes, "makes the girl's relation to her mother always somewhat 

ambivalent as she does not incorporate her mother's attributes as thoroughly as 

the boy takes on those of his father" (p. 58). A boy's fear of castration makes 

him suppress the complexity of his feelings more strongly and adopt his father 

as a role model. These supposed differences in development between boys and 
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girls were seen by Freud as the basis of psychological differences between the 

sexes. Boys develop a strong super-ego and a general disdain for women. Girls 

are supposed to suffer feelings of inferiority, have a wish to bear a child, develop 

a weak super-ego, and be vain (Duindam, 1992). 

Freud's theory has been criticized extensively with respect to several aspects 

(Duindam, 1992). The biological gender, for example, is considered less 

important than the way in which parents perceive and treat a child (Duindam, 

1992). Another point of relevance here concerns the disputed idea that a girl 

gives up her love for her mother and rejects her, in favor of her father, and later 

other men (Chodorow, 1982). In the view of some researchers, mothers often 

remain objects of love-hate relationships in the lives of girls, while girls tend to 

distance themselves from their fathers (Chodorow, 1982; Halberstadt-Freud, 

1997). To quote Halberstadt-Freud (1997): "The image of the mother seems to 

be ever present, in reality or in a girl's mind's eye" (p. 30).4 

Chodorow 

In the view of some, Freud's theory placed too much emphasis on the biological 

component of masculinity and femininity, and too litde on cultural and 

sociological influences, including the way parents socialize and raise their 

children. This point has been addressed by Chodorow. Chodorow (1978) 

developed a theory that explained why, throughout history and over generations, 

mothers "mother" and fathers do not. The inspiration for her theory concerned 

the persistent gender-related division of tasks between women and men. Her 

focus concerned the family with a traditional division of tasks. To explain this 

difference between the sexes, in Chodorow's view, one should return to boys' 

and girls' personality development in their earliest years. At this point Chodorow 

falls back on Freud. Chodorow contended that the child's earliest development 

in combination with the structure of parenting, with the mother as primary 

caretaker, determined much of a girl's or a boy's later personality development. 

Boys become more focused on autonomy, while girls are more oriented toward 

empathie relatedness. This developed gender identity in turn results in the 

reproduction of mothering by women, and this is passed on to the next 

generation of women (Schreurs, 1993). 

4 Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Dutch are mine. 
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In explaining this process, Chodorow (1978) holds that women, in contrast to 

men, are more likely "to maintain certain portions of their primary relationship 

with their mother" (Boyd, 1989, p. 292). Daughters and mothers are considered 

to lack clear boundaries. A daughter engages in personal identification with her 

mother (Boyd, 1989). This occurs first, because mother and daughter have the 

same gender (this evokes feelings of merging into one another and oneness, 

Duindam, 1991, 1992), and second, because the mother is the primary caregiver 

and primary source of identification. This makes a daughter's identification with 

her mother very direct and specific, and causes her to internalize many of her 

mother's behaviors, values, thoughts and meanings. From a psychoanalytic point 

of view, the mother stays the most important person for a girl for a very long 

Ome (Duindam, 1992). In a much later phase in her psychological development 

she directs her attention to her father. Even during the Oedipal phase a girl's 

identification with her mother is not restricted: a daughter remains committed to 

her mother (Chodorow, 1978). 

In the view of Chodorow, the persistence of the mother-daughter 

relationship is thus nurtured by the fact that in Western cultures mothers usually 

act as the early and primary caregivers, and thus are the primary source of 

identification of all children (see Boyd, 1989). The daughter's identification with 

her mother continues throughout life, she never really breaks away from her 

mother, where the son switches to his father as the main source of identification. 

In fact, the daughter relates to both parents. This makes her developmental 

history complex, and places it in an emotional triangle. On a psychological level, 

this is thought to result in the daughter's experience of relatedness and 

connectedness, which brings her to view and define herself in relation to others 

(Chodorow, 1978; Duindam, 1992). According to Chodorow (1978), this 

developmental history renders girls' ego-boundaries flexible or permeable, and 

those of boys rigid and well defined. As a consequence, boys are more rigid. 

They will expenence themselves more as clear-cut individuals, separated from 

others. Girls are more focused on continuity and will expenence themselves in 

relation to others. This results in the female potential to develop herself in the 

domain of relations, and the male potential to develop himself outside this 

domain (Chodorow, 1978). 

Because women "mother", daughters learn to develop and value relational 

abilities. This causes girls to define their self-image and their desires in relation 

to others, and to aspire motherhood themselves. The connection between 
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mothers and daughters can be explained from other theoretical perspectives, as 

well. We will turn to these other perspectives now. 

Social learning theory 

The social learning theory (Mischel, 1966) differs from theories based on 

psychoanalysis. Theones oriented to the psychoanalytic view, tend to emphasize 

daughters' unconscious internalization of maternal values and behavior (Boyd, 

1989). For social learning theorists, however, the core principles are modeling 

and reinforcement. Learning of behavior takes place by means of the imitation 

of a model. This model may be anyone, e.g., a parent, a teacher, or a television 

hero. Imitation of role models is a powerful way to learn which consists of 

observing and modeling the behavior of a person a child admires or would like 

to resemble (Beai, 1994) Behavior that is rewarded in a child will be learned, 

other behaviors are distinguished. According to social learning theory, behavior 

is shaped "by its consequences, by reactions that are negative or neutral in tone 

as well as by warm, approving comments" (Beai, 1994, p. 70). 

One of the reasons that girls learn to "mother" and be like their mothers, is 

that - according to the social learning perspective - daughters' imitation of their 

mothers is likely to be positively and consistendy reinforced (Boyd, 1992) 

Furthermore, mothers themselves function as specific role models. For instance, 

having a mother who works outside the home may provide a model for female 

achievement (Beai, 1994). Social learning theory corresponds to psychoanalysis 

in its emphasis on identification processes, especially the identification with the 

same-sex parent (Duindam, 1992). Yet, the mechanisms of identification are 

very different Social learning theory proposes that a child identifies with the 

mother simply because the child's behavior is shaped by reactions of approval or 

disapproval of others. The psychoanalytic view, on the other hand, proposes that 

the child identifies with the same-sex parent in order to resolve the Oedipal 

crisis. The emphasis on identification with the parent of the same sex is disputed 

in later research on social learning (Duindam, 1992). 

Although it is evident that reinforcement of behavior through reward may 

result in the persistence of specific behavior or the learning of behavior, 

especially in a child's early development, the theory in this classical form has 

neglected the active role the child itself plays in this learning process. Within 

socialization theories, attention has increasingly been given to the role of 
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cognitions as organizers of socialization processes (Bugental & Goodnow, 1998). 

Here the child's active role in the process of gender socialization is explicidy 

recognized. This aspect is emphasized in cognitive developmental theories. 

Cognitive developmental theories 

Whereas psychoanalysis and social learning focus on identification or modeling 

and reinforcement, cognitive developmentalists stress cognitive organizational 

processes. The cogrutive developmental perspective focuses on the active role of 

the child in the process of gender socialization. These processes within the child 

include "the need to establish a clear self-concept that leads the child to form a 

gender identity, a sense of themselves as male or female" (Beai, 1994, ρ 91). 

Consequendy, gender assumes an important role in facilitating children's 

attempts to make sense of their social world; it becomes an "organizing 

principle". Gender identity, for instance, predicts the amount of attention 

children have for same-sex models and causes identification (Duindam, 1992). 

In relation to the social learning view, the cognitive developmental perspective 

acknowledges reinforcement principles, but adds to it the idea that the child is 

guided by the need to behave in a manner that is consistent with his or her 

concept of the self (Beai, 1994). 

In addition to gender identity, the cognitive developmental perspective 

proposes that other components of learning are at work as well. During 

development, children construct knowledge structures or cognitive schemata. 

Girls, for example, gradually develop cognitions about being a women or a 

mother in their interactions with their surrounding world. These social 

expenences in the outside world may give rise to the development of so-called 

cognitive schemata: "organized sets of beliefs descnbing some specific domain 

or reahty" (Perse, Pavitt, & Burggraf, 1990, p. 390). Gender schémas, for instance, 

reflect beliefs or knowledge about, and expectations concerning gender roles 

(Bugental & Goodnow, 1998). These gender schémas are thought to organize 

gender-related information in memory (Bern, 1983). These mental anticipatory 

structures, in turn, influence the interpretation of daily life events and situations 

(Duindam, 1992; Ruble & Martin, 1998). 

According to Beai (1994), the cognitive developmental and the 

psychoanalytic view are comparable with regard to their emphasis on biological 

knowledge as a key component of children's gender role learning. Once children 
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understand the permanence of gender, they are increasingly motivated to 

conform to gender role expectations. However, cognitive developmentalists 

view the initial emergence of gender identity as the result of the child's cognitive 

system, not as the result of either psychosexual dynamics (as in the 

psychoanalytic tradition), or the impact of external role models (as in social 

learning theory). The cognitive developmental perspective has in common with 

social learning theory that it assumes that children's self-conceptions of being 

male or female are important and "that children will rely on role models as 

sources of information to guide their behavior" (Beai, 1994, p. 113). In fact, the 

theones are complementary: Observational learning as a key mechanism of 

social learning will only occur when children know their own sex "in order to 

match their own sex to that of a potential role model" (Beai, 1994, p. 113). But 

knowledge of their own gender identity, as the core of the cognitive 

developmental view, is not sufficient to enable children to learn. Children must 

look to others around them to know what this means in terms of actual behavior 

(Beai, 1994). In this process the own mother may play an important role because 

she belongs to the so-called "significant others": real or imaginary people in our 

lives that become significant for us (Charon, 1979). 

Symbolic interactionism 

Since the own mother belongs to the group of the daughters' significant others, 

she may be expected to contribute to the mental image the daughter constructs 

of motherhood. As a significant other, the mother represents opinions and 

attitudes about motherhood that a daughter comes to adopt in her interaction 

with her mother, and that she incorporates in her sense of self as a future 

mother (see Harter, 1998). The idea that a mother constitutes a significant other 

is the contribution of the symbolic interactiomsts (Slaughter-Defoe, 1995). 

As a significant other, children become part of the mother (as of any other 

significant other) through imitation and the internalization of actions, thoughts, 

values and attitudes. Symbolic interactiomsts place primary emphasis on how 

social interactions with others profoundly shape the self (Harter, 1998). Early 

infant-caregiver interactions fashion the self. Still, the organizing functions in the 

infant itself play an independent role in the child's development. Autonomy and 

relatedness are both considered important developmental goals in symbolic 

interactionism (Harter, 1998). The theory emphasizes that the self develops 
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through the social and cognitive processes of "role taking" and language 

acquisition (Musolf, 1996, p. 304). Role taking or seeing the world from the 

viewpoint of someone else - that is taking the perspective of others (Musolf, 

1996) - is the process through which children are socialized and develop selves. 

Language is an important mechanism in this process. For example, when a litde 

girl "plays mother", she talks and acts like her mother does. She imagines herself 

in her mother's shoes (Plummer, 1991). Significant others are considered 

influential in this role-taking process, as they function as a mirror: "Their view of 

us has much to do with how we view ourselves" (Musolf, 1996, p. 305). It is by 

internalizing the perspectives of significant others that a child socially constructs 

a self (Denzin, 1992; Musolf, 1996). However, in the socialization process values 

are not instilled in the child. Children contribute to the social construction of 

their own worlds. Significant others, peer group and peer culture as well as 

society itself, all play their role in this construction process. According to the 

symbolic interactionists, children's gender identity - acting and feeling as a 

female or male - involves a process of social construction as children respond to 

others' expectations in a process of participation (Musolf, 1996). Since the self is 

viewed as "a social construction crafted through linguistic exchanges with 

others", it is called symbolic interactionism (Harter, 1998, p. 554). In the view of 

Musolf (1996), "the heart of socialization is interaction and negotiation" (p. 305). 

To summarize, we have oudined several theoretical point of views 

concerning the question why a mother might be an important influence on a 

daughter's image of motherhood. The impact of a mother upon her daughter's 

image of motherhood may occur through mechanisms of identification, as 

addressed in the theories of Freud and Chodorow. This results in daughters' 

unconscious internalization of many of the mother's behaviors, thoughts, values 

and meanings. In contrast to classical Freudian theory with its emphasis on the 

biological component of masculinity and femininity, Chodorow pointed to 

cultural and sociological influences: the way parents socialize and raise their 

children. 

That daughters may identify with their mothers also features in the social 

learning theory. Yet, from this point of view identification is not an unconscious 

process involving the internalization of maternal values and behavior. 

Identification is the result of the imitation of a model, that is, modeling, and of 

external reinforcement of behavior. According to social learning theory, 

behavior is shaped through its consequences. Girls learn to "mother" and to be 
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like their mothers, because daughters imitate their mothers and are rewarded for 

doing so. 

In relation to the social learning view, the cognitive developmental 

perspective acknowledges reinforcement principles, but adds to it the idea that 

the child is biologically guided by the need to do things that fit the concept of 

the self and contribute to the development of a gender identity, the sense of 

themselves as male or female. During their development, children construct 

mental structures or schémas about being female or male that motivate them to 

conform to gender role expectations and imitate appropriate models. 

The symbolic interactionist perspective, finally, places primary emphasis on 

how social interactions with others, especially significant others profoundly 

shape the self Such interactions results in the internali/ation of actions, 

thoughts, values and attitudes. Through the social and cognitive processes of 

role-taking, i.e., seeing the world from the viewpoint of others, and language 

acquisition, children are socialized, develop selves, and acquire their gender 

identity. 

In the next section, we explore whether television can in theory be assumed 

to have an impact on the construction of motherhood images 
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Television and motherhood 

Growing up in the present day and age means having access to a variety of 

media. Besides those media that provide a visual view of the outside world, such 

as movies and television, we may think here of books, magazines and 

newspapers. For today's adolescents television is an integral part of their daily 

lives. Television is an important formative force in presenting gender and family 

roles. Of course, the medium is often criticized for portraying conventional 

images supporting traditional roles between women and men, or presenting 

women one-dimensionally as traditional homemakers and mothers. In this 

section, we examine the supposed power of television to influence attitudes, 

values, and perceptions. We also look at the mechanisms that are at work 

between television and viewers. 

Introduction 

A girl's growing sense of both womanhood and motherhood arises within the 

realm of her own family environment. It is in this surrounding that a daughter is 

introduced to ideas about, or attitudes toward motherhood. As a girl grows up 

and moves into the larger world of friends and school, her ideas may broaden, 

change, or be reinforced. Reinforcement and the prescription of acceptable and 

appropnate behavior may also be brought about by television through the 

images of women and motherhood that it presents. 

In the fifty years of television's history, television has become an inextricable 

part of everyday life, it has penetrated societal life and the personal imagery of 

individuals (Doorman & Zeeman, 1998). We rely on it for a variety' of reasons: 

for seeking information, as a substitute for social comfort, as a way to imagine 

and fantasize about things, to transcend the present or to see how other people 

handle and manage things in their lives. The medium can be considered as rich 

as daily life itself in its ability to stir our emotions and challenge our intellect. 

Television is reality, although it is viewed as a symbolic social reality (Adoni & 

Mane, 1984); symbolic in the sense that it is a symbolic expression of the direcdy 

expenenced, objective, social reality (Van den Bulck, 1996). Television provides 

a common symbolic environment that impinges upon everyone from newborns 

to the elderly (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signonelh, 1994). As television 
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provides the viewer with experiences in the form of dramadzed (fictional) 

stories, it is regarded as the storyteller of modern times (Van den Bulck, 1996). 

Television's permanent presence is viewed by some as a disaster. Watching 

television, it is argued, infantalizes and disempowers the viewer and brings him 

or her into a uncritical state of attention (Postman, 1985). Bourdieu considers 

television "a serious danger for the different domains of cultural reproduction, 

art, literature, science, philosophy and even for the political life and for 

democracy" (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 11). But television is ingrained in the routines of 

daily life and its presence and permanence are facts. 

In this section, we address the question whether, from a theoretical point of 

view, television can be expected to play a role in the socialization of young 

females. The core question, then, is whether we can expect television to be able 

to shape young females' expectations about motherhood. In broader terms, our 

interest concerns the question whether we can expect television's content to 

contribute to the way viewers construct their views about social reality. 

The power of the media 

The impact of television on viewers' perceptions, attitudes, values and feelings 

has been the subject of debate for some time. The quest for media effects, 

McQuail (1994) notes, "has proved as fascinating for social scientists as it has for 

the media themselves" (p. 328). Throughout the different decades of the 

twentieth century, the mass media have been attributed various degrees of 

influence. Until the 1940's, one generally adhered to the idea that the mass 

media were powerful instruments (Stappers, 1993). They were ascribed the 

power "to shape opinions and beliefs, to change habits of life, and to mold 

behavior actively to the will of those who could control the media and their 

contents" (McQuail, 1994, p. 328). 

Empirical studies however did not convincingly confirm the assumed 

influences. The specific effects attributed to the media were not found. Effects 

of media appeared to operate within particular social and cultural contexts. 

Klapper (1960) questioned the mechanistic view of direct influence of media 

messages on viewers. He proposed that "several elements intercede between a 

message and a viewer's response" (Rubin, 1994, p. 417). Still, the arrival of 

television in the 1950s and 1960s made many researchers reluctant to abandon 

the idea of direct effects on audiences (McQuail, 1994). From the mid 1960s, a 
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shift in interest took place, with scholars turning their attention to the impact of 

the media in the long term rather than the short term (Stappers, 1993). Scholars 

tended to approach media effects more from a "social constructivist" 

perspective: the idea that people construct their own subjective reality and 

appeal to, or learn from, the media (Van den Bulck, 1996). An example of this 

perspective was George Gerbner's influential and highly debated cultivation theory. 

Gerbner's cultivation theory 

In 1969 Gerbner introduced his thinking about the effects of television upon 

modern society (Tapper, 1995, p. 36). Gerbner defined communication basically as 

interaction by means of messages and regarded it as a typically human matter. 

These messages containing information about diverse subjects enable us to draw 

conclusions about things we have not direcdy observed for ourselves (Stappers, 

1993). In line with his thought, Gerbner understood mass-communication as 

public communication. Central in Gerbner's ideas is the ability of television to 

make knowledge and information generally accessible, i.e., public The "public-

making" nature of television makes knowledge public but at the same time creates 

audiences that share meaning. As different groups of people are exposed to the 

same messages as portrayed on television, the world view of these groups of 

people will become alike. Because television sets the agenda concerning the 

subjects of interest and how they should be discussed, in a sense, it supplies 

ways of seeing things (Stappers, 1993). From television, in Gerbner's view, we 

learn "what is, what is important and what is ngbt" (Gerbner, 1963, p. 102). 

Television was viewed by Gerbner as the most important cultural agent in 

our omes (Frissen, 1992). He considered television's most important function to 

be that of story telling. The impact of television's stories is due to their symbolic 

and consistent portrayal of values, standards, beliefs, and ideas (Frissen, 1992). It 

is by these stones that we come to see what is "socially appropriate and 

inappropriate, acceptable and unacceptable, important and unimportant, good 

and bad, related and unrelated, or justified and not justified" (Stappers, 1993, p. 

89). 

According to Gerbner, prolonged exposure to television colors the way 

people form their images about social reality (Fnssen, 1992). He called this 

process cultivation. Television is able to cultivate viewers' images of reality, 

because television provides a relatively coherent system of images and messages 
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to its public (Bouwman, Meier, & Nelissen, 1987; Signorielli, 1986). As Gerbner 

et al. (1994) note, "cultivation analysis concentrates on the enduring and 

common consequences of growing up and living with television" (p. 37). In its 

most basic form, Gerbner's proposition is that those who watch more television 

are more inclined to believe that the real, experiential world is like the television 

world (Potter, 1994, Tapper, 1995). Consequendy, heavy viewers will have a less 

realistic view about world affairs and social relationships; they will adopt a 

world-view that is consistent with that on television. To test this theory in 

research, heavy and light viewers are usually compared with regard to their 

perceptions of social reality or attitudes they hold (Vergeer, Rutten, & Scheepers, 

1996). Content analysis is used to determine the frequency of certain messages in 

the television world, survey methods have been used to study viewers' 

perceptions and behefs concerning the real world (Potter, 1994). Content 

analysis in the Netherlands for instance showed a good deal of similarity 

between U.S. and Dutch television (Bouwman & Signorielli, 1985). 

Although the current body of evidence suggests that weak cultivation effects 

do exist (Gerber et al. 1994), also in the Dutch setting (Vergeer, Rutten, & 

Scheepers, 1996), the question is by no means settled (Tapper, 1995). But as 

Hawkins and Pingree (1990, 1982) note, "research has provided evidence of a 

small but consistent relationship between television viewing and beliefs about 

the social world that are similar to or implied by the images in television 

programs" (p. 36). 

Cultivation theory has been criticized on methodological grounds (e.g., 

Potter, 1994, Shrum, 1996, 1995). A developmental issue in cultivation research 

is television's influence on processes of socialization (e.g., Rosengren, 1994). In 

the view of Van den Bulck (1996) studies of how the media contribute to 

identity formation, suggest that the scope of cultivation theory should be 

broadened Larson (1995) points out that teenagers use media "to explore 

numerous possible selves including those that are desired and feared" (p. 535) 

In searching for a private self they frequendy draw on media images. That 

adolescents' expectations about family and gender roles may be shaped by 

television viewing, has been confirmed by several studies. Longitudinal studies 

of children and adolescents show that television may exert an independent 

influence on attitudes and behaviors over time (Morgan, 1982, 1987). Morgan 

(1987) found that television cultivates notions such as "women are happiest at 

home raising children" and "men are born with more ambition than women". 

Television also cultivates children's attitudes about gender-related chores. Heavy 
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viewers were found to have stereotypical attitudes about boys' and girls' specific 

household chores (Signonelli & Lears, 1992). With regard to expectations about 

marnage, Signonelli (1991) found that television appears to cultivate rather 

realistic views about marriage among high school students. From these studies, it 

is clear that television is a potential conveyor of messages about gender and 

family roles. 

The active viewer 

In the historical development of media research, there is a gradual change 

toward the recognition of the television viewer as active and interpreting. The 

viewer is no longer conceived of as a passive receiver of media messages. 

According to Livingstone (1990b) this change was related to a change in the 

general conception of the content of television programs. The importance of 

programs gradually came to be seen to lie not in their literal meaning, but in their 

symbolic meaning. A merit of Gerbner's theory was his emphasis on television's 

symbolic significance. In attributing a symbolic function to television, Gerbner 

shifted away from the traditional view of television as a conveyor of literal 

meanings that have effect on viewers. Symbolic meanings originate in the 

interpretation of the viewers (livingstone, 1990b). For example, Tuchman 

(1989) argued that the fact that television shows relatively fewer females than 

males on television is a statement about women's relative importance in social 

reality. 

The insight that viewers are active interpreters and not passive receivers of 

media messages is now generally accepted, as Roscoe, Marshall, and Gleeson 

(1995) note. The assumption that viewers respond in prescribed ways to fixed, 

preconceived meanings has been replaced by the notion that meaning is 

constructed though "interaction with the text and related to the social positions 

of audiences" (Curran, 1990, p. 145). Media content is seen as open to individual 

interpretation, in which the individual creates meaning (Evans, 1990). For 

instance, viewers may identify more strongly with television characters that they 

perceive to be similar to themselves, and this may affect their interpretation of a 

whole television narrative (Livingstone, 1990a). Several studies showed that 

divergent groups may respond very differently to a given program (Ang, 1985, 

Morley, 1980). Yet, the viewer's autonomy in relation to television's content is a 

subject of continuing debate (Curran, 1990; Rosengren, 1990, Seaman, 1992). 
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In the passed two decades, the idea of an active audience gained currency 

within mass communication analysis (Frissen, 1992). Interest in the production 

side of the media, "what the media do to people", changed into a growing 

interest in the processes at play on the receiver's side, "what people do with the 

media" (Katz, 1959, p. 2). In general this emphasis on audience autonomy resulted 

in a more cautious assessment of media influence (Curran, 1990), and 

encouraged studies focusing on the perception of television's content. The 

general rational behind these studies is that programs must first be perceived and 

comprehended by viewers, before they can have any effect on the viewers 

(Livingstone, 1990b). As Blumer stated already in 1969: "Whatever influence is 

exerted by the presentations of mass media depends on the way in which people 

meet and handle such representations. Their interests, their forms of 

receptiveness, indifference or opposition, their sophistication or naivete, and 

their established schemes of definition, set the way in which they initially receive 

the presentations" (p. 187). 

Uses and Gratifications 

The concept of the viewer as an active interpreter was advanced in the so-called 

uses and gratifications approach (Curran, 1990). In this approach researchers focus 

on audience selectivity and on viewers' different motivations to attend to media 

(Rubin, 1994). First proposed by Katz (1959), uses and gratifications became a 

mainstream research program by the mid-1970s (see Katz, Blumler, & 

Gurevitch, 1974), where it was part of a movement manifested in the work of 

Klapper (1960) (Evans, 1990). In general, uses and gratifications served as a 

"healthy antidote" to the portrayal of audiences as passive and media as 

dominating and persuasive (Sevenn & Tankard, 1997, p. 339). It shifted 

attention away from issues of media effects toward questions of media use, and 

presented the individual as a conscious and causative agent in media interaction 

(Evans, 1990). As Rubin (1994) states: "uses and gratifications see media as 

sources of influence amid other sources and sees media audiences as variably 

active communicators. It underscores the role of social and psychological 

elements in mitigating mechanistic effects" (p. 418). 

Researchers within this tradition attempt to determine what functions mass 

communication has for audiences (Sevenn & Tankard, 1997). The central idea is 

that individuals have the power to activel} "use" the media to "gratify" 
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psychological needs (Katz & Liebes, 1986). Media consumers are seen as rational 

agents whose use of media depends upon the psychological functions that the 

media offenngs serve (Evans, 1990). The gratifications sought in advance of 

media use are called "motives"; motives precede media use (Hendriks Vettehen 

& Snippenburg, 1996). These gratifications include the provision of emotional 

release, advice, information, escape, and social use (Newton & Buck, 1985; Lin, 

1996). 

Within the uses and gratifications approach, one assumes that the viewer is not 

influenced by the media at all, unless the media content is socially or 

psychologically meaningful to the viewer. From this perspective, media effects 

are seen as a blend of what the media offer and what is brought to the media by 

the individual (Katz, 1959). Motives for television viewing, for instance, are 

thought to affect viewers' interpretation and, therefore the effects of media 

messages (Reeves, Chaffee, & Tims, 1982, Tapper, 1995). Against the backdrop 

of the continuing debate over audience activity and viewers' use of the media, 

the conceptual distinction between instrumental (or goal directed) versus ritualised 

(or habitual) viewing intentions was developed (e.g., Lin, 1993, 1996). 

Instrumental television use is presumed to be active and goal-directed. It refers 

to viewing for informational reasons, for reality exploration, or character 

identification. Ritualized use of television denotes habitual viewing. Here 

viewing is motivated by boredom, aimed at killing time and seeking diversion 

(Levy & Windahl, 1984; Perse, 1986, Rubin, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1994). Ritualized 

viewing has been demonstrated to be less active and goal-directed (Rubin, 1983, 

1984) Since ritualized viewing is related to a greater exposure to and affinity 

with television (Rubin, 1994), it is expected to lead to cultivation effects (Perse, 

1986). This means that cultivation effects, as described by Gerbner, are most 

likely to occur when viewers watch television for reasons of diversion or escape 

(Sevenn & Tankard, 1997). However, the findings are inconsistent Carveth and 

Alexander (1985), and Alexander (1985), for example, found rituali7ed motives 

to be associated with cultivation. Individuals who frequently viewed soap operas 

for ritualized motives (i.e., enjoyment, relaxation) were susceptible to the 

influence of television's messages. Perse (1986), however, did not observe this 

correlation. Moreover, it is not always clear to which category the motives 

belong. For example, motives relating to entertainment are not necessarily 

ritualistic (Rubin, 1985). However, as Arnett, Larson, and Offer (1995) point 

out, "in any consideration of the role of media in the lives of adolescents it is 

important to recognize these differences in uses and gratifications" (p. 513). 
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Everyday life and television 

The shift within mass communication research toward the conception of the 

active viewer was described above. Conceiving the viewer as an active interpreter 

implies that adolescents do not come to media as blank slates, as Arnett (1995, 

p. 528) says. They bring to the media their own world knowledge and 

understandings or social cognition. Social cognition refers to cognitive processes 

in general, and to cognitions relating to people. In general, social cognition 

theories assume that people are mentally active in that they organize and process 

information from the environment rather than that they respond directly to this 

information (Reeves, Chaffee, & Tims, 1982). 

In this respect, cognition and television are interlocking As Livingstone 

(1990b, ρ 28) points out. "Not only is television interpreted through socio-

cogmtive knowledge and processes, but television affects this knowledge and 

processes" Schema theory describes how individuals acquire knowledge 

structures about people and the world through their repeated experiences and 

impressions. These knowledge structures or schémas in turn become the 

"cognitive window" through which individuals interpret the world (Beai, 1994, 

p. 93). Schemas may arise out of concrete experience, but also out of 

communication with others (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). For example, gender 

schémas might include "knowledge of what males and females look like and 

include expectations about how the sexes will behave in various situations" 

(Beai, 1994, p. 93). These schémas may shape reactions to the content of the 

media and influence their effects. However, television may affect these schémas 

as well by offenng "images and frameworks" for everyday understanding 

(Livingstone, 1990b, p. 28). These significant images and frameworks may add 

to or alter existing schémas, and subsequently guide interpretations of related 

social knowledge (Van den Bulck, 1996) 

Television thus may contribute to the reinterpretadon of social knowledge by 

offering frames of reference by serving as a source of "scenarios" about events 

in life. In this sense, television can be considered instrumental in the individual's 

process of the construction of social reality (Livingstone, 1990b). If we accept 

that we construct images of social reality by means of interacting and negotiating 

with socializing factors, then television may be considered as one among them 

(Van den Bulck, 1996). Some scholars argue that the relationship between 

television and viewers should be seen as an interactive rather than unidirectional 

process. Steele and Brown (1995, p. 553) suggest that it is a dialectical process in 
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which media, including television, "are important cultural agents whose 

influence on audiences is both amphfied and restrained by active individuals who 

interact with the media from where they live" (Steele & Brown, 1995, ρ 553). 

This view seems to be in line with the symbolic interactionist perspective, as 

described in the preceding section. This perspective emphasizes the active and 

reconstructive role of the individual in interpreting social reabty by means of 

interaction with others and the surrounding world. 

Steele and Brown's (1995) study on adolescents' media use supports the idea 

that viewers use television in an interactive way. They found teenagers "to be 

selective in their media choices, creative in their interpretations of media content 

and active users of media material as they moved through adolescence" (Steele 

& Brown, 1995, p. 555). Viewers may even engage in para-social interaction 

which involves, for example, viewers treating fictional characters as if they were 

other (real) people (Shapiro & McDonald, 1992, Tapper, 1995; Van den Bulck, 

1996). 

To summarize, in this section we have highlighted the theoretical discussion 

about the extent to which television can expected to act as a socializing agent 

and to influence people's constructions about social reality. Gerbner's influential 

cultivation theory pointed to the enduring and common consequences of growing 

up and living with television. It has been shown, however, that television is no 

longer seen as an all-powerful medium that may affect viewers under all 

circumstances. Viewers have an active role in receiving television's content. 

Although television is a potential conveyor of messages about gender and family 

roles, the reception of these messages, and hence their impact is dependent on 

other factors as well. Such factors include viewers' world-knowledge and 

understandings, and the way they relate to television. The uses and gratifications 

perspective states that the impact that television has depends in part on the 

motivations of viewers to watch television. A distinction is made between a 

ritualized way of watching television and an instrumental way of watching 

television. The relative power of television over the viewer is a subject of 

continuing debate. 
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Four empirical studies 

Introduction 

We present an outline of the empirical part within the framework provided by 

the theoretical introduction. This empirical part comprises four studies, which 

are introduced and related to the theoretical introduction. 

We started the theoretical introduction with an overview of the historical 

development of the meaning which has been attached to motherhood and 

mothering practices. As the literature shows, motherhood gradually became to 

be viewed from a two-dimensional perspective, in which the mother in her 

maternal role is distinguished from the mother as an individual in her own right. 

The traditional image of motherhood has been supplemented by a contemporary 

image. In Study One, we investigate how present-day young females conceptualize 

motherhood. We wanted to establish whether the shifts in thinking, as observed 

in the literature, are found in the images that young females have about 

motherhood. In this study, we first tried to determine the conceptual dimensions 

along which young females perceive motherhood in general. To this end, we 

interviewed young females about real-life mothers and female images derived 

from television. Second, we examined their ideas concerning their own future 

motherhood and their views concerning the ideal mother. We investigated the 

extent to which their ideas and views were related to their age, educadonal 

background and the perception of their own mother. 

In the second section of the theoretical introduction, we focused on 

theoretical perspectives and addressed the issue how and why mothers may be 

expected to be important for daughters. In Study Two, we examine the link 

between mothers and their daughters by investigating the mother's impact on 

45 



daughter's ideas about motherhood and women's roles in general. Both aspects 

are referred to as girls' and young women's gender role attitudes. The mother's 

own ideas about motherhood and her chdd-reanng style are included in the 

research, and her contribution to daughter's gender role attitudes is assessed. 

Variation in the mothers' ideas and child rearing style are related to the mother's 

educational background and employment status. 

In Study Three and Study Four, we focuse on the role of television. Study 

Three addresses the question whether fictional mothers, as portrayed in television 

series, serve as role-models We examined whether the discrepancy between 

young females' images of motherhood and their perception of the fictional 

mothers had any bearing on the potential role-modeling function of a "television 

mother". In a more broader sense, this study highlights the disputed interplay 

between media and viewer, and relates to the debate concerning "what is 

brought to the individual by the media" versus "what is brought to the media by 

the individual". 

The final study concerns young females' self-image and ideal image of their 

own motherhood, and the relation of these images to television viewing. As 

mentioned, television viewing may play a role in the way individuals construct 

their images about social reality. Television's impact on young females' images of 

motherhood is assumed to be related to the amount of time that they generally 

spend watching television, or more specifically to the amount of nme spent 

watching television programs concerning family life. As we have seen, 

television's impact might also be related to motives for television viewing, i.e., 

the instrumental or ritual use of the medium. More broadly, this fourth study 

can be related to the discussion concerning the assumed influence of television 

viewing on areas of social reality construction, including the construction of 

motherhood. 
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Young Females' Images 
of Motherhood 

Study One 

Summary 

This paper reports on two studies into the images of motherhood held by young females. In 

Study 1, we attempted to uncover general conceptual dimensions by which young Dutch 

females perceive motherhood. For this, a group of 64 young women were interviewed about 

real-life mothers and female images derived from television. Qualitative analysis revealed four 

main conceptual categories: a mother's traditional orientation toward motherhood, her child-

centeredness, her self-assertive attitude, and a mother's open attitude and social 

consciousness. 

The items making up the four conceptual categones found in Study 1, underwent factor 

analysis in Study 2. Two main dimensions were found. One dimension represented a 

traditional orientation toward motherhood. The other dimension added a more contemporary 

perspective to motherhood and represented a self-conscious and relational orientation. In 

Study 2, we investigated how young females viewed themselves as potential mothers with 

regard to these two dimensions. We analyzed whether differences in their views were 

dependent on level of education, age, and image of their own mother. The 165 young females 

taking part were asked to rate themselves and their mother on a range of items, representing 

the two dimensions of motherhood. Although daughters' raungs were positively related to the 

ratings they assigned to their mothers, daughters perceived themselves to function differently 

with respect to the two dimensions of motherhood, compared to their own mother: they 

perceived themselves as less traditional, and more self-conscious and relationally oriented than 

their mothers.5 

5 Ex, C.T.G.M., & Janssens, J.M.A.M. (2000). Young females' images of motherhood. Manuscript submitted 
for pubbcauon. 
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Young Females' Images of Motherhood 

This study focuses on the images of motherhood held by young females. We 

attempted to uncover the main conceptual dimensions by which adolescent 

Dutch girls and young Dutch women perceive motherhood and, in particular, 

their potential future motherhood. 

Views on motherhood and mothering practices have changed over the course 

of time. As a socially defined and constandy reconstructed phenomenon 

(Ambert, 1994; Phoenix & Woollett, 1991), research has documented that views 

on motherhood and maternal practices have followed their own "natural 

history". These views have been strongly shaped by the circumstances of time 

and place, scientific and technological advancement, and social and economic 

developments (Arnup, 1994; Badinter, 1981; Hays, 1996). 

In the last 40 years, the identity of Dutch women has shifted from one 

predominantly directed at caring and household tasks, to an identity with an 

increasing orientation toward employment (Heiligers, 1995). Today's Dutch 

mothers are faced with the dilemma of individuali7ation and a caring position 

(Knijn, 1994). In the period from 1950 to 1990, the unidimensional identity of 

Dutch women was replaced by a bidimensional identity (Brouns & Schokker, 

1991, Heiligers, 1995, Tulkenburg, 1995), a phenomenon observed also in other 

countries (Nicholsen, 1997; Woodward, 1997; Walzer, 1997). In general, 

women's labor force participation increased dramatically during the twentieth 

century, and in recent years, the continuity of women's careers has also risen 

(Spain & Bianchi, 1996; Walby, 1997). 

For a relatively long penod, the labor force participation rate of women in the 

Netherlands was low compared to other European countries (De Jong-Gierveld 

& Liefbroer, 1995, Groot & Pott-Buter, 1990; Hooghiemstra & Niphuis-Nell, 

1993): it was not unni 1990 that this rate was similar to that in other Western 

countries. By 1997, the percentage of working women in the Netherlands in the 

15-64 age group was 62.2%, whereas this figure for working women in all 

European countries was 58.3% (Elsevier Almanak, 2000). The increased 

percentage of working women in the Netherlands can be attributed to the nse in 

the number of married women who entered the labor market (Bnnkgreve, 1994, 

Sociaal Cultured Rapport, 1996). However, compared to the United States and 

Eastern Europe, the share of women's total employment for the countries of the 

European community is still low (Blossfeld, 1995), although "in the Western 

countnes as well as in the US, women no longer systematically leave their work 
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when they marry and have children" (Bégeot & Fernandez-Cordon, 1997, p. 37) 

According to figures from the Bureau of the Census, in 1998 only 20% of 

women stopped working when they debvered their first baby, 43% worked 

fewer hours, and the rest (37%) continued working as before (Austin, 2000). 

The increase in women's labor force participation represents a reflection as 

well as an expression of the changed conceptions of women's roles. In analyzing 

Dutch magazines, Kmjn (1994) found shifts in the images of motherhood as 

portrayed during the period from 1960 to 1980. The image of the self-sacnfiang 

mother, which dominated the 1960s, was replaced by that of the educational 

mother in the 1970s. For mothers of the 1960s, servitude and sacrifice, as well as 

devotion to duty and behaving well, were the acknowledged virtues. Mothers 

were "essentially mother," and were considered natural experts on child rearing 

who intuitively knew how to raise their children. During the 1970s, however, 

mothers were no longer expected to rear their children intuitively: they were 

advised to educate them in order to develop the children's cognition, creativity, 

and physical skills. In the 1980s, this image was revised to become that of 

motherhood as self-fulfillment Motherhood was no longer conceived of as a 

natural duty, but as a woman's consciously and independently made choice. 

Kiii)n 's (1994) findings, as summarized above, are consistent with changes in 

the image of motherhood and the associated practices as described by others 

(e.g., Arnup, 1994; Hays, 1996; Kaplan, 1992). The mother of the 1980s was 

attributed an important role in the social and emotional well-being of her 

children. The practice of motherhood was in the first place a psychological task. 

This seems to have been consolidated in the 1990s. The current child-rearing 

practice can be conceived of as an emotional-psychological task (Doornenbal, 

1996), one which is intense and child-centered in nature (Hays, 1996). The ideal 

parent is an authoritative parent (Maccoby & Martin, 1983), i.e., a parent who 

monitors the child and is responsive, but gives the child room for individual 

exploration and autonomy within a climate of communicative understanding and 

affective relationships (Barnard & Martell, 1995; Hays, 1996). 

Within a few decades (e.g., Barnard & Martell, 1995; Nicholsen, 1997), new 

"modern" female ego ideals such as independence, autonomy, self-assertiveness, 

and self-consciousness became substitutes for being kind, tender, and patient 

(Bnnkgreve, 1988, 1992). The described shift in child-rearing aims, as well as the 

aspired modern characteristics of women, fit with sociological analyses. Social 

scientists observe a trend toward increasing individualization (Lash, 1979; Van 

der Avort, 1987), but also toward the psychologization and emodonalization of 
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family life and relationships in general (Brinkgreve & De Regt, 1990; Elchardus 

& Heyvaert, 1991; Jackson, 1993). 

Today's motherhood is more complex and diverse in meaning (Demeis & 

Perkins, 1996; McLaren, 1996; Raeff, 1996). Kaplan (1992) speaks in this regard 

of "postmodern" motherhood. The Madonna image - representing the 

sacrificing mother - has been supplemented with the Career women image 

(Kaplan, 1992). According to Cramer (1997), young mothers are well aware of 

the conflict between traditional and modern models of motherhood. In the view 

of Hays (1996), mothers today face two socially constructed images, i.e., that of 

the "traditional" mother - who stays at home and dedicates all her energy to the 

family - and that of the successful "supermom": the all-round mother who has 

"briefcase" qualities. She not only manages the household and raises the 

children, but also has her own career. 

With respect to the described changes within society, it is of interest to 

investigate how today's adolescent girls and young women conceptualize 

motherhood. In the literature, we found a shift from a unidimensional to a 

bidimensional description of motherhood. The traditional image is extended 

with a contemporary image of motherhood. In this study, we were interested in 

whether this shift might be reflected in the image young females aspire after for 

their own potential motherhood. The way adolescent girls and young women 

construct themselves as future mothers may have an impact on their approach to 

motherhood later in life (Walzer, 1997). 

We have carried out two studies. In the first study, we tried to discover the 

main conceptual dimensions by which young females perceive motherhood. In 

the second study, we analyzed how they imagined themselves as future mothers 

with regard to the dimensions found in the first study. 

Study 1: Dimensions of motherhood 

To discover the main conceptual dimensions by which young females perceive 

motherhood, we used the Repertory Grid technique - an interview method 

aimed at exploring the structure of an individual's thoughts by eliciting ideas 

about a subject, for example, motherhood. The method is derived from Kelly's 

Personal Construct Theory (Kelly, 1955). According to Kelly, it is by the 

interpretation and construal of meaning that humans try to make sense of the 

world. In his view, individuals structure, interpret, and conceptualize the 
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surrounding world, and anticipate events by applying descriptive dimensions, or 

so-called constructs 

In the original design of the Repertory Grid (Kelly, 1955), an individual's 

"repertoire of thoughts" is assessed by asking to compare several roles of 

persons, such as the mother, father, partner, a liked other, a disliked other, and 

so on These role-persons are rated on several descriptive characteristics, which 

are individually obtained from each participant by means of madie comparison 

In practice, this means that several combinations of three role persons are 

formed, and the participant is asked to indicate in which wa) two of these three 

persons are similar to but different from the third person The way in which two 

persons are described as similar to but different from a third person is used to 

define a descriptive dimension or construct (Oosterwegel & Oppenheimer, 

1993) It was by eliciting such constructs that we gained an insight into )oung 

females' personal ideas on motherhood 

We incorporated "television mothers" in our study because the medium is 

inextricably bound up with modern life (Giddens, 1991) and important for 

conveying messages about women and motherhood (Dail & Wa), 1985) Besides 

television mothers, well-known women from television were included in this 

study There were two reasons for this First, wc wanted to encourage the young 

females to view the mothers from perspectives other than those that are most 

readily associated with motherhood, and second, we wanted to create triads 

consisting of contrasting individuals in order to elicit as many different kinds of 

constructs as possible 

During the interview, several combinations of three role persons were 

presented to the participants, who were then asked to indicate which two of 

these persons were similar to but different from the third person The role 

persons were mothers from different prime-time drama programs, well-known 

women from various prime-time television programs, and three other role 

persons, ι e , the participant's mother, young females themselves as mother, and 

a mother the respondents viewed as a "real" mother who could be nonfictional 

or fictional An example of such a tnad is the own mother, Claire Huxtable {Ihe 

Cosby Show), and Peggy Bundy (Married with Children) Λ respondent could say, for 

example, Claire and the own mother are more responsive to their children in 

comparison to Peggy - who is much more indifferent 

In this way, we uncovered conceptual dimensions by which >oung females 

perceive mothers and motherhood, which was the purpose of Study 1 We also 

investigated whether these views were different for younger and older females, 
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and for females with a lower and a higher level of education. From a 

developmental point of view, it is interesting to examine how young females, as 

they move through the critical phase of adolescence and young adulthood, view 

motherhood. It is possible that their views may be influenced by the life-stage to 

which they belong. Educational background is another sociological factor which 

may affect the views of young females (Du Bois-Reymond, 1995). 

Study 2: Images of motherhood 

The research question in the second study was how adolescent girls and young 

women saw themselves as future mothers. We investigated how they perceived 

themselves as mothers with regard to the dimensions found in Study 1, and 

examined whether differences in their self-images were dependent on their age 

and level of education, and their image of their own mother 

In addition to young females' general perception of motherhood as 

investigated in the first part of the study, in this second part, we focused on 

young females' perception of their own motherhood, including their perception 

of an ideal mother Findings in the literature indicate the existence of a 

discrepancy between an ideal image and a self-image (Markus & Wurf 1987, 

Oosterwegel & Oppenheimer, 1993). Schroeder, Blood, and Maluso (1992) 

revealed in this respect that young females envisage a more traditionally oriented 

practice as future mother than their ideas would imply. In view of this finding, 

we contrasted young females' image of their future motherhood with their ideal 

image. 

Images young females foresee for themselves with regard to motherhood 

may vary with their educational background. Du Bois-Reymond (1995) found 

young Dutch females with a low to middle level of education to be more 

pragmatic about their future work career than those with a high level of 

education. Females with a low to middle level of education often anticipate 

quitting their job when they become a mother, and are less sure about their 

return to the labor market later in life. In general, ideas about motherhood and 

mothering practices appear to vary with social class (Hays, 1996; Hoff-Ginsberg 

& Tardiff, 1995; Moree, 1992). With respect to these findings, we included in 

our study young females with a lower and young females' with a higher level of 

education. To add a developmental perspective to Study 2 as well, we 

incorporated two age groups, i.e., young adolescent girls and young women. The 

first group still has to cope with the pressures and possibilities of adolescence, 
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and the second is beginning to encounter other demands and expectations 

associated with becoming an adult (Block & Robins, 1993). 

Images young females foresee for themselves may also be related to their 

mothers' functioning. According to Gecas and Seff (1990), "there is a degree of 

socialization along same-sex lines at adolescence between parent and child" (p. 

984). Mother-daughter relationships are more intense and close than father-

daughter relationships (Collins & Russell, 1991, Steinberg, 1987). Mothers in 

general, however, are acknowledged as objects of identification and as significant 

role models for their daughters (Arditti, Godwin, & Scanzom, 1991, Baruch & 

Barnett, 1983, Boyd, 1989). The transmission of values from parent to child -

and, more specifically, from mother to daughter - has been the subject of a 

considerable amount of research (Corder & Stephan, 1984; Ex & Janssens, 1998; 

Goodnow, 1996). Mothers' attitudes in particular seem to be significant 

predictors of their children's attitudes (Clebone & Taylor, 1992). This is 

confirmed by Starrels (1992), who found a relationship between the mother's 

attitude toward motherhood and work, and that of her own daughter and son. 

In the research of Smith and Self (1980) among first-year university students, it 

was shown that maternal sex role attitudes - especially those of college-educated 

mothers - were an important factor in the development of the sex role attitudes 

of their daughters. 

In examining daughters' future lifestyle preferences, Schroeder, Blood, and 

Maluso (1992) found daughters to be less traditional in their attitudes toward 

motherhood than their own mothers: they perceived greater advantages of day

care, had more egalitarian attitudes toward marital roles, and expected to enjoy 

more years of full-time employment than their mothers had. The literature 

shows that, on the one hand, a daughter's perception of her own motherhood is 

related to her mother's attitudes concerning motherhood. On the other hand, 

the results demonstrate that the ideas of young females' concerning motherhood 

are less traditional than those of their mother. Therefore, we addressed the 

question whether the images of motherhood held by young females were 

statistically related to the perception of their own mother, and whether the 

images of young females were less traditional than those of their own mother. 

Research on the transmission of values from parents to children suggests that 

transmission depends on the perception of parental values by the children 

(Gecas & Seff, 1990). Acock and Bengtson (1980) found that parents' values 

influence their daughters' and sons' orientation to the extent that their offspring 

actually perceived these values. In view of this, we directed our attention to the 
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daughter's perception of her own mother. The mothers' perceptions of 

themselves were not included in this research. 

To summarize, in this study we investigated young females' conceptions of 

motherhood against the background of different representations of motherhood, 

i.e., a daughter's own mother and images of motherhood portrayed on television. 

In Study 1, we wanted to identify the general conceptual dimensions by which 

young females view motherhood. In Study 2, we examined a) how young 

females perceived themselves as future mothers with regard to the dimensions 

found in Study 1; b) whether young females' ideal-image and self-image of 

motherhood varied with their age and educational background; and c) whether 

young females' ideal-image and self-image of motherhood were related to the 

perception of their own mother. 

Study 1 

The aim of the first study was to identify the conceptual dimensions by which 

young females conceptualize motherhood 

Participants 

64 young females took part in this study None had children. The participants 

were selected from four different educational backgrounds. After having 

consulted the schools' directors, young females were recruited at random, but 

voluntarily, from different classes. This resulted in four groups of participants: 1) 

16 adolescent girls (age 15-17) from a school for junior general secondary 

education in Nijmegen (younger females with a lower educational level); 2) 16 

adolescent girls (age 15-17) from two high schools, one in Nijmegen, the other 

in Arnhem (younger females with a higher educational level); 3) 16 young 

women (age 20-22) from a senior secondar) vocational training institute in 

Nijmegen (older females with a lower educational level), and 4) 16 young 

women (age 20-22) from various faculties at the University of Nijmegen (older 

females with a higher educational level). The towns of Nijmegen and Arnhem 

are situated in the east of the Netherlands, and have approximately 150,000 and 

135,000 inhabitants, respectively. 
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Measures 

The Repertory Gnd 

A total of 16 role persons (or elements) were included in this study. As said, the 

role persons were mothers from different situation comedies or prime-time 

drama programs, well-known women from various prime-time television 

programs, and three other persons: the young females' own mother, the young 

females themselves as potential mothers, and a mother the respondents 

perceived as a "real" mother. This "real" mother could be fictional or 

nonfictional, and had to be replaced by a (for the respondent) significant name. 

Several combinations of three role persons were presented to the participants. 

They were then asked to indicate and explain for each triad which two of these 

persons were similar to but different from the third person. The way in which 

two persons were described as being similar to but different from the third 

person was used as a descriptive characteristic and its opposite. 

In order to elicit as many descnptive characteristics as possible, 16 series of 6 

triads were constructed at random. In this way we could guarantee that across 

the four subject groups, the same 16 combinations were offered and that within 

a subject group, each participant was presented with a unique set of 6 triads. Our 

decision to offer respondents a minimum of 6 mads was moüvated by our 

objective that each of the 16 elements should feature at least once in a tnadic 

comparison. 

For each triad, the young females had to indicate which two persons were 

similar to but different from the third person. In asking this question, two 

procedures were foOowed. We first followed the original procedure. The 

participants (approximately 33%) were allowed to mention only a single 

descnptive characteristic per triad. These females were also offered additional 

triads (up to a maximum of 16) if they were able to produce new characteristics 

after the sixth triad. Participants following this procedure failed to produce any 

additional characteristics after a maximum of 13 triads. In general, limiting a 

participant to a single characteristic was found to hinder her spontaneous 

thought process. Therefore, we decided to slighdy change the original procedure. 

Approximately 67% of the participants were allowed to mention as many 

descriptive charactenstics per triad as they wished. As mentioned, a minimum of 

6 triads were used. If so desired, additional triads (up to a maximum of 16) were 

offered. These additional triads were randomly chosen from the 16 sets of triads 

developed for this study. Practical experience with the procedure revealed that 

the maximum number of 16 triads was never reached. It appeared that 
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participants who continued after 6 triads could not think of any other 

characteristics than those already mentioned for the first 6 triads. 

Interview procedure 

Three female interviewers earned out the interviews. Two of these persons were 

graduate students selected on the basis of their interview experience; the third 

interviewer was the first author. The interviews were conducted at the 

participants' school or university. Each was carried out individually in a separate 

room. The whole interview was recorded, and usually took between 2 and 2.5 

hours, with some exceptions (3 hours). 

Rach interview started with a short explanation of the purpose of the study. 

The participant was told that she would be asked to articulate her view about 

mothers and women on television and about those in her personal sphere It was 

emphasized that anything she said was acceptable as long as it was her own 

opinion. To refresh her memory about television figures, the participant was 

given a television guide for that particular week or the previous week, and asked 

to mark those programs she watched regularly. She was then asked to name a 

"real" mother from television, and was invited to express her ideas concerning 

her concept of a "real" mother. If she was unable to name such a mother, she 

was invited to name a real mother from her personal sphere. Subsequendy, she 

was asked about her own thoughts on being a mother. If she did not have any, 

she was encouraged to articulate her opinion of her own mother and her 

experience as a daughter. 

After this introduction, the interview was conducted by applying the 

Repertory Grid technique. Triads of elements were offered and the participant 

was asked in which way two of the elements were similar to and different from 

the third 

Results 

Dimensions of motherhood 

In a first phase, the descriptive characteristics were analyzed qualitatively. To 

reduce the number of characteristics they were grouped on conceptual grounds 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and classified into different constructs, i.e., descriptive 

dimensions The classifying procedure was carried out by the first author, and 
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was then checked by the second author on the basis of his "theoretical 

sensitivity" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 42). If there was no agreement between 

the authors, they discussed the matter until a theoretically grounded consensus 

was reached 

How the respondents' answers were classified is illustrated by the next 

example. One respondent mentioned in a triad comparison "To spend free time 

with children", and contrasted this with "Paying no attention to children" 

Another participant mentioned "Being interested in children", and contrasted 

this with "Being uninterested in children; not asking them any questions". Both 

descriptive characteristics can be grouped under the construct "responsiveness". 

This construct refers to the parent's ability to respond adequately to a child's 

needs. These qualitative analyses gave rise to a total of 77 separate constructs, 

which were ordered with respect to the frequency with which the respondents 

mentioned them. The constructs mentioned by at least 20% of the respondents 

are presented in Table 1. This cut-off point was chosen for reasons of readability 

and to reduce the number of items to be used in Study 2. 

Next, we assessed whether these constructs covered specific, broader 

conceptual dimensions, which the females used in articulating their views on 

mothers. Studying the constructs that were mentioned by at least 20% of the 

respondents revealed that, on conceptual grounds, these constructs could be 

classified into four main categones. Categones have conceptual power because 

they are more abstract than the constructs grouped under it (Strauss & Corbin, 

1991). 

A first category of constructs referred to a mother's traditional orientation 

(constructs 4, 11, 13, 26; see Table I), which included a mother's disposition to 

devote herself entirely to the family. A second category denoted a mother's 

attitude toward her children, her so-called child-centeredness. This concerns the 

general tendency to be responsive and sensitive (constructs 1, 2, 3, 9, 15, 17, 20, 

24). A third category concerned constructs indicating a mother's self-assertive 

attitude in life (constructs 6, 8, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 28, 29). This includes 

commitment to work, intelligence, open-mindedness, and a self-reliant attitude, 

resulting in a natural authority over the children and stability in handling 

problems. A fourth category concerned constructs that indicate a mother's open 

attitude and social consciousness (constructs 5, 7, 16, 19, 22, 30), i.e., having an 

open and considerate attitude toward others, initiating activities and creating a 

friendly atmosphere within the family, and being spontaneous and sharing 

feelings. 
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Table 1 Constructs Mentioned by at least 20% of the Respondents 

Construct 

I. 

β 

9. 

IO. 

I I . 

12. 

13. 

14. 

IS. 

16. 

17. 

18. 

19. 

20. 

2 I . 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

28. 

29. 

30. 

She is responsive to her child's needs, open, sensitive, and supportive 

She encourages the child's autonomy and independence within reasonable 

bounds 

She is warm and affectionate to her child 

She devotes herself entirely to her family 

She is egocentric 

She is committed to her work and is ambitious 

She is open and considerate of others outside the family 

She is sensible and stable when handling problems 

She imparts values, standards, and general knowledge to children 

She is intelligent, cultured, and open-minded 

She is caring and looks after her family 

She has a view of her own, is independent and self-reliant 

She takes care of the household, things are well organized 

She stays at home to look after the children when they are small and is present 
when they come home from school 

She draws her lines clearly and consistently with the children 

She creates a friendly ambiance and initiates activities with the family 

She undertakes to do nice things with the children 

She is thoughtful, considers things carefully, and is mature 

She doesn't have a sense of humor 

She is indulgent, does not impose restrictions on children 

She looks well cared for and she dresses well and appropriately for her age 

She is open and spontaneous, and shares her feelings 

She has a good relationship with her partner 

She easily becomes angry, punishes children quickly without much explanation 

She values her own development and strives to refine herself 

She is over-concerned about her children 

She is modern 

She can handle the upbringing of the children well, she has a natural authority 
over the children 

She shares the household tasks with her partner 

She is rigid and inflexible in her opinions and behavior 

Percentage of 

respondents mentioning 
this construct 

87% 

56% 

54% 

54% 

51% 

51% 

46% 

44% 

41% 

39% 

39% 

36% 

34% 

33% 

28% 

28% 

26% 

26% 

25% 

25% 

25% 

23% 

23% 

23% 

23% 

21% 

21% 

20% 

20% 

20% 
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It would be appropriate to test whether these four categories could be replicated 

by applying factor analysis. However, since the number of respondents (64) 

exceeded the number of constructs only twice, it would not make sense to 

conduct such an analysis (Gorsuch, 1983). Therefore, the main finding of Study 

1 is that contemporary young females conceptualize motherhood in terms that 

go beyond the traditional view, i.e., the view that equates a woman's identity 

with being a mother and devoting herself entirely to her family. 

Relations between dimensions, age, and level of education 

The next question we addressed was whether all the young females attached the 

same importance to the constructs mentioned. This question was analyzed by 

means of ANOVA (Analysis of Variance); in this, mentioning a construct was 

the dependent variable, and the participants' age and level of education were the 

independent variables. In Table 2, mean scores are presented for those 

constructs on which significant main or interaction effects of age and education 

were found 

One interaction effect of age and education was found. The younger females 

with a lower educational level and the older females with a higher educational 

level mentioned the construct 11 ("She is caring and looks after the family"), 

more frequendy than the older females with a lower educational level and the 

younger females with a higher educational level - a finding we could not 

interpret clearly. 

Five main effects of age were found. The younger females mentioned 

constructs that explicidy addressed the mother's attitude toward her children 

more often than older females (constructs 1, 28). Older females, in contrast, 

more frequently mentioned constructs referring to a mother's general 

autonomous but family-centered attitude (constructs 4, 9, 12), i.e., a mother who 

shows commitment to her family and manages family affairs well, whilst not 

losing her autonomy. 

Eight main effects of education were found. The general trend was for 

females with a lower level of education to attribute more importance to the 

child-centered attitude of a mother and the mother's well cared for appearance 

(constructs 1, 13, 17, 21). Participants with a higher level of education more 

frequently mentioned the overall commitment of a mother to her family, but 

also more frequendy emphasized a mother's autonomous and self-conscious 

attitude (constructs 4, 12, 25, 30). 
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Table 2 Percentage Scores for the Four Different Groups of Young Females with respect to the 

Mentioned Constructs 

Main effects of aff 

Construct 

1 

4 

9 

12 

28 

Main effects of education 

Construct 

1 

4 

12 

13 

17 

21 

25 

30 

Younger 

97% 

4 1 % 

28% 

22% 

31% 

Lower level" 

97% 

34% 

21% 

62% 

38% 

38% 

4% 

3% 

Older 

76% 

34% 

55% 

52% 

7% 

Higher level 

78% 

72% 

50% 

9% 

16% 

13% 

41% 

34% 

F-value 

6.24* 

5.29* 

4.57* 

6.06* 

6.56* 

F-value 

4.66* 

9.80** 

5.82* 

27.19** 

4.33* 

5.58* 

13.74** 

10.05** 

Interacuon effects of age χ educarion 

Construct age (15-17), age (20-22), age (15-17), age (20-22), F-value 

lower level lower level higher level higher level 

I I 56% 17% 31% 50% 5.40* 

** = /»< 0.01,* = p < 0.05; ° lower level = lower level of education 

Study 2 

In Study 1, we derived four conceptual dimensions by which young females 

perceived motherhood. In Study 2, we addressed the question how the females 

viewed themselves as mothers, and whether their views were related to their age 

and level of education, as well as to their perception of their own mother. 
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Participants 

In the second study, 165 young females from different educational setungs in 

Nijmegen and environs participated. The 165 subjects constituted four different 

groups, i.e.: 1) 51 adolescent girls from a school for lower general secondary 

education (younger females with a lower educational level), 2) 36 adolescent girls 

from a high school (younger females with a higher educational level); 3) 34 

young women from lower vocational training (older females with a lower 

educational level); and 4) 45 students at the University of Nijmegen (older 

females with a higher educational level). All participated voluntarily. The 

participants were Dutch subjects (98%), predominandy white (98%), and mainly 

came from two-parent families (87%). Twenty-five percent of the daughters' 

mothers had a high level of education (higher vocational education courses or 

university); 42% had a low level of education (primary school, lower vocational 

training or junior general secondary education); and 33% had received senior 

general secondary education or senior secondary vocational education. 

Measures 

Young females' image of their own motherhood, their own mother, and their ideal mother 

In the first study, 77 constructs of motherhood were identified. In the second 

study, we used the 30 constructs mentioned by at least 20% of the young 

females in the first study (See Study 1 and Table I). Nine of these 30 constructs 

were unipolar, in the sense that the extremes of the dimension referred to the 

presence of a given behavior (e.g., "Is very interested in her children"), or the 

absence of such behavior ("Not interested"). The remaining 21 items were 

bipolar, in that the extremes referred to the presence of a behavior (e.g., "Warm 

toward the children"), or the opposite of the behavior ("Cold toward her 

children"). The 9 unipolar constructs were used to formulate 9 items 

representing these dimensions. The 21 items were used to formulate 42 items, 

which referred to the relevant behavior or its opposite. This resulted in 51 items. 

Participants were asked to indicate: 1) How they expected themselves to 

function as a mother on these 51 characteristics; 2) to what extent, in their view, 

an ideal mother possessed these characteristics; and 3) how they perceived their 

own mother on these characteristics. Responses were given on a 7-point scale, 

ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7). 
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These 51 items were submitted to quantitative descriptive analyses. First, 

items were inspected regarding their skewness. The skewness of an item results 

from the tendency of the participants to respond to that item with either a high 

or a low score, implying that the respondents attach the same value to that 

specific item. Items with a skew distribution (absolute skewness score > 1.50) 

were excluded from the analysis. For each item, three skewness scores were 

available: The first concerned the young females' image of their future 

motherhood; the second, the image of their own mother; and the third, the 

participants' image of their ideal mother. Based on the criteria of skewness, 9 

items were eliminated. These items mainly referred to constructs that made up 

the conceptual dimension denoted as a mother's child-centeredness found in 

Study 1. Second, the remaining 42 items underwent factor analyses. These 

analyses, including the 42 items, were conducted separately with respect to 

young females' image of their own future motherhood, their image of an ideal 

mother, and the image of their own mother. So, three factor analyses were 

carried out. 

Factor analyses did not result in the four conceptual dimensions established 

in Study 1. However, we did find two independent factors for each analysis. The 

first factor consisted of high loading items which were part of the first 

conceptual dimension found in Study 1. We labeled this factor "traditional 

orientation", and it consisted of 9 items. The second factor was labeled "self-

conscious and relational orientation", and consisted of 18 items. This factor 

included items that were part of the two conceptual dimensions found in Study 

1, namely an "open and social attitude" and a "self-assertive orientation". 

In order to obtain comparable scores on the three variables (i.e., young 

females' image of their own motherhood, their image of an ideal mother, and 

their image of their own mother), items that loaded less than .40 on two of the 

three factor analyses were eliminated. Mean scores over the items were 

computed, resulting in six mean scores. For each variable (see above) separate 

scale scores on traditional orientation and self-conscious and relational 

orientadon were computed. These scores concerned the young females' 

judgement of themselves as mothers, their ideal mother, and their own mother 

with regard to a traditional and a self-conscious and relational orientation. The 

higher the score on each of these scales, the more the person in question was 

characterized by the dimension the scale assessed. Cronbach's alphas for these 

six scales were .72, .79, and .70 for the traditional scale, and .88, .84, and .91 for 
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the self-conscious and relational scale. In appendix I, we have presented the 

items belonging to the two scales. 

Results 

Images of motherhood 

The first purpose of our second study was to examine young females' 

perceptions of themselves as a potential mother and of their ideal mother. Table 

3 presents the mean scores on the two dimensions of motherhood 

Table 3 Mean Scores on the Two Dimensions of Motherhoodjor Young Females' Ideal Image 
and Self-image of Motherhood, and Young Females' Perception of their Own Mother 

Ideal image Self-image Own mother 

Self-conscious and relational orientation 6 29 5 72 S 47 

Traditional orientation 3 37 3 58 4 04 

Note All differences between ideal image, self-image and perception of the own mother are significant (see 
test for t-values) 

In the view of these young females, the ideal mother is characterized as rather 

traditional, and strongly self-conscious and relationally oriented. In general, the 

females imagined that they themselves lived up to this image, though to a lesser 

degree than they expected an ideal mother to live up to it. The mean score on 

the self-conscious and relational orientation for an ideal mother was sigmficandy 

higher than that of their expected self-image of motherhood ( /= 13.40,/) < .01). 

Moreover, the young females also expected to be more traditional than their 

ideal mother (/ = -5.07,p < .01). 

Relations between images, age, and educational level 

A second question we wanted to answer was whether young females' images of 

motherhood were dependent on their age and level of education. In Table 4, the 

mean scores on the two dimensions of motherhood are presented for the four 

groups of females. Main and interaction effects of age and level of education 

were analyzed by means of ANOVA. 

With regard to the ideal image of motherhood, interaction effects of age and 

educational level were found on traditional orientation (F = 11.38,/) < .01), as 
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well as on a self-conscious and relational orientation (F = 6.40, p < .05). It 

appeared that, compared to the other participants, younger females with a lower 

educational level perceived an ideal mother to be more traditional, and less self-

conscious and relationally oriented. 

Table 4 Mean Scores on the Two Dimensions of Motherhood for the Four Groups of Young 
Females 

Self-consaous and relational 

Ideal image 

Self-image 

Traditional orientation 

Ideal image 

Self-image 

lower li 

6.08 

5.83 

4.02 

3.88 

Younger females 

îvel' higher 

6.39 

5.73 

3.03 

3.22 

level lower 

6.43 

6.01 

3 14 

3.31 

Older females 

level higher level 

6.35 

5.36 

3.09 

3.71 

° lower education = lower level of education 

Main effects of level of education were also found for the two dimensions: F = 

4.26,/) < .05 on a self-conscious and relational orientation, and F = 14.06,/) < 

.01 on traditional orientation. Compared to females with a lower level of 

education, those with a higher level of education expected an ideal mother to be 

less traditional, and more self-conscious and relationally oriented. A main effect 

of age (F = 8.96,/) < .01) was found only for traditional orientation. Compared 

to older females, younger females expected an ideal mother to be more 

traditional. 

With regard to young females' self-image of motherhood, interaction effects 

of age and level of education on both dimensions were found: F — 14.25,/) < .01 

on a self-conscious and relational orientation, and F = 18.08, p < .01 on 

traditional orientation. Younger females with a lower educational level and older 

females with a higher educational level expected that they would be more 

traditional than participants from the other two groups. As regards a self-

conscious and relational orientation, the younger females could not be 

differentiated on the basis of their level of education. No difference was found 

between younger females with a lower and those with a higher level of education 

on this dimension. Compared to the younger females, the older females with a 

lower educational level imagined that, as a mother, they would be more self-

conscious and relationally oriented than the higher educated. A main effect of 
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level of education on a self-conscious and relational orientation was also found 

(F = 14.25, p < .01). Females with a lower level of education expected 

themselves to be more self-conscious and reladonally oriented than the females 

with a higher level of educadon. 

Relations between images and the perception of the own mother 

A third issue concerned the question whether the young females' ideal image 

and self-image of motherhood were related to their perception of their own 

mother. They were asked to judge their own mother on the two dimensions of 

motherhood. The mean scores on these dimensions are presented in Table 3. As 

is clear from this table, the participants experienced their own mother as fairly 

traditional, and rather self-conscious and relationally oriented. T-tests for paired 

observations revealed that the mean scores attributed to the own mother 

deviated from the mean scores daughters assigned to their self-image and ideal 

image of motherhood. It appeared that daughters perceived their own mother as 

less self-conscious and relationally oriented than they imagined themselves (/ = 

4.26, p < .01) and an ideal mother (t = 12.02,/) < .01) to be. They also perceived 

their own mother as more traditional than themselves (/ = -8.89,/) < .01) and an 

ideal mother (/= -10.77,p < .01). 

In short, we can conclude that the young females imagine that they will 

function differently compared to their own mother. Although they experienced 

their mothers as quite self-conscious and relational, they expected to have this 

orientation to a greater degree. Finally, compared to their own mothers, 

daughters expected that they would be less traditional as a mother. 

These findings do not imply that daughters' own images were independent of 

the images of their own mothers. It appeared that females' self-images and ideal 

images of motherhood were positively correlated with the perception of their 

own mother (see Table 5). 

Tabk 5 Correktions between the Young Females' Perception of the Own Mother with Young 
Females' ideal Image and Self-image of Motherhood 

Perception of own mother 

Ideal image Self-image 

Self-conscious and relational orientation .34* .57* 

Traditional orientation .65* .72* 

*p< .0 l 
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The more they experienced their own mother as being self-conscious and 

relational, the more they imagined themselves and an ideal mother to be that 

way. This relationship also holds for a more or less traditional orientation toward 

motherhood. The more the daughters perceived their own mother as 

traditionally oriented, the more traditional they expected themselves and their 

ideal image to be. Correlations between young females' self-images and their 

perceptions of their own mother appeared to be higher than the correlations 

between females' ideal images and the percepdons of their own mother. 

Discussion 

In this study, adolescents girls and young women articulated their views on 

motherhood in general, and on their potential, future motherhood in particular. 

Study 1: Dimensions of motherhood 

As indicated in Study 1, young females perceived mothers from the perspective 

of four conceptual categories. Two of these four categories explicitly focus on a 

mother's maternal capacities, i.e., the extent to which a mother is responsive and 

sensitive toward her children (i.e., her child-centeredness), and a mother's 

primarily family-oriented focus, including her responsibility for caring and 

household tasks. Sensitivity and responsiveness are considered beneficial for a 

child's development. It involves "an awareness of children's behavior, a 

reasonable accurate interpretation of their behavior, as well as prompt and 

appropriate responses" (Woollett & Phoenix, 1991, p. 29). While "parenthood" 

is the general term used for this type of behavior, in practice, sensitivity is often 

perceived as a key element of mothering rather than fathering (Woollett & 

Phoenix 1991). 

In addition to these more traditional maternal capacities, the young females 

also perceived a mother apart from her mother role, namely as a woman and an 

individual of her own. This category represented a mother's self-assertive 

attitude, which expresses such modern virtues as being autonomous, assertive, 

and self-conscious (Brinkgreve, 1988). If we study the content of this category, 

we can see that a self-assertive attitude comprises various aspects. These aspects 

include a mother's intelligence, her ability to maintain an overview of things, her 

commitment to her work, and her ability to effectively handle the upbringing of 
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her children. Together, these characteristics seem to relate to the image of an 

"all-round mother with briefcase qualities", who "excels in her career, without 

making any concession to motherhood, whilst doing all the things 'good 

mothers' are expected to do" (Hays, 1996, Kaplan, 1992, Lewis, 1991, p.197). In 

Woodward's (1997) terms, this mother represents the new image of the 

independent mother who, besides "being a mother and having a well-paid 

career, is able to explore and express her individuality, and evidential looks 

attracuve" (p. 271). 

The final category, found in Study 1, sheds light on a mother's relational 

capacities. This relational orientation is exemplified in feminist psychodynamic 

theones (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982). In her study of women's moral 

development, Gilligan (1982) views women as relational, and men as 

instrumental and rational. She describes female identity as rooted in connections 

and relationships from their identification with their mothers (I lare-Mustin & 

Mareck, 1988). In the view of Thompson (1996), "a caring orientation reflects a 

relational conception of the self in which one's personal identity is formed and 

sustained in relation to the person's social network" (p. 401). It is argued that 

because a girl's identity is based on similarity and attachment to her mother, she 

learns to value the maintaining of relationships and to formulate her self-image 

in terms of relations. Goldberg (1994) and Henwood (1995) emphasi7e that the 

self develops through connections with others, beginning with the relationship a 

woman has with her mother. This focus on relationships seems to be reflected in 

the views on motherhood held by the young females in our study. They define 

their self-image of motherhood in the context of relationships with others. In 

the opinion of young females, a mother should be open and considerate of 

others outside the family, indicating the necessity of a mother's relational and 

social skills. 

Seen in a wider perspective, these relational skills in combination with the 

emphasis young females put on the need for a mother to be "an individual of 

her own", can also be interpreted as indicative of what sociologists denote as a 

typical feature of postmodern families: the current combination of 

individualization and social solidarity (i.e., concern for others) Te Kloeze et al. 

(1996) call this phenomenon "association"; Giddens (1991) denotes it as a 

process of reconciling autonomy and interdependence. Doornenbal (1996) 

showed that middle-class Dutch parents centered their child-rearing aims on 

these two issues: a child was expected to be self-reliant, but at the same sociable, 

i.e., he or she should be considerate to others. 
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With respect to the emphasis young females put on the relational aspect of 

motherhood, it would be interesting to know whether they would have stressed 

this aspect had they been asked their opinion about fathers rather than mothers. 

The results of such a study in relation to the present study could demonstrate 

whether this aspect is perceived to be specifically related to mothers. Moreover, 

the representativeness of the categories of motherhood could be further 

vahdated in a follow-up study, in which adolescent boys and young men would 

be asked to articulate their views about motherhood and fatherhood Since the 

importance of fathers for the psychological well-being of young adults has been 

demonstrated (Amato, 1994, 1998), this could be an interesting, further 

investigation. 

Finally, Study 1 revealed differences in the importance attributed to the four 

categories. Young females' age and level of education did make a difference in 

their opinions about motherhood. Younger females (the group of adolescent 

girls) more frequendy mentioned the child-centeredness of a woman Older 

females (the group of young women), in contrast, more frequendy distinguished 

women with respect to their need to be family directed and their need to be 

autonomous. Compared to females with a lower level of education, those with a 

higher level more frequendy distinguished women on their autonomous and 

self-conscious attitude, while the former more frequendy distinguished women 

on their child-centeredness and her well-groomed appearance. What we observe 

may be a reflection of life-stage differences, as well as confirmation of the 

finding exemplified by other researchers, namely, that females with a lower level 

of education are more focused on the mother role (Meyers, 1990, Shtarkshall, 

1987). 

Study 2: Images of motherhood 

As we have seen, the four categories of Study 1 were not repLcated by means of 

factor analyses in Study 2. This is pardy due to the elimination of items which 

mainly referred to a mother's child-centeredness. Moreover, items referring to a 

mother's open and social attitude and her self-assertiveness loaded high on one 

factor. We labeled this factor a mother's self-conscious and relational 

orientation In Study 2, we also found a factor comparable to the traditional 

dimension (i.e., "traditional orientation") of Study 1. 

In general, these two dimensions reflect a tension that exists between past 

and current images of motherhood. In defining their future motherhood, it 
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seems as though they are well aware of the contradictory nature of 

contemporary motherhood. It illustrates that these young females as future 

mothers will be involved in what Ehrensaft (1995) called mothers' "balancing 

acts between autonomy and attachment" (p. 49). In her interviews with 80 

heterosexual mothers and fathers about sharing the responsibilities of parenting, 

mothers demonstrated that they had more of a sense of connectedness and of 

fusion with their children than fathers, who were more distant in their 

relationships. The findings also reveal that, in the views of these young females, 

notions about motherhood are centered on the "three C's of care, concern and 

connection" (McLaren, 1996, p. 292), which are generally opposed to the public 

realm of work and career, and reflect the socially constructed paradox of 

motherhood. 

When young females judged themselves and their ideal image of a mother on 

the two dimensions of motherhood, they expected to match the ideal image to a 

lesser degree (Table 3). Only with respect to their attitude toward the family, 

including responsibility for caring and household tasks, did they expect to live up 

to their ideal image: they expected themselves and their ideal mother to be 

moderately devoted to these tasks. 

We also investigated whether the different groups of females held different 

views regarding their ideal image and self-image of motherhood (Table 4). We 

found that, compared to the other groups, the group of younger females with a 

lower level of education see the ideal mother as more traditionally oriented, and 

less self-conscious and relationally oriented. With regard to their ideal image, 

younger participants and participants with a lower level of education hold the 

most traditional view. Also, younger participants in general are more traditional 

than the older ones. 

Another issue we addressed concerned the relationship between young 

females' ideal images and self-images, and their perception of their own mother. 

In the daughters' perception, the own mother would deviate more from the ideal 

image than they expected themselves to deviate from it. Daughters generally saw 

themselves as functioning slighdy differendy than their own mothers. In essence, 

the profile of each daughter was the same as that of her mother, although - in 

the view of the daughter - the mother did not meet the daughter's ideal. Mothers 

and daughters deviated most in their focus on family tasks: daughters expected 

to be less focused on caring and household tasks than their mother was 

Departures from the mother's image that appeared may be attributed to cultural 

and historical shifts concerning views of motherhood. Together, the findings 
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sharply contrast the image of discordant daughter-mother relationships as 

challenged by research during the last decade (Barnett, Kibria, Baruch, & Pleck, 

1991; Gecas & Seff, 1990; Van Wei, 1994). The findings also suggest that 

adolescents develop autonomy without weakening their emotional bond with 

their parents (Steinberg, 1990; Van Wei, 1994). 

With regard to the quesdon whether daughters develop their ideal image and 

self-image of motherhood independent of their own mother, this study showed 

the importance of the own mother in the construction of these images. A 

daughter's self-image, however, was more strongly related to the perception of 

her own mother than her ideal image of a mother (Table V). It can be speculated 

that in construing a self-image of motherhood, daughters rely more on their 

daily experience than they do in construing their ideal image. 

Concluding thoughts 

The present study revealed that young females attach importance to two aspects 

of motherhood: a mother's traditional orientation, and her relational and self-

conscious orientation. Together, the dimensions may shed light on a new 

"ideology", in which young females strive to reconcile autonomy with 

interdependence. With respect to themselves as potential mothers, the young 

females generally expect to be moderately traditional but more self-conscious 

and relationally oriented. In their ideal images they entertain more demanding 

expectations. Ideal mothers are viewed as less traditional than young females 

themselves, and more self-conscious and relationally oriented. 

Our research further showed the significance of the own mother with respect 

to her daughter's concept of motherhood. Daughter's images of motherhood 

correlated strongly with the image of their own mother. Daughters, however, 

reconstruct the mother-role from a more contemporary perspective. They expect 

to be less traditional than their own mothers and to be more relationally oriented 

and more self-conscious. Finally, we proposed that future research should 

incorporate the views of young men and young females with regard to their 

image of parenting, including fathers as well as mothers. 

70 



Appendix I 

Traditional oricntarion scale 

She is the person who is ultimately in charge for managing the household 

She is entirely devoted to the family, effaces herself and takes litde time for 

herself 

She is the person who is ultimately in charge for raising the children 

She is predominandy focused on household affairs, and finds it important that 

everything is neat and tidy 

She is emotionally dependent on her partner 

She often is over-concerned about her children 

She is a traditional mother 

She is rigid and inflexible in her opinions and behavior 

She is insecure 

Self-conscious and relational orientation scale 

She can handle the upbringing of the children well, she has a natural authority 

over the children 

She creates a friendly ambiance in the home and initiates activities 

She is caring and looks after the family 

She is open and considerate of others outside the family 

She is optimistic 

She is sociable 

She takes care of the household, things are well organized 

She listens to others and respects them 

She is not dull 

She is an authentic, not contrived, kind of person 

She is sensible and stable in handling problems 

She is modern 

She treats her children as equals 

She supports and advises the children, and imparts values, standards and general 

knoweldge to the children 

She has a view of her own, is independent and self-reliant 

She is open and spontaneous, and shares her feelings 

She is honest and straight forward 

She is not a miserable and nagging kind of person 
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Maternal influences on 
daughters' gender role attitudes 

Study Two 

Summary 

This study concerns the gender role attitudes of young females, ι e , the attitudes of adolescent 

girls and joung women about motherhood, and their ideas on women's roles in general We 

examined whether the relations between mothers' employment status and their level of 

education, and the gender role attitudes of their daughters were mediated by mothers' own 

gender role attitudes and their child-rearing style Participating in this study were 165 young 

females and their mothers Overall, the data demonstrate the importance of mothers in the 

development of daughters' gender role attitudes A mother's child rearing style and gender 

role attitudes influence the gender role attitudes her daughter develops Level of education 

and mothers' employment have indirect effects 6 

6Fx, C T G M , & Janssens, J M A M (1998) Maternal influences on daughters' gender role atutudes 
SexRuks,}8Al\ 186 

73 



Maternal influences on daughters' gender role attitudes 

The importance of mothers as socialization agents in the gender role 

development of their children has been emphasized in various psychological 

theories (Arditti, Godwin, & Scanzoni, 1991; Starreis 1992). In both social 

learning and psychoanalytical theories, the relationship between mothers and 

especially their daughters has received attention (Boyd, 1989). Since mothers and 

daughters are involved with one another on many fronts by virtue of their 

gender (Curtis, 1991), daughters' gender role attitudes may be expected to be 

influenced by the ideas on gender roles a mother communicates, as well as by 

the parenting behavior she practices. The ideas a mother holds and the parental 

practices she employs may differ depending on her social background, as 

indicated by her employment status and level of education. In this study, we 

analyzed with a comprehensive LISREL model whether the relations between a 

mother's employment status and level of education, and her daughter's gender 

role attitudes, are mediated by the mother's attitudes concerning gender roles 

and the parenting practices she employs. 

In the literature, relations have been found between mothers' paid work and 

level of education, and the gender role attitudes of daughters (Booth & Amato, 

1994; Herzog & Bachman, 1982; Zuckerman, 1981). In general, research shows 

that daughters of working and more educated mothers are less traditional in 

their gender role attitudes than daughters of nonworking and less educated 

mothers. A traditional gender role attitude is characterized by the tendency to 

support gender role specialization according to traditional patterns, with women 

attending to care for the home, husband and children, and men attending to paid 

work. A nontraditional gender role attitude implies a preference for role 

interchangeability, with both men and women sharing responsibility for paid 

work, housework, and child care (Scanzoni & Fox, 1980). 

Several authors suggest that nontraditional gender role attitudes of daughters 

are related to the employment status and level of education of their mother. 

Zuckerman (1981) found that the mother's level of education strongly predicted 

her daughter's educational and career goals. Herzog and Bachmann (1982) found 

that the gender role attitudes of high-school seniors were related to the mother's 

level of education. Similar results have been found by Corder and Stephan 

(1984), who also emphasized the influence of the mother's level of education on 

her daughter's career plans. Greenberger and Goldberg (1989), Lamb (1982), 

and Lips (1989) have also described the influence of maternal employment on 
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daughters' gender role attitudes. The least controversial, and most frequendy 

found, result is that the children of working mothers, especially the daughters, 

have more egalitarian and less stereotyped attitudes compared to children of 

nonworking mothers. 

These findings raise the question how we may explain the relationships 

between daughters' gender role attitudes and the social background of their 

mother, as indicated by her employment status and level of education. In this 

study, we examined two intermediating variables: a mother's own gender role 

attitudes and her parenting style. 

Since research has demonstrated the importance of a mother for the 

development of her daughter (Barnet, Kibria, Baruch, & Pleck, 1991; Baruch & 

Barnett, 1983; Blumer, 1981; Chodorow, 1978; Fischer, 1991, Goldberg, 1994, 

Peters, 1994), several authors point to the impact of a mother's gender role 

attitudes on those of her daughter: strong correlations between the gender role 

attitudes of mothers and those of daughters are found (Boyd, 1989, Lips, 1989; 

Rollins & White, 1982; Schroeder, Blood & Maluso, 1992; Smith & Self, 1980; 

Starrels, 1992). Moreover, from several studies, it is clear that the employment 

status of a mother and her level of education are related to her attitudes 

concerning gender roles: more educated and working mothers are found to be 

less traditional (Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardiff, 1995; Spitze, 1988). In view of these 

findings, we may expect that because more educated and working mothers are 

less traditional in their views, the daughters of these mothers will develop less 

traditional gender role attitudes. 

In addition to investigating the mediating influence of a mother's gender role 

attitudes, we examined the mediating influence of a mother's parenting style. In 

the literature, an authontanan style is often distinguished from an authoritative 

child-rearing style. Authoritarian parents demand mature behavior and are harsh, 

uncompromising, and power-assertive in their exercise of authority. 

Authoritative parents, in contrast, demand mature behavior, but respond to their 

children's individuality and seek to induce their understanding of parental 

expectations and sanctions (Greenberger & Goldberg, 1989). Hoffman (1979) 

proposed that working mothers were more likely than nonworking mothers to 

encourage independence in their children. Hoff-Ginsberg and Tardiff (1995) 

point to several studies in which it was demonstrated that mothers from higher 

socioeconomic strata are more authoritative than those from lower 

socioeconomic strata. Other authors showed that an authoritative child-rearing 

style is related to nontraditional attitudes of children (Ardita, Godwin, & 
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Scanzoni, 1991; Greenberger & Goldberg, 1989; Steinberg, Elman, & Mounts, 

1989). 

In the studies reviewed so far, some researchers have found a relationship 

between a mother's work and level of education, and her child-rearing style, 

while other researchers showed the existence of a relation between a mother's 

child-rearing style and her daughters' gender role attitudes. Combining the 

results of these studies, we may expect that daughters of more educated and 

working mothers will be more nontraditional, because their mothers' child-

rearing style is less authoritarian and more authoritative. 

Thus, two mediating variables - a mother's gender role attitudes and her 

child-rearing style - seem helpful in explaining relationships between a mother's 

paid work and her level of education, and the gender role attitudes of her 

daughter. The literature indicates that these two mediating variables are related 

to each other. It was Kohn (1959a, 1959b, 1963) who proposed, more than 30 

years ago, that parents differ in the characteristics they value and appreciate in 

their children, and that these values influence their child-rearing behavior. Some 

parents value conformity in their children, and are more likely to emphasize 

obedience and good manners, whilst others tend to value self-direction and self-

control, and to be more supportive of independence in their children. Gerris, 

Dekovic, and Janssens (1998) found that parents who were oriented toward the 

autonomy of their children, were more inclined to rear their child authoritatively 

than parents who emphasized their child's conformity. Some studies have found 

that parental gender role attitudes predict parenting behavior (Holden, 1995). In 

line with these findings, we may suppose that a mother's gender role attitudes 

influence her child-rearing style. We may expect a more nontraditional attitude 

on part of the mother to result in a more authoritative child-rearing style. 

The main aim of this study is to analyze why mothers' employment status and 

level of education are related to the gender role attitudes of daughters. We 

hypothesized that these relations are mediated by a mother's own gender role 

attitudes and her parenting style. No other study has incorporated all the 

variables mentioned in one model. Arditti et al. (1991) limited their study to the 

empirical test of a model in which the effects of parenting behavior on the 

gender role attitudes of daughters were examined. Starrels (1992) found 

correlations between the attitudes of mothers and those of daughters, but pled 

for research that would explain the conditions under which these relations exist. 

Hoff-Ginsberg and Tardiff (1995) concluded that, due to links between parents' 

SES, their general values and attitudes, and their child-rearing behavior, the 
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relation between SES and child-rearing behavior is mediated by the values and 

attitudes parents hold. However, in this model the dependent variable (i.e., the 

gender role attitudes of daughters) is lacking. 

For these reasons, we tested a comprehensive model in order to illuminate 

the relations between mothers' employment status and level of education, and 

daughters' gender role attitudes. In this model, we tested 1) whether the 

mother's own gender role attitudes and her child-rearing style were dependent 

on her employment status and level of education, 2) whether the mothers' 

gender role attitudes influenced their child-rearing style, and 3) whether the 

nontraditional gender role attitudes of daughters were dependent on their 

mother's gender role attitudes and child-reanng style. 

Method 

Participants 

In this study, 165 young females from different educational settings in Nijmegen 

and environs participated. The mothers of the participants also took part in the 

study: their mean age was 45.99 years (SD = 8.04), and 15% were divorced. The 

165 young females constituted four different groups, i.e.: 1) 51 adolescent girls 

(age 15-17) from a school for lower general secondary education (younger 

females with a lower educational level); 2) 36 adolescent girls (age 15-17) from a 

high school (younger females with a higher educational level), 3) 34 young 

women (age 20-22) from lower vocational training (older females with a lower 

educational level); and 4) 45 students (age 20-22) at the University of Nijmegen 

(older females with a higher educational level). All participated voluntarily. The 

participants were Dutch young females (98%), predominandy white (98%), and 

mainly came from two-parent families (87%). Twenty-five percent of the 

daughters' mothers had a high level of education (higher vocational education 

courses or university); 42% had a low level of education (primary school, lower 

vocational training or junior general secondary education), and 33% had received 

senior general secondary education or senior secondary vocational education. 



Measures 

Daughters' gender role attitudes 

Two measures were used to assess the gender role attitude of daughters. First, 

they were asked to complete a questionnaire about motherhood. This 

questionnaire, which was developed by Kmjn and Verheijen (1988), consists of 

21 items to be rated on a 7-point scale. The items refer to attitudes concerning 

the extent to which a woman's identity is characterized solely by her role as a 

mother (e.g., "A woman does not need to have children; without children she 

can be happy, too"). The internal consistency of this scale was .79 (Cronbach's 

alpha) Each daughter was assigned a mean score. A higher score indicated that a 

daughter was more nontraditional in her attitudes concerning motherhood. 

Second, we asked the daughters to complete a questionnaire on women's 

roles This questionnaire was developed by Eisenga, Felling, Peters, Scheepers, 

and Schreuder (1992), and consists of 10 items to be rated on a 7-point scale. 

The items included attitudes concerning women's gender roles (e.g., "It is most 

natural when the man is the breadwinner, and the woman runs the household 

and takes care of the children"). The internal consistency of this scale was .69 

(Cronbach's alpha). Each daughter was assigned a mean score. A higher score 

indicated that a daughter was more nontraditional in her attitudes concerning 

women's roles. 

Mothers' gender role attitudes 

The mothers were asked to complete the same questionnaires as the daughters. 

The internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) of both scales was high, i.e., .79 for 

the scale assessing "attitudes of motherhood" and .80 for the scale measuring 

"attitudes about women's roles". 

Child-rearing behavior 

We used two questionnaires to assess maternal child-rearing style, one to be 

completed by mothers, the other by daughters. Daughters completed three 

child-rearing scales, which were derived from a large-scale research project in 

Dutch families (Gerns et al, 1993). These scales concerned autonomy, conformity, 

and responsiveness. The autonomy scale measures the extent to which daughters 

experience their mothers as encouraging independence. An example of an item 

is: "My mother often tells me to reflect on life myself'. Conformity refers to the 

extent to which the young women and adolescents have the feeling that they are 

forced to live up to conventional rules and norms, for example: "In the view of 
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my mother, I have to learn to acknowledge the importance of certain rules and 

regulations within the family". The scale measuring responsiveness indicates the 

extent to which a daughters feels herself understood by her mother, for instance: 

"My mother knows exacdy when I'm feeling down". The three scales consisted 

of 2, 11, and 8 items, respectively, and were internally consistent (Cronbach's 

alpha's were .73, .81, and .92). 

A mother's own perception of her child-rearing behavior was also assessed by 

means of three scales (Gems et al., 1993). These scales concerned autonomy, 

conformist attitude, and conformist child rearing. In the autonomy scale, the extent to 

which a mother allows her daughter to be sufficiendy responsible for herself is 

measured (e.g., "I allow my daughter to take decisions on her own"). The 

conformist attitude scale denotes the extent to which a mother feels that her 

daughter should comply with traditional norms and values, for instance: "It's 

important that children obey". The conformist child rearing scale refers to the 

extent to which a mother teaches her daughter to conform to fixed rules, for 

example: "I teach my daughter to adjust herself to the rules of our family". 

These three scales consisted of 6, 11, and 8 items, respectively. The responses to 

the items were given on 7-point rating scales. These scales were internally 

consistent (Cronbach's alpha's were .78, .85, and .85). For each scale, a mean 

score was computed. 

Due to the high correlations between the child-rearing measures of mothers 

and daughters, the data were pooled by means of factor analysis. This analysis 

resulted in two independent factors, which together explained 61.7% of the 

variance in the six measures. On the first factor, the conformist attitude and 

conformist child-rearing scales, and the conformity scale of the daughters, 

loaded high (.93, .90, and .61 respectively). On the second factor, high loadings 

of the autonomy scales and the responsiveness scale were found (autonomy for 

daughters .75; autonomy for mothers .72; responsiveness for mothers .68). For 

each family, two factor scores were computed. A high score on the first factor 

indicated a conformist child-reanng style, a high score on the second factor 

denoted an authoritative child-reanng style, in which a mother encourages 

autonomy within reason and is responsive to her daughter's needs and wishes. 

Mothers' employment. Mothers were asked whether they worked outside the 

home, and if so, for how many hours a week. 

Mothers' level of education. A mother's level of education was assessed on a 7-

point scale ranging from elementary school to university. 
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Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Mean scores for the gender role attitudes of mothers and daughters, child 

rearing, and mothers' employment and level of education are presented in Table 

1, for the total sample as well as for the four subgroups of females (i.e., females 

with a higher and lower educational level, and younger and older females). 

ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) was used to test mean differences between the 

four subgroups. T-tests for paired observations were applied to test differences 

between mothers and daughters. 

For the whole sample, it appeared that with regard to gender role attitudes, 

both mothers and daughters were very nontraditional, although daughters were 

even more so than their mothers (/ = 4.88, p < .01 for the scale assessing 

attitudes of motherhood, and / = Ί.ΊΧ,ρ < .01 for that assessing attitudes about 

women's roles). 

A main effect of age {l·' = 4.50, p < .05) and an interaction effect of age and 

level of education (F = 4.24, p < .05) were found on daughters' attitudes about 

motherhood. We also found a main effect of age (F — 4.10, p < .05), and an 

interaction effect of age and level of education (F = 4.51,/) < .05) on attitudes 

about women's roles. Younger daughters were more traditional than older ones, 

and this relation especially held for lower educated daughters. A main effect of 

level of education on daughters' attitudes about motherhood was also found (F 

= 10.91,/) < .01): lower educated daughters were more traditional than higher 

educated ones. With regard to mothers' atdtudes about motherhood, an 

interacdon effect of daughters' age and level of education was found ( F = 4.39,/) 

< .05): mothers of lower educated younger daughters were more traditional. 

Daughters perceived their mother as being responsive and rather conformist, 

and as encouraging their autonomy. Mothers perceived themselves as rather 

conformist, but also indicated that they promote their daughters' autonomy. 

Compared to their daughters, mothers considered their child-rearing style to be 

more autonomy-granting than was experienced by their daughters (/ = 7.28,/) < 

.01). Mothers, in comparison to the view of their daughters, also perceived 

themselves as more conformist (/= 9.81,/) < .01). 
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Table 1 Mean Scores of the Measures of Gender Role Attitudes of Mothers and Daughters, 

Child-B^ann^ Mothers' Hmployment and Tevel of Education for the Total Sample and Four 

Subgroups 

Mean score Mean Scores Subgroup" 

(Standard Deviation Total Sample) I 2 3 4 

Daughters' attitudes 

about motherhood 5 37 ( 64) 

Daughters' attitudes 

about women's roles 4 46 ( 40) 

Mothers' attitudes 

about motherhood 5 05 ( 77) 

Mothers' attitudes 

about women's roles 4 07 ( 52) 

5 02 5 44 5 54 5 55 

4 30 4 57 4 SI 4 5I 

493 507 533 49 I 

400 4 I 3 4 I 8 4 0 ! 

Child rearing according to Daughters 

Autonomy 4 05 (I 56) 

Conformity 3 48 (92) 

Responsiveness 4 98(135) 

410 

381 

5 03 

431 

3 37 

5 39 

4 18 

3 38 

4 60 

371 

3 26 

4 90 

Child reanng according to Mothers 

Autonomy 

Conformist attitude 

Conformist child-rearing 

Level of education 

Hours of employment 

4 97 (95) 

4 25 (97) 

5 18 (98) 

3 77 (2 47) 

20 18(1211) 

471 

4 67 

5 52 

3 16 

1776 

5 14 

4 20 

5 II 

4 65 

23 58 

501 

4 14 

5 17 

691 

17 18 

5 23 

3 95 

4 92 

5 78 

23 60 

0 Note I = lower educated younger, 2 = lower educated older, 3 = higher educated younger, 4 

higher educated older daughters 

A mother's child-reanng behavior was related to her daughter's age and level of 

education. Compared to higher educated daughters, lower educated daughters 

experienced their mothers as more responsive (F = 4.78, p < .05). Mothers of 

higher educated daughters regarded themselves as less conformist than mothers 

of lower educated daughters (F = 6.46, p < .05). Two main effects of age were 

found. Mothers of younger daughters indicated that they had encouraged their 

daughters' autonomy less (F — 5.23, p < .05), and had been more conformist in 

their child reanng (F = 4.13,/) < .05) than mothers of older daughters. 
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Sixty-one mothers worked outside the home for an average of 20 hours a 

week. Of these mothers, 7% performed unskilled work, 11% had a skilled job, 

36% had the status of a low-level employee, 20% that of a mid-level employee, 

and 13% that of a high-level employee; 13% ran a small business. In general, the 

mothers' level of education was rather high: 11% had finished elementary 

school, 17% had followed lower vocational training, 19% lower general 

secondary education, 10% intermediate vocational training, 18% higher general 

secondary education, 24% higher vocational education, and 1% had attended 

university. 

Table 2 Correlations Among Measures of Gender Rule Attitudes of Mothers and Daughters, 

Child-Rearing, Mothers' Rmplqyment and Level ofhducation 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Daughters' attitudes 

about motherhood 

2. Daughters' attitudes 

about women's roles .51** 

3. Conformist 

child rearing -.37** -.30** 

4. Authoritative 

child rearing .13 .25** .00 

5. Mothers' attitudes 

about motherhood .40** .29** -.38** .07 

6. Mothers' attitudes 

about women's roles .40** 

7. Mothers' employment . I I 

8. Level of education ^ 8 ^ .10 -.28** .01 .30** .20* .22** 

* * p < . 0 l , * p < . 0 5 

Correlations between gender role attitudes of mothers and daughters, child rearing, 
mothers' employment and level of education 

The correlations between the main variables of this study are presented in Table 

2. First, the two indices of gender role attitudes were highly correlated. The 

more traditional a daughter's attitudes about motherhood, the more traditional 

her attitude about women's roles. This correlation was even stronger for 
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mothers. Second, as can be inferred from Table 2, mothers' and daughters' 

gender role attitudes are related. A more traditionally oriented mother is 

associated with a more traditionally oriented daughter. Third, child-rearing 

patterns were associated with both daughters' and mothers' gender role 

attitudes. The more conformist a mother reared her daughter, the more 

traditional her own gender role attitudes and those of her daughter. Fourth, a 

mother's child-rearing style and gender role attitudes were related to her level of 

education. A higher level of education was related to a less conformist child-

rearing style, and to a more nontraditional attitude concerning gender roles. It 

also appeared that a mother's level of education was related to her daughter's 

gender roles attitudes, too. The higher the level a mother's education, the less 

traditional her daughter's attitudes about motherhood. 

LISREL analysis 

The main aim of our research was to test a model of relationships in order to 

explain variance in daughters' gender role attitudes. LISREL analysis was used to 

test such a model. This analysis was based on data of the whole sample, it was 

not carried out for the four subgroups separately, for two reasons First, the 

number of persons in each subgroup was too small to carry out LISRLL 

analysis, and second, the correlation matrices for the four subgroups were 

comparable to the matrix of the total sample. 

We tested an initial model (see Figure 1) based on the correlations presented 

in Table 2 To test this model, we first hypothesized significant effects of a 

mother's employment and level of education on her gender role attitudes and 

child-reanng style; second, we hypothesized significant effects of mothers' 

gender role attitudes and child-rearing style on the gender role attitudes of their 

daughters. Moreover, we hypothesized an influence of a mother's gender role 

attitudes on her child-rearing style. Because daughters' attitudes about 

motherhood and women's roles were highly related (see Table 2), we 

constructed a latent variable Gender role attitudes of daughters with expected loadings 

of the measures Attitudes about motherhood and Attitudes about women's roles. We 

repeated this procedure for the gender role attitude scales completed by the 

mothers: A latent variable Gender role attitudes of mothers was introduced with 

expected loadings of the measures Mothers' attitudes about motherhood and Mothers' 

attitudes about women's roles. For Conformist child rearing, Authoritative child 

rearing, Level of education and Mothers' employment, four latent variables were 

83 



Attitudes about 
motheihood 

Attitudes about 
women's tolcs 

Figure 1 LISREL-model explaining variance in daughters' gender role attitudes 

assumed, consisting of the manifest variables conformist child rearing, 

authoritative child rearing, level of education, and mothers' employment, 

respectively. 

The test of the initial model showed that the supposed model did not fit the 

data (chi-square = 26.01, df=\?>,p= .017; GFI = .96, AGFI = .89). Analysis of 

the modification indices of the LISREL test suggested that we should introduce 

an effect of Level of education on Mothers' employment. Testing the first 

model, the results indicated that Authoritative child rearing was not significandy 

influenced by Mothers' employment, Level of education, or Gender role 

attitudes of mothers. The results of the first test also indicated that Mothers' 

employment had no influence on Gender role attitudes of mothers, and that 

Conformist child rearing was not dependent on Level of education. 

Based on these results, a second model was tested, in which non-significant 

effects from the first model were fixed at zero, and an effect from Level of 
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education on Mothers' employment was estimated. The LISREL test of this 

second model revealed that the model fitted the data (chi-square = 24.90, df — 

\l,p = .097; GFI = .96, AGFI = .92). 

The results of this second LISREL analysis are presented in Figure 1 The 

strength of the relations between the latent variables is represented by the 

standard regression coefficients along the arrows. All regression coefficients 

tested were significant (/ < 0.05). The estimated loadings of the measures of 

daughters' and mothers' gender role attitudes on the latent variables Gender role 

attitudes of daughters and mothers are also presented in Figure 1. It appeared 

that these estimated factor loadings were high, indicating that the latent 

variables, introduced in the model, were robust. 

Regarding the regression coefficients in Figure 1, it can be inferred that 

Gender role attitudes of daughters are highly influenced by Conformist child 

rearing and Gender role attitudes of mothers: The more conformist a daughter 

was reared, and the more traditional the gender role attitudes of her mother, the 

more the daughter developed traditional gender role attitudes. As well as a direct 

effect, Gender role attitudes of mothers indirecdy influenced their daughters' 

attitudes; mothers with traditional gender role attitudes employed a conformist 

child-rearing style, which resulted in their daughters adhering to traditional 

gender roles. Authoritative child rearing had only a small positive effect on 

Gender role attitudes of daughters; this attitude was less traditional if mothers 

were more authoritative. 

From Figure 1, it is clear that Conformist child rearing was dependent on 

Mothers' employment. The more hours a mother worked, the less conformist 

her child-reanng style. Mothers' gender role attitudes were dependent on their 

Level of education: the higher this level, the more nontraditional the mothers' 

attitudes. No effect of Mothers' employment and Level of education on 

Authoritative child rearing was found. 

Discussion 

In this study, we focused on the gender role attitudes of young females, i.e., their 

ideas on motherhood and women's roles. The major concern of this research 

was to find explanations for the variance in these attitudes among girls and 

young women. A model was constructed in which relationships were examined 

between the gender role attitudes of daughters and those of their mother, and a 
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mother's child-rearing style. Mothers' own gender role altitudes and parenting 

style, as well as antecedents of these attitudes and this style (e.g., her 

employment status and level of education), were investigated with respect to 

their role in the development of daughters' gender role attitudes. 

Overall, the data demonstrate the importance of mothers in the development 

of their daughters' gender role attitudes. The attitudes of a daughter are highly 

influenced by the gender role attitudes of her mother, as well as by a conformist 

child-rearing style. The more traditional the gender role attitudes of a mother, 

the stronger her tendency to emphasize her daughter's conformity, and the more 

traditional her daughter's attitudes appear to be. In a wider perspective, this 

finding is consistent with prior research demonstrating some degree of attitude 

transmission across generations (Booth & Amato, 1994; Goodnow, 1992). In 

this study, we found that mothers' gender role attitudes influenced their 

daughters' gender role attitudes not only indirectly, but also directly. Daughters 

may direcdy internalize their mother's attitudes, because they perceive these 

attitudes to be realized in the practice of their mother's daily life. 

The daughters in our study are more nontraditional than the mothers in their 

attitudes toward motherhood and women's roles. These findings correspond 

with those of other researchers, indicating that the ideas of contemporary young 

females represent a belief system which emphasizes egalitarianism toward the 

roles of women and men, in which a woman's identity is no longer restricted to 

her role as mother and wife (Hochschild, 1989; Schroeder, Blood, & Maluso, 

1992). 

Having a working or nonworking mother seems to indirectly affect the 

daughter's gender role attitudes. The more a mother works, the less she tends to 

employ a conformist child-rearing style, which results in her daughter having less 

traditional attitudes. That a working mother is less oriented toward her 

daughter's conformity can be considered an advantage for the development of a 

girl: a sense of self-reliance and self-direction is an important indicator of 

academic success and self-esteem in general (Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 

1989). 

The recurrent finding in the literature that daughters of working mothers are 

more likely to be independent, may be explained in part by this difference in 

child-rearing style between working and nonworking mothers (Spitze, 1988). 

Mothers' encouragement in general appears important with respect to fostering 

daughters' instrumental and expressive characteristics, such as more 

individualistic mastery-oriented skills, and such interpersonal ones as sharing and 
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reflective communication (Ardita et al. 1991). This might be important, 

especially now that the trend is for fewer and fewer women to become full-time 

homemakers and mothers, and - to a lesser extent - for men to assume 

increasing responsibility for home and child care. The daughters of working 

mothers may be better prepared for their future adult roles because of the more 

liberal attitudes these daughters develop (Lamb, 1982). Although, in general, 

young Dutch females tend to reject the traditional role as mother and housewife 

for their future perspectives and expect to have a part-time job, compared to 

boys they still lack a number of material and symbolic models as natural frames 

of reference (Du Bois-Reymond, Peters, & Ravesloot, 1994). This makes their 

future orientation on employment even more dependent on the gender role 

attitudes they develop (Meyers, 1991) 

A mother's level of education also indirectly influences the attitudes of her 

daughter, i.e., via the mother's gender role attitudes, a mother's level of 

education has impact on the daughter. According to Harkness and Super (1996), 

education is a strong predictor of differences in attitudes between parents. In 

our study, mothers with a lower level of education differed in their gender role 

attitudes from mothers with a higher level of education. Mothers with a higher 

level of education hold less traditional attitudes resulting in more nontraditional 

attitudes on part of their daughters. In general, Goodnow (1992) states that 

parents' attitudes about gender give rise to certain practices, and it is from these 

that children abstract or construct similar views to those of their parents. A 

mother's attitudes about gender roles indeed appear to influence her child-

rearing style as far as this concerned their conformist orientation in rearing their 

daughters. However, Goodnow (1992) adds that research shows that the best 

predictor of children's views is their parents' views. In the view of Goodnow 

(1992), information about child-rearing practices does not improve this 

prediction to any sizeable degree. Although we found in this study that the 

gender role attitudes of daughters are more influenced by the mothers' gender 

role attitudes than by their child-rearing style, a mother's conformist orientation 

substantially contributed to the extent to which daughters develop a more 

tradmonal view on gender roles. Moreover, an authoritative child-reanng style 

tends to direcdy influence daughters' development of less-traditional gender role 

attitudes. 

To sum up, this study provided a comprehensive model in which the 

relations between mothers' employment status and level of education, and 

daughters' gender role attitudes are explicated by a mother's own gender role 
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attitudes as well as her child-reanng behavior. Since LISREL does not allow the 

testing of reciprocal relationships, no reciprocal paths were examined. One may 

imagine that a mother's employment was dependent on a mother's gender role 

attitudes: Less traditional mothers are more eager to work outside the home than 

traditional mothers. To test this causal relation, we had to know mothers' 

attitudes before they decided to go out to work. In this study, mothers' 

employment and their gender role attitudes were assessed at the same time. 

Therefore, we decided to test the influence of mothers' employment on their 

attitudes, because most mothers had already been working outside the home for 

years before we assessed their gender role attitudes 

Future research could expand the study of the processes that influence the 

gender role attitudes of young females, by including the attitudes and child-

rearing behavior of fathers, since fathers nowadays are gradually becoming more 

involved in child rearing and caring Whether maternal and paternal gender role 

attitudes have main and interaction effects on daughters' attitudes is also an issue 

for future research. How will a daughter's attitudes develop if both parents have 

the same attitudes, and will this development be different if the parents have 

different attitudes? Moreover, the relative influences of fathers and mothers on 

daughters' attitudes could be studied. 

In future research, these influences on the attitudes of boys and young men 

should be examined, too. The literature in general demonstrates that boys are 

more traditional than girls (Hooghiemstra & Niphuis-Nell, 1993; Morgan, 1987). 

By carrying out longitudinal studies, it may be examined whether differences 

between boys and girls disappear, and whether living with two nontraditional 

parents is related to boys having less traditional gender role attitudes. 

A last issue for future studies is the relation between gender role attitudes and 

behavior. It is sdii difficult for young females to integrate their nontraditional 

attitudes into the practice of their daily lives. Even in such a rather 

nontraditional society as the Netherlands, it is not easy for girls to reali7e their 

ideas about egalitarian relations between women and men. It is still usual for 

women to be responsible for housework and child care, and to stop working - at 

least partly - after the birth of their first child (Du Bois-Reymond, Peters, & 

Ravesloot, 1994). 
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Young females' perceptions of 
mothers portrayed on television 

Study Three 

Summary 

This study investigated young Dutch females' perceptions of mothers portrayed in family-

onented television programs, and their identification with these mothers. 165 female 

adolescents (age 15-17) and young women (age 20-22) from different educational settings 

participated in it. We approached our study from a cognidve perspective, and therefore 

included young females' own and ideal image of motherhood in our research. In studying 

young females' perceptions and identification, we took age, educational background, and 

familiarity with the programs into account. We found that the less a mother deviated from her 

daughter's own and ideal image, the more she was identified with. This finding supports the 

importance of cognitions in young females' perceptions. The influence of educational 

background, age, and viewing behavior on the perception of "television mothers" and 

identification with these mothers appeared to be small.7 

7 Ex, C.T.G.M., & Janssens, J.M.A.M (2000) Young females' perceptions of mothers portrayed on television. 
Manuscnpt submitted for publication. 
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Young females' perceptions of mothers portrayed on television 

The theme of motherhood is inextricably bound up with a girl's course of life. 

The image of motherhood a young female develops is shaped by a vanety of 

sources A main and significant source is the own mother (e.g., Boyd, 1989). 

Other sources include the family, the mothers of friends, teachers, books, 

movies, and television. The importance of television as a source of information 

has become an area of considerable concern in the past quarter-century because 

of the impact television has on daily life (Signonelli, 1992) Research shows that 

media portrayals may even shape children's and adolescent's expectations of 

family and gender roles (Honeycutt, Wellman, & Larson, 1997, Larson, 1996, 

Morgan, 1982, 1987; Perse, Pavitt, & Burggraf, 1990; Signonelli, 1990, 1991, 

1992). 

The present study focuses on images of motherhood as represented by 

mothers portrayed in family-oriented television series We investigated young 

females' perception of these mothers and their affinity with them, by examining 

the extent to which they could identify themselves with these mothers. In 

examining viewers' perceptions, we followed a research tradition in which 

attention is focused on the reception side of media content. In our approach, we 

built on the suggestion made by Hoijer (1990, 1992) and Livingstone [(1989), 

who both stressed the need to apply a cognitive perspective within reception 

research. We therefore examined whether the perception of television mothers 

and the identification with such mothers, was related to young females' 

cognitions concerning motherhood, as represented by their own image of 

motherhood and their ideal image. More specifically, we expected young 

females' perceptions of a "television mother" to be more positive, and their 

identification to be greater, the more such a mother resembles young females' 

perceptions of their own or ideal image. 

In examining the perception of mothers portrayed on television, we focused 

on adolescent girls and on young, childless women. Both groups are at the age 

when they gradually become more attentive to these matters (Greenberg, 

Neuendorf, Buerkel-Rothfuss, & Henderson, 1982; Perse, Pavitt, & Burgraff, 

1990). It is with the onset of puberty that adolescents begin to concern 

themselves with familial roles and the responsibilities of women and men 

(Gibbons, Stiles, & Shkodnam, 1991). 

The reception of television images of motherhood has had little empirical 

interest. Liebes and Livingstone (1994) suggested investigating the reception side 
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of these images, after having observed differences between British and American 

soap operas in their treatment of motherhood. Generally, images of motherhood 

have been part of research focused on the portrayal of women, or research that 

analyzed families on television. Findings from these content analyses showed 

that, in general, women are presented as passive, emotional, and dependent, and 

as romantic figures or as nurturing mothers and wives (Cantor, 1987; Signonelli, 

1989). Some studies found only few changes in the portrayals of women in 

terms of observable demographic characteristics (Davis, 1990, Furnham & Bitar, 

1993; Hall & Crum, 1994, Mazella, Durian, Cenni, & Buralli, 1992). 

Dail and Way (1985) used content analysis to identify parenting behaviors in 

family-oriented, pnme-time television programs. Their findings revealed that 

mothers and fathers were shown in traditional ways. Mothers were portrayed as 

considerably less instrumental than fathers, although their household 

circumstances would suggest otherwise. Most research concluded that gender 

roles are portrayed stereotypically, although the extent to which women are 

presented in stereotypical ways varies according to genre (Cantor, 1990; Larson, 

1996). Today's television families, for instance, look different than they did some 

decades ago (Douglas & Olson, 1996). A host of studies appeared in which 

television families were analyzed on their structure and functioning (e g., Butsch, 

1992; Cantor, 1990; Moore, 1992; Skill & Robinson, 1994). These analyses 

showed that these "television women" are more independent, and that television 

mothers are seen outside the home more frequendy. Mothers also have a 

profession, and fathers are more caring and domesticated (Cantor, 1990, 

Douglas & Olson, 1996). However, television families have lagged behind real-

life families in presenting controversial or complex situations as found in the 

characteristics of families in daily life (Skill & Robinson, 1994, Moore, 1992). 

Yet, although these content analyses contribute to our knowledge of the 

portrayal of women in general, and of mothers in television families, they do not 

reflect how viewers receive these portrayals. Since researchers have long been 

concerned with the possible influences of television on the construction of 

peoples' views about the world, as well as the possible influences on behavior, 

we may wonder how adolescent girls and young female adults actually observe 

these images of motherhood. Knowing how these portrayals are perceived by 

young viewers is a first and necessary step toward broadening our understanding 

of the possible effects that might occur from viewing (Durkin, 1985). 

Growing awareness of the cognitive activity that viewers display when they 

watch television has made several researchers move away from a primary interest 
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in the impact of television content, to direct their interest at the viewer's 

interpretation of this content (e.g., Ang, 1985; Katz & Liebes, 1985, Liebes & 

Katz, 1986; Livingstone, 1987, 1989, 1990a; Perse, Pavitt, & Burggraf, 1990; 

Reep & Dambrot, 1988). In these studies, it is emphasized that people interpret 

television messages actively, rather than just passively receive them (Curran, 

1990; Jensen & Rosengren, 1990; Moores, 1990; Roscoe, Marshall & Gleeson, 

1995). It is assumed that before television's content can have an effect, messages 

first need to be elaborated, reinterpreted, or recognized as being important by 

the viewer 

Cognitive approaches to media effects emphasize that individuals carry within 

them their own experiences and world knowledge. In watching television, a 

cognitive process is activated, whereby the viewer interprets the television 

content in the light of his or her own knowledge and expenence (Hoijer, 1992). 

Atwood, Zahn and Webber (1986), for example, examined viewers' perceptions 

of women on television considered by viewers to be an example of a positive 

and a negative portrayal. The fact that viewers appeared to use two conflicting 

sets of criteria for evaluation was interesting. A majority of viewers evaluated 

depictions of women as positive from a "contemporary" perspective, associated 

with such characteristics as strong, professional, and intelligent, whereas a 

minority of viewers evaluated women as positive from a more "traditional 

perspective", i.e., for being moral, attractive, and taking care of others. These 

differences in interpretations between viewers indicate that cognitive processes 

are at work when viewers perceive these images Another example is the study of 

Perse, Pavitt and Burggraf (1990). These authors studied whether college 

students' schemata or implicit theories about marriage, influenced their 

evaluations of television couples' marital satisfaction Implicit theories or 

schemata are "organized sets of beliefs describing some specific domain or 

reality" (Perse et ai, 1990, p. 390). Marital schemata, for instance, reflect beliefs 

about and expectations of marriage. Students' evaluations were found to be 

influenced by their ideas on marriage. Television couples were evaluated higher 

in their marriage satisfaction when there was more similarity between the 

viewer's own marital schemata and the judgement of a particular couple. 

In studying the perception of mothers, we acknowledged the importance of 

cognitions by investigating not only the perception of mothers on television, but 

also young females' image of their own motherhood and their image of the ideal 

mother. The "ideal mother" can be seen as an explicit prototype of motherhood, 

i.e., a representation of an ideal member of the domain "motherhood". In the 
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view of cognitive psychologists, implicit theories or schemata consist of a set of 

prototypes (Perse et ai, 1990). Young females' perceptions of their own 

motherhood can also be considered a prototype, although a less ideal one. The 

closer a television mother resembles both prototypes, the more she will be 

judged as representative of motherhood. We may expect, then, that the greater 

the similarity between a positively evaluated prototype and the television mother 

(i.e., the less discrepancy young females experience between a television mother 

and their own and ideal image of motherhood), the greater the probability that 

they identify with her (Livingstone 1990a; Perse et al', 1990). 

Viewers' perceptions, however, may be affected by such sociological factors 

as age and educational background. (Livingstone, 1990a, 1994, Morley, 1980). 

Livingstone (1994) found that a viewer's age affected his or her response to a 

television discussion program. Older viewers were more critical than younger 

ones. These age differences, in the view of Livingstone, may be attributable to 

either generational or life course differences. From a developmental point of 

view, it is interesting to examine how young people, as they move through the 

critical phase of adolescence and young adulthood, perceive these images of 

motherhood. It is possible that their perceptions may be influenced by the life 

stage to which they belong. Educational background is another sociological 

factor that may affect viewers' interpretation of television content. Model's 

(1980) study The Nationwide Audience, which is considered a landmark in modern 

media studies, showed that viewers' differential interpretations did not 

correspond direcdy to their economic class, but reflected the subcultures within 

the audience, as indicated by their educational and occupational backgrounds. 

Considering these findings, we included in our study young females from 

different educational levels. Finally, we also took young females' familiarity with 

the selected television programs into account. We did so, because of the 

frequency with which they watched these programs may have colored their 

perception of these mothers as well as their identification. 

In studying portrayals of mothers, we chose programs that were constructed 

around a family or family life. Domestic situation comedy was selected because 

this type of programming is considered "an established part of popular culture 

and common vehicle for the transport of family culture" (Douglas & Olson, 

1996, p. 74). Skill and Robinson (1994), who analyzed four decades of US 

families on television (i.e., from 1950 until 1990), found that of the 497 fictional 

television series, 71% were sitcoms. Sitcoms are defined as "half-hour, prime-

time senes in which the main characters are members of a family, and in which 
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the major portion of action is among family members" (Butsch, 1992, p. 388). 

They are built around a humorous situation which is resolved during the 

program (e.g., Butsch, 1992). We also selected soaps. Soaps - or daytime serial 

dramas - are well known for their representation of a range of themes in an 

emotionally realistic way, and for their focus on such subjects as love, duty, 

family, and intimate relationships (e.g., Alexander, 1985; Ang, 1985; Carveth & 

Alexander, 1985). 

Young females' evaluated themselves as mothers, their ideal mother, and the 

television mothers on 27 characteristics. These characteristics were identified in 

an earlier study by means of interviews (Ex &Janssens, 2000a). Together, these 

27 characteristics accounted for two dimensions of motherhood: i.e., the "self-

conscious and relational orientation" of a mother (18 items), and "her traditional 

orientation" (9 items) (for a more detailed description of these dimensions, see 

"Method"). 

To summarize, the present study investigated adolescent girls' and young 

women's perception of mothers portrayed in family-oriented television 

programs, and the extent to which they identified with these mothers. We 

approached our study from a cognitive perspective, as suggested by Hoijer 

(1992) and Livingstone (1989). In studying young females' perceptions and 

identification, we took into account age, educational background, and familiarity 

with the program. This resulted in the following research questions: 

a. How do young females perceive mothers on television, and to what extent do 

they identify with them? What is the relationship between the perception of 

these mothers and young females' identification with them? 

b. To what extent is their identification related to the discrepancy between young 

females' perceptions of a mother portrayed on television, their own image of 

motherhood, and their ideal image of motherhood? 

c. To what extent is their perception and identification dependent on age, 

educational background, and familiarity with the programs? 

In answering these questions, this study attempts to contribute to the wider 

debate on the potential influence these television images might have on young 

females' identity formation with regard to motherhood. 
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Method 

Participants 

In this study, 165 young females from different educational settings in Nijmegen 

and environs participated. The 165 young females constituted four different 

groups, i.e.: 1) 51 adolescent girls from a school for lower general secondary 

education (younger females with a lower educational level); 2) 36 adolescent girls 

from a high school (younger females with a higher educational level); 3) 34 

young women from lower vocational training (older females with a lower 

educational level); and 4) 45 students at the University of Nijmegen (older 

females with a higher educational level). All participated voluntarily. The 

participants were Dutch young females (98%), predominantly white (98%), and 

mainly came from two-parent families (87%). 

Measures 

Young females' images of mothers portrayed on television 

In order to study young females' images of television mothers, we first 

investigating the number of available series in which such mothers appeared. 

Next, we investigated the respondents' knowledge and familiarity with the series. 

In a pilot study, 64 respondents were examined on their viewing behavior of 26 

television programs which featured mothers, and their familiarity with the main 

female characters. These respondents were, with respect to age and educational 

background, comparable to the participants in the present study. For each of the 

26 television programs, respondents indicated on a 5-point rating scale how 

often they watched a particular program. To examine their familiarity with the 

relevant female characters, they also had to specify on a 5-point rating scale the 

extent to which they felt able to explain to someone else what this women was 

like. This resulted in the selection of eight television mothers. Six series were of 

American origin, and two were of Dutch origin (see the appendix for a short 

description of these series). The "mothers" were: 

Claire Huxtable (The Cosby Show); Mrs. Veenstra {Vrienden voor het heven [Friends 

for Life], a Dutch sitcom); Roseanne (Roseannè); Peggy {Married with Childreri); 

Maggi {Growing Pains); Stephany Forrestor {The Bold and The Beautiful); Cindy 

Walsh {Beverly Hills 90210); and Laura Alberts {Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden [Good 

Times, Bad Times], a Dutch soap). 
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The Dutch series were excluded from the study. The six American series 

included one soap opera (The Bold and the Beautiful) and five weekly sitcoms 

(Mamed with Children, The Cosby Show, Roseanne, Growing Pains, and Beverly Hills 

90210). In all the selected programs, family life and interactions between parents 

and their children is pictured. 

In order to examine young females' perception of these television mothers, 

they were asked to rate the mothers on 27 charactenstics. These 27 

characteristics were identified in an earlier study (Ex & Janssens, 2000a). 

Responses were given on a 7-point scale, ranging from totally disagree (1) to 

totally agree (7). The 27 characteristics can be interpreted in terms of two 

independent factors (Ex & Janssens, 2000a). On the first factor, those items we 

labeled as traditional orientation loaded high, for example: "A mother who devotes 

herself entirely to the family". The second factor was labeled self-consaous and 

relational orientation. This factor refers to an open and social attitude toward 

others and a self-assertive orientation It reflects a more contemporary view of 

motherhood. Examples of items include: "A mother who has a view of her own, 

is independent and self-reliant" and "A mother who is open and spontaneous, 

and shares her feelings". Mean Cronbach's alphas were: .65 for Traditional 

orientation (range .51 to .72), and .85 for Self-conscious and relational 

orientation (range .80 to .89). 

Mean scores of the two dimensions were computed. Higher scores on each 

of these dimensions indicated that the television mother was characterized to a 

large extent by that particular dimension For instance, a high score on the first 

dimension indicated that the young females viewed the television mother as very 

traditional. A high score on the second dimension indicated that they considered 

the television mother as someone who was very self-conscious and relationally 

onented. 

Young females' identification with each TV-mother 

Apart from the 27 characteristics mentioned, three items were added to the 

questionnaire in order to assess young females' identification with a particular 

mother. These items were: 

"She is unlike myself and very different from what I expect myself to be as a 
mother." 

"She is someone I can use as a role model." 

"I'd like to become a mother like her." 

96 



The participants rated each television mother on a 7-point rating scale. The 

first item (see above) was recoded. Cronbach's alphas for this dimension were 

computed individually for each mother. Mean Cronbach's alpha was .75 (range 

.68 to .83). For each mother, mean identification scores were computed. The 

higher a score, the stronger young females' affinity with a mother. 

Young females' image of their own motherhood 

The 27 characteristics were also presented to the participants in order to 

determine to what extent, in their view, they would possess these characteristics 

if they ever became a mother. The participants rated themselves on the 27 

characteristics by means of 7-point scales, ranging from totally disagree (1) to 

totally agree (7). Cronbach's alphas for each of the two dimensions were: .72 for 

Traditional orientation and .88 for Self-conscious and relational orientation. 

Mean scores of the two dimensions were computed. Higher scores on each of 

these dimensions indicated that young females considered themselves to be 

characterized by that dimension to a larger extent. For instance, a high score on 

the first dimension indicated that they expected to be very traditional as a 

mother. A high score on the second dimension indicated that they anticipated 

being rather self-conscious and relationally oriented as a mother. 

Young females' image of an ideal mother 

Finally, the 27 characteristics were used to determine how the young females 

perceived their ideal mother on these two dimensions. Cronbach's alphas for 

each of the two dimensions were: .79 for Traditional orientation and .84 for Self-

conscious and relational orientation. Mean scores of the two dimensions were 

computed. As explained above, higher scores on each of these dimensions 

indicated that the ideal mother was expected to be characterized to a larger 

extent by that particular dimension. 

Discrepancies between young females' self-image and ideal image andthe percephon of TV-

mothers 

Discrepancy scores were computed in order to assess the extent to which young 

females' identification with a mother was related to the existence or non

existence of a discrepancy between young females' own and ideal image of 

motherhood and the perception of a particular mother. For each dimension, a 

difference score was computed between young females' self-image on that 

dimension, and their judgement of a television mother on that particular 
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dimension. This procedure was repeated for each mother with regard to young 

females' ideal image on the two dimensions. 

Viewing behavior 

Young females were asked to indicate on a 5-point rating scale their viewing 

behavior of each of the series. This scale ranged from never (1) to nearly always 

(5)· 

Results 

The first purpose of this study was to examine young females' perception of 

television mothers with regard to the two dimensions of motherhood, and the 

extent to which they identified with these mothers. In addition, we investigated 

whether their perceptions were related to their identification with the mothers. 

In Table 1, mean scores on the two dimensions of motherhood and on 

identification are presented for each mother as well as for young females' self-

image and ideal image. 

Table 1 Mean Scores on the Two Dimensions of Motherhood for Each Television Mother and 

the Self-image and Ideal Image as well as Identification Scores for Each Television Mother 

Mothers Claire Cindy Maggi Roseanne Stephan/ Peggy Ideal Self 

Traditional orientation 3.7 4.4 4.0 3.4 4.0 2.7 3.4 3.6 

Self-conscious and relational 5.7 5.7 5.3 5.0 4.0 3.3 6.3 5.7 

Identification 4.6 4.7 4.4 3.1 2.0 1.6 

" Ideal = ideal image; Self = self-image 

In the view of the young females, an ideal mother is characterized by a rather 

traditional and a strong self-conscious and relational orientation. In general, 

young females imagined that they would live up to this image if they became a 

mother, although to a lesser degree than they expected an ideal mother to live up 

to it. 

With regard to the mothers portrayed on television, the most self-conscious 

and relationally oriented mothers were, according to the participants, Cindy 

Walsh (Beverly Hills 90210) and Claire Huxtable (The Cosby Show). They 

considered Peggy Bundy (Married with Children) the least self-conscious and 
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reladonally oriented mother, while Stephany Forrestor (The Bold and the Beautiful) 

was seen as moderately self-conscious and reladonally oriented. In the young 

females' view, Roseanne {Koseanne) and Maggi (Growing Pains) had a quite self-

conscious and relational attitude, although they lagged behind Cindy and Claire. 

The most traditional in her mother role was Cindy Walsh, followed by Maggi 

Seavor and Stephany Forrestor. Peggy was perceived as a very nontraditional 

mother. Cindy, Claire, and Maggi had the highest identification scores. Less than 

moderately identified with were Roseanne, Stephany, and Peggy. 

In line with these findings, a related question was whether the identification 

with a mother was related to the way young females perceived her on the two 

dimensions of motherhood. In Table 2, correlations between identification and 

the two dimensions of motherhood are shown. 

In general, the identification with a mother was positively related to a 

mother's self-conscious and relational orientation. This positive relation between 

identification and self-conscious and relational orientation was found for all 

mothers. Apparently, the extent to which a mother was perceived to be 

traditional in her mother role accounted less for young females' identification. 

For three of the six mothers (i.e., Peggy, Roseanne, and Cindy), a relation was 

found between identification and traditional orientation. The identification with 

Roseanne and Peggy was related positively to their traditional orientation. The 

more these mothers were perceived to be traditional, the more young females 

identified with them. For Cindy, however, this relationship was negatively 

related, indicating that young females would identify more with Cindy if is she 

were to display less traditional behavior. 

Table 2 Correlation Coefficients between Identification with Each Mother and the Mean 

Scores on the Two Dimensions of Motherhood 

Identificanon with Mother Claire Cindy Maggi Roseanne Stephany Peggy 

Traditional orientation -.15 -.17* -0.04 .17* 0.01 .18* 

Self-conscious and relational .56** .60** .62** .44** .38** .40** 

* *p<.0 l , *p<.05 

Our second research question concerned whether the young females' 

identification with a mother was related to the discrepancy between young 

females' self-image and ideal image of motherhood, and the perception of a 
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particular mother. In Table 3, correlation coefficients between identification 

with each mother and discrepancy scores are presented. 

Table 3 Corrélation Coeffidents between Identification for Each Mother and Oiscrepanaes 

between the Mean Scores on the Two Dimensions of Motherhood for Young females' Self-

image and Ideal Image of Motherhood 

Identification with Mother Claire Cindy Maggi Roseanne Stephany Peggy 

Dis Self self-conscious/relational 

(Self self-conscious - TVmother) -.30»* -.27** -.50** -.47** -.44** -.44** 

Dis ideal self-conscious/relational 

(Ideal self-conscious-TVmother) -.34** - .41** -.55"* -.38** -.50** -.44** 

Dis Self traditional 

(Self traditional-TVmother) .21* .47** .24* -.13 .15 -0.06 

Dis Ideal traditional 

(Ideal traditional-TVmother) .15 .45** .28** -.15 .20* -0.02 

* * p < . 0 l , * p < . 0 5 

"note: discrepancy between self/ideal-image of being self-conscious and relationally oriented, and the self-
conscious and relational orientation of the different television mothers 

With regard to the self-conscious and relational orientation of a mother, we can 

conclude that a mother was more identified with, the less she deviated from a 

young females' self-image and ideal image concerning this dimension. For 

example, a mother was more identified with if her self-conscious and relational 

attitude was more in line with what young females expected of themselves with 

regard to this attitude and of their ideal image. 

The dimension traditional orientation was less important. For Cindy Walsh, 

Maggi Seavor, and Claire Huxtable it was found that discrepancies between a 

young females' self-image and ideal image, and the traditional orientadon of 

these mothers, were positively related to the identification of these mothers. 

Young females identified more with Cindy, Maggi, and Claire, the more these 

mothers deviated from the young females' self-image and ideal image with 

regard to their traditional orientation. In other words, the more discrepancy 

between the traditional orientation of these mothers and the young females' own 

and ideal-image, the more they identified with them. Young females' 

identifications with the other mothers (Roseanne, Stephany, and Peggy) were 

independent of discrepancies between their own and the mothers' traditional 
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orientation. This means that a discrepancy between their own and a "television 

mother's" traditional orientation did not influence young females' identification 

with her. 

Our third and final research question concerned the association of 

educational background, age, and viewing behavior with the perception of the 

vanous mothers and identification with them. In Table 4, only significant results 

are reported; mean scores on the two dimensions of motherhood and 

identification scores are presented for the different groups of young females. 

Main effects of level of education and age, as well as interaction effects, were 

examined by means of ANOVA (Analysis of Variance). 

The most controversial interpretations were evoked by Peggy Bundy, Claire 

Huxtable, and Cindy Walsh. With regard to Peggy, main effects of age and 

educational level, as well as interaction effects of age and educational 

background, were found on the two dimensions of motherhood and on 

identification. In general, Peggy was viewed as more self-conscious and 

relaüonally oriented by the younger group of young females than b) the older 

group. Moreover, younger females with a lower level of education were the most 

convinced of this fact; the youngest females with the lowest level of education 

considered Peggy significantly more self-conscious and relationally oriented than 

the other groups did. With respect to Peggy's traditional orientation, a main 

effect of level of education was found. The participants with a lower level of 

education judged Peggy to be more traditional than the higher educated did 

With regard to the identification with Peggy, a main effect of age, and an 

interaction effect of age and education, were found. The younger females 

identified more with her than the older ones did. Moreover, the results indicated 

that the younger participants with a lower level of education identified 

significantly more with Peggy than the other groups of participants 

For Claire, main effects of age and educational background, and an 

interaction effect, were found on the two dimensions of motherhood, but not 

on identification. A main effect of age and educational level was found on 

traditional orientation. Compared to the younger participants, the older 

participants considered Claire to be less traditional. The participants with a lower 

level of education tended to judge Claire as significantly more traditional. An 

interaction effect of age and education was found on self-conscious and 

relational orientation. The younger females with a lower level of education 

considered Claire to be sigmficandy more self-conscious and relationally 

onented than the other participants did. 
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Table 4 Mean Scores for Television Mothers on the Two Dimensions of Motherhood and Identification Scores for the Four Groups of Females 

with Respect to Age and Educational Ijevel 

Younger females 

lower level of higher level of 

education education 

Olderfemales 

lower level of higher level of 

education education 

age grade level age χ grade 

F F F 

Peggy 

Self-conscious 
and relational orientation 

Traditional orientation 

Identification 

Claire 

Self-conscious 

and relational orientation 

Traditional orientation 

Cindy 

Self-conscious 
and relational orientation 

Identification 

3 76 

2 95 

192 

5 57 

404 

5 88 

5 29 

3 25 

240 

142 

5 73 

3 54 

5 54 

3 87 

2 84 

2 62 

1 26 

5 92 

361 

5 83 

4 73 

3 09 

251 

141 

5 60 

341 

551 

4 62 

16 86** 

4 68* 

4 82* 

4 29* 

7 63** 

9 26** 

1271** 

8 06** 

4 28* 

5 18* 

7 7 1 * * 

* p < 05,**p< 01 



A main effect of educational background, and interaction effects of educational 

background and age, were also found for Cindy Walsh. Educational background 

influenced the perception of Cindy with regard to her self-conscious and 

relational orientation, and the extent to which they identified with Cindy. The 

young females with a lower level of education judged Cindy to be more self-

conscious and relational than those with a higher level of education. Compared 

to the young females with a higher level of education, those with a lower level of 

education identified significantly more with her. An interaction effect of 

educational background and age on identification was also found. The younger 

group of females with a lower level of education, identified most with her. 

In Table 5, mean scores on the two dimensions of motherhood and 

identification scores for those mothers are presented for young females varying 

in viewing behavior. Effects of viewing behavior were examined by means of 

ANOVA. In Table 5, only the significant results are presented. 

Table 5 Mean Scores indicating the Influence of Viewing Behavior on the Identification with 

and Perception of Telension Mothers with respect to the Two Dimensions of Motherhood 

Viewing behavior 

Cindy 

Identification 

number of respondents 

Selfconsciouslrelational 

number of respondents 

Maggi 

Identification 

number of respondents 

Roseanne 

Selfconsciouslrelational 

number of respondents 

1 

never 

2.67 

(2) 

4.67 

(2) 

3.58 

(16) 

4.82 

(23) 

2 

sometimes 

4.10 

(16) 

5.28 

(16) 

4.44 

(60) 

4.87 

(50) 

3 

regularly 

4.10 

(16) 

5.36 

(16) 

4.57 

(14) 

5.12 

(28) 

4 

often 

4.04 

(16) 

5.83 

(16) 

5.00 

(7) 

5.44 

(12) 

5 

nearly 

5.10 

(81) 

5.85 

(81) 

5.40 

(5) 

4.38 

(6) 

F 

always 

5.24** 

5.96** 

2.65* 

2.70* 

* *p< .0 l , *p< .05 

Viewing behavior - indicating the extent to which each of the series was viewed -

partly influenced young females' identification with the mothers and the 

perception of the mothers, with regard to the two dimensions of motherhood. 
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For only two mothers (Cindy and Maggi), the identification with them 

significantly affected by young females' farmlianty with these series. The more 

frequendy these series were seen, the more the young females identified with 

Cindy and Maggi. In the case of two mothers (Cindy and Roseanne), the young 

females' perceptions of the mothers were also related to their viewing behavior. 

In the case of Cindy, the relation between viewing behavior and perception was 

positively related, in the sense that the more frequendy young females watched 

Beverly Hills, the higher the score Cindy received on the dimension self-conscious 

and relational attitude. However, this does not account for the perception of 

Roseanne's self-conscious and relational orientation. Due to the inconsistency of 

this result, it is not suitable for unambiguous interpretation 

Discussion 

In studying young females' perceptions of mothers on television and their 

identification with them, we approached young viewers' perceptions of these 

images of motherhood from a cognitive point of view. With this study, we 

attempted to contribute to the wider debate on the potential influence these 

images may have on young females' developing concepts of motherhood. 

In this, we were guided by three research questions. The first concerned 

young females' perceptions of these mothers, and the extent to which these 

mothers were potential role-models. At first we can observe that the females do 

distinguish between television mothers with whom they can and those with 

whom they cannot identify. We may say that in the view of these young females, 

especially those mothers lend themselves for identification who were perceived 

as being quite self-conscious and relational, and moderately traditional. In 

general, they judged Claire (The Cosby Show) and Cindy {Beverly Hills 90210) as 

meeting this profile the most, and Peggy {Married with Children) the least. 

A mother's traditional orientation - which refers to a mothers' disposition to 

dedicate herself entirely to her family (to be household focused, rather over-

concerned, and the main person in charge of rearing the children) - affected the 

young females' identification to a lesser extent than a mother's self-conscious 

and relational attitude, which accounted more for the identification with a 

mother. Cindy {Beverly Hills 90210) had a negative relationship to >oung females' 

identification, indicating that they would identify more with Cindy if she were to 

behave less traditionally in the young females' view. They perceived Cindy's 
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behavior as a mother to be rather traditional (which is in line with the mean 

scores presented in Table 1). For Peggy {Married mth Cbddrerì) and Roseanne 

(Koseanne), the opposite is the case. Since these mothers represent very 

nontradmonal mothers (especially Peggy represents a mother who deviates 

extremely from characteristics normally associated with motherhood), young 

females apparendy gave weight to this dimension in their decision to identify 

with these mothers. That is, in their mother role, mothers are expected to take 

responsibility to a certain extent for household and child-rearing affairs, and to 

dedicate themselves moderately to the family. In their view, Roseanne and Peggy 

did not meet this image. This is why the young females indicated that their 

identification with these mothers would improve if these mothers were to meet 

this demand. The fact that this dimension in general has less impact on young 

females' identification with a mother (unless a mother goes beyond certain 

limits), implies that they take it for granted that mothers meet, to a certain 

extent, the family needs; they seem to perceive it as inherent to the mother's 

role. Young females themselves expect to be moderately traditional as a mother. 

Apparendy, they more explicidy value and use a mother's self-conscious and 

relational attitude as a criterion for identification than they do a mother's 

traditional orientation. In the earlier-mentioned study of Atwood and Zahn 

(1986), it was found that traditional care-taking and feminine characteristics, in 

combination with other characteristics (e.g., being independent and 

professional), were evaluated as positive characteristics of women on television. 

Our second research question concerned the assumption that identification 

would be influenced by the extent to which a television mother resembled young 

females' own or ideal image of motherhood. In general, we found that the less 

discrepancy there was between a television mother and the young females' own 

and ideal image of motherhood, the more the mother was identified with. A 

similar finding was found in a study by Olsen and Douglas (1997), in which high 

desirability ratings were given to those television families that exhibited more 

equitable gender roles and were judged to be the most similar to the 

respondents' own families. When we consider young females' own and ideal 

image of motherhood as prototypes of their "implicit theories or schemata" of 

motherhood, this study supports the importance of cognitions in young females' 

perception of mothers on television. These cognitions may serve as frame of 

reference against which observations of the social world are evaluated. 

Our final question concerned the relation between educational background, 

age, and familiarity with the programs, and the perception of and identification 
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with television mothers. Age and educational level, as well as familiarity with the 

program, did influence the identification with the mothers in a few cases. The 

most controversial interpretations were evoked by three of the six mothers: 

Peggy Bundy {Married with childreti), Claire Huxtable (The Cosby Shon), and Cindy 

Walsh {Beverly Hills 90210). Peggy constitutes the most nontraditional mother, 

and Claire and Cindy represent motherhood in a rather ideal way. 

Overall, younger females or females with a lower educational level tended 

toward a more positive image of Peggy. The younger females with a lower level of 

education identified most with Peggy. This difference in identification may be 

attributed to differences in perception. Also with regard to Cindy, especially the 

females with a lower level of education judged her total personality to be more 

self-conscious and relationally oriented than those with a higher level of 

education did. This may have resulted in stronger identification outcomes for 

the group of females with a lower educational level. Together, the results seem 

to indicate that a younger age and/or a lower educational level tends to color the 

perception of the mothers in a positive way, which as a result may lead to 

stronger identification. This would support the earlier results of Liebes and Katz 

(1986) and Livingstone and Lunt (1994), who found that a higher level of 

education and an older age increased the proportion of critical statements. As 

regards Claire, the findings are not consistent in the sense that young females' 

age or educational background influenced the perception of this television 

mother in a unidirectional and consistent way. Yet, compared to young females 

with a higher level of education, there is a tendency for those with a lower level 

of education to judge Claire more positively. What has been shown in this study 

is that such sociological factors as age and educational level may affect young 

females' interpretation, which is in line with the finding of Livingstone and Lunt 

(1994). 

Young females' familiarity with the programs appeared to affect the 

perception of Cindy as a mother (with respect to her self-conscious and 

relational orientation) and the perception of Roseanne (also with respect to her 

self-conscious and relational orientation). For two of the six mothers (i.e., Claire 

and Cindy), familiarity with the program also influenced identification with these 

mothers. The more frequendy the young females had been watching the 

particular series, the higher the identification scores attributed to these mothers. 

With regard to the frequency of viewing, we can conclude that the present study 

has shown that this factor may influence the perception of and identification 

with the main characters of a program, although not in all cases. The present 
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study has not been able to clarify the reason why the frequency of viewing in 

some cases appeared important, whereas in others it did not influence young 

females' perception or identification 

Irrespective of these findings, young females generally agreed with each other 

about the portrayal of these mothers A follow-up study (Ex, 1997), which will 

not be explicated here, demonstrated that the perception of the mothers 

generally corresponded to the results of a content analysis carried out. The 

present study showed, though, that young females' reception reflected to a great 

extent the images of motherhood as propagated by the characters in the 

programs. Thus, they seem to pick up the images of motherhood as represented 

by the mothers in the series. We may conclude, then, that viewers' 

representations of the mother characters are determined by the way 

programmers intended to create them. This finding qualifies the idea that the 

viewer, as active constructor of the meaning of a program, is all-powerful 

(Curran, 1990, Hoyer, 1992). Viewers show considerable sensitivity to the 

messages presented by the programs. As Livingstone and liebes (1995) observe, 

"viewers are heavily constrained by a broadly hegemonic framework" (p. 160). 

Most reception studies, however, found evidence for differences in viewers' 

interpretations of television content. Studies by Livingstone (1990a) and Katz 

and Liebes (1986), for example, demonstrated that viewers differed in their 

interpretations of soap opera characters; they differed in their interpretation of 

the narrative as a whole, which included their identification with the characters 

as well as their interpretation of the characters in the program. 

With regard to our findings, the question is whether, against the background 

of these research findings, we can explain the rather homogeneous perceptions. 

First of all, we should distinguish between the terms "perception" and 

"meaning" or "interpretation". The terms may easily lead to confusion, although 

they are differentiated from each other (Van den Bulck, 1996). Interpretations or 

meanings may be attributed after having perceived a situation or person in a 

certain way. For example, perceiving Peggy as a very nontraditional and not very 

self-conscious mother may evoke different judgements of viewers with regard to 

Peggy's representativeness of a mother, or affinity with her. In this study, we 

primarily investigated perceptions. The examination of the meaning of the 

different mothers for the females personally, was restricted to examining their 

identification. And, apparendy, they differed in their identification with the 

mothers, which appeared to be related to their perception of the mothers. 
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Assuming that, on the basis of our results, images of motherhood are usually 

received as they are constructed to be, we may ask ourselves what consequences 

these findings may have for young females developing concepts of motherhood. 

Should we regret these findings from the perspective of the discussion about 

television's socializing influence on adolescents' expectations of family and 

gender roles? After all, television has been repeatedly condemned for its 

stereotypical portrayal of women. Current research, however, documents some 

serious changes: Women in senes on family life are more independent and also 

have a profession, while men are more caring and domesticated (Cantor, 1990). 

Notwithstanding the fact that, demographically speaking, television still lags 

behind in representing real-life family situations, such as divorce, separation, and 

single motherhood Skill and Robinson (1994) concluded that television presents 

a diversity of family models. Their study of family life on television, which 

spanned four decades (i.e., 1950-1990), did not support the contention that 

television promotes any particular family configuration, as opposed to the results 

of other researchers (Douglas, 1996, Moore, 1992). With this in mind, we may 

infer that images of motherhood will tend to be diverse, too. Thus, as long as 

television shows a tapestry of images across series, the viewer is faced with a 

diversity of potential models. Moreover, even when the images contain a 

dominant meaning that cannot be read otherwise, and as such have power to 

shape viewers' understandings, viewers to a certain extent have their own 

autonomy toward television's content and the interpretation of this content. 

An important remaining question is what impact we actually expect these 

images to have on young females' views on motherhood. Because of its focus on 

identification and perception, the present study has no empirical evidence based 

on which this question could be answered. Yet, we may conclude that certain 

mothers do lend themselves as role-models in the view of young females, 

although they differ in their identification choice due to their age and 

educational background. Considering these findings, we may assume that 

television mothers have the potential to influence young females' views on 

motherhood. 

Future studies could address this question, and study the impact of these 

images on views about motherhood as developed by young females and even 

boys. The underlying question, which could guide future research, is the extent 

to which television can, in this respect, be considered as a type of significant 

other - an important and influential other against which viewers "develop, 

maintain, and revise their self-concepts", including self-concepts of motherhood 
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(Newton & Buck, 1985, p. 294). "Cognitions involving significant others are 

more salient and consequendy more likely to influence one's thinking or even 

subsequent behavior" (Reeves, Chaffee, & Tims, 1982, p. 49). That mothers are 

significant others for their daughters (e.g., Boyd, 1989) is shown in a study by Ex 

and Janssens (1998), who found that daughters' images concerning their 

potential motherhood were influenced by the ideas about motherhood their own 

mothers communicated, as well as by the parenting behavior their mothers 

practiced. Some authors assume that television has only minor or no influence 

on one's perceptions when it comes to personal life experiences (e.g., Shapiro & 

Lang, 1991; Shapiro & McDonald, 1992, Van den Bulck, 1996) The question 

future research might address is whether the own mother exceeds the impact of 

images of motherhood as portrayed on television. In other words, can fictional 

images of motherhood survive the battle with the significant own mother? 

Appendix 

The mothers portrayed 

Peggy Bundy (Married mth Children) 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded between November 1992 and March 1993 

Peggy and Al Bundy represent a working-class Amencan family. He's a shoe 

salesman, she's a housewife. They have a daughter of 20 (Kelly) and a son of 19 

(Bud). Kelly wants to become a model, Bud's at college. As a mother, Peggy is 

extremely non-conventional: she dresses up in tight leggings and high heels, and 

has a bouffant hairdo. She is uncommitted to her mother role in the sense of 

taking care of household affairs or child rearing, and accepts that as her way of 

being. She doesn't seem to feel any responsibility at all in this respect. She is one 

among the children, a playmate and equal of her children with whom she wants 

to have fun. As a person, Peggy is warm-hearted, open, direct, and humorous. 

She accepts the way she is, and in that sense, she's honest and genuine. She's 

selfish but enjoys it, and has no ambition other than to spend money and have 

sex with Al, this she frankly admits. 
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Claire Huxtabie (The Cosby ShowJ 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded between November 1992 and March 1993 

Claire and Cliff Huxtabie represent a black, middle-class American family. They 

live in New York. She's a working lawyer, he's a gynaecologist. They have five 

children: Sondra, Denise, Theo, Vanessa, and Rudy. Sondra is married to Elvin 

and they have twins. Denise has a stepdaughter (Olivia), who is often taken care 

of by grandparents Claire and Cliff. Vanessa is engaged to Dabnis. Claire 

represents the intelligent, good-looking, self-conscious, mature mother. She is 

rather idealistic, and somewhat unrealistic. She has a natural authority over the 

children, is their adviser, and flavors her child rearing with qualifications and 

humor. In her mother role, she is sensible and supported by her husband (Cliff), 

who is very much involved with the child rearing, and with whom she has a very 

good relationship. 

Stephany Forrestor (The bold and The Beautiful) 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded between December 1992 and January 1993 

Stephany and Eric Forrestor have three kids: Ridge (32), Thorne (30), and 

Kristen (28). They represent a prosperous American business family. Eric 

Forrestor is the President Director of the family's flourishing clothing company, 

where both sons work. Their daughter Kristen is a professional model and a 

clothing designer. Stephany represents the traditional role played by the female 

partner in a prosperous, business-oriented family. She is busy with managing the 

formal and relational sides of family life, including its outward appearance, while 

her husband is focused on company and career. She is the woman behind the 

man and the company. She's smart, businesslike, competitive, and manipulative. 

She rather intrudes in the relationships of her children, and is more inclined to 

be cold and calculating than sympathetic and kind. She's always immaculately 

dressed. 

Maggi Seavor (Growing Painsj 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded between December 1992 and March 1993 

Maggi and Jason Seavor (early 40s) represent a middle-class family. He's a 

psychiatrist, she's a journalist, although she doesn't seem to have worked since 

the birth of their fourth child. Mike (20) is their eldest son and a college student; 

Carol (18) is at high school, as is Ben (16). The late arrival (Chrissy) is 4. Maggi 

Seavor is characterized by a sympathetic and kind appearance. Together with her 

partner, who is very involved in the child rearing of the children, she rears her 
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children in an authoritative way. Difficult situations are discussed and children 

are given free rein, up to a certain limit. She is open and direct, and has a sense 

of humor. As a person, she stands midway between independence and 

dependence, which is revealed most strongly in her relationship with her partner. 

Cindy Walsh (Beverly Hills 90210) 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded between November 1992 and February 1993 

The Walsh family lives in the prosperous neighborhood Beverly Hills 90210. 

Cindy and her husband represent the prosperous middle-class. They have twins, 

Brandon and Brenda (mid-teens). Mr. Walsh is an accountant, and Cindy doesn't 

work. Cindy is a rather traditional mother in as much as she is committed to the 

family, and not to work outside the home. Yet, she shares the child rearing and 

some of the other household tasks with her partner, and is open-minded in her 

ideas. As partners they discuss family problems, and often take joint action 

toward the children. Cindy appears to be serious, intelligent, self-conscious and 

well considered; she can be humorous, too. Apart from her own children, she 

functions as a confidant for their friends. Her child-rearing style is authoritative. 

Problems are communicated and the children are given free rein, up to a certain 

limit. 

Koseanne Connor (Roseanne,) 

The sample used comprised eight episodes recorded in 1991 

The Connor family represents the working class. Dan is a construction worker; 

Roseanne doesn't work regularly, but sometimes helps out at a cafe. They have 

three children: two girls (Becky, 16, and Darlene, 14), and an 8-year-old son, DJ. 

Roseanne and Dan accept their status a lower-class family. Roseanne is 

independent, quite dominant, and nontraditional in her mother role. She shares a 

lot of the child rearing with Dan, with whom she has a good relationship. Both 

partners are each other's equal in weight (they are quite fat). Roseanne is honest, 

strong, real, and down-to-earth. She screams or yells at the children if she thinks 

it is necessary, but she is also child-centered and warm-hearted. She overtly 

expresses that being a mother can be a hard job. Her child-rearing style is quite 

authoritarian, characterized by much control and less responsiveness. She is 

direct in her communication, and tends to use irony and humor to put things 

into perspective. 

I l l 
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Young females, images of 
motherhood in relation to 

television viewing 
Study Four 

Summary 

This study explored the relations between television viewing and young females' images of 

motherhood. The participants were 165 Dutch adolescents (age 15-17) and young women (age 

20-22) with vanous educational backgrounds. None was a mother. We examined the young 

females' self-image and ideal image of motherhood, and explored the extent to which 

television viewing and viewing motives were related to these images. It was not the total 

amount of television exposure, but the exposure to certain sitcoms and soaps that appeared to 

be related to girls' and young women's images of their future motherhood. Sitcoms and soaps 

that portrayed mothers with a more traditional orientation were associated with young 

females' anticipation of a traditional motherhood image. Motives for television viewing, 

indicating a ritualized viewing style, were also related to a traditional view of motherhood.8 

8 Ex, CT.G.M., Janssens, J.M.A.M., & KorziLus, H.P.L.M. (2000). Youngfemales' images of motherhood in 
relation to television vieanng. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Young females' images of motherhood in relation to television 
viewing 

Dutch young females spend approximately two hours per day watching 

television. Drama and amusement programs, including soaps and sitcoms, are 

popular among young viewers (Vergeer, Rutten, & Scheepers, 1996). Because of 

its size and location, the Netherlands has a tradition of receiving programs from 

America and various European countries (Liebes & Livingstone, 1998). A 

substantial amount of Amencan drama is broadcast on Dutch television. Recent 

changes in the Dutch media landscape (i e., an increase in the number of 

channels and broadcasting time) mean that it is now more similar to the 

American media landscape (Vergeer, Rutten, & Scheepers, 1996). 

The recurrent evidence that television is an important source of information 

about family and gender roles, and that it may shape young females' expectations 

of these roles (Honeycutt, Wellman, & Larson, 1997, Larson, 1996, Perse, Pavitt, 

& Burggraf, 1990; Signorielli, 1990, 1991, 1992), prompted this investigation into 

television viewing and its relation to young Dutch female's images of their own 

future motherhood. Three aspects of television viewing were investigated: the 

total amount of viewing, the viewing of sitcoms and soaps, and the motives for 

viewing. 

The effect of television viewing on the individual is the subject of continuing 

debates in communication research (Arnett, Larson, & Offer, 1995; Shrum, 

1995). Studies that exemplify television's influence on viewers' perceptions of 

social reality are usually rooted in cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & 

Signorielli, 1994). In short, this theory relates the amount of television viewing 

and television's content to viewers' conceptions of social reality. It is argued that 

heavy viewers of television will come to believe that the real world is like the 

television world (Larson, 1996): their views will reflect television's most 

common messages. 

Most research has concluded that gender roles are portrayed stereotypically, 

although the extent to which women are presented in stereotypical ways varies 

according to genre (Cantor, 1990; Larson, 1996). A study of pnme-time 

television characters in the period 1970-1998 indicated that on television, 

women consistently receive less recognition than men, although there has been 

some change in the amount and degree of respect paid to women in this 

medium (Signorielli, 1999). Over the past 30 years, more women have been 

presented as being employed outside the home, and the percentage of women 
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cast in more prestigious occupations has increased considerably. Recendy, 

Furnham and Mak (1999) reviewed the television commercials that have 

appeared over the last 25 years. These authors note that: "Although in the 

Western world, sex stereotyping appears to have declined, and women are 

depicted less as dependent and domestic, some of the sex differences seem 

impervious to change" (Furnham & Mak, 1999, p. 431); for instance, males are 

more frequently portrayed as interviewers or professionals, and more often have 

an autonomous role. 

A host of studies have concentrated on television families and analyzed their 

structure and functioning (e.g., Butsch, 1992, Moore, 1992; Skill & Robinson, 

1994). These analyses showed that women are more independent, and that 

mothers are more often seen outside the home. Mothers also have a profession, 

and fathers are more caring and domesticated (Cantor, 1990; Douglas & Olson, 

1996). Studies by Liebes and Livingstone (1992, 1994, 1995) have focused on the 

subject of motherhood as portrayed by British and American soaps. The authors 

revealed qualitative differences between British and Amencan series in the way 

they depict such key issues as "mother", "romance", and "baby". Their initial 

analyses showed that "the Amencan culture prioritizes romance over 

motherhood (and career), and that the British culture prioritizes motherhood 

over romance (and career)" (Liebes & Livingstone, 1994, p. 723). 

A number of studies have shown that heavy viewers reflect television's most 

common messages with regard to the issue of gender roles. A study by 

Signonelli (1991) supports the theory that television viewing is related to high-

school seniors' expression of the likelihood of getting married and having 

children. Although television images present an ambivalent picture of marriage, 

numerous sitcoms present happily married husbands and wives as well as a 

positive view of marriage. The fact that students say that they want to get 

marned and stay married to the same person for life, and to have children, 

coincided with this positive presentation of marriage. Larson (1996) investigated 

the contribution of daytime television soap operas to adolescents' perception of 

the roles and lifestyle of the single mother. She found that soap opera viewing 

sigruficantly accounted for variability in the perceptions of single mothers. 

Viewers were more likely to perceive the circumstances of single mothers in 

their daily life as quite favorable. In the adolescents' view, these mothers had 

good jobs, were relatively well-educated, did not live in poverty, had babies that 

were as healthy as other mothers' babies, and would receive love and attention 

from male friends As Larson (1996) stated: "To the degree that these 
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perceptions contribute to the gender roles socialization of adolescents, we are 

faced with a problematic situation" (p. 109). 

Based on the above-described effects of viewing sitcoms and soaps, we 

included in our research design not only the total amount of television viewing, 

but also the amount of time spent viewing a sample of sitcoms and soaps. This 

is in line with the generally accepted view that exposure to television may 

contribute to viewers' conceptions of social reality (Potter, 1990a; Signorielli, 

1991), but that it may make a difference what type of programs individuals 

watch (Hawkins & Pingree, 1981; Potter, 1990b, 1993; Tapper, 1995). 

Sitcoms are considered an established part of popular culture (Douglas & 

Olson, 1996). As Olsen and Douglas (1997) note: "In particular the domestic 

family situation comedy, or family sitcom, has a rich history of depicting and 

transmitting television families into viewers' homes" (p. 409). Television 

families, as for example in The Cosby Show, provide models for family and 

parental roles. Through repeated exposure to these series, "viewers may 

internalize values and behaviors associated with family characters that they 

identify with" (Honeycutt et αι., 1997, p. 46). Soap operas often focus on such 

subjects as love, duty, family relationships, and intimate relationships. They have 

been found "to supply women viewers with advice to cope with daily problems 

of husbands and children" (Livingstone & Liebes, 1995, p. 155). In the view of 

Liebes and Livingstone (1994), the familial and romantic ties depicted in soap 

operas do not directly reflect daily life, but reproduce acceptable ways of raising 

current, fundamental issues. 

Because these family-centered programs provide the viewer with portrayals of 

motherhood, they may influence young females' perceptions of reality because 

they have the potential to create and reinforce certain social values and 

stereotypes (Sipiora, 1991). The focus of this study was on the relation of 

television viewing to young females' own identities, i.e., their future identities as 

potential mothers. Our first research hypothesis (H/) was that the exposure to 

certain programs, rather than the total amount of television exposure, would be 

related to young females' own images of motherhood. 

In a previous study (Ex & Janssens, 2000a), young females' images of 

motherhood were explored, with the aim of uncovering conceptual dimensions 

by which young females perceive motherhood, and their own motherhood in 

particular. Sixty-four young females were interviewed about real-life mothers and 

female images derived from television. Analysis of the data revealed two separate 

dimensions, i.e., one which reflected a traditional view of motherhood and one 
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which was a more "contemporary" view. The two dimensions were labeled a 

"traditional orientation" and a "self-conscious and relational" orientation, 

respectively. Besides investigating young females' perceptions of how they 

themselves would be as a mother, we investigated their perceptions of an ideal 

mother. Since the literature indicates a discrepancy between an ideal image and 

the self-image (Markus & Wurf 1987; Oosterwegel & Oppenheimer, 1993; 

Schroeder, Blood, & Maluso, 1992), we contrasted the participants' image of 

their own potential motherhood with their ideal image of a mother. 

In our investigation, we explored the two dimensions (i.e., images) of 

motherhood with regard to their relationship to television viewing. The question 

addressed concerned the relationship of television viewing to the adoption of a 

more traditional or a contemporary view of motherhood. In addition to our first 

research hypothesis, we proposed a second one (H2), namely: Watching sitcoms 

and soaps that depict more traditional images of motherhood will be related to 

young females' anticipation of a more traditional motherhood image. 

Besides the amount of viewing, we incorporated viewing motives into our 

study because of the generally accepted assumption that viewers are, to a certain 

degree, active rather than passive receivers of media messages (Levy & Windahl, 

1985; Roscoe, Marshall, & Gleeson, 1995). Here, activity refers to the 

assumption that viewing may be motivated by conscious decisions by the viewer 

when choosing television programs related to his or her needs (Van den Bulck, 

1995). Individual viewers, it is argued, have the ability to actively use media 

presentations to gratify psychological needs (Rubin, 1994). 

According to the uses and gratifications theory, people watch television for 

different motives (Rubin, 1994). A viewer may, for instance, watch television to 

obtain information, to relax, or simply as a habit. From the uses and gratification 

perspective, there are two ways individuals can relate themselves to television, 

i.e., in an instrumental or in a ritualized way (Lin, 1993). The conceptual 

distinction between instrumental and ritualized ways of viewing differentiates 

between television viewing as a consciously chosen problem-solving strategy 

(goal directed), and as a routine (Frissen, 1992). Instrumental refers to viewing 

for reasons of reality exploration or character identification; ritualized viewing 

denotes viewing for reasons of boredom, to pass the time, or as a habit (Rubin, 

1994). Ritualized viewing has been demonstrated to be less active and goal 

directed or habitual (Rubin, 1983, 1984, 1994). In general, it is assumed that 

ritualized and instrumental viewing have different implications for media effects 

(Rubin, 1994). In two studies by Rubin and Perse (1987a, 1987b), instrumental 
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television viewing led to greater cognitive, affective, or behavioral involvement 

with soap operas. As Rubin (1994) concludes: "Instrumental orientations may as 

well produce stronger attitudinal effects because they incorporate greater 

involvement with the message" (Rubin, 1994, p. 428). Generally, ritualized 

viewing is related to greater exposure to and affinity with television (Rubin, 

1994). 

On the basis of these findings, we were interested in whether ritualized and 

instrumental television viewing have any effect on the possible relation between 

watching soaps and sitcoms, and young females' images of motherhood. 

Formulated in terms of research question RQI, we addressed the issue: How are 

ritualized or instrumental viewing motives related to young females' images of 

motherhood5 

The image of motherhood that young females anticipate may depend on their 

age or educational background. Livingstone (1994) found that the viewer's age 

affected his or her response to a television discussion program- older viewers 

were more critical than younger ones. From a developmental point of view, it is 

interesting to examine how young females, as they move through the critical 

phase of adolescence and young adulthood, view motherhood. Besides, media 

are thought to be more important in the lives of adolescents than in the lives of 

children or adults (Arnett et al., 1995). Adolescents increasingly orient 

themselves away from their family toward the surrounding society, and are apt 

to use media content in the service of identity-related issues (Arnett, 1995, 

Arnett et al., 1995). 

Educational background is another sociological factor that may affect views 

about motherhood (Du Bois-Reymond, 1995). Du Bois-Reymond (1995) found 

Dutch girls with a low to middle level of education to be more pragmatic about 

their future work career than girls with a high level of education. More in 

general, ideas about motherhood and mothering practices appear to vary with 

social class (Hays, 1996; Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardiff, 1995; Knijn, 1994; Peters, 

1994, Ribbens, 1994). With respect to these findings, we included different 

groups of young females in our research in order to explore the impact of 

educational attainment and age: 1) Adolescent girls (15-17 years) with a higher 

level of education and adolescent girls with a lower level of education, 2) young 

women (20-22 years) with a higher level of education and young women with a 

lower level of education. Moreover, including different levels of education and 

age has the advantage that it reveals whether a possible relationship between 
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television viewing and images of motherhood is a spunous correlation, in the 

sense that they are both artifacts of the participants' level of education or age. 

To summarize, in this study an attempt was made to gain a better 

understanding of the relation of television viewing to young females' identity 

formation regarding their images of motherhood. The role of the medium was 

explored against the background of the participants' age and educadonal 

background. One clear avenue for examining this was to consider the total 

amount of television consumption as well as the consumption of specific 

programs in addition to viewing motives, instrumental or ritualized. 

In order to contribute to the wider debate concerning the significance of 

television in the lives of young females, we explored the question to what extent 

television viewing plays a role in young females' images of motherhood. Two 

hypotheses and one research question were formulated-

HI: Exposure to certain series rather than the total amount of television 

exposure will be related to young females' images of motherhood 

H2: Exposure to sitcoms and soaps that picture more traditional images of 

motherhood will be related to young females' anticipation of a more traditional 

motherhood image. 

RQ1· How are ritualized and instrumental viewing related to young females' 

images of motherhood? 

Method 

Participants 

For this study, we selected 165 young females from different educational settings 

in Nijmegen and environs. The mothers of the participants also took part: their 

mean age was 45.99 years (SD = 8.04), and 15% were divorced. The 165 young 

females constituted four different groups. These groups were: 1) 51 adolescent 

girls (15-17 years) from a school for lower general secondary education (younger 

females with a lower educational level); 2) 36 adolescent girls (15-17 years) from a high 

school {younger females with a higher educational level); 3) 34 young women (20-22 

years) from lower vocational training (olderfemaks with a lower educational level); and 

4) 45 students (20-22 years) at the University of Nijmegen (older femaks with a 

higher educational level). All participated voluntarily. The participants were Dutch 
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subjects (98%), predominandy white (98%), and mainly came from two-parent 

families (87%). Twenty-five percent of the daughters' mothers had a high level 

of education (higher vocational education courses or university); 42% had a low 

level of education (primary school, lower vocational training, or junior general 

secondary education); and 33% had received senior general secondary education 

or senior secondary vocational education. 

Measurement instruments 

The self-image and ideal image of motherhood 

In order to examine the young females' perception of their own and ideal image 

of motherhood, they were asked to indicate how they expected themselves as a 

mother and an ideal mother to function on 51 characteristics. Responses were 

given on a 7-point scale, ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7). 

These 51 characteristics had been identified in an earlier study by Ex and 

Janssens (2000a), and were used in a questionnaire intended to establish how 

young females rated not only themselves and their ideal image as mothers, but 

also mothers portrayed on television and their own mother. 

A factor analysis with vanmax rotation resulted in two factors (for a detailed 

description, see Ex & Janssens, 2000a). One factor was labeled "traditional 

orientation", the other "self-conscious and relational onentation". Examples of 

items that loaded high on traditional orientation are: "She devotes herself 

entirely to the family"; "She is caring and looks after the family", and "She is 

overconcerned about her children" Items referring to a self-conscious and 

relational onentation include: "She has a view of her own, is independent and 

self-reliant", and "She is open and spontaneous". 

For females' self-image and ideal image of motherhood, mean scores on the 

high loading items ( >. 40) of the factors "traditional orientation" and "self-

conscious and relational onentation" were computed. These scores indicated the 

extent to which the participants expected themselves and their ideal mother to 

be traditional and have a self-conscious and relational onentation. The higher 

the score on each of these scales, the more the person in question was 

characterized by the dimension the factor assessed. Cronbach's alphas for the 

four scales were .72 (self-image) and .79 (ideal image) for the traditional factor, 

and .88 (self-image) and .84 (ideal image) for the self-conscious and relational 

factor 
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Viewing behamor 

First, the total amount of television viewing was assessed (Arts, Hollander, 

Renckstorf, & Verschuren, 1990). The participants were asked to estimate the 

number of hours and minutes they typically view per day. In indicating this, they 

had to choose one of fourteen categories, which ranged from "Less than 15 

minutes" to "More than three hours". In each category, viewing time was 

increased by 15 minutes. 

The second measure focused on the viewing of certain programs. The 

participant's viewing of family-centered television series was assessed. In a pilot 

study, 64 respondents were examined on their viewing of 26 television programs 

that included mothers, and their familiarity with the main female characters. The 

respondents were comparable to the participants in the present study with 

respect to age and educational background. To select the "television mothers", 

we first sampled senes in which mothers acted, and then investigated the 

respondents' acquaintance with these series. To assess viewing behavior, we 

investigated the respondents' viewing frequency and knowledge of the series. 

For each of the 26 television programs, respondents indicated how often they 

watched it, and indicated their familiarity with the relevant female character(s). 

They then specified on a 5-point rating scale the frequency with which they 

viewed a series, and the extent to which they felt able to explain to someone else 

what the relevant female figure was like. The most familiar and frequently 

watched series were selected. Six series were of American origin, and two were 

of Dutch origin: 

The Cosby S hour, Vnenden poor het lieven [Friends for Life, a Dutch sitcom]; 

Koseanne; Married mth Children; Growing Pains; The Bold and the Beautiful; Beverly Hills 

90210; and Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden [Good Times, Bad Times; a Dutch soap]. 

Participants of the present study reported the frequency with which they viewed 

each of the eight selected series on a 5-point rating scale, ranging from never (1) 

to nearly always (5). Factor analysis with vanmax rotation on the eight series 

resulted in two factors. The first accounted for 25.8% of the variance 

(eigenvalue 2.1). The following series and mothers loaded high on this factor: 

Beverly Hills (Cindy Walsh), Fnends for Life (Mrs. Veenstra), Good times, Bad Times 

(Laura Alberts), and The Bold and the Beautiful (Stephany Forrestor). The second 

factor accounted for 14.1% of the variance (eigenvalue 1.1). The following series 

and mothers loaded high on this second factor: Growing Pains (Maggi Seavor), 
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Rûseanne (Roseannne Connors), The Cosby Show (Claire Huxtable), and Married 

with Children (Peggy Bundy). 

For each participant, two factor scores were computed. The higher a score on 

the first factor, the more frequendy the series Beverly Hills, Vrienden voor het heven. 

Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden, and The Bold and the Beautiful were viewed. The higher 

the score on the second factor, the more frequently the series Growing Pains, 

Roseanne, The Cosby Show, and Married with Children were viewed. 

An earlier study by Ex and Janssens (2000b) showed that the group of series 

that loaded on the first factor, generally portrayed a more traditional image of 

motherhood. This indicates a mothers' tendency to devote herself to her family 

and to take charge of child rearing and the household. In its extreme, this 

dimension may also refer to the tendency to be ovcrconcerned, overbearing, and 

emotionally dependent. Young females perceived the mothers in these series 

who loaded on the first factor as being more tradidonal in comparison to the 

mothers who loaded on the second factor. On a 7-point rating scale, they 

generally assigned higher mean scores to these mothers on the traditional 

dimension: Beverly Hills (4.4), Vrienden voor het lieven (5.0), Goede Ti/den, Slechte 

Tijden (4.4), The Bold and the Beautiful (4.0), in comparison to Growing Pains (4.0), 

Roseanne (3.4), The Cosby Show (3.7) and Married with Children (2.7). 

]/iemng motivations 

Viewing motivations were measured by means of a questionnaire consisting of 

20 items (Arts et al, 1990; Frissen, 1992), which were derived from and 

constructed on the basis of central concepts developed in the Uses and 

Gratifications Approach (Greenberg, 1974; McQuail et al, 1972). Respondents 

were asked to indicate their reasons for viewing television. The items used in this 

study covered six different television gratifications: relaxation/entertainment, 

information, comparison, social use, escape, and affinity. 

Relaxation/entertainment refers to watching television as a pleasant way to 

spend time; Information denotes the desire to be well-informed about world 

events; Comparison refers to the use of television as a means to see whether the 

thoughts of others are in line with one's own, to recognize things, and to have 

something to talk about; Sodai use refers to watching television for social reasons 

(i.e., because it is useful in social interaction or to develop a social identity); 

Escape denotes the desire to reduce stress and forget the problems of daily life; 

and Affinity indicates the viewer's general attachment to television in relation to 

other activities. 
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Table 1 Factor Analysis and Mean Scores of the Separate Items Constituting Motives for 

Viewing 

Motives for viewing Factor I Factor 2 Mean Score and 

(Standard Deviation) 

I watch television to better understand 

others who live in different circumstances 

I watch television in order to be well-informed 

about all kind of things 

I watch television in order to compare my views 

with those of others 

I watch television in order to have something 

to talk about with others 

Television shows me how other people 

live 

Television shows me what happens in 

other places, as though I were there 

I watch television in order to form my opinion 

I watch television because I recognize 

things that are also happening in my own life 

Television presents things as they are 

in reality 

I watch television in order to find out 

what's happening in the world 

I watch television because it makes me feel 

less lonely 

Television viewing is one of the most 

important things I do every day 

I wouldn't know what to do if 

there were no television 

I'm sure I could survive without 

television for three months 

I prefer watching television above 

anything else 

I watch television because it's cozy 

I watch television in order to keep myself 

informed about events in my surroundings 

I watch television because it's a 

pleasant activity 

I watch television because it helps me 

to forget the problems of daily life 

I watch television because it's relaxing 

.70 

.62 

.58 

.57 

.55 

.55 

.55 

.55 

.51 

.49 -.41 

.71 

.71 

.70 

.63 

.59 

-.52 

.47 

3 66 

3 90 

2.48 

2.65 

3.50 

3.38 

3.45 

3.23 

3.21 

4 58 

2.30 

2.54 

2.46 

3.55 

3.03 

4.85 

3.74 

5.39 

3.92 

5.45 

158) 

131) 

126) 

143) 

1.36) 

1.31) 

1.47) 

1.46) 

109) 

1.45) 

1.40) 

1.72) 

1.70) 

2 09) 

1.57) 

142) 

1.43) 

1.28) 

1.90) 

1.33) 

12.3 



Responses were given on a 7-point scale, ranging from totally disagree (1) to 

totally agree (7). The items refer to the gratifications that are provided by 

television viewing (e.g., "I watch television in order to relax"), as well as one's 

affinity with television (e.g., "I rather watch television than do something else") 

(Vierkant, 1987). 

Factor analysis with vanmax rotation conducted on these 20 items resulted in 

two factors. These items and their loadings (only those > .40) on the two factors 

are presented in Table 1. Mean scores and standard deviations of each item 

separately are also included. The first factor accounted for 18.6 % of the 

variance (eigenvalue 3.7). Items that loaded high on this factor refer to the 

instrumental use of television, for example, its use in order to compare things or 

to become informed (e.g., "Television shows me how other people live"). The 

second factor accounted for 16.6% of the variance (eigenvalue 3.3). The items 

that loaded high on this factor denote someone's tendency to have a ritualized 

viewing style, for reasons of affinity with the medium and relaxation (e.g., 

"Watching television is one of the most important things 1 do every day"). For 

each participant, two factor scores were computed indicating instrumental and 

ritualized viewing. The higher a score on a factor, the more a particular motive 

sigmficandy expressed the participant's reason for viewing. 

Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Mean scores for total amount of television viewing, viewing certain television 

programs, and young females' self-image and ideal image with respect to the two 

dimensions of motherhood for the total sample are presented in Table 2 (Table 

1 shows the mean scores on the 20 separate motives). As Table 2 indicates, the 

young women foresee themselves as being moderately traditional and having a 

very self-conscious and relational orientation as a mother. For their ideal image, 

they envisage that they will have a somewhat less traditional onentadon and a 

somewhat more self-conscious and relational orientation. 

In general, the participants watch television for approximately two hours a 

day. Of the soaps and sitcoms selected for this study, the young females 

indicated that they watch Beverly Hills 900012 fairly often; Vrienden voor het Teven 

more than regularly; The Bold and the Beautiful and Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden 
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regularly, The Cosby Show, Married with Children, and Roseanne sometimes, and 

Growing Pains less than sometimes 

Table 2 Mean Scores of the Measures Total Amount of Television Viewing Viewing 

Specific Programs and the S elf-image and Ideal Image of Motherhood for the 1 otal Sample 

Self image motherhood 

traditional 

self-conscious and relational 

Ideal image motherhood 

traditional 

self-conscious and relational 

Television memng 

Total amount. 

mean viewing 

Specific programs. 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

freq of view 

ime a day 

The Cosby Show* 

Beverly Hills 90012 

Good Times, Bad Times 

Growing Poms 

fioseonne 

The Bold & the Beautifu 

Marned with Children 

Fnends for Life 

Mean Score and 
Standard Deviation 
for 'Total Sample' 

3 58 

5 72 

3 37 

6 29 

9 05 

2 20 

381 

2 80 

1 94 

2 12 

281 

2 16 

3 24 

(84) 

(65) 

(98) 

(51) 

(3 57)* 

(84) 

(145) 

(163) 

(105) 

(108) 

(168) 

(104) 

(159) 

Range of Scores 

1-7 

1-7 

1-7 

1-7 

1-14 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

1-5 

*note a mean score of 9 means that one watches television for two hours a day 
*note frequency with which The Cosby Show is viewed 

As regards the motives for viewing, Table 1 shows that certain ones are more 

prevalent than others Viewing for reasons of relaxation and entertainment ("I 

watch television because it's a pleasant activity", "I watch television because it's 

cozy or relaxing") and viewing in order to obtain information were the most 

prevalent motives. The least prevalent were those that expressed one's affinity 

with television ("Television is one of the most important things I do every day", 

"I wouldn't know what to do if there were no television") and watching 

television for comparison ("I watch television in order to have something to talk 

about with others", "I watch television in order to compare my views with those 

of others") or escape ("I watch television because it makes me feel less lonely"). 
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Age and educational effects on viewing behavior and motives 

Several ANOVAs were conducted in order to examine whether viewing 

behavior and motives for viewing varied with age and educational level. 

With regard to the total amount of television viewing, a main effect of level 

of education was found (F (1,150) = \2.70,p < .01). Females with a lower level 

of education tend to watch more television. A main effect of age (F (1,150) = 

29.81,/) < .01) and educational level (F (1,150) = 43.77, p < .01) was also found 

with respect to the eight selected series: Younger females and females with a 

lower level of education tend to watch more regularly Goede Tijden, Slechte Tijden, 

Beverly Hills 90012, Vrienden voor het Leven, and The Bold and the Beautiful. A main 

effect of age (F (1,150) = 5.49,/) < .05) was also found for watching the other 

television shows selected for this research, these included Roseanne, Gromng Pains, 

The Cosby Show, and Married with Children. Adolescent girls in the age group 15-17 

watch this second group of shows more often than young women in the age 

group 20-22. In general, the data indicated that the eight selected television 

programs are more often viewed by the younger than by the older participants of 

this study. 

A main effect of age (F (1,145) = 14.94,/) < .01) and level of education (F 

(1,145) = 19.55,/) < .01) was found with regard to ritualized television viewing· 

The younger participants and participants with a lower level of education were 

more likely to watch television for motives indicating a ritualized viewing 

perspective. 

Different kinds of age and educational effects were also found with respect to 

the self-image and the ideal image of motherhood, as exphcated and described in 

an earlier study (Ex & Janssens, 2000a). As was concluded there, the youngest 

group of participants with the lowest level of education expected their self-image 

to be the most traditional. Females with a lower level of education generally 

imagined themselves to be more self-conscious and relationally oriented than 

females with a higher level of education. The oldest group of participants with 

the highest level of education seemed to be the least confident with regard to 

their self-conscious and relational orientation. In comparison to the other 

groups, they regarded themselves as the least self-conscious and relationally 

oriented as future mothers. 

With respect to the young females' ideal image of motherhood, it was found 

that the younger participants and those with a lower level of education were 

more traditional with respect to their ideal image as compared to the other 

groups. The most traditional oudook was represented by the youngest group of 
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girls with the lowest level of éducation, whose ideal image was significandy more 

traditional than that of the other group of participants. Older participants (age 

20-22) generally expected their ideal image to be more self-conscious and 

relation-oriented than the younger participants (age 15-17). The youngest group 

of girls with the lowest level of education again deviated from the other 

participants, in that they attributed the ideal mother a less self-conscious and 

relational orientation than the other groups of participants did. 

Associations of viewing variables and young females' images of 
motherhood 

In order to explore whether relationships existed between viewing behavior and 

young females' images of motherhood, Pearson Correlation Coefficients were 

computed among the two dimensions of motherhood (traditional orientation 

and self-consciousness and relational orientation) and the three viewing variables 

of the study (see Table 3). 

Table 3 Correlations among Measures of Females' Self-image and Ideal Image of Motherhood 

and Total Amount of Television Viewing, Viewing Particular Programs and Motives for 

Viewing. 
Traditional Traditional Self-conscious Self-conscious self-

image ideal image self-image ideal image 

TV viewing 

Total amount . 11 

Particular programs: 

Mothers who are more traditional 24* 

(Good Times, Bad Times, Beverly 

Hills 90012, Friends for Life, 

The Bold and the Beautiful) 

Mothers who are less traditional .08 

(Roseanne, Growing Pains, 

The Cosby Show, 

Married with Children) 

Mot/'ves for viewing 

instrumental .09 

ritualized .27** 

**p< . 0 l , * p < .05 
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.15 -.01 -.05 

.39** .19* -.13 

.10 .01 -.04 

.12 .05 -.02 

.37** .09 -.06 



From Table 3 it appears that, first, the total amount of television exposure is not 

related to young women's self-image or ideal image of motherhood. However, as 

we hypothesized (HI), viewing certain, family-centered programs is related to 

the participants' self-image and ideal image of motherhood. It appears that 

watching soaps and sitcoms that present more traditional mothers is related 

more strongly to a traditional than to a contemporary view of motherhood. This 

also holds for young females' self-image of motherhood and for their ideal 

image. 

Second, the two distinguished viewing perspectives (i.e., ritualized and 

instrumental) are related to the participant's self-image and ideal image of 

motherhood in different ways. As it appears, anticipating a traditional self-image 

and ideal image of motherhood is positively related to ritualized television 

viewing (see Table 3). Moreover, the data reveal that this relationship holds after 

controlling for educational level (respectively r — .25, p < .01 for self-image, r — 

.28,p < .01 for ideal image), and age (r = .26, ρ < .05 for self-image, r = 33, ρ < 

.01 for ideal image). This implies that irrespective of the participants' level of 

education and age, there is a relationship between television viewing and the 

participants' image of motherhood. Instrumental viewing is not related to a 

traditional view of motherhood, nor to a self-conscious and relational view A 

traditional view of motherhood is positively related to watching television 

programs that present more traditional images of motherhood. This relationship 

also holds after controlling for educational level (respectively r= .2\,p < .01 for 

self-image; r = .27, p < .01 for ideal image) and age (respectively r= .28, p < .01 

for self-image, r— .32,p < .01 for ideal image). 

We questioned (RQ1) how ritualized and instrumental viewing were related 

to young females' images of motherhood, and found out that the former is 

related to the adoption of a traditional motherhood image. A clarification of this 

result can be found in the data showing that ritualized viewing is positively and 

strongly correlated (r = .61, p < .01) to watching sitcoms and soaps that depict 

mothers who have a more traditional orientation (not represented in Table 3). It 

also appears that ritualized viewing is related to the amount of time spent 

watching television each day (r = A2,p < .01). The more young females watch 

television for ritualized reasons, the more hours a day television is watched 

Moreover, we also found a high correlation between total amount of viewing 

television and the watching of sitcoms and soaps that depict motherhood in a 

more traditional way. Based on these correlations, we conclude that ritualistic 

viewing is embedded in a pattern of a larger amount of television viewing in 
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general, and a larger amount of watching sitcoms and soaps that depict mothers 

who have a more traditional orientation. 

Discussion 

The research question to what extent television viewing is related to young 

females' images of motherhood was addressed in this study. We explored 

whether young females' tendency to regard motherhood in terms of a more 

contemporary female image or a more traditional orientation was related to 

television viewing. 

The data showed that the total amount of television viewing as expressed by 

the number of hours of viewing per day is not related to young females' self-

image or ideal image of motherhood. This confirms our first hypothesis. Since 

television families explicidy provide the viewer with portrayals of motherhood, 

we assumed that these series, rather than the total amount of viewing, would be 

related to young females' images. As demonstrated, a traditional view of 

motherhood is related to watching a mixed sample of family-centered television 

programs on Dutch television. In general, this is in line with the suggestion that 

for studying television effects, the 'amount of viewing may not be a valid and 

sufficient indicator' (Biltereyst, 1995, p. 255); what is important is the kind of 

consumption. The finding that a traditional image of motherhood is associated 

with watching certain television series confirms this suggestion, and provides 

evidence that different kinds of television programming present different kinds 

of messages (Potter, 1990b). When we considered the genre of these series, we 

found that fictional programs broadcast as sitcoms or soaps may contribute to 

young females' views of their future motherhood. Both genres are seen as an 

established part of popular culture, and are presumed to offer implicit lessons 

about family life. 

A closer look at these series revealed that especially those in which the 

fictional mothers were perceived to represent more traditional images of 

motherhood, contributed to the young females' traditional orientation. We 

found that the consumption of a larger amount of soaps and sitcoms that depict 

more traditional models of motherhood is related to a more traditional view of 

motherhood. 

Other processes may play a role in the effect these senes have on viewers. In 

general, one assumes ritualized and instrumental viewing to have different 
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implications for media effects (Reeves, Chaffee, & Tims, 1982; Rubin, 1994), 

although the role of a less or more active viewer (ritualized versus instrumental) 

turns out to have ambiguous consequences. Ritualized viewing or viewing out of 

habit, for example, has been shown to be associated with cultivation effects 

(Carveth & Alexander 1985). Yet, these findings were not supported in a study 

by Perse (1986), who found limited cultivation effects to be related to soap 

opera viewing for instrumental reasons. 

Ritualized viewing, which implies a less active attitude (Rubin, 1994) in the 

consumption of television's content, appeared in this study to be related to a 

traditional view of motherhood. We differentiated between ritualized or less 

goal-directed motives of television viewing, and instrumental or more active 

motives for viewing In this study, we found that younger participants and 

participants with a lower level of education watch television mainly for less goal-

directed or ritualized viewing motives, encompassing relaxation and 

entertainment, and affinity with the medium television. In a study by Rubin 

(1979), age was also found to be a significant correlate of viewing motives 

among children and adolescents In the same study, habitual viewing was linked 

positively to watching comedy programs, a finding that recurred in our research 

as well. In line with the findings of Rubin (1994), ritualized viewing was related 

to watching more hours of television a day. Ritualized viewing also appeared to 

be positively related to the consumption of television sitcoms and soaps that 

portray mothers who have a more traditional orientation. The assumption that 

using television for instrumental or ritualized purposes has implications for 

media effects and produces différent outcomes (Rubin, 1994) seems to be 

supported by this study, although causal inferences cannot be drawn. Ritualized 

viewing is associated with a traditional view of motherhood, yet it cannot be 

inferred that ritualized viewing induces a traditional view of motherhood. It 

might be that those who tend to have a ritualized viewing style, already harbor a 

more traditional motherhood image. This fact is interesting in its reference to 

the phenomenon that viewers may actively select those programs that 

correspond to their individual images of social reality (Frissen, 1992). Since 

ritualized viewers usually watch more hours a day and more senes that provide 

traditional models, watching these shows might reinforce existing beliefs. 

Moreover, ritualized viewing, as demonstrated by the data, is more associated 

with younger participants and participants with a lower level of education who, 

as it appears, adhere to a more traditional view of motherhood. 
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In general, this study indicates that it is important to consider different 

reasons for watching soaps and situations comedies. Why people use television 

is important for understanding the results of that use, which supports, as Perse 

(1994) notes, "a prime assumption of uses and gratifications" (p. 509). 
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Discussion and 
conclusions 

In this study we examined motherhood in the light of past and present views, 

and young females' future aspirations. In this examination, we adopted the 

perspective of social constructivism to emphasize that the socially accepted ideas 

and practices relating to mothering come into being within the context of 

everyday life. 

We considered adolescent girls' and young women's images of motherhood 

within the context of their intimate and wider social-cultural experiences. In so 

doing, we focused on motherhood from a twofold perspective. On the one 

hand, motherhood as seen from the perspective of real life daughters. On the 

other hand, motherhood as it is represented by fictional mothers on television. 

We addressed the issue of how these potential socializing sources are related to 

daughters' images of motherhood Aspects as young females' age and level of 

education were taken into account. 

As girls' and young women's views in this study indicate, motherhood is a 

complex and multi-faceted topic. Motherhood is at the center of what Smtow 

(1992) considered to be the key conflict within feminist thought On the one 

hand, there is the need to claim the distinct identity of women and celebrate 

female values and motherhood. On the other hand, there is the desire to resist 

and transcend the restrictions and oppressiveness of those identities in a male 

dominated society. Girls' and young women's images of motherhood reflect this 

contentious nature of motherhood and this broader feminist issue (Hays, 1996). 
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Images of motherhood 

Young females' images of motherhood are centered around two perspectives 

which largely determine their orientation with respect to future motherhood, 

their values, and the difficulties they can expect to encounter (Wenger, 1998). 

These perspectives concern the extent to which a mother displays traditional 

behavior and is traditionally oriented, as well as the extent to which a mother is 

self-conscious and relationally oriented. The traditional dimension referred to a 

mother's tendency to devote herself to the family, to take charge of child rearing 

and household. This dimension, in its extreme, may also refer to a tendency to 

be over-concerned, overbearing and emotionally dependent. The self-consdous and 

relational dimension refers to the mother's considerate attitude toward others, to 

the ability to relate to others, and effectively manage social affairs in a 

thoughtful, mature and self-reliant way. Contemporary adolescent girls and 

young women view these two dimensions and the associated characteristics as 

important elements of motherhood. In their accounts, they emphasize the 

mother's relational and caring abilities and features relating to the mother's 

autonomy. 

With regard to their self-image, they generally expect to be self-conscious and 

relationally oriented, although still moderately traditional. In their ideal images 

they entertain more demanding expectations. Ideal mothers are viewed as less 

traditional than young females' themselves, and more self-conscious and 

relationally oriented. Thus, for the group as a whole, a discrepancy is observed 

between young females' self-image and ideal image. When we consider various 

sub-groups of young females, the picture slighdy changes and more details 

emerge. 

Age and educational attainment 

The qualitative analysis of Study One revealed that, in comparison to the girls and 

young women with a higher level of education, those with a lower level of 

education distinguished women mainly with respect to their child-centeredness 

and their own personal care and appearance. The young females with a higher 

level of education more frequendy mentioned distinctive features such as a 

woman's overall commitment to her family, her autonomy and self-conscious 

attitude. 
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In addition, the group of adolescent girls (age 15-17) more frequently 

distinguished women with respect to their attitude toward their children. The 

group of young women (20-22) mentioned as distinctive features a women's 

overall commitment to the family, in combination with an autonomous attitude 

The quantitative analysis of the second part of Study One added some striking 

results to these findings. 

It appeared that with respect to their own motherhood, both younger females 

with a lower educational level and older females with a higher educational level 

imagined themselves to be relatively more traditional as mothers than the other 

groups of participants. At first sight, this is unexpected as the literature suggests 

that females with a lower educational level generally are more traditional in their 

views than those with a higher educational level (Du Bois-Reymond, 1995; 

Meyers, 1990). 

Relating these findings to young females' ideal image, we find yet another 

nuance. In general, the females with a higher educational level expect the ideal 

mother to be more self-conscious and relationally oriented, and less traditional, 

compared to those with a lower educational level. The higher educated strongly 

adhere to a self-conscious and relationally oriented ideal image of motherhood. 

However, with regard to their self-image, the females with a lower educational 

level expect to be more self-conscious and relationally oriented in comparison to 

those with a higher educational level. Taken together these findings suggest that 

the females with a higher educational level are more conservative in their 

integration of this more present-day image within the framework of their own 

motherhood. Although they seem to be well aware of their ideals, they may 

realize that their ideals with respect to motherhood are hard to realize in 

practice. 

So this study shows that higher educated females and within this group of 

females, the older females, show the greatest discrepancy between their ideal 

image and self-image of motherhood. What does this disparity between one's 

self-image and ideal image mean? 

From a developmental point of view it may refer to increasing cognitive 

differentiation. Individuals at a higher developmental level, as assessed by age, 

seem to make finer distinctions between both images than individuals at a lower 

developmental level (Harter, 1998). Their increasing cognitive differentiation 

should increase the probability of a greater disparity between their real and ideal 

image. An alternative hypothesis may be found in the symbolic interactionist 

perspective in which one views developmental increases in role-taking ability as 
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critical. From this perspective, "taking the role of others toward the self may 

lead one to construct more realistic (less positive) views of the self and/or to 

internalize increasingly higher standards of behavior" (Harter, 1998, p. 575). 

Following this line of thought, both a higher disparity between one's self-image 

and ideal image and a more positive ideal image would be associated with greater 

role taking. 

Finally, one could speculate about the emotional consequences of the 

disparity at stake. A Dutch study addressing differences between working 

mothers regarding their well-being showed that mothers who experienced the 

combination of motherhood and work as difficult and hard, was the group with 

the highest educational level One of the reasons for this was that these mothers 

aspired to a high degree of perfection, both as a mother and in their professional 

life (Groenendi)k, 1998). We might assume that they struggled more in meeting 

their own ideal standards. 

In short, we have seen that young females attach importance to two aspects 

of motherhood. Lach aspect reflects a distinct dimensional perspective on 

motherhood and incorporates a traditional and a more contemporary outlook. In 

addition, the older females with a higher educational level display the greatest 

discrepancy between their ideal image and their self-image. 

The historical construction of motherhood 

In anticipating future motherhood, contemporary girls and young women are 

well aware of their interests beyond the responsibilities relating to family life. At 

the same time, however, they strongly adhere to a self-conception of 

motherhood that emphasizes the importance of relational and interpersonal 

engagement. How should we interpret this two-dimensional perspective on 

motherhood in the light of the images and views that dominate present-day 

Western societies? 

Young females' views reflect an awareness of contrasting cultural images 

about motherhood as they exist in their "minds" and in society itself. Their 

views reflect both the icon of the traditional mother dedicated to her family and 

the icon of the successful supermom, who effortlessly manages both homekfe and 

career. Girls' and young women's views also reflect Woodward's (1997) 

independent mother image as it has entered popular culture. This is the image of a 
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working as well as a caring mother, who above all is an individual in her own 

right. 

According to Hays (1996), contemporary Western societies are characten7ed 

by two coexisting ideologies concerning motherhood. An instrumental rational 

ideology based "on the pursuit of individual gain embedded in a compentive 

market system, and an ideology fostering the empathie pursuit of nurturing 

personal relations within a system of mutual obligations and commitment" 

(Hays, 1996, p. 16). These ideologies highlight the tensions that have developed 

between "the demands of work and the demands of family, between the 

historically constructed images of warm, nurturing mothers on the one side, and 

cold competitive career women on the other, between the call for a revival of 

'family values' and the call for greater workplace efficiency" (Hays, 1996, ρ 16). 

The juxtaposition of these two ideologies highlights both the paradoxical nature 

of contemporary views about child rearing and motherhood, and a set of 

tensions that operates in society as a whole: the tensions that exist between 

connectedness and separation, subjectivity and objectivity, private and public, 

expressive and instrumental skills (West, 1996). 

We interpret girls' and young women's views about their own mothering 

practices as a reflection of both ideologies. Living in a post-industrial society, 

they desire a life of their own including the option to work. Yet, in their 

aspirations concerning motherhood, they are child-centered, i.e., responsive and 

sensitive. The child-centered mother is considered by Hays (1996) to be the 

current cultural model of motherhood in the West. This model dominates the 

current practice of child rearing, and it is this model that (working) mothers have 

to combine with the demands of work or a career (Hays, 1996). 

The two-dimensional perspective on motherhood can also be seen in the 

light of images of the past. The idea that the infant is an innocent and "sacred" 

being, as advanced toward the end of the eighteenth century, is still present in 

the contemporary attitude toward infants (McMahon, 1995). In a urne that 

modernization created the conditions for interpersonal expression of emotions, 

spontaneous parental love and appropriate child rearing could emerge. Empathie 

child rearing emerged as a growing number of experts on child development 

prescribed the conditions for the proper treatment of the child (Hays, 1996). 

The advocated permissive child-rearing approach to which Freud 's theory 

contributed and which was later propagated by Spock, is still recognizable in 

today's ideal of authoritative, child-centered parenting. Even the employment of 

a wet nurse according to Hrdy (2000) can be compared to modern mothers' 
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struggle and compromise to find affordable child care. Although the quality of 

child care today evidently exceeds the often harmful and perilous circumstances 

in which a wet nurse cared for children. In Hrdy's view, throughout history 

mothers have tried to balance their attention for the child to their individual 

situation and social context. 

Interpersonal engagement 

In their expressed views, girls and young women value relational and 

interpersonal skills. Can this emphasis on these skills be interpreted in light of 

the theoretical perspectives as outlined in the introduction? It seems that 

Chodorow's theory provides the most compelling and influential perspective. 

The gendered self, understood as females' tendency to define their self-

conceptions (of motherhood) in terms of interpersonal commitment, point to 

the gendered nature of women's and men's self-conceptions (Chodorow, 1978). 

Chodorow posited that female identities are structured by themes of 

identification, connectedness, and relatedness, whereas male identities are 

structured by themes of differentiation, separation and autonomy. This idea is 

consistent with the young females' emphasis on an other-directed outlook in 

defining their self-conceptions about motherhood. At the same time, however, 

we should emphasize that they do consider the mother's autonomy as important. 

Empirical evidence supports the hypothesized predisposition among women 

toward a perspective emphasizing interpersonal relationships, affiliation and 

attachment. Men, in contrast, are predisposed toward a more "self-focused and 

autonomy-driven orientation" (Thompson, 1996, p. 402). Ehrensaft (1995) 

found both these perspectives separately represented in mothers and fathers 

who shared equally in the upbringing of the children. Although fathers, as well 

as mothers, managed the daily tasks of child rearing, nurturing and maintaining 

emotional bonds with their children, gender-related differences were observed. 

Differences were observed on the level of practical involvement, like buying 

clothes, keeping track of doctors' appointments, daily activities like gymnastic 

classes, and keeping track of developmental milestones. Mothers expressed 

greater concerns about the emotional well-being of their children, while at work 

or away from the children. In contrast, fathers showed a more "nine-to-five" 

attitude with respect to their parenting involvement (see Ehrensaft, 1995, p. 49). 
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In Ehrensaft's view, men, in their approach to parenting, exhibit a greater 

sense of separateness, whereas women exhibi a greater sense of connectedness 

in relanonship to children. In Erhensaft's words: "men do mothering whereas 

women are mothers" (Ehrensaft, 1995, p. 53). This distinction is also found in 

the general attitude of women and men toward parenthood. Whereas mothers 

were found to have their "internal mothering switch" permanently set to the 

"on" position, fathers more often manifested an "out of sight, out of mind" 

attitude to children (Ehrensaft, 1995, p. 49). Similar findings were reported by 

McMahon (1995), who interviewed mothers about the meaning of motherhood 

in their lives. In these women's perceptions, mothers differed from fathers in 

their thinking and feeling as parents. Since fathers did not have the day-to-day 

practical responsibility for the children, they were not considered to feel ultimate 

responsibility. 

This does not necessarily imply that women are innately better equipped for 

caring. Men can (and do) engage in child care and do perform household work. 

However, it does point to women's and men's distinct social, cultural and 

historical heritage. These different backgrounds may lead women to experience 

their parenthood differendy than fathers do. These orientations may also result 

in fathers not experiencing the "double load" and the degree of pressure, 

experienced by women (Bnnkgreve, 1992; Duindam & Sprui]t, 1998). 

It is interesting to note that according to the sociobiologist Hrdy (2000), 

evidence points to an innate tendency of mothers to respond to signals of their 

infants earher than fathers. This original, relative, small difference in behavior 

between women and men, however, cannot clarify, in Hrdy's view, the major 

differences in caring behavior observed in the current practices of mothers and 

fathers. A small difference, as she says, may grow to a significant difference, 

when it is consistendy reinforced in the practices that follow. Experiencing 

oneself and self-other relationships in gender-dependent ways may arise from, 

and be the product of, the social circumstances and relationships that have 

dominated parenting of men and women in the past. Past and present cultural 

and social circumstances instil in women feehngs of ultimate responsibility for 

children (McMahon, 1995). This feeling of responsibility has a socializing effect 

on women's parental role in the sense that it, in McMahon's (1995) view, 

becomes constitutive of self; it transforms women by engendering motherhood. 
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The own mother 

This study has demonstrated the significance of the own mother in the way 

daughters construe images of motherhood. In Study One, it was shown that girls' 

and young women's images of motherhood were related to their images of their 

own mothers. We have seen in Study Two that mothers are also important for 

daughters' development of their gender role attitudes - their ideas about 

motherhood and women's roles in general. Mothers apparently instil ideas in 

their daughters which reflect their own value system concerning the role of 

women (Cramer, 1996). Young females' lives are embedded in the micro-

cultures of their own families, which are dominated by the specific values and 

practices of their mothers (Furstenburg, 1998). Daughters come to share their 

mothers' attitude, both through the ideas on gender roles that a mother 

communicates and by the mother's parenting behavior. A conformist child-

rearing climate results in the daughter adopting more traditional gender role 

attitudes. An authoritative child-rearing style, in contrast, tends to instil in 

daughters less traditional gender role attitudes. 

We have also seen that the mother's ideas about motherhood and her rearing 

practices varied with her employment status and her educational background. 

Mothers with a higher educational level had less traditional gender role attitudes. 

Working mothers, in contrast to nonworking mothers, have a less conformist 

child-rearing style. Having a working or nonworking mother may also influence 

daughters' views of gender roles. In the literature, maternal employment is 

associated with more egalitarian gender ideologies, in particular among 

daughters. There is also some evidence that the child-rearing practices of 

working mothers may differ from those of nonworking mothers (Parke & Buriel, 

1998). These findings are confirmed by the results of the present study: Working 

mothers have a less conformist style of rearing. Their daughters displayed less 

traditional attitudes. The importance of egalitarian gender ideologies for females 

is demonstrated by studies by Greenstein (1996) and Elliott (1996). In 

Greenstein's study, husbands' contribution to domestic labor was found to be 

related to women's egalitarian gender ideology, although traditional men, even 

when married to relatively egalitarian women, did relatively litde domestic labor. 

Elliot found less traditional attitudes to be related to a greater self-esteem among 

women, regardless of whether they adhered to traditional family roles or not. 

In addition to the influence of the mother's gender role attitudes on her 

child-rearing style, the mother's gender role attitudes and her authoritative child-
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rearing style also influenced daughters' attitudes direcdy. On the basis of the 

present study, we cannot draw definite conclusions or identify strong causal 

mechanisms concerning the processes at play. However in the introductory' 

chapter different theories were discussed that addressed mechanisms accounting 

for the processes of transmission between mothers and daughters. With regard 

to these theories and the processes at stake, the results concerning daughters' 

gender role attitudes point to an explanation in terms of internalization of 

values. As explained in the introduction, internalization may occur through the 

unconscious identification with the mother from an intrapsychic need (Freud), 

possibly in combination with the primary availability of the mother (Chodorow), 

or through identification induced by social interaction with significant others, 

i.e., the own mother (Symbolic Interactionism). According to the present study, 

daughters are influenced in their gender role attitudes, either by the mother's 

ideas regarding motherhood or by her child-rearing behavior. From the Freudian 

perspective, identification is viewed as "the assimilation of one ego to another 

one as a result of which the first ego behaves like the second in certain respects, 

imitates it and in a sense takes it up into itself' (Lawrence & Valsiner, 1993, ρ 

153) Identification in this sense, according to Lawrence and Valsiner (1993), is 

an important form of attachment involving a transformational process. Within 

the early social learning perspective, however, internalization was thought to be a 

simple transmission or carry-over process, where parental standards, through 

reactions of reinforcement, were internalized. In the social-cognitive view, 

however, which was developed later, the child's cognitive structures were 

considered to restructure information of the outside world, attributing the child 

an active or reconstructive role in the internalization process (Lawrence & 

Valsiner, 1993). 

Although the young females in the present study seem to internalize the 

mothers' values concerning motherhood, these values are not adopted 

indiscriminately. They reconstruct the mother role from a more modern view. 

Daughters expect to be less traditional than their own mothers and to be more 

relaüonally oriented and self-conscious. Thus, although significant others may 

structure the child's environment and provide frames of reference, young 

females themselves build a unique mental construction of this reality. This 

construction involves the transformation of parental verbal messages and 

behaviors into internal thoughts and feelings. This comes close to a conception 

of internalization as adhered to by the symbolic interactiomsts. Symbolic 

interactionism, of course, is a social constructivist theory. Particular to this 
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theory is the view that internalization takes place in exchange with significant 

others by internalizing their perspectives in a process of interaction and 

negotiation While significant others are considered influential, an individual is 

thought to contribute to the social construction of his or her own world 

(Musolf, 1996). 

Television viewing 

Television has become a common source of socialization (Gerbner et. al., 1994). 

Families as portrayed on television, though mainly fictional, display family 

interactions and may be viewed as indicative of changing societal attitudes about 

gender roles within the family. As Olsen and Douglas (1997) note, "In particular 

the domestic family situation comedy, or family sitcom, has a neh history of 

depicting and transmitting television families into viewers' homes" (p. 409). For 

example, in the situation comedy Roseanne, the emotional well-being of the family 

is women's work since unpleasant family interactions are avoided by the father 

(Olsen & Douglas, 1997). 

Soap operas often focus on subjects such as love, duty, family and intimate 

relationships. They have been found "to supply women viewers with advice to 

cope with daily problems of husbands and children" (Livingstone & Liebes, 

1995, p. 155). The plots are beheved to contain implicit lessons about family life 

and gender roles as much as family sitcoms do (e.g., Greenberg, Hines, Buerkel-

Rothfuss, & Atkin, 1980). Hence, in the view of Liebes and Livingstone (1994), 

the familial and romantic ties depicted in soap operas do not direcdy reflect daily 

life, but reproduce acceptable ways of raising current, fundamental issues. 

From a social learning perspective, viewers may learn by viewing scenarios 

that carry the potential for modeling. Such scenarios are potential sources of 

modelling and may be conceived as informational sources, which provide 

messages on which the viewer may draw to build images about social reality 

(Van den Bulck, 1996). It has been shown that exposure to situation comedies 

and soaps may shape children's and adolescents' expectations about family and 

gender roles. 

What did the present study reveal with regard to the impact of these 

programs on conceptions of motherhood5 First of all, we infer from Study Three 

that mothers portrayed in television senes are potential identification models for 

female viewers, and that viewers themselves, depending on their age and level of 
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education, perceive and identify with these images in distinct ways. As this study 

further showed, a mother's self-conscious and relational orientation contributed 

more strongly to young females' potential identification with her than a mother's 

traditional orientation. In their considerations whether or not to identify with a 

mother, young females apparendy attach greater value to general personality 

characteristics than to charactenstics usually associated with motherhood In 

Study Four, a relationship was found between a traditional image of motherhood 

and the frequency with which soaps and situation comedies were viewed. In 

general, the results revealed that especially the series in which mothers were 

represented in a traditional way contributed to a traditional image. This study 

thus supports the idea, expressed in the introduction, that television may have an 

influence on social reality formation. Yet, we cannot conclude that viewing these 

particular series will automatically result in a more traditional outlook on 

motherhood. The present study does not allow for such strong causal inferences. 

We may, however, conclude that watching more traditional images of 

motherhood, as portrayed in particular soaps and situation comedies, is related 

to a traditional view on motherhood. Viewing these soaps and sitcoms may 

strengthen the view of those young females who already were inclined to value a 

traditional image of motherhood. These series thus may encourage or validate 

attitudes that support a particular view about motherhood. 

It has to be noted that the present study, which is based on a limited number 

of television programs, may underestimate the role of television viewing and its 

impact on images of motherhood. The relationship we found between viewing 

traditional television images and the adoption of a traditional view on 

motherhood might even be stronger when other images of motherhood or 

women would be taken into consideration For example, we might think of the 

role of images that appear in television commercials. Furnham and Mak (1999) 

recendy reviewed television commercials over a period of 25 years. These 

authors note that, "although in the Western world sex stereotyping appears to 

have declined, and women are depicted less as dependent and domestic, some of 

the sex differences seem impervious to change" (Furnham & Mak, 1999, p. 431). 

For instance, the fact that males are more frequendy portrayed as interviewers or 

professionals, or the finding that men are more often depicted in autonomous 

roles. A study of Kaufman (1999) adds to this that the expansion of fathers' 

roles in commercials do not withstand the fact that "the image of men in most 

commercials is not one of an involved husband and father" (p. 456). 
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Seen in a wider perspective, the present results also shed light on the debate 

about audience autonomy in relation to television The issue concerns the extent 

to which the individual's social circumstances influence the reception of 

television messages Although television can influence the image building with 

respect to motherhood, this influence may also be dependent on other factors, 

such as the individual's age, educational level, and motives for watching 

television This suggests that the individual viewer has an active role in his or her 

interaction with television This active role involves a complex process of 

negotiation, processing and reconstruction As has been shown, ritualized or less 

goal directed motives for viewing were related to a traditional view on 

motherhood, whereas instrumental viewing motives were not Young females 

who were more traditional in their views about motherhood, on an average 

watched more hours of television daily, and did so mainly for ritualized reasons 

Furthermore, they watched more soaps and situation comedies featuring 

traditionally oriented mothers 

Current and future mothers as managers of contradiction 

Today's adolescent girls and young women have developed a "double 

perspective" on their future lives Traditional biographical narratives 

emphasizing a single objective have been replaced by those emphasizing choice 

(Du Bois-Reymond, 1995, ρ 88) However, viewing young females' biographical 

narratives merely as a matter of choice is too simplistic This view would ignore 

the juxtaposition of choice and pressure to act in a particular manner in social 

life (McLaren, 1996, Klaassen, 1993) 

Due to the process of modernization, current society requires autonomous 

individuals who are prepared to activel) choose, plan and organize their lives 

(Klaassen, 1993) Educational and occupational reforms encourage girls to aspire 

to careers, policies stimulate women with children to (re-)enter the labour force, 

while the demands for day care provisions by far outweigh the supply The 

requirements of (future) motherhood are ambiguous they both "invite" and 

"force" present day mothers to adopt present motherhood meanings and 

motherhood practices (McLaren, 1996, ρ 280) In this sense, motherhood is a 

complex identity The combination of motherhood and career is viewed more as 

a private problem (which individual women entering motherhood must solve) 

than as a historically rooted and socially constructed phenomenon 
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Managing current requirements of motherhood involves dealing with the 

contradictory and paradoxical nature of the reality of motherhood itself (Delphy, 

1994) It involves dealing with the pressure of cultural expectations of mothering 

and with the cherished societal belief with respect to exclusive maternal 

attention (McLaren, 1996, Editorial, 1990) on the one hand, and with 

expectations of being committed to career and a public life on the other. The 

struggle and challenge for present mothers lies in the difficulty of defining 

themselves through telling personal narratives that do justice to all the aspects of 

a woman's life (Walzer, 1997). 

Current mothers are caught between two realms which involve separate 

demands: the realm of private life ruled by "connectedness, subjectivity and 

communality" and the realm of public life, where "separation, objectivity and 

individuality" dominate (West, 1996, p. 7). The art of motherhood seems to lie 

in the successful integration of these demands. 

Future research and remaining issues 

The present four studies revealed some details of young females' thoughts about 

motherhood, as they relate to images that originate in their family-life, and in the 

wider world as presented on television. The empirical studies each approached 

this subject from a specific perspective. 

Some questions necessarily have remained unsetded. One of the issues that 

emerged in the first two studies (addressing young females' views about 

motherhood and their gender role attitudes) concerns the issue of how young 

females' views, in combination with their gender role attitudes, relate to their 

own future integration of motherhood in their lives. To what extent may we 

expect young females' conceptions or cognitions about the subject to be 

indicative of their later actual practices? Studies on parenting show that parents' 

ideas about gender roles may affect child-reanng practices (Goodnow, 1992; 

Gems, Dekovic, & Janssens, 1997). The relationship between prior conceptions 

and practices of young women actually entering into motherhood remains a 

subject for future research. Several studies, however, have thrown some light on 

this issue. 

DeMeis and Perkins (1996) found that employed women coped with the 

stress of combining motherhood and employment more effectively if they based 

their attitudes on more positive interpretations. This was found to be a more 
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efficient strategy than actually trying to change received behavior. Groenendijk 

(1998) studied the well-being of 74 Dutch working mothers. She found that 

general well-being of working mothers was related to positive mental coping 

strategies like "accepting" and "putting things into perspective". A general 

positive interpretation of the combination of work and motherhood was also 

beneficial. However, a positive attitude was not found to be the only important 

factor. Equally important were flexible working hours, working hours that were 

compatible with caring tasks, and an emotionally and practically committed 

partner. A longitudinal study is required to provide insight into the dynamic 

relations between conceptions or cognitions and practices, and the processes 

that may lead to revisions of cognitions to adjust new situations. 

Related to the first main question is the more fundamental issue of what the 

concept gender role attitudes entails in general. How is this concept defined in 

empirical studies5 In this study we have confined ourselves to an operational 

approach to the concept. We have not therefore considered a more profound 

theoretical analysis of the concept itself. Variations in the definition and use of 

the concept may limit further insights into the relationship between attitudes and 

practices. The conceptualization of gender role attitudes remains an issue for 

future research concerning the relationship between attitudes and practices. 

A third issue that clearly presents itself is the straightforward question about 

the relative influence of television in shaping young females' views of 

motherhood in comparison to the influence of the own mother. The empirical 

studies presented do not provide a clear answer to this question. Moreover, a 

major limitation of these studies was our inability to establish cause and effect 

with regard to the impact of television on girls and young women's images of 

motherhood. 

Finally, we note that fathers' involvement in more domestic roles, including 

their caring role, the history of fatherhood, and the portrayal of fatherhood on 

television are issues that are increasingly coming to the attention of researchers. 

Clearly, the dynamics that exist between (future) mothers' and (future) fathers' 

expectations, their gender role attitudes, and the practical implications of these 

roles in their every day lives will complement and complete the picture that has 

emerged in the present study. 
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Theoretical and practical implications of this study 

As we have seen, girls and young women construct motherhood in terms of a 

contemporary perspective. In reconstructing the traditional image of mothering -

which is characterized in terms of exclusive care - young females put more 

emphasis on a mother's autonomy. At the same time, however, they stress the 

need for a mother to be relationally oriented and to show interpersonal 

engagement. They relate autonomy both to an instrumental and to an expressive 

mode in life, i.e., autonomy for the purpose of individual achievement (e.g., 

work outside the home) and autonomy for the benefit of interpersonal 

engagement (i.e., the ability to manage family affairs and relationships in a self-

reliant way). 

Girls and young women's views on motherhood can be understood from the 

social constructivist perspective. As seen from this perspective, views of 

mothering and mothering practices are constructed in the social context of 

everyday life. Views of mothering are historically produced and connected to the 

culture and organization of the society in which they are found. Young females' 

images of motherhood can be seen as an attempt to reconcile the current 

tensions that exist in society and individuals themselves: the demands of work 

and the demands of family life. This dichotomy reflects two ideologies: a deeply 

held, socially valued image of appropriate motherhood on the one hand, and the 

social valuing of qualities related to a working life on the other. Giddens (1991) 

regards the alignment of public and private responsibilities as a specific 

phenomenon of postmodern societies that is required in order to reconcile 

autonomy with interdependence. 

We have also seen that within the mother-daughter dyad, ideas about 

motherhood are reproduced by the mother's attitudes regarding gender roles and 

by her child-rearing practices. Mothers are important, and the mother's child-

rearing style and attitudes regarding motherhood and womanhood are 

internalized in young females' own gender role attitudes. Yet, although daughters 

adopt the values of their mother, they do not adopt their mother's views entirely. 

Daughters construct their own image of motherhood. 

What do the results imply in practice? Allow me, from this point onward, to 

speculate about some practical implications of the study. In considering girls' 

and young women's accounts of motherhood, we are confronted with the need 

for today's society to create facilities to support future mothers. These facilities 

may include the extension or creation of day-care facilities. The difficulty of 

147 



combining motherhood and work should, however, also be alleviated by taking 

steps within the workplace to reduce the tension between family and work. This 

will require the integration of the employee's private and public responsibilities 

within the workplace itself. Enterprises and organizations that achieve this will 

probably reap the benefits of gaining the allegiance and commitment of their 

workers (Wenger, 1998). A supportive work-family culture will help to prevent 

women from needlessly departing from working life (Lyness, Thompson, 

Francesco, & Judiesch, 1999). However, it is unlikely that this will be realized 

unless the dichotomy between independence and interdependence is overcome, 

and the tendency is reduced to view activities directed at propagating and 

sustaining social life as being secondary to those aimed at commodity 

production and individual achievement (McMahon, 1995; West, 1996). This 

requires reflection on the status of care in society at large, the relationship 

between care and paid work, and issues relating to flexible work arrangements. 

Flexible working practices may also imply the reconciliation of paid work and 

family life. However, as Perrons (1999) notes, providing jobs of varying hours is 

not a sufficient condition for promoting equal opportunities between women 

and men with regard to parental roles or family structures, promotional 

opportunities, and pay levels. 

A phenomenon this study revealed is that especially young females with a 

higher level of education may experience a gap between their ideal image of 

motherhood and daily reality. These future mothers may need to know that the 

rhetoric of equal opportunity often competes with the realities of family life 

(Maushart, 1999). Having an emotional and supportive partner is important; 

however, as the literature shows, men - regardless of their stage of life - devote 

less time to household tasks and caring than women do (Perrons, 1999, Pleck, 

1997). As Maushart writes (1999), "Mothers usually orchestrate the daily 

symphony or cacophony of family life" (p. 201). However, changes, albeit slow 

ones, are occurring (Duindam & Spruijt, 1997). A mother's own attitude ma) 

affect the amount of housework a father undertakes (Duindam, 1991) in as 

much as her ability to distribute family tasks and give up the idea that "mother 

knows best" may encourage practical support (Maushart, 1999, p. 193). 

It is also important that both men and women acknowledge the work-

parenthood dilemma that (future) mothers may face and the tensions it may 

produce. It is possible that this will be experienced differendy by mothers and by 

fathers. In general, parenthood introduces far fewer behavioral and emotional 

changes in the life of the average man, including the division of household tasks 
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and child care, social support outside the family, and work life (Maushart, 1999). 

A women's own narrative about her experience is important in this respect, 

especially since her narrative may easily be overruled by pressures from inside 

the family-dyad or societal influences from outside. Narratives can be of help in 

managing change since they organize and give meaning to the events we 

experience (West, 1996). But narratives need an audience Support and exchange 

among partners, obviously, is of enormous importance in this respect. Exchange 

and support among mothers may also be of help, especially since mothers 

"share" motherhood as insiders. 

But, as Maushart (1999) notes, most mothers have become very skilled in 

keeping silent about their real experiences. Mothers themselves may easily be 

stuck in the dichotomy that society entails, an instrumental rational ideology and 

an ideology that fosters empathie pursuit. This may lead to different strategies or 

"masks" (Maushart, 1999, p. 2) that are meant to hide the flip-side of "exclusive 

care" or "work outside the home". Both images in the media and in real life may 

reinforce such stratégies. 

A well-paid job, a fancy house, a tight, slim body and a cute litde baby: The 

child as status symbol, a newspaper announces, has entered the world of 

parenthood (Bast, 1998). Parenthood framed as a "lifestyle option" with children 

expressing the social and cultural capital of their parents It is these images that 

picture both motherhood and children as involved in a glamorous "win-win" 

situation: mothers can be it all, can do it all and have it all. But motherhood, as 

Maushart (1999) notes, is simply not one job among many. Future mothers, be 

they fulltime, part-time employed, or otherwise may need to accept that, 

motherhood involves losses and gams. Motherhood requires the capacity to 

endure that circumstance. 
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Samenvatting 

Deze studie gaat over het moederschapsbeeld van adolescente meisjes (15-17 

)aar) en jong volwassen vrouwen (20-22 jaar), die zelf nog geen moeder zijn. Het 

beeld over hun eigen potentiële moederschap heeft hierbi) de bijzondere 

aandacht. Beelden over moederschap worden gevormd binnen het kader van het 

gezin en de omringende cultuur waarin meisjes en jonge vrouwen opgroeien. 

Binnen die kaders wordt in deze studie bestudeerd hoe hun moederschapsbeeld 

samenhangt met het beeld van hun eigen moeder en beeldvorming die via 

televisiekijken plaats kan vinden. De onderzoeksvraag vindt legitimatie in het 

perspectief van het constructivisme. Deze sociaal-wetenschappelijke benadering 

benadrukt dat opvattingen over moederschap en opvoeding worden 

geconstrueerd binnen het kader van een specifieke tijd, cultuur en 

maatschappelijke omstandigheden. 

De dissertatie begint met een theoretische inleiding en wordt gevolgd door 

een empirisch gedeelte bestaande uit vier studies. In de theoretische inleiding 

worden de vier studies in een breder perspectief geplaatst. De inleiding opent 

met een kort overzicht over de historische ontwikkeling van opvattingen over 

moederschap. Deze historische schets toont aan dat onze huidige ideeën over 

moederschap geworteld zijn in een geschiedenis van ideeën en praktijken die in 

het licht van bestaande culturele en maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen worden 

gereconstrueerd. 

De eigen moeder als significant persoon in het leven van een dochter is het 

onderwerp van het tweede deel van de inleiding. In een kort overzicht van 

verschillende socialisatietheorieën wordt aandacht besteed aan de relatie tussen 

moeder en dochter. De verschillende beschreven perspectieven belichten de 
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theoretisch veronderstelde invloed van een moeder op haar dochter. In elke 

theone worden processen tussen moeder en dochter beschreven die inzichtelijk 

maken waarom we kunnen verwachten dat de eigen moeder invloed heeft op het 

beeld dat een dochter over moederschap ontwikkelt. 

De potentieel socialiserende rol van televisie is het laatste onderwerp van het 

theoretisch gedeelte. Ontwikkelingen m het gedachtengoed over de invloed van 

de media worden in het kort uiteengezet. De invloed van televisie op kijkers en 

hun ideeën over de sociale werkeli)kheid (bijvoorbeeld moederschap) wordt 

door middel van een centrale theorie, de 'cultivatietheorie', onder de aandacht 

gebracht. Tevens wordt de autonomie van de kijker in relatie tot de inhoud van 

televisieboodschappen belicht. Aan de hand van de 'uses and gratifications' 

theorie wordt gewezen op verschillende factoren die een modererende rol 

kunnen spelen bi) de ontvankelijkheid van de kijker voor de inhoud van televisie. 

De vier empirische studies hangen met de hierboven beschreven theoretische 

inleiding samen. De historische constructie van moederschap, beschreven in het 

eerste deel van de introductie, toont aan dat moederschap in de literatuur met 

langer vanuit een ééndimensionaal perspectief kan worden begrepen; nodig is 

veeleer een tweedimensionaal perspectief. In het denken over moederschap 

wordt de rol van de moeder onderscheiden van de moeder als vrouw en 

individu. Het traditionele moederbeeld van de vervulling van vrouwelijke 

identiteit in het moederschap is aangevuld met een hedendaagse visie op 

moederschap, die vrouw-zijn met tot moeder-zijn reduceert. In de eerste studie 

Young females' images of motherhood, wordt deze verschuiving in het denken over 

moederschap empirisch onderzocht door het moederschapsbeeld te bestuderen 

van adolescente meisjes en jonge vrouwen. Deze studie bestaat uit twee delen. In 

het eerste gedeelte staat de vraag centraal vanuit welke perspectief zij naar 

moederschap kijken. Hiervoor werden 64 meisjes en jonge vrouwen 

geïnterviewd over moeders uit hun dagelijkse omgeving en bekende vrouwen uit 

de wereld van de televisie. Kwalitatieve analyse van de interviews toonde aan dat 

een moeder vanuit vier aspecten waargenomen wordt- de mate waarin een 

moeder traditioneel is, dat wil zeggen voornamelijk gencht is op zorg en het 

gezin, haar kindgerichtheid ofwel de mate waarin zij responsief en sensitief is, de 

mate waarin zij zelfbewust en assertief opereert en tenslotte haar openheid en 

sociale gerichtheid. 

In het tweede gedeelte van deze studie gaat het ons om de wijze waarop 

meisjes en jonge vrouwen zichzelf als potentiële moeders zien. Hoe verwachten 

zij zelf als moeder te functioneren (hun zelfbeeld) en hoe vinden zij dat een 
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ideale moeder zou moeten functioneren (hun ideaalbeeld)? Daarnaast gaat het 

om de vraag in hoeverre hun zelfbeeld en ideaalbeeld samenhangt met de 

perceptie van hun eigen moeder, hun leefti)d en opleidingsniveau. Een groep van 

165 meisjes en jonge vrouwen nam aan dit onderzoek deel. Deze groep werd 

gevraagd zichzelf, hun ideaalbeeld en hun eigen moeder te beoordelen op een 

aantal items die afkomstig zijn uit de eerste studie. Factor-analyse op deze items 

resulteerde in twee dimensies van moederschap: een 'traditionele' oriëntatie en 

een 'zelfbewuste en relationele' oriëntatie. Het eerste perspectief verwijst naar 

de mate waann een moeder voornamelijk gericht is op de zorg voor haar gezin. 

Het tweede perspectief verwijst naar de mate waarin een moeder betrokken is bij 

anderen en op zelfbewuste en autonome wijze in het leven staat. 

Zowel op hun zelfbeeld als ideaal moederbeeld scoren de meisjes en jonge 

vrouwen hoog op 'zelfbewuste en relationele oriëntatie' en gemiddeld op 

'traditionele oriëntatie'. Wel wijkt hun ideaalbeeld significant af van hun 

zelfbeeld. De ideale moeder is zelfbewuster en relationeler ingesteld dan 7ij zelf 

verwachten te zijn en minder traditioneel. De eigen moeder daarentegen is in 

hun ogen minder zelfbewust en relationeel georiënteerd dan zijzelf (= zelfbeeld) 

en traditioneler. Verder hangen het zelfbeeld en ideaalbeeld positief samen met 

de perceptie van de eigen moeder. Met name het zelfbeeld van dochters 

vertoont een sterke samenhang met de wijze waarop zij hun moeder waarnemen 

Hoe sterker dochters van mening zijn dat hun eigen moeder traditioneel is 

danwei zelfbewust en relationeel, hoe meer zij verwachten zelf ook zo te zijn. 

Hun ideaalbeeld stemmen ze ook op de perceptie van hun eigen moeder af 

Vooral de traditionele oriëntatie van een moeder blijkt nauw samen te hangen 

met een traditioneel zelfbeeld en ideaal moederbeeld van haar dochter. 

De visie op moederschap blijkt ook afhankelijk te zijn van leeftijd en 

opleidingsniveau. De groep met een lager opleidingsniveau stelt zich de ideale 

moeder traditioneler en minder zelfbewust en relationeel voor dan de groep met 

een hoger opleidingsniveau. Over het algemeen heeft de jongere groep (de 

adolescente meisjes) een traditioneler ideaalbeeld dan de oudere groep (de jong 

volwassen vrouwen). Opvallend is de bevinding dat wat hun ^elßeeld betreft, 

zowel de lager opgeleide groep adolescente meisjes als de hoger opgeleide groep 

jonge vrouwen zich beide als moeder traditioneler inschatten dan de ovenge 

groepen (jongere hoger opgeleiden adolescente meisjes en oudere lager 

opgeleide jonge vrouwen). 

In het tweede gedeelte van de theoretische introductie besteedden we, zoals 

gezegd, aandacht aan socialisatietheorieën. In deze socialisatietheorieën komen 
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verschillende overdrachtsprocessen zoals die tussen moeders en dochters 

kunnen voorkomen aan de orde. De potentiële invloed van een moeder op haar 

dochter wordt theoretisch aannemelijk gemaakt. In de tweede empirische studie, 

Maternal influences on daughters' gender role attitudes onderzoeken we de invloed van 

een moeder op haar dochter met betrekking tot de opvattingen die haar dochter 

heeft over moederschap en de vrouw-rol meer in het algemeen. Dit duiden we 

aan met de term sexe-rol opvattingen. We onderzoeken in hoeverre de sexe-rol 

opvattingen van een dochter te verklaren zijn uit de sexe-rol opvattingen van 

haar moeder en haar opvoedingssti)!. Tevens wordt onderzocht hoe verschillen 

tussen moeders in hun sexe-rol opvattingen en opvoedingsstijl samenhangen 

met het opleidingsniveau en het al dan niet buitenshuis werken. De empirische 

basis van deze tweede studie zijn de eerder genoemde 165 participanten en hun 

moeders. 

Met behulp van LISREL-analyse zijn de relaties onderzocht tussen het al dan 

met werken van een moeder en haar opleidingsniveau, en de sexe-rol 

opvattingen van haar dochter Ook is de intermedierende rol van de moeders 

eigen sexe-rol opvattingen en opvoedingsstijl onderzocht. Deze analyse toont 

aan dat de sexe-rol opvattingen van een dochter hoog correleren met die van de 

moeder. Naarmate de sexe-rol opvattingen van een moeder traditioneler zijn, 

zijn die van haar dochter dat ook. Daarnaast blijkt een dochter minder 

traditionele opvattingen te hebben naarmate een moeder minder conformistisch 

en meer autontatief opvoedt. Ook zijn de sexe-rol opvattingen van een dochter 

positief gerelateerd aan het werken van een moeder en haar opleidingsniveau. 

Hoe meer een moeder werkt en hoe hoger haar opleidingsniveau, hoe minder 

traditioneel de opvattingen van haar dochter zijn. De verklaring hiervoor kan 

gevonden worden in het feit dat werkende moeders over het algemeen minder 

conformistisch opvoeden en dat hoger opgeleide moeders minder traditionele 

opvattingen hebben. 

In de derde en vierde studie richten we ons op de rol van televisie in relatie 

tot beelden over moederschap. Ook nu vormde dezelfde groep van 165 meisjes 

en jonge vrouwen de onderzoeksgroep. In de derde studie, Young females' 

perceptions of mothers portrayed on television, wordt onderzocht in hoeverre moeders 

uit bepaalde televisieseries potentiële rolmodellen zijn waarmee meisjes en jonge 

vrouwen zich kunnen identificeren. De series betreffen zes veel bekeken 

Amenkaanse televisieprogrammas: één soap en vijf situation comedies (sitcoms). 

We onderzoeken hoe meisjes en jonge vrouwen deze moeders waarnemen en in 

wat voor mate zij zich met deze 'televisiemoeders' kunnen identificeren. Ook 
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onderzoeken we de vraag in hoeverre hun identificatie bepaald wordt door de 

mate waarin een televisiemoeder afwijkt of juist samenvalt met hun zelfbeeld of 

ideaal moederbeeld. Daarnaast wordt onderzocht of verschillen in perceptie en 

identificatie verklaard kunnen worden door leeftijd, opleiding en kijkgedrag. 

De participanten blijken een duidelijk onderscheid te maken tussen 

verschillende televisiemoeders. De moeders zijn in hun ogen meer of minder 

zelfbewust en relaüoneel georiënteerd, en meer of minder traditioneel (zeer 

zelfbewust vinden zij bijvoorbeeld Claire uit de The Cosby Show, tamelijk 

traditioneel vinden zij Stephany uit The Bold and the Beautiful). Verder identificeren 

zij zich eerder met een televisiemoeder naarmate deze meer overeenkomt met 

hun zelfbeeld of ideaal moederbeeld. De identificatie met een televisiemoeder 

blijkt vooral samen te hangen met de mate waarin zij zelfbewust en relationeel 

georiënteerd is. Als criterium blijkt de traditionele oriëntatie van een moeder er 

veel minder toe te doen. Wat betreft perceptie en identificatie blijken nauwelijks 

verschillen te bestaan die verklaard kunnen worden door leeftijd, 

opleidingsniveau en kijkgedrag. 

In de vierde studie, Young females' images of motherhood in rektion to television 

viewing/ onderzoeken we de relatie tussen het moederbeeld (zelfbeeld en 

ideaalbeeld) en televisiekijken. Televisiekijken wordt immers verondersteld een 

rol te kunnen spelen in beeldvorming over de sociale werkelijkheid. We 

onderzoeken in hoeverre het moederbeeld gerelateerd is aan de mate waarin deze 

groep jonge vrouwelijke kijkers televisiekijken en de motivatie van waaruit ze 

kijken. Televisiekijken definiëren we als de totale hoeveelheid tijd die gemiddeld 

naar televisie gekeken wordt en als de gemiddelde tijd waarin specifiek naar de 

geselecteerde soaps en sitcoms wordt gekeken. Motieven kunnen volgens de 

literatuur danwei ritueel, danwei instrumenteel van aard zijn. Onder ritueel 

televisiekijken wordt kijken uit gewoonte verstaan. Instrumenteel kijken wordt 

daarentegen omschreven als een meer doelgerichte manier van kijken. Beide 

manieren om je tot televisiekijken te verhouden worden geacht bepalend te 

kunnen zijn voor de invloed van televisie. 

De totale hoeveelheid tijd die men gemiddeld naar televisie kijkt blijkt geen 

samenhang te hebben met het moederbeeld van de jonge vrouwelijke kijkers. De 

gemiddelde hoeveelheid tijd dat naar de soaps and sitcoms wordt gekeken hangt 

wel samen met het moederbeeld; met name het kijken naar soaps and sitcoms 

waarin moeders een traditionele oriëntatie hebben, is gerelateerd aan een 

traditioneler moederbeeld. Daarnaast blijken de meisjes en jonge vrouwen die 

vanuit een ritualistisch motief televisiekijken een traditioneler moederbeeld te 
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hebben. Naarmate men ntuahstischer kijkt, kijkt men gemiddeld meer televisie 

en ook vaker naar sitcoms en soaps met traditioneler afgebeelde moeders. 

Tenslotte blijkt ritualistisch televisiekijken sterker geassocieerd te zijn met de 

jongere participanten en de participanten met een lager opleidingsniveau. Deze 

beide groepen neigen tot een traditioneler moederbeeld. 

Kort gesteld toont deze studie aan dat de meisjes en jong volwassen vrouwen 

een tweedimensionaal perspectief op moederschap hebben. Het bevat zowel 

traditionele als zelfbewuste en relationele aspecten. Het beeld dat zij over 

moederschap hebben is sterk verbonden met hun waarneming van hun eigen 

moeder. Bovendien beïnvloedt een moeder via haar eigen sexe-rol opvattingen 

en opvoedingsstijl, de sexe-rol opvattingen van haar dochter. Over het aandeel 

van televisie in de beeldvorming over moederschap werd aangetoond dat 

televisiemoeders zoals zij in bepaalde soaps en sitcoms voorkomen potentiële 

identificatiemodellen kunnen zijn. Verder blijkt dat het kijken naar televisiesenes 

waarin moederschap op een traditioneler manier wordt voorgesteld, samenhangt 

met een traditioneler moederbeeld. 

De maatschappelijke discussie die deze feiten oproepen betreft het thema 

moederschap. Het tweedimensionaal perspectief op moederschap brengt onder 

meer het onderwerp 'moederschap en werk' naar voren, ingebed in het bredere 

maatschappelijke vraagstuk van arbeid en zorg. Nadenken over zorg en 

(vrouwelijke) arbeid blijkt - zoals het recente maatschappelijke debat laat zien -

een controversiële kwestie te zijn, waann betrokken partijen (werknemers met en 

zonder kinderen) geneigd zijn eenzijdig danwei arbeidsethiek, danwei zorgethiek 

voorrang te verlenen. Een aldus gestructureerde discussie zal zelden in een 

'goede' afloop resulteren, waarin beide partijen elkaar kunnen vinden. Het is 

zinvol te beseffen dat we hier met dominante maatschappelijke principes te 

maken hebben. Enerzijds een principe van instrumentaliteit, effectiviteit en 

prestatiegerichtheid, gerelateerd aan de wereld van arbeid, carrière en macht. 

Anderzijds een principe zorg en relationele betrokkenheid dat - hoewel met 

uitsluitend - gekoppeld is aan het instituut moederschap. Nu het private en 

publieke leven zich in toenemende mate in de beleving van potentiële moeders 

niet van elkaar laten schelden worden deze onderliggende maatschappelijke 

principes heftiger met elkaar geconfronteerd. In de praktijk nodigt dat uit tot 

dialoog. Voorwaarde is wellicht dat de 'oplossing' voor het dilemma gezocht 

moet worden in het accepteren van een zeker verlies: verlies van de droom dat 

alles wat van waarde is, optimaal kan en zou moeten samengaan. 
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In dit boek wordt het moederschapsbeeld bestudeerd van adolescente meisjes 
(15-17 jaar) en jong volwassen vrouwen (20-22 jaar), die zelf nog geen moeder 
zijn. In vier studies wordt onderzocht hoe hun moederschapsbeeld samen
hangt met het beeld van hun eigen moeder en beeldvorming die via televisie
kijken kan plaatsvinden. 

Meisjes en jongvolwassen vrouwen hebben een tweedimensionaal perspectief 
op moederschap. Een 'traditionele' oriëntatie en een 'zelfbewuste en relatio
nele' oriëntatie. Het eerste perspectief verwijst naar de mate waarin een 
moeder voornamelijk gericht is op de zorg voor het gezin. Het tweede 
perspectief verwijst naar de mate waarin een moeder betrokken is bij anderen 
en op zelfbewuste en autonome wijze in het leven staat. 
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