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GENDER SCHEMATIC PARAPRAXES IN THE
ARTICULATED THOUGHTS OF EX-SMOKERS

DAVID A. F. HAAGA
The American University

The Articulated Thoughts during Simulated Situations (ATSS)
paradigm for cognitive assessment may be useful for identifying
gender schematic information processing. In a study of smoking
relapse, several ex-smokers articulated thoughts indicating that they
mistook the gender of audiotaped actors whose roles violated sex role
stereotypes. The same speakers were never misidentified when
portraying more traditional roles. Discussion focused on (a) the
possible utility of this finding for research on Gender Schema Theory,
and (b) the value of open-ended cognitive assessment methods such as
ATSS for enhancing the likelihood of serendipitous findings.

Gender Schema Theory (GST; Bem, 1981) explains sex typing, the
“acquisition of sex-appropriate preferences, skills, personality
attributes, behaviors, and self-concepts” (Bem, 1985, p. 181), in
cognitive terms. GST proposes that children learn not only which
characteristics are deemed appropriate for each gender but also to use
the distinction between the masculine and the feminine as an available
means of processing new information. The degree to which a person
invokes the gender schema for information processing is believed to
relate to the degree to which she or he will be sex typed in behavior
and attitudes.
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A complicating factor in research on GST is that people are
expected to be able to report straightforwardly the extent to which they
are gender schematic. Indeed, Bem (1985) claimed that “Just as the
fish is unaware that its environment is wet (after all, what else could it
be?), so too are most people unaware that their perceptions are (but
need not be) organized on the basis of gender” (p. 189). Therefore,
studying gender schematic processing has required the use of
inferential measurement methods not relying on self-awareness of the
gender schema. For instance, sex-typed subjects were more likely than
were androgynous subjects to cluster in free recall words that are
similar on a masculine feminine dimension (Bem, 1981; but see Payne,
Connor, & Colletti, 1987, for a replication failure). Moreover, after
listening to group discussions, subjects made more within-sex errors
than cross-sex errors in ascribing comments to speakers (e.g., Beauvais
& Spence, 1987; Taylor & Falcone, 1982). Thus, a comment made by
a woman is more likely to be falsely attributed to another woman than
to a man, suggesting that subjects use the speaker's gender as an
important category in encoding information. Results have been
inconsistent with respect to whether the index of gender-schematic
processing in these studies (proportion of within-sex errors) is
correlated with sex-typing.

In short, evaluating GST requires indirect, inferential measures of
gender-schematic processing, and no method has emerged as clearly
the most useful. This paper proposes a new strategy for identifying
gender-schematic processing, based on a serendipitous finding from
research on smoking relapse. Recent ex-smokers' cognitions were
assessed via the Articulated Thoughts during Simulated Situations
paradigm (ATSS; Davison, Robins, & Johnson, 1983), in which
subjects listen to audiotaped depictions of hypothetical scenarios,
imagine that they are in these situations, and say aloud their thoughts
during pauses in the tapes.

METHOD
SUBJECTS.

One hundred and ten adults who had recently (3 - 16 days prior to
assessment) quit smoking participated individually in a study of
cognitive factors in relapse (Haaga, 1989; 1990). Subjects were
recruited by media announcements and at meetings of two treatment
programs: Smokenders and the 5-Day Plan. ATSS data were available
for 104 subjects (63 women).

MATERIALS.

Articulated thoughts were measured in six situations, presented on
audiotape in random order. Each situation included six or seven
scripted segments, interspersed with 30-second periods for the subject
to say aloud her or his thoughts while imagining the situation. The
scenarios depicted “high-risk” situations, which frequently prompt
relapse (e.g., negative emotional states, social pressure to smoke;
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Shiffman, 1986). Briefly, the situations found the subject 1. being
angered by an inept automobile repair job; 2. being harassed by her or
his employer about an overdue project; 3. being bored and alone at
home with nothing in mind to do; 4. attending a party, at which several
people smoke; 5. relaxing after dinner on vacation with several friends
who smoke; and 6. waiting in the slow line at the Post Office while
under time pressure to return to work.

PROCEDURE.

ATSS assessment began with an instruction-and-practice audiotape,
used to verify the subject's accurate understanding of the task of
thinking aloud. The subject's thoughts as spoken between segments of
stimulus situations were themselves audiotaped and transcribed for
subsequent content analysis.

RESULTS

Two situations in which the match of (a) a speaker's gender and (b)
the role assigned 'o that speaker violated sex-role stereotypes prompted
subjects to make errors that seem to indicate gender schematic
information processing. In Situation #2, a female employer lambasts
the subject for being late on an assignment. Of the 45 subjects whose
articulated thoughts alluded clearly to the employer's gender, 11
(24.4%) used masculine pronouns to refer to her. In Situation #4, a
male actor playing the host of a party was identified as female by 6
subjects (54.5% of the 11 whose articulated thoughts alluded to the
speaker's gender).

I believe that these parapraxes reflect highly gender-schematic
processing, but several alternative explanations are plausible. Consider
two: (a) the misidentified speakers' voices lend themselves to such
errors (e.g., a feminine-sounding man); or (b) the two situations
prompted errors because of an idiosyncratic feature, not because they
represented a violation of sex-role stereotypes. Supplementary data
were gathered to evaluate these alternative explanations.

First, the errors could not be attributed to the speakers' voices. The
woman who played the “employer” in Situation #2 was misidentified
by 0 subjects (of 9 who referred to gender) when playing the role of a
friend going out to dinner with the subject after a party (Situation #4).
Likewise, the “host” from Situation #4 was misidentified by 0 subjects
(of 49 who referred to gender) when playing a Post Office customer
(Situation #6). Second, to try to ascertain whether violation of sex role
stereotypes prompted misidentifications, three raters blind to the
results described earlier coded the stimulus tape transcripts. Their
consensus (two out of three) ratings were that the role of “employer”
(Situation #2) was stereotypically masculine, while those of “friend
going out to dinner” (Situation #4), “Post office customer” (Situation
#6), and “host” (Situation #4) were all neutral with regard to gender
stereotype. These data are thus less conclusive in ruling out an
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alternative explanation than are the data on speakers' voices. The
evaluations of boss, customer, and friend are consistent with the
interpretation that gender misidentifications occur when highly gender-
schematic people confront gender-role matches that violate cultural
stereotypes, but there is no evidence that stereotypes contributed to the
erroneous identifications of the host.

DISCUSSION

These gender misidentifications suggest more than that constructs
such as “host” or “boss” have some linkage with particular genders in
people's cognitive networks. Subjects making these errors were not
just, for example, assuming a boss to be a man in the absence of any
other clue to gender. Their readiness to use pre-existing beliefs about
gender and gender roles (i.e., the contents of a gender schema) in the
perceptual process was strong enough to override clearly contradictory
information (e.g., the feminine sound of the boss's voice). ATSS may
thus be particularly useful for identifying highly gender-schematic
people. A priority for further research would be to test experimentally
whether discordance between a speaker's gender and the cultural
gender stereotype of her or his role is indeed a key determinant of
errors. A post hoc analysis in this study was encouraging but
inconclusive; the two roles in which these speakers were never
misidentified were judged to be neutral concerning sex role stereotype,
whereas one of the two roles prompting errors was considered a
violation of a stereotype. If the ATSS paradigm is validated further as
a means of measuring gender schematic processing, it could facilitate
theoretical and applied research. For example, are errors more common
among highly sex-typed people, as would be predicted by GST? Do
educational interventions such as increasing awareness of women in
nontraditional jobs lower the rate of such errors?

COGNITIVE ASSESSMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF DISCOVERY

Stepping back from the specific issue of whether errors in referring
to the gender of audiotaped speakers are best interpreted as gender
schematic parapraxes, this study may have more general implications
for evaluation of open-ended, unstructured cognitive assessment
procedures such as ATSS or in vivo thought sampling (Hurlburt,
1979). Part of the rationale for developing such methods was a
perceived limitation of questionnaires on which subjects are
constrained to reporting the frequency or strength of various
investigator-defined cognitions. Specifically, “the experimenter might
miss some thoughts by leaving important categories out of the
questionnaire .... Given how little we know about cognition and
psychological disorder, it seems preferable to construct a paradigm that
gives subjects greater leeway in the kind of data they will provide”
(Davison et al., 1983, p. 21).
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After constructing such paradigms, what have we done? Their
validity has often been compared to that of structured measures by
scoring the (unconstrained) data for the same sorts of a priori defined
categories as are represented on questionnaires and then computing (a)
convergent validity correlations across methods (e.g., Schulman,
Castellon, & Seligman, 1989), (b) factorial invariance across methods
(Hurlburt & Melancon, 1987), or (¢) relative utility of the methods for
predicting theoretically related behavior (e.g., Haaga, 1989). These
comparisons all ignore the putative benefit of unstructured measures'
allowing us to cast a wider net in studying cognition. If we already
know what categories are of interest and therefore worth analyzing,
then the fact that open-ended methods could have allowed
investigators to detect important, yet unanticipated, data in other
categories (i.e., that they could have facilitated progress in the context
of discovery; Reichenbach, 1938) becomes moot.

As a change of pace, I suggest that when we evaluate cognitive
assessment methods we consider alongside other virtues their potential
for serendipity. In other words, “a little planning for new ideas, an
intentional creating of circumstances in which new observations are
made more likely, seems... not unreasonable” (Wachtel, 1980, p. 407,
emphasis in original).
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