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Male and female subjects rated an individual described as either male or female, white or native 

Indian who chose an upwardly or downwardly mobile occupation (teacher or store clerk). 

Previous research on sex role stereotyping suggests that males, but not necessarily females, 

anticipate female underachievement and failure. This finding was supported on a number of 

dependent variables. For example. female characters were rated as more expressive in their 

behavior but less likely to succeed at their occupation than male characters, and male subjects 

were more surprised at the male, but not the female, character’s choice of a downwardly mobile 

career. The present study also found a number of changes in traditional sex roles, particularly for 

female subjects. These subjects were surprised at the job choice of the downwardly mobile female, 

and rated the character as weak and lazy, but rated the upwardly mobile female as strong and 

ambitious. Contrary to attribution theory, race of the character did not interact with either sex or 

occupation. This finding is consistent, however, with other results which suggest that race may be 

less important than occupational status or sexual gender in trait attributions to stimulus 

characters. 
 

One of the consequences of International Women’s Year has been the increased attention by 

researchers to sex roles and sex role stereotyping. Broverman et al. (1972) suggest that subjects 

of both sexes have definite notions as to what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate sex role 

behavior. According to these and other investigators (e.g., Block, 1973; Bern, 1974; 

Heatherington, 1975), masculine behavior is often described as rational and instrumental, 

whereas female behavior can be described as emotional and passive. The appropriateness of a 

particular behavior depends upon the context in which the behavior occurs, and two contextual 

variables - task competence and the sex role appropriateness of the task - have been of 

particular interest (Homer, 1972; Feather, 1975; Spence et al., 1975; Costrick et al., 1975). 

Spence and Helmreich (1972) noted that subjects of both sexes preferred a competent to an 

incompetent female. While competence may be valued, females pay for such competence by a 

loss of perceived femininity (Piacente et al., 1974) or by a restriction in the range of activities 

which are deemed appropriate (Hagan and Kahn, 1975). Feather and Simon (1975) noted that 

while males were 
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rated more positively for success than failure in medical school (a male-dominated occupation), 

females were rated more favorably if they failed medical school. Female success at medical 

school was attributed to either cheating or easy courses, while male success was attributed to 

hard work and ability. These results are consistent with other findings (e.g., Feather, 1975; 

Sommers-Feldman and Kiesler, 1974) which suggest that female success at either a male- or a 

female-dominated occupation is attributed to the external factors of good luck or an easy task, 

whereas male success is internally attributed to ability or motivation. 

In many of these studies it is difficult to tell whether subjects dislike competent females, 

females who succeed at male-dominated jobs or females generally (Goldenburg, 1968; 

Pheterson et al., 1971; Deaux and Emswiller, 1974; Piacente et al., 1974). One solution to this 

problem is to match occupations on sex dominance, i.e., occupations which are judged as 

neither male- nor female-dominated. Such a procedure was used in the present study to 

investigate the attributes ascribed to male and female characters who choose an upwardly or 

downwardly mobile occupation. 

While much of sex role research has centered on the above variables, characteristics of the 

individual, other than success or failure, have not been explored. The present study included 

race as a factor influencing the attribution process. Feldman and Hilterman (1975) had subjects 

rate a stimulus person who was described (amongst other things) as being white or Negro, and 

while the results suggest that race influenced the attribution process, some statistical questions 

leave the results ambiguous.2 Race effects are implicated by attribution theory (Shaver, 1975; 

Jones and Davis, 1965), which suggests that distinctive behavior is attributed by others to 

properties of the actor rather than to properties of the situation or to the stimuli which gave rise 

to the behavior (McArthur, 1972). Attribution theory suggests that a member of a disadvantaged 

racial group who showed evidence of success should be more positively evaluated than a non-

member of that group. The sex role research suggests that the successful male minority group 

members should be more positively evaluated and their behavior more internally attributed than 

either females of that minority group or non-members. The current study attempts to test some 

of these implications from attribution theory. 

 

METHOD 

SUBJECTS 

Male (n = 156) and female (n = 280) Introductory Psychology students at the University of 

Winnipeg, University of Manitoba and Brandon University participated as part of their course 

requirement. 

 
 
2Feldman and Hilterman used unity as an initial communality estimate, a procedure which tends 

to increase the percentage variance accounted for and may lead to spurious results on later 

factors. This problem is of particular concern in this study since the author’s factor analyzed 

overall stimulus combinations, a procedure which tends to mix a number of variance 

components. 
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STIMULUS MATERIALS AND RATING TASK 

Subjects read a paragraph which described an individual as either a male or female, white or 

Indian, who chose an upwardly or downwardly mobile occupation. The sex of the individual 

was indicated by the first name, John or Jean, while race was given by the surname Blackbear 

or Harris. Each paragraph stated that the individual had graduated from high school and had 

considered careers in either social work, journalism or counseling. These occupations were 

chosen on the basis of probable subject familiarity as well as the finding that these occupations 

were associated with both males and females (Blishen, 1967; Fullerton and Altmeyer, 1976). 

The paragraph then stated that the individual, after careful consideration, chose either to enter 

the college of education or to become a supermarket clerk. These occupations were selected on 

the basis of the above criteria as well as the observation that the occupation “teacher” was rated 

as neither male- nor female-dominated (Fullerton and Altmeyer, 1976). Finding a semi-skilled 

job which was sex-balanced proved difficult, but the author’s informal survey of stores in the 

vicinity of the study indicated that store clerk was a position occupied by both males and 

females. 

Subjects rated the stimulus person on seven traits, each presented on a 13 cm line. The 

positive and negative poles were reversed for four of the items. Subjects were asked questions 

on how successful they thought the person would be in the future career; how intelligent and 

ambitious they thought the person was; the locus of responsibility (others were primarily 

responsible - the person was responsible); how surprised they were at the job choice (not very 

surprised - quite surprised); time spent in considering the job choice (a lot of time - not very 

much time); and confidence (quite uncertain -quite confident). These questions were followed 

by a series of 7-point, bipolar scales upon which the subjects were asked to rate the individual 

described in the paragraph. The scales (competent-incompetent, inefficient-efficient, feminine-

masculine, confident-nervous, weak-strong, calm-excitable, foolish-wise, pleasant-unpleasant, 

tough-tender, impolite-polite) were selected from previous studies on sex roles (Feather, 1975) 

and ethnic-occupation stereotypes (Corenblum et al., 1976). Subjects in a control group, 

designed to test for race effects, read a paragraph similar to that given above except that all 

references to race were replaced by the initials J.H. 

 
PROCEDURE 

Subjects were run in small groups by a female experimenter. The instructions, which  

were read to the subjects, stated that the task was concerned with forming impressions  

about people from a limited amount of information. Subjects were told that such impressions 

were important in applied situations, and that the purpose of this task was to better understand 

the impression process. The experimenter then told the subjects that they were to respond  

to each question by putting an X on the line which best represented their impression of the 
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person. After answering any questions, the experimenter assured the subjects of complete 
confidentiality and cautioned them against responding in a socially desirable manner. Subjects 
wrote their age and sex on the answer booklet and began reading the paragraph. 
 

RESULTS 

The responses to the trait ratings were measured to the nearest centimeter and were entered, 

along with the ratings on the bipolar scales, into a 3 race (Indian, white, control) X 2 (sex of 

character) X 2 (sex of subject) X 2 occupation (skilled-unskilled) multivariate analysis of 

variance with 18 dependent variables (Finn, 1974). Male and female characters were rated 

significantly different on the scale masculine-feminine (F = 349.72, df = 1/412, p < 0.001), a 

finding which confirms the experimental manipulations. The occupations “teacher” and “store 

clerk” were not significantly different on those scales (Feather, 1975) which differentiate males 

from females (masculine-feminine, weak-strong, tough-tender). This finding supports the 

notion that the occupations were matched on sex dominance. The analyses showed a significant 

race main effect (multivariate F = 1.99, df = 36/790, p < 0.001). Univariate analysis revealed 

that whites were rated as tougher (F = 5.24, df = 2/412, p < 0.01) and more disobedient  

(F = 4.26, df = 2/4 12, p < 0.02) than either the Indian or the control group characters. Subjects 

were less surprised at the job choice of the control characters than the Indian or white characters 

(F = 5.68, dfl = 2/4 12, p < 0.004). A significant sex of subject main effect (multivariate F = 

2.44, df = 18/395, p < 0.001) revealed that females rated the characters as more intelligent, 

polite and obedient than males who rated the characters as more pleasant than females (all F 

ratios, p < 0.01). As in previous studies (e.g., Feather and Simon, 1975), the sex of the character 

influenced trait attributions (multivariate F = 21.02, df = 18/395, p < 0.001). Female characters 

were rated as more tender, polite, and ambitious than males, but also as less responsible for 

their job choice, and less successful in that job than the male characters. Spence and Helmreich 

(1972) found that competent, successful persons were rated more favorably than unsuccessful 

persons. This result was confirmed by a significant occupation main effect (multivariate F = 

12.36, df = 18/395, p < 0.001). The upwardly mobile individuals were rated as more successful, 

intelligent, ambitious, competent, effective, wise, calm and more responsible for their actions 

than individuals choosing a downwardly mobile career (all F ratios, p < 0.001, df = 1/412). 

A significant sex of subject x sex of character interaction (multivariate F = 1.77, df = 

18/395, p < 0.03) showed two significant effects. On the scale masculine-feminine, female 

subjects gave more extreme ratings than male subjects (F = 15.90, df = 1/412, p < 0.001). The 

means of the interaction are shown in Table 1. Post hoc tests (Newman-Keuls) revealed that 

male and female subjects differed significantly in their rating of the male and female characters. 
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TABLE 1:  RATINGS OF MASCULINITY.FEMININITY* 

     Sex of Character 

Sex of Subject     Male Female 

Male … … … … 4.88 2.84 
 … … … … (73) (83) 
Female     5.46 2.37 

     (147) (133) 

  

*The larger means indicate more masculine ratings. Cell numbers are given in parentheses. 
 
Female subjects, however, rated the male and female characters as more masculine and more 
feminine, respectively, than male subjects, a finding consistent with previous research (Feather 
and Simon, 1975). Also consistent with previous results was the finding that male subjects rated 
the female character as less likely to succeed than the male character (F = 3.25, df = 1/412, p < 
0.07). 

A significant interaction was found between sex of subject, sex of character and job 

mobility (multivariate F = 1.84, df = 18/395, p < 0.02). Male and female subjects gave 

significantly different ratings of surprise at the job choices made by the male and female char-

acters (F 7.02, df = 1/4 12, p < 0.008). The means of the interaction are shown in Table 2. Male 

subjects were surprised when the male and female characters chose a downwardly mobile 

career; such surprise, however, was more evident for the male than the female character. 

Female subjects were also surprised at the individual’s downward choice, but the female 

subjects were not significantly different in their ratings of the male and female characters. 

Differences between the male and female subjects suggest that male subjects were less 

surprised than female subjects when the female character chose a downwardly mobile 

occupation, while female subjects were more surprised than male subjects at the job choice of 

the upwardly mobile male. 

On the scale weak-strong (F = 4.19, df = 1/412, p < 0.04), male subjects rated the 

downwardly mobile male as weaker than either the upwardly mobile male or the upwardly or 

downwardly mobile female. Female subjects were significantly more critical of the downwardly 

mobile female than either the upwardly mobile female or the 
 

TABLE 2: RATINGS OF SURPRISE* 

* Larger means indicate less surprise. Cell numbers are given in parentheses. 
  

  

  Sex of Character  

 Male Female 

  Occupation  

Sex of Upward Downward Upward Downward 

Subject Mobility Mobility Mobility Mobility 

Male 8.49 4.81 8.69 6.87 

 (33) (40) (41) (42) 
Female 6.94 5.31 8.10 4.77 

 (74) (73) (66) (67) 
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upwardly or downwardly mobile male. In addition to the above variables, four scales attained 

borderline significance. Male and female subjects rated the downwardly mobile male and 

female characters as more nervous, inefficient and less ambitious than their upwardly mobile 

counterparts. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The present study showed that individuals who appear to demonstrate occupational success 

or task competence are rated more favorably than those who fail or are incompetent. While not 

a new finding, the results suggest that such attributions are influenced by the sex of subject and 

the sex of the stimulus person. Female characters were rated by both male and female subjects 

as polite and tender, attributes which are consistent with the traditional female stereotype 

(Broverman et al., 1972). Female characters were also rated as more ambitious but less 

successful than male characters. These results extend the finding of Feather and Simon (1975) 

that female subjects were quite pessimistic regarding the success of female medical students. 

The present study suggests that when occupations are familiar and matched on sex dominance, 

both males and females are disparaging of the female’s chance of success. Taken together, these 

results offer support for the notion of a bias against achieving females (Deaux and Emswiller, 

1974; Pheterson et al., 1971). This bias might be related to the tendency to judge female 

achievement as more variable than male achievement. Attribution theory (Weiner et al., 1971) 

suggests that an individual’s task performance can be attributed to either stable factors such as 

task difficulty or ability, or variable factors such as luck or motivation. In the present study, 

females as compared with males were rated as more motivated but less responsible for their job 

choices, a finding consistent with the above notions if it is assumed that “less responsible” 

implies that females are perceived as being more susceptible to capricious external factors (e.g., 

monetary restraints, parental demands) than are males (see Osipow, 1975). 

While the above findings are consistent with previous research, the present  

results suggest some changes in both traditional sex-roles, as well as the causal  

attribution for an individual’s success or failure. Previous studies (e.g., Feather and Simon, 

1975; Sommers-Feldman and Kiesler, 1974) found negative evaluations of females  

who occupied positions in a male-dominated occupation. Such unfavorable judgments were 

largely absent in the present study, a finding which may be attributable to the  

balancing of the occupations for sex dominance. When such evaluative implications are 

controlled, subjects may be responding to the male and female characters in terms  

of expectancies or stereotypes. The ratings of surprise at the job choice of the male  

and female characters can be considered a measure of those expectancies. Male subjects were 

more surprised when the male as compared with the female character took a downwardly 

mobile occupation, whereas females were not significantly different in their ratings 
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of the downwardly mobile characters. The females did, however, express more surprise than the 
males when the female character chose a downwardly mobile occupation. These results suggest 
that males, but not necessarily females, anticipate female under-achievement and failure. Male 
and female subjects also differed in their reactions to downward mobility. Traditional sex-role 
stereotyping suggests that both males and females should evaluate the downwardly mobile male 
negatively, but show moderate or positive ratings of the downwardly mobile female (Feather 
and Simon, 1975). These notions were confirmed for the male but not the female subjects. 
Males rated the downwardly mobile male as weaker than the upwardly mobile males, but 
ratings of the female characters were not significantly different. Female subjects described the 
downwardly mobile female as weaker than the upwardly mobile female, but ratings of the male 
characters were not significantly different. 

While female subjects appear more liberal than male subjects, the female subjects 

accentuated the differences between the male and female characters on the scale masculine-

feminine, and these same subjects, along with the male subjects, attributed traditional traits to 

the female character. The male subjects may be traditional, but females seem to be indicating 

some ambiguity regarding female roles. The rural background of many of these subjects would 

tend to maintain traditional sex roles, but the women’s liberation movement, as well as political 

policies aimed at reducing discrimination, have focused attention on those beliefs and their 

negative effects upon females. The results of the female subjects suggest that the liberation 

movement has had some success in altering traditional beliefs, but socialization pressures 

continue to exhibit an influence over attitudes regarding appropriate sex-role behavior. 

The current results offer support to some of the findings from cross-cultural studies on sex-

role stereotyping. Both American and Australian studies indicate that males and females hold 

rather stereotyped notions as to what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate sex-role behavior 

(e.g., Goldenburg, 1968; Broverman et al., 1972; Feather and Simon, 1973). Such notions are 

not limited to Western societies; similar beliefs were found in both Filipino and Colombian 

samples (Fay, 1975). The above findings, as well as the present results, suggest a generalized 

attitude regarding sex-role behavior. While these notions remain strong, the current findings 

suggest some changes in the prevailing attitude; changes reflected to some extent in current 

cross-cultural research. In a comparison of Australian and American subjects, Feather and 

Ralpheson (1974) found that both groups reported more fear of success imagery to the male cue 

and lower fear of success imagery to the female cue than originally reported by Homer (1972). 

The latter finding was particularly evident among American females. It is interesting to note 

that in the above finding, as well as in the present results, females seemed to have profited by 

the influence of the women’s movement, while males seem to have maintained a more 

traditional viewpoint. 
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It was hypothesized that achieving males who belonged to a disadvantaged group would be 

rated more favorably than either females from that group or non-members. This hypothesis was 

not confirmed. Race effects were largely negligible, a result inconsistent with American 

findings, which generally show significant differences between racial groups. In this study, 

subjects may have ignored base rate information (Kahneman and Tversky, 1973; Nisbett and 

Borgida, 1975), and not have taken into account the fact that few Indians complete high school 

and even fewer attend university. An alternative explanation suggests that race may not be an 

influential variable when placed in the context of sex and occupational status. Corenblum et al. 

(1976) had subjects make trait attributions to ethnic groups which were paired with occupations 

varying in prestige. The ratings suggest that occupational cues were highly significant in 

influencing subject judgments; ethnic effects accounted for little response variance. It would 

seem that base rate information as it applies to ethnic groups must be especially salient to 

compete against such strong cultural cues as occupational prestige and sex-role stereotypes. 
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