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This study evaluated the relationships among femininity, depression, and stress. One hundred 
eighty-six college females were given the Beck Depression Inventory, the Behavioral 
Self-report of Femininity and the Psychological Distress Inventory. Positive correlations 
were found between femininity and depression. Lower femininity and lower depression 
scores tended to be associated with reports of high stress. Further work is needed to clarify 
the relationships among these important variables.  
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The occurrence of depression in college women is of special concern to those who 

work with college-age students. Estimates range from 28% to 35% of female college 

students in the United States being depressed at any one time (Boggiano & Barrett, 

1991; Nagelberg, Pillsbury, & Balzer, 1983). While these women usually do not meet 

the clinical definition of a Major Depressive Disorder, many fall within the categories 

of mild, moderate or severe depression.  

One factor which may precipitate high rates of depression in women is life stress. 

It has been proposed that women experience more life stressors than do men (Gove, 1972; 

Radloff & Rae, 1979), and that they perceive life’s stressors more negatively than do 

men (Ickes & Layden, 1978; Sowa & Lustman, 1984). Even when holding the level of 

stress constant, reported symptom intensity is significantly greater for women 

(Uhlenhuth & Paykel, 1973).  

Another factor that has been found to influence the experience of depression is  

gender role. Androgyny and masculinity have been found to relate to “hardi- 

ness”; that is, resistance to the negative effects of life stress and to the experience  

of depression, dysphoria, etc. (Baucom & Danker-Brown, 1979; Shaw, 1982).  

Femininity, as measured by the Bem Sex Role Inventory and the Personal At- 

tributes Questionnaire has not been significantly related to depression (Nezu &  
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Nezu, 1987; Whitley, 1984). However, both these instruments focus on internal 

dispositions, e.g., kindness, consideration, forgiveness, which may not be related to 

behavioral aspects of depression.  

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relationship between life 

stress, depression and femininity using a behaviorally oriented measure of 

femininity. We predicted that there would be positive correlations between 

depression, femininity and life stress and that low femininity would act as a buffer 

against depression associated with life stressors.  

 

METHOD  
 

SUBJECTS  

Subjects in this study were 186 female undergraduates who completed the  

questionnaires for additional course credit. Demographic characteristics of this  

sample were: 62% juniors or seniors, 92% unmarried, 96% no children, 35%  

liberal arts majors and 41% education majors. Participants were tested in groups  

of up to 25 in available classrooms and were seated so that they could not see each others’ 

responses. Each group session was directed by one of the female investi- 

gators who assured them that the information they provided was completely con- 

fidential.  
 

MATERIALS  

The three questionnaires were presented in a counterbalanced order with a  

biodata sheet presented last. The Beck Depression Inventory was used to assess  

the degree of depression experienced during the previous week (Beck, Rush, Shaw,  

& Emery, 1979). A meta-analysis performed by Beck, Steer, and Garbin, (1988)  

yielded a mean internal consistency coefficient of .81, stability coefficients rang- 

ing from .60 to .83 and concurrent validity coefficients ranging from .41 to .86.  

The Behavioral Self-report of Femininity assessed the frequency with which 

women reported engaging in 9 stereotypical feminine behaviors during the past year 

(Greene & Gynther, 1994). This instrument has a Cronbach alpha of .92 and a 2 week 

test-retest correlation of .90.  

The Psychological Distress Inventory was used to assess life stress. This 50- 

item self-report scale was primarily designed to measure stress in college stu- 

dents, asking which events they had experienced in the past 12 months and how  

aversive each event was for them. This inventory is composed of four subscales  

whose six-week test-retest reliability coefficients range from .72 to .80. Concur- 

rent criterion-related validity coefficients for the four subtests vary from .65 to  

.74 (Lustman, Sowa, & O’Hara, 1984). For the purpose of this study, stress for  

each woman was defined as the sum of her aversiveness ratings.  
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After completing these three inventories, each woman completed an informa- 

tion page which requested her age, marital status, major, year in college, if she  

had children and whether she had ever been diagnosed as depressed or bipolar.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

 

The mean score on the Beck Depression Inventory was 9.1 (SD=7.1) with  

scores ranging from 0 to 38. This mean is slightly higher than a similar sample  

which reported a mean of 8.61 (Stoppard & Paisley, 1987). The mean score on  

the Behavioral Self-report of Femininity was 130 (SD=27.5) which is slightly  

lower (less feminine) than the standardization group mean of 138.5 (Greene &  

Gynther, 1994). Shapiro-Wilk tests (Schlotzhauer & Littell, 1987) indicated that  

both of these sets of scores were normally distributed. The mean score on The  

Psychological Distress Inventory was 50.5 (SD = 26.6). A Shapiro-Wilk test showed  

that these scores were not normally distributed (W = .93, p< .01). There was no  

significant relationship found between any of the demographic variables and the  

measures of depression, femininity and stress. However, there was little variation  

within the sample on the demographic variables.  

A correlation coefficient of .15 (p<.05) was found between depression and  

femininity which supports our hypothesis that degree of femininity is positively  

related to degree of depression. To further assess the relationship between depres- 

sion and femininity, two groups were formed: individuals who had depression  

scores less than 10 were classified as having no, or minimal, depression and those  

having scores greater than 18 were classified as having moderate to severe depres- 

sion. Women in the moderate/severe depression group scored significantly higher  

on the Behavioral Self-report of Femininity than did women in the no-minimal de- 

pression group (t=2.08, p<.05). This finding is consistent with the correlation  

reported above and runs counter to the findings of Stoppard and Paisley (1987),  

Feather (1985) and Nezu, Nezu, and Peterson (1986) who found that femininity  

was not related to depression.  

The correlation between psychological distress and depression was .49 (p<.01).  

This supports previous research findings that documented a positive relationship  

between the amount of stress in a person’s life and depression (Brown & Harris,  

1978; Nezu, Nezu, & Peterson, 1986). Psychological distress scores were also  

significantly correlated with femininity scores (r = .23, p < .03) which supports  

Stoppard and Paisley's (1987) findings that stress was negatively correlated with  

masculinity scores and positively correlated with femininity scores on the Bem  

Sex Role Inventory.  

Following the suggestion of Cohen and Edwards (1989) our sample was di- 

vided into three groups: ‘high feminine’, ‘low feminine’ and ‘medium feminine’  

based on the Behavioral Self-report of Femininity scores. Each of these groups  
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was then divided into ‘high’, ‘medium’, and ‘low’ stress subgroups based on the  

PDI scores. Under low and medium stress conditions there were no significant  

differences in the mean depression scores of the three groups. Under the high  

stress condition the mean depression score for the high feminine group was 15.6,  

for the medium feminine group 13.59 and for the low feminine group 9.11. While  

the difference between the means of the high feminine and low feminine groups  

just fails to reach significance (t = 1.99, p = .058) there is clearly a meaningful  

trend such that as femininity scores decreased so did depression scores for women  

who had experienced high stress.  

While previous research has disclosed that masculinity, not femininity, is re- 

lated to the experience of depression, this study found that using a behaviorally  

based measure of femininity (BSR) resulted in a significant correlation between  

femininity and depression. Previous findings of relationships between femininity  

and distress and depression and distress were corroborated. It also appears that  

there is a trend for low femininity to act as a buffer against the expression of  

depression as a reaction to high stress - although Waelde, Silvern and Hodges  

(1994) found that in the presence of high interpersonal stress, high femininity  

was related to low depression scores.  

The current results suggest that femininity is implicated in depression, al- 

though the variance accounted for by femininity is low. Stronger relationships  

might be found by defining femininity by traits and behavior; that is, requiring  

feminine scores on both the Personal Attributes Questionnaire and the Behavioral  

Self-report of Femininity. While finding measures to identify students who are at  

risk for reacting to high stress with depression would be valuable for early pre- 

vention counseling, these results also reaffirm that the relationships between gender  

roles, stress and depression are more convoluted than previously thought.  
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