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The existing research-in the area of sex-role
enmphasized the presence of clearly delineated and

- relatively rigid roles. However, since each personality trait can be
- found in varying amounts in both of the sexes, one might think that
the current norms of sex-role stereotypes are unduly limited. In the

socialization process, all individuals must learn to handle
themselves in a variety of situations, i.e., all must learn to be

assertive, dependent, compassionate, etc. The exact behavior which
- emerges may vary depending upon factors such as the current social
~ milieu or the method by which an individual has been taught to
express these emotions. (Author) ' ; , T
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| ;1tralts., Certaln groups of pe0ple can be easlly ldentlfled because of

‘T~unlque chracterlsthS, for example, blacks, the exceptlonally,tall

ATTRIBUTION OF SEX-ROLE CHARACTERISTICS: AN IDIOSYNCRATIC PROCESS

Dorothy Nevlll

Unlverstty of Florida

In tts broadest sense attribution is the process by which an In-
dividual ascrites a certain characterlstlc or group of ‘characteristics
to an external event or object. In this way we attempt both to know
the environment in which we live and_-to_valldate our judgments concern-
ing lt, A major question in the realm of attribution theory Is whether
or not perceptions are based upon the actual properties of an entity
or upon the characteristics of the observer; or upon somevlnteractloh ,
between the two. In simplified terms the choice is between external
attribution or internal (self) attribution. This may be 1lustrated
by an example where a judgmeat could be the result of elthertthe inher~
ent qualities of the event or the idlosyncratic response of the observer.

Is my favorable response to a ballet due to the brilliance of the per<

formance or to the fact that | have secret dreams of being al"ﬁrlma

) ballerina?" In otuer words is the judgment ofl“enjoyable“ to be attri-

buted to the external (the ballet) or to the Internal (self)?

Thls same phenomena can be found In the attrlbutlon of personality“




forms and varieties. We have specific perceptions of what ''rich men,
poor men, beggar men, thieves, doctors, lawyers, and merchant chiefs!
are like. |

As implied by the title, this paper is concerned with the stereo-
types of sex-role behavior. The exlsting research In the area of sex~«
role stereotypes has emphasized the presense of clearly delineated and
relatively rigid categories. However, since each personality tralt
can be found In varying amounts in individuals of both sexes, one might
be lead to think that the current stereotypic norms are unduly limited.
in the soclaltzatlon precess all individuals must learn to handle them-
selves In a variety of situations, i.e., all must learn to be assertive,
dependent, or compassionate. The exact behavior which emerges may vary
dependihg uoon factors such as the current soclal mitieu or the’methOde
by which an individual has beeh taught to expressfthese emotlonc It
~might be that stereotyplc dimensions are far less rlgid than currently
assumed. Perhaps, rather than being bound by an. exlstlng stereotype,
' peOpfe tend to view each other ldlosyncratically and to basa Judgments ‘
-on thelr own reactl0ns rather than on exlsting norms of approprlate’ ‘
behavlor., k

Here then, in the realm of attr!butlon of sex~role stereotypes,

‘“fe;'iwe face agafn the choice between external attributlon or lnternal (self)t«ffk




using a perhaps ovekly simplifled model.  In actuality the distinction
Is not so clearcut, The lndlvldnal does Incorporate the values of so-
clety and in turn influences and modifies the existing mores, It is

an interaction process., However, since a stereotype }s to a certaln
extent held in common by members of a specific population, it can be
viewed as an external entity with a definite existence of its own,

It 1s In this sense that | regard the use of stereotypes as external
attribution. The peint to be made in this paper is not that we are
uninfluenced by external standards, but rather that we do respond in a
complex and dfverse manner. An Individual makes judgments about another
indlvidual based upon personal responses peculiar to that person and
that situation. Judgments are not made merely upon the basis of pre-
existing stereotypes. It is to highlight the Importance of the idio-
syncratic individual response that 1 make the arbitrary distinction In
the'pfocess of the attrlbution of sex-role stereotypes between stereo-
typing (external attribqtion) and ldlosyncratic reSponsek(lnternal at-
trlbution)’ Through the uee of this simplffled model, we mlght be able ‘
to gain a sonewhat better understanding of Interactlons between Ind!vl~
: duals.r | B | |

Now that a dichotomy has been Suggested let us Iook at the re-'ee,jd’

- earch?inpthe area to determine whether attrlbution of sex-role stereo~ i



i
\,

‘develooment has tended to regard»ekternal attribution (stereotyplng)
~as the sole process, Consequently, the evidence that | mention In the
following secttion will be somewhat skewed In that directton, and it .
Is only subsequently that | shall offer an alternative hypothesls.’
Kelleyfs‘(l967) four crlterla for deternlnlng external attribution
are as follows.
1) A differential response. Do we tend to respond ln a differ-
ent manner to the group-women than to the group-men?
2) A consistent response;OVer tlme. Do we tend to respond con-
sistently at varying perlods‘of~tlme to a particular group? »
3) A consistent response over modality. Do we tend to respond .
consistently in differing situations? ﬁ : | , _‘i :ftfif
4) cConsensus. Do all partlclpants agree as to the characterls—
tics of a partlcular group? |
There s ample evidence In our society that we teud to respond 
to the group-women in a different way than we do to the group-men.
When we ook at tle stereotypes of femlnlnlty In our culture we flnd
| women described as: talkative, tactful gentle, rellglous, neat,r

' qulet, dependent, llloglcal, and emotlonal Hen, in contrast, are

'ktdescrlbed as- aggresslve, lndependent obJectlve, domlnant, actlve,lf;;j_<




of socialization is twofold: to teach males to make an Impact'od
"the environment and to protect women from any 111 effects of that =~~~
same environment. ’ | |

In addition, this differentia} response tends to be consistent -
over time and modality. From the moment that we put pink bootles on
. girl babies .nd blue bootles on boy bables and continuing throughout
the developmentel process, we tend to respOnd in 2 distinct manner to
the group-men and to the gropp-woment There Is generaldconsensus as
to the stereotypas andéepproprlate behevlor for each group In a spe-
cific culture. Groups as dlverse as clinical psychologists and under=
_graduate students, when asked to describe soc(alty’competent men ofr
women, agree on the dlvergent characterlstlcs of'each sex., ’

in spite of the above, whlch might be regardedyas OVerwheim!ng

evidence for the attrlbutlon of personallty characterlstlcs as an ex~:
ternal process, strong!y lnfluenced by exlst!ng stereotypes, | would

1tke to offer an alternatsve hypothesls,‘namely that attrlbutlon 1s

"‘fan !dlosyncratlc process, based upon the self rather than the other.

‘ Stated slmply, an Indlvldual does not Interact wlth a group, but with
"another indlvldual and Judges that person accordlng\y |

I make thls suggestlon based upOn both an hlstoricaa PerSpectIVe s




and so forth. Only rarely is the whole continuum of the human person-
ality taken into consideration. In short, we have tended to look at

a multi-~dimensional world through bipolar glasses. This limited and

rigld view of the human personality was partly the result of Inadequate
statistical technlques and partly the result of petty ihinking. The
effects of thls phllosophy have been far ranging, butglet us deal in

this paper speclftcally with sexsrole characteristlcs. Here we have a
ready made bipolar sItuatloni female and male. Experiments have been |
designed to h)ghljght the differerces between the sexes; rather than to
focus on the individual. Undergraduate students have been given forced-
cholce’questlons ("ls basket-weaving more femlnlne or‘mascnline?")' haﬁe
been asked to list behaviors, attItudes, and personallty characterlst!cs
that they felt dlfferentlated between men and women ; and have been requir—si~

ed to deflne thei ™ ldeal wonan or man. The . result has been two sets of

,,characterlstics wh!ch comprise .the. def!nltlons of femalﬂness and maleness.,’-
L researchers went looking for Stereotypes, they were bound to find them.ﬂ L

Fortunately. methods and vlewpolnts change and the current researcher 15 L

‘obllgated to look at famllar sltuatlons from a new perspective.'t
IanUenced by the results of earl!er pllot work at the Univelsity of ;;3;r
"Flor!da, I am engaged In an ongolng research program which attempts to look

at personallty characterlstics wlthout assuming a stereotyplc b!as;{,Fur--ﬁ

‘ly.nﬁfther, slnce muchfof t eiprevlous work ln thls area had relled»on_paper and




Is In part an Idiosyncratic process rather than solely a stereotypic
process . ’ S
The investligation used 2 éxpérlmentérs, 8 actors, and 256 fiim
observers. The experlménters, 1 female and | male, were the research-
x _ _
er and her assistant. The actors, 4 men and 4 women, were students
in an advanced psychology course who volunteered for the project. The
fllm observers, 128 males and 128 females, were introductory psychology
students who were meeting part of a course requlirement for research
participation.
~ Video-tapes were made of each of the actors. Each person read
the '"Rainbow Passage,' chosen because It contains all of the phonetic¢
sounds In the Engllish language .
"Whnen the sunlight strikes ra!ndrOps In the alr, they act
llke a prism and form a rainbow. The rainbow is a division
of white 1ight Into many beautiful colors. These take the
shape of a long round arch, with Its path high above, and
Its two ends apparently beyond the horlzon, There is, ac-
cording to legend, a bolling pot of gold at one end. People
ook, but no one ever finds It, When a man looks for some=
‘thing beyond his reach, his friends say he Is looklng for
the pot of gold at the end of the ralnbow.“ L

i Each actor was glven two practlce sesslons and was requested to slt

'{~a;}a{table faclng the vldeo-tape machlne. No rctakes were necessary.,.;iﬁV'“

: :The eight vldeo-tapes were’put togeth«;;!n e|ght random orders.~""§




J'i‘{ﬁ;of thls;paper.; From the p

one of the readers, F ;
A faetor analysls was run on the Judgments of the 256 S$s. Since
each S rated each of the 8 film segments a total of 2048 ratings on
each of the 82 bipolar ltems was possible, The analysts, which in-
cluded a principle componet extractlon with a varimax rotatlon, re-
sulted In flve factors accounting for 84% of the total possible com=
munality, Scales with loadings greater than .4 were used to define
the factor. Eldenvalues for the five factors and the scales consti-
tuting each are sbown in Table 1, The first column cohtalns,the de-
scriptive terms ngen the factors, | d
Factor | seemed to correspond most readlly to a dimension of "ac-
‘tive-pass!ve." Factor 11 was more heavily Ioaded on tralts of klndness : fvfi
and affectlon and. appeared best deflned as 'Marm-cold " FactOr nt E

appeared to tap tra!ts of emot!onality and was labe!ed "emotlonal ~un=~

emotional U  Factor IV with only three loadlngs appeared clearly to
be a measure of the dlmenslon "lntelllgent—unlntell!gent.“ Factor V,”"
~wh!ch contained all the: |tems whlch related to sex, can be easlly de~

scrlbed as “ma5uul3ne femlnine.“‘

Although a further analysis would reveal speciflc !nteraction

 ,effects, the data shown here are hlgh!y relevant to the central themefs e

; i




which found only two dimensions and arbitrarily labeled one ‘'masculine"
and the'other “feminine.'t Instead we havé found that the aspect of
"hascﬁllne-feminine“ is an Important consldération when we Judge the
personality characteristics of other Individuals, but it is only one _
of at least five dimensions which are taken Into conslideration. The
Judgment of an individual on a “masculine~feminine'* continuum does hot
necessarily imply a certain set of judgments on other dimensions,
Reactions are independent and specific to an individual.

This evidence, coupled with that mentioned previously, lends sup~
port for the conclusion that attribution of personalfty traits Includes
the idiosyncratic response of the iadividual. Attribution is not bas-
ed exclusively on external stereotypes, Instead the interaction between
indivlduéﬁswhas many components. We are Influenced by existing mores,
We are influenced by the current stereotypic norms, However, we are
aisb inftuencedkby the specific characteristics of an individual. All
of these form the basis for a unique response to each lﬁdlvidual with
whdm we fnteract., AttflbutIOn cén thus be seen as both an internal and
extérnal prd#ess. It is a complex response to a multi-dimensional sit-

“uation and to limit It to a mindless reaction based‘upoh‘preexistlnq"

stergo;ypes ls,;o,demgan @he llm!gless capaclty‘of the human personaflty.
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TABLE |
FACTOR STRUCTURE OF EXPERIMENTER RATINGS

FACTOR ‘ ‘ SCALE LOADING
1: Active-Passive Very shy-Very outgoing .85 .
Hever leader-Always leader .83
Retiring-Forward .82
Very quiet-Very loud .79
Not at all self confident-
Very self confident Ty
Not at all competitive- .
Very competitive 75
Very weak personality-
Very strong personality 73
Not at -all talkative- .
Very talkative ' .67
Not ambitious-Very ambitious .66
Not at all adventurous-
Very adventurous .60
Not at all aggressive-
Very aggressive .60
Gives up easily-Never gives
up easlily .54 *
Rot at all independent-Very
Independent 51
Very good sense of humor-
Very poor sense of humor -.43
Very impulsive-Not at all ,
impulsive ‘ - .44
Very little need for security- ;
Very strong need for security ; -.47
Seeks new experiences-Avoids ;
. new experliances - .48
Not at all dependent-Very s
dependent L , T =,50
Makes decislons easily-Has , '
. dlfficulty making declisions -,
- Very concelted about appearance- o o
Never conceited about appearance =60
Very sociab\e-Not at all soclable =60

‘ f~Not at all uncomfortable about being
'* aggresslve—Very:uncomfortablegiL’T_ f;i ~







TABlE l
FACTOR STRUCTURE OF EXPERIHENTER RATINGS

~ Doesn't care about belng In 8 i
‘.group- Prefers being In a group, T1*
Not ‘at all Intellectual Very -
. ntallectual
Not‘at;all !nte Jlgent'Very

¢ es very easily
'Thinks men are supertor to wome

Veryimascullne-Not vefy;@as Qj]né




