

Abstract

Self-esteem is one of the most prominently studied areas of psychology (Bleidorn et al., 2015). This study aimed to explore the relationship between masculinity and femininity and levels of self-esteem in a sample of 34 undergraduate students. The participant's data was collected online via the Qualtrics survey system, where they were invited to complete Rosenburg’s self-esteem scale (RSES, Rosenburg, 1965) and Bem’s Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI, Bem, 1974). An independent samples t-test was then conducted to determine whether a statistically significant difference existed between the means in the two unrelated groups. Results of the study showed there was a relationship between masculinity, femininity and levels of self-esteem; t(32) = 2.51, p = .009, confirming the literature that was studied for this report. Further studies into this area could consider cultural differences and also age.



Introduction

According to the charity Mind (2022), self-esteem is defined as a person's perception of themselves. These perceptions are based on the beliefs that a person has of themselves. Self-esteem affects how a person likes and value themselves, influences their decisions, and can give them the confidence to attempt new and complex challenges. Low self-esteem can make one feel sad and lonely and experience low confidence and low self-worth (Corey, 2000). 

Over the last twenty years, theories and research about self-esteem have played a significant role in the psychological field. It is one of the most studied areas of psychology, with over thirty-five thousand publications on this subject (Bleidorn et al., 2015). There have been many debates about what is the cause of self-esteem and what the consequences of it are. Self-esteem was included in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, with him describing the need for respect from others as well as the need for love for oneself (Aubrey & Riley, 2021). 

When noting gender and self-esteem, according to Kling et al (1999), despite an increase in feminism over the last few decades, due to consistently high levels of sexism, misogyny, and violence against women, it is generally perceived as a fact that females will suffer from a lack of confidence or lower self-esteem than males. Many studies have backed up these claims with evidence showing that, across all measures, men have higher self-esteem than women (Kling et al., 1999; Orth & Robins, 2014). These studies found that both sexes, as young children, seem to follow the same trajectory of high self-esteem. The gender gap emerges in early adolescence, continues through adulthood, and then narrows and settles in old age, with it almost disappearing completely (Bleidorn et al., 2015).

It has been argued that people who did not display inherently masculine or feminine traits would have higher levels of self-esteem. Bem (1974, as cited in Burnett et al., 1995) suggested that androgynous people might have a better standard of mental health; specifically, they might exhibit higher levels of self-esteem and overall be more psychologically well-adjusted than individuals that conform to traditional gender roles. A study by Cook (1985, as cited in Burnett et al., 1995) tried to demonstrate this, but empirical evidence found by Whitey (1983, cited in Burnett et al., 1995) did not support Cook's findings.

One explanation for masculine individuals displaying higher self-esteem levels could be a cultural bias towards masculinity and masculine traits. This is called the masculine supremacy effect (Cook, 1985; Yager & Baker, 1979, as cited in Burnett et al., 1995). It is argued that masculine traits are more socially desirable, specifically in America. This makes a difference, as people who are more masculine or exhibit masculine traits receive higher levels of social reinforcement; in turn, they develop a higher level of self-esteem. This hypothesis was studied by Burnett et al. (1995) and, indeed, confirmed that there is a bias towards masculinity in American culture. This study also suggested that environment plays a role in self-esteem and concurred with Cook (1985) that studying people and their environment should replace the focus on personality traits as the central area of study regarding self-esteem.

Considering all of the relevant literature, there seems to be at least a marginal difference between levels of self-esteem in men and women. The study below was devised to find confirmation of that assumption. The hypothesis is that masculine individuals will exhibit higher levels of self-esteem than feminine individuals.

Method
Participants
Thirty-four undergraduate students were recruited via email to take part. Eighteen were Male, and 16 were Female. The age range was between 18 and 51, with M = 29.24 and SD = 7.86 (see Appendix E).

Design
The design was between subjects. The independent variable (IV) was predominant sex characteristics with two levels of masculine and feminine. The dependent variable (DV) was self-esteem and was scored using Rosenburg’s self-esteem scale (RSES, Rosenburg, 1965). An independent samples t-test was conducted. This was done to determine whether a statistically significant difference existed between the means in the two unrelated groups.

Materials
All participant's data was collected online via The Qualtrics survey system. An invite was sent via email and included a link to the survey, which would be clicked should they choose to participate. 

For this study, Rosenburg’s self-esteem scale (RSES, Rosenburg, 1965) was used (see appendix C) as the scale measures global self-worth, and for the purpose of the study, was used to assess self-esteem. The scale is a 10-item scale that measures both positive and negative feelings about how a person feels about themselves at that moment; an example could be ‘I am able to do things as well as most people’. This would be answered using a 4-point Likert scale format with answers ranging from 1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree. Five negatively worded items required reverse scoring prior to analysis. Ranges of scores were between 10-40, with higher scores showing a more positive evaluation of self-worth.

The second questionnaire used for the study was Bem’s Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI, Bem, 1974) (see appendix D). This test aimed to measure masculinity and femininity in participants, and the scoring outcome offers two resulting categorisations: masculine and feminine. The test names sixty positively valued personality traits, with 20 traits being masculine, i.e. ‘athletic’ and ‘assertive’, 20 feminine, i.e. ‘gentle’ and ‘tender’ and 20 gender-neutral filler traits. Participants then rate those traits using a 7-point Likert scale; 1-7, with 1 being “almost never true” to 7 being “almost always true”. The range of scores was 20-140, but the mean score of masculinity and femininity was calculated with the highest value between them, dictating their predominant sex characteristic.

Procedure
Participants were recruited via email. The email included an invite to participate and a link taking them to Qualtrics if they chose to participate. Once they clicked the provided link, they were directed to a study information page (see appendix A) which they were required to read and provided participants with vital information about the study. They were then directed to the consent form (see appendix B), which was to be read and signed in agreement in order to take part. Once consent was agreed upon, participants were provided with a short demographic questionnaire asking about age and gender. Following these steps, participants completed the RSES questionnaire and then the B-SRI. Once the participants had submitted the data, they were then directed to a debrief form (see appendix E) outlining the study's purpose along with the main hypothesis. Participants were also reminded of the right to withdraw without penalty if they wished to do so. Participants were then asked to submit their final results, and finally, they were thanked for participating in the study.

Results
An independent samples t-test was conducted (see appendix F) to explore differences in levels of self-esteem between masculine and feminine. Results of the analysis indicate that males reported significantly higher levels of self-esteem (M=27.72, SD=5.20) than females (M=23.00, SD=5.80); t(32) = 2.51, p = .009. Therefore, the hypothesis that masculine individuals would show higher levels of self-esteem must be accepted. 

Discussion
This study was devised to explore whether gender characteristics played a role in levels of self-esteem. The study found evidence to support the hypothesis that those with masculine characteristics will exhibit higher levels of self-esteem than those with feminine traits, with results showing significantly higher levels of self-esteem in masculine individuals than feminine. Therefore, the hypothesis can be accepted. 

Whilst there have been numerous studies on self-esteem solely, self-esteem and gender still require more in-depth examination. The studies consistently show that masculine individuals have higher levels of self-esteem, but the reasons why this is the case could be explored with greater vigour. For instance, it was found in studies by Kling et al. (1999) that young children show the same levels of high self-esteem, but that once those children reach adolescence, the gender gap in self-esteem begins to show. Why is this? Kearney-Cooke (1999) suggests that the transition from childhood and adulthood is often accompanied by major changes not just in the body but in the perception of one's self-image and that studies show that young girls tend to have a more negative body image and a negative view of their intelligence than boys. 

Social and environmental factors all contribute to the continuous push of perfection onto both males and females, with social media gaining in popularity in the last decade. Popular sites push filtered pictures and people are constantly bombarded with photoshopped images of impossible standards. A study by Jan et al (2017) found that spending just one hour a day on social media lowered a person's self-esteem.

Bem (1974) suggested that androgynous individuals might display better levels of mental health, and Cook (1985, as cited in Burnett, et al., 1995) tried to confirm that hypothesis but a study and corresponding evidence found by Whitey (1983, as cited in Burnett 1995) found that there was no link between androgyny and higher levels of mental wellbeing or self-esteem. Thanks to the initial hypothesis, though, the BSRI was created and is still one of the most widely used tools used to study gender today.

It has been found that in society, there exists a cultural bias towards masculinity and associated traits. Burnett et al. (1995) conducted a study which confirmed a bias showing that environment can play a pivotal part in the development of self-esteem. Women and femininity are still thought of as ‘weak’ by the patriarchy. This view hurts both men and women, as men who refuse to exhibit traditionally feminine traits can become unable to show their true feelings. At the same time, women who do exhibit those traits can be deemed ‘emotional’ and made to feel less desirable by society's standards.

Most, if not all, of the studies found in the literature, are studies using participants from the West.  The majority of the participants were white, educated individuals. Further studies crossing cultural lines might offer up more information as to why masculine individuals have higher levels of self-esteem. The study performed for this paper was limited by age, so further studies conducted should include a wider range of ages to gather more data.








References

Aubrey, K., & Riley, A. (2021). Understanding & using challenging educational theories. SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Bem, S. L. (1974). The measurement of psychological androgyny. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 42(2), 155–162. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0036215 
Bleidorn, W., Denissen, J. J. A., Gebauer, J. E., Arslan, R. C., Rentfrow, P. J., & Potter, J. (2015). Age and gender differences in self-esteem—a cross-cultural window. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 111(3), 396–410. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000078.supp 
Burnett, J. W., Anderson, W. P., & Heppner, P. P. (1995). Gender roles and self-esteem: A consideration of environmental factors. Journal of Counseling & Development, 73(3), 323–326. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1995.tb01757.x 
Corey, G. (2000). Theory and practice of counselling and psychotherapy. Brooks Cole. 
Jan, M., Soomro, S. A., & Ahmad, N. (2017). Impact of social media on self-esteem. European Scientific Journal, ESJ, 13(23), 329. https://doi.org/10.19044/esj.2017.v13n23p329 
Kearney-Cooke A. (1999). Gender differences and self-esteem. The journal of gender-specific medicine : JGSM : the official journal of the Partnership for Women's Health at Columbia, 2(3), 46–52.
Kling, K. C., Hyde, J. S., Showers, C. J., & Buswell, B. N. (1999). Gender differences in self-esteem: A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 125(4), 470–500. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.125.4.470 
Orth, U., & Robins, R. W. (2014). The development of self-esteem. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 23(5), 381–387. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721414547414 
Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton University Press.
What is self-esteem? (2022). Mind. Retrieved March 28, 2023, from https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/self-esteem/about-self-esteem/#:~:text=Self%2Desteem%20is%20how%20we,value%20yourself%20as%20a%20person 


Appendices

Appendix A: Study Information Sheet
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Study Information Sheet 

This document provides vital information regarding the study and provides details about what will be expected of you as a participant. Therefore, please read this information carefully before providing consent to take part.
The purpose of this study is to investigate the difference in levels of self-esteem between individuals who are classed as predominantly ‘masculine’ or predominantly ‘feminine’.
During this study, you will be required to do the following: 
· Fill in your demographic information of age and gender.
· Complete Rosenburg’s Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenburg, 1965).
· This is a ten-item questionnaire designed to assess self-reported levels of self-esteem. 
· Each item has a four-point response option ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree
· You should choose which response option best describes your thoughts/feelings in relation to each of the statements presented.
· Further instructions on how to complete this questionnaire will be presented at the top of the page.
· You will then be required to complete a second questionnaire that assesses the extent to which individuals ascribe to sex appropriate characteristics, and ultimately provides information related to levels of masculinity and femininity (Bem’s Sex Role Inventory). 
· Further instructions on how to complete the task will be presented to you.
· At the end of the study, you will be provided with the study debrief. 
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please contact the research supervisor Stacey Coleman on stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk 
You can download a copy of this information sheet for your records here: Information Sheet 
If you feel you want to leave the study, you can do so at any time by simply closing your browser. Partial data will not be used in this study and so your data will be withdrawn if you choose to close the browser before completing the study.
Once the study has ended, you will be asked if you want your data to be saved as part of the study. If you agree, then your data will be anonymised and therefore untraceable to later delete. 
As this study involves the completion of questionnaires that assess self-esteem and levels of masculinity/femininity, if you feel you would not be comfortable answering questions about these concepts, then you are advised not to take part in this study. 
If you are happy to take part in this study, please select the arrow button below to view the consent form for the study.   


Appendix B: Consent Form
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Study Consent Form
I understand that this research study is being carried out by an academic member of staff for the purpose of a module assessment, and that taking part in this study will involve providing details about my age and gender and completing two questionnaires assessing levels of self-esteem and sex role characteristics. 
This study will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. 
I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw my participation at any time during or before the end of the study without giving a reason and without penalty by closing the computer browser. 
I understand that once I complete the study, I will not be able to withdraw my data, as it will be anonymised and the researcher will be unable to trace my data back to me. 
I am aware that if I have any questions or concerns about the study, I can contact the researcher supervisor, Stacey Coleman at any time before, during, or after the study on stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk  
I understand that the information provided by me will be held confidentially, with a code assigned in place of my name. These data will be stored indefinitely in accordance with the Data Protection Act.
I also understand that at the end of the study I will be provided with a debrief form.
You can download a copy of this consent form by clicking here: Consent Form
Please tick all boxes below to confirm your consent into participating in this study: 

 I am 18 years of age or over 

 I understand I can withdraw at any time without penalty by closing the browser  

 I understand my data will be held confidentially and my identity will remain anonymous 

 I understand all the above information on this consent form

 I consent to taking part in this study 


Appendix C: Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale

Rosenburg’s Self-Esteem Scale

Instructions

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement.

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

2. At times I think I am no good at all.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

6. I certainly feel useless at times. 
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

7. I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself.
Strongly Agree 	Agree 		Disagree 	Strongly Disagree




Scoring:
Strongly agree = 1, agree = 2, disagree = 3, strongly disagree = 4
Items 2, 5, 6, 8, 9 are reverse scored. Give “Strongly Disagree” 1 point, “Disagree” 2 points, “Agree” 3 points, and “Strongly Agree” 4 points. Sum scores for all ten items. Keep scores on a continuous scale. Higher scores indicate higher self-esteem.

Appendix D: Bem’s sex role inventory

Bem Sex Role Inventory

Rate yourself on each item presented below:

	Item
	Almost never true
	Rarely true
	Less than half the times true
	Neutral
	More than half the times true
	Often true
	Almost always true

	1. Yielding
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Cheerful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Shy
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Affectionate
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Flatterable
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6. Loyal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	7. Feminine
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	8. Sympathetic
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	9. Sensitive to others needs
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	10. Understanding
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	11. Compassionate
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	12. Eager to soothe hurt feelings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	13. Soft spoken
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	14. Warm
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	15. Tender
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	16. Gullible
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	17. Childlike
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	18. Does not use harsh language
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	19. Loves children
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	20. Gentle
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	21. Self-reliant
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	22. Defends own beliefs
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	23. Independent
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	24. Athletic
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	25. Assertive
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	26. Strong personality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	27. Forceful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	28. Analytical
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	29. Leadership ability
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	30. Willing to take risks
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	31. Makes decisions easily
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	32. Self-sufficient
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	33. Dominant
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	34. Masculine
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	35. Willing to take a stand
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	36. Aggressive
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	37. Acts as a leader
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	38. Individualistic
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	39. Competitive
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	40. Ambitious
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	41. Helpful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	42. Moody
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	43. Conscientious
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	44. Theatrical
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	45. Happy
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	46. Unpredictable
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	47. Reliable
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	48. Jealous
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	49. Truthful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	50. Secretive
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	51. Sincere
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	52. Conceited
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	53. Likeable
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	54. Solemn
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	55. Friendly
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	56. Inefficient
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	57. Adaptable
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	58. Unsystematic
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	59. Tactful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	60. Conventional
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




Scoring key:
Items 1 through 20 = feminine
Items 21 through 40 = masculine
Items 41 through 60 = neutral

Points to consider:

Ratings rank from 1 to 7, with a general mean of 4 for each of the three components.
There are different ways to score this questionnaire but for the purpose of this study, participants are categorised as EITHER predominantly feminine OR masculine (neutral items are not included in scoring). So, the component that has the highest mean for each participant will determine which category they are placed into.
E.g., if a participant scores 4.5 on femininity and 4.8 on masculinity, then they are placed into the MASCULINE group. 

Further interpretations (and potential discussion points)…
If scores on both Femininity and Masculinity are above 4, you are ‘androgynous’
If scores on both Femininity and Masculinity are below 4, you are ‘undifferentiated’



Appendix E: Debrief form
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Study Debrief Form
An exploration into the differences in levels of self-esteem between individuals who are classified as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’

Thank you for taking part in this study.
The main aim of this study was to explore whether there is a difference in self-esteem levels in individuals who are predominately ‘masculine’ or predominantly ‘feminine’. It was specifically hypothesised that individuals who were categorised as having more ‘masculinity’ would score significantly higher on the Rosenburg Self-Esteem Scale.
If you wish to withdraw your data from the study, you must close your browser before clicking the final submit button below After this point, your data will become anonymous and we will be unable to trace it back to you. 
If taking part in this study has raised any concerns or if you have any questions about the study, please speak to the lead researcher on Stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk.
You can download a copy of this debrief sheet for your records by clicking here: Debrief

If you are happy for your data to be included in this study, please click the button below to confirm.  


Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study.


Stacey Coleman
Psychology and Counselling; University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Swansea.
 





Appendix F: Independent sample t-test results
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Appendix G: Descriptive statistics.
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Group Statistics

std. Error

Group MF N Mean _ std. Deviation Mean
Self_Esteem 1.00 18 27.7222 5.19961 1.22556
2.00 16 23.0000 5.79655 144914

Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test for Equality of

Variances t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval of the
Significance Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig.. t df One-Sided p  Two-Sided p Difference Difference Lower Upper
Self_Esteem Equal variances assumed 034 855 2.505 32 009 018 4.72222 1.88547 88165 8.56279
Equal variances not 2.488  30.406 009 019 4.72222 1.89789 84838 8.59607
assumed
Independent Samples Effect Sizes
95% Confidence Interval
Standardizer' Point Estimate _Lower __Upper

Self_Esteem Cohen's d 5.48752 861 149 1.560
Hedges' correction 5.62046 -840 145 1523
Glass's delta 5.79655 815 070 1.536

2. The denominator used in estimating the effect sizes.
‘Cohen's d uses the pooled standard deviation.
Hedges' correction uses the pooled standard deviation, plus a correction factor.
Glass's delta uses the sample standard deviation of the control group.
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Descriptive Statistics
N Minimum Maximum  Mean  Std. Deviation

age 34 18.00 51.00 29.2353 7.86268
Valid N (listwise) 34
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