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It has been argued that young men’s and women’s behavior in heterosexual
sexual situations follows traditional, culturally defined gender role prescriptions,
and alternatively, that expectations have shifted such that young men’s and
women’s gender-relevant personality attributes are converging. Using the Bem
Sex Role Inventory, primarily Caucasian men (n = 94) and women (n = 95)
described their attributes globally (GLOBAL), and in a heterosexual sexual
situation (SEXUAL). They also described the ideal attributes that a man and
a woman should have in a heterosexual sexual situation (IDEAL-SEXUAL).
The men’s expressive scores were lowest for GLOBAL, intermediate for
SEXUAL, and highest for IDEAL-SEXUAL. The women’s expressive scores
were higher for IDEAL-SEXUAL than for either GLOBAL or SEXUAL. Both
the men’s and the women’s instrumental scores were lowest for SEXUAL,
intermediate for IDEAL-SEXUAL and highest for GLOBAL. Both globally
and in a sexual situation, men’s instrumental scores were higher than women’s,
while women’s expressive scores were higher than men’s. These results suggest
that men are more expressive in a sexual situations than they are globally
because they perceive attributes reflecting expressiveness as ideal for a man in
sexual situation. Women are less instrumental in sexual situations than they
are globally, but may wish to be more instrumental than they are. Young women
may lack the behavioral skills to enact their ideal, or may fear negative
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consequences for departing from gender-typed behavior in the sexual situation.
There were no differences in expressiveness or instrumentality of the ideal man
and the ideal woman in a sexual situation. It is concluded that, despite some
convergence of attributes in sexual situations, traditional gender role
prescriptions continue to guide young men’s and women’s behavior in sexual
interactions, but not their conceptions of ideal behavior.

According to traditional, culturally defined scripts, men are expected to be
instrumental and assertive while women are expected to be expressive and
nurturant. In fact, instrumental behaviors are often termed “masculine”
while expressive behaviors are termed “feminine.” A great deal of research,
often using the Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), has compared men’s
and women’s global self-descriptions along these dimensions. While origi-
nally conceptualized as a measure of gender roles (i.e., masculinity and
feminity), this instrument appears to measure gender-relevant personality
attributes related to instrumentality and expressiveness (Ballard-Reisch &
Elton, 1992; Pedhazur & Tetenbaum, 1979; Spence, 1984). Despite some
overlap between the genders, on average, men have higher instrumental
scores, and women have higher expressive scores (Bem, 1974; Hiller & Phil-
liber, 1985; Spence & Helmreich, 1978).

Expressiveness and instrumentality are seen to be conceptually inde-
pendent (Bem, 1974; Spence & Helmreich, 1978). Thus, all individuals, and
androgynous individuals in particular, may display instrumental and expres-
sive traits/behaviors according to the perceived demands of the situation
(Bem, 1975). Further, expectations for appropriate attributes and behavior
for women and men differ from situation to situation (Orlofsky, 1981;
Spence, 1984). Thus, it seems unlikely that a global measure can accurately
describe an individual’s attributes and behavior across all situations. Indeed,
self-descriptions when specific social roles are made salient often differ
from global descriptions of gender-relevant personality attributes (Daley &
Rosenzweig, 1988; Rosenzweig & Daley, 1991; Uleman & Weston, 1986).
For example, Uleman and Weston found that, compared to standard in-
structions to provide a global self-description, mothers of infants had higher
instrumental and expressive scores, and fathers had lower instrumental
scores when describing themselves as parents. Similarly, when the role of
student was made salient, college students’ expressive and instrumental
scores decreased relative to standard instructions. Their expressive scores
increased when the role of girlfriend/boyfriend was made salient.

The instability of self-descriptions across social roles may occur be-
cause the distinct behavioral expectations that are associated with the social
role are not consistent with, or supersede, global gender role prescriptions.
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Whether this is the case for the role of sexual partner is not known. Two
conflicting views emerge regarding the extent to which behavior in sexual
situations follows traditional gender role prescriptions. On one hand, some
authors have argued that behavioral expectations in the sexual situation
are particularly likely to be linked to more general gender role expectations
(Gagnon, 1990; Simon & Gagnon, 1986). According to the traditional sex-
ual script, men are socialized to assume an active, sex-directed, instrumen-
tal role in sexual situations; women, to assume a passive, sexually naive,
love-directed, expressive role (Barbach & Levine, 1980; Byers, 1996; Hite,
1976; Zilbergeld, 1992). Nonstereotypic behavior with a sexual partner may
result in negative social consequences (Allgeier & Fogel, 1978; Daley &
Rosenzweig, 1988; Lewin, 1985). Thus, despite well-documented conver-
gence in some aspects of male and female sexual behavior (e.g., rates of
premarital intercourse; number of sexual partners (Oliver & Hyde, 1993)),
there are still significant differences between women’s and men’s behavior
in sexual settings (Carroll, Volk, & Hyde, 1985; Darling & Davidson, 1986;
Leary & Snell, 1988).

In contrast to this view, other authors have argued that expectations
have shifted such that women, like men, are expected to be highly sexual
and take an active role in sexual activities (Macklin, 1983; LoPiccolo &
Friedman, 1988). Further, both men and women are expected to be tender,
caring, and concerned about their partner’s pleasure (Farber, 1992;
McCabe, 1987; Roche, 1986). Indeed, it appears that there are a variety
of sexual behaviors which are perceived to be equally acceptable for men
and women (Peplau, Rubin, & Hill, 1977; Sprecher, 1989).

To better understand women’s and men’s adherence to traditional gen-
der role expectations in sexual situations, we compared college men’s and
women’s descriptions of their own expressiveness and instrumentality both
globally and in sexual situations. We also compared men’s and women’s
descriptions of the ideal gender-relevant attributes for both men and
women in a sexual situation. In a laboratory context, self-descriptions of
attributes in sexual situations could be influenced by gender stereotypic
expectations, participants’ discomfort with the task of describing their sex-
ual behavior in a group setting, or by faulty memory. Therefore, partici-
pants were asked to complete their sexual self-descriptions at home
following sexual activities with a partner and with reference to their be-
havior in that sexual encounter.

In keeping with the argument that behavior is less stereotyped in sex-
ual situations than in nonsexual situations or globally, Daley and Rosen-
zweig (1988) found that married male university employees described
themselves as less instrumental and more expressive in sexual situations
relative to work situations, social situations, and global self-descriptions. In
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contrast, and more consistent with traditional gender role expectations,
married women described themselves as more expressive in sexual and so-
cial situations than in work settings (Rosenweig & Daley, 1991). Unfortu-
nately, the researchers did not examine differences in women’s
instrumentality across situations.

It is not known whether these findings are specific to married, mid-
dle-aged men and women. Research suggests that behavior becomes more
androgynous with age (Neugarten, 1973). Young, unmarried men and
women may be more likely to adhere to the traditional sexual script in
sexual situations. Additionally, differences between men’s and women’s ex-
pressiveness and instrumentality in a sexual situation have not been inves-
tigated. For example, while men have been found to be more expressive
in sexual situations than globally, there is no indication how this level of
expressiveness compares to that of women in sexual situations. Therefore,
we compared college men’s and women’s global self-descriptions and sexual
self-descriptions. Based on previous research (Daley & Rosenzweig, 1988;
Rosenzweig & Daley, 1991), we predicted that men would describe them-
selves as being more expressive and less instrumental in sexual situations
than they are globally. Women were also expected to be more expressive
in sexual situations than globally. No predictions were made about women’s
global and sexual levels of instrumentality. Finally, although we expected
to see evidence of some convergence of men’s and women’s levels of ex-
pressiveness and instrumentality in the sexual situation, we hypothesized
that women would be more expressive than men and men would be more
instrumental than women in sexual situations as well as globally.

There are two possible explanations for why men’s and women’s gen-
der-relevant personality attributes in sexual situations may differ as pre-
dicted. First, young men and women may perceive gender-stereotypic
behaviors as desirable in sexual situations. Despite arguments that expec-
tations for men and women have narrowed in sexual settings, men continue
to be more active than women in initiating sexual activities (Blumstein &
Schwartz, 1983; Byers & Heinlein, 1989; O’Sullivan & Byers, 1990), and in
aggressively pursuing sexual desires (Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Miller & Mar-
shall, 1987). Further, gender remains more closely related to sexual atti-
tudes and behavior than does gender role-typing (Allgeier, 1981; Allgeier
& Fogel, 1978). Accordingly, we would expect men’s and women’s descrip-
tions of ideal attributes in sexual situations to be consistent with traditional
gender-stereotypic prescriptions, and similar to their actual attributes in
sexual situations.

Alternatively, young men and women may adhere to traditional sexual
scripts, not because these scripts are desirable, but because they lack the
skills and/or experience to behave in less traditional ways. That is, they be-
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lieve that men and women should behave in less stereotypic ways in sexual
settings than globally despite the fact their own behavior does not reflect
this belief. If this is the case, we would expect descriptions of ideal attributes
in sexual situations to be less consistent with traditional sexual scripts, and
less gender-typed than descriptions of actual attributes in these situations.

Men and women may have different perceptions of ideal gender-rele-
vant personality attributes for men and women (Hatfield, Sprecher, Pille-
mer, Greenberger, & Wexler, 1988). In particular, men may wish women
to act in ways that are more consistent with the male script, and women
may wish men to act in ways that are more consistent with the female
script. For example, men have indicated that they want their partners to
be more assertive about their sexual desires, and take a more active role
in initiating and experimenting sexually (Hite, 1981; Hatfield et al., 1988).
Women want men to be more tender and emotionally intimate during love-
making (Halpern & Sherman, 1979; Hite, 1976). Thus, we predicted that,
compared to men’s descriptions, women would describe men as ideally
more expressive and less instrumental in a sexual situation. Similarly, we
predicted that, compared to women’s descriptions, men would describe
women as ideally more instrumental and less expressive.

Finally, in order to more fully understand expressiveness and instru-
mentality in the sexual situation, several characteristics which have been
found to be related to sexual behavior and/or global personality-relevant
attributes were assessed. These were: erotophobia-erotophilia, dating expe-
rience, sexual experience, and gender role ideology—conceptualized as
one’s beliefs about appropriate behaviors for men and women. Greater
global instrumentality has been found to be related to greater erotophilia
(Byrne & Kelley, 1992, ch 6), greater sexual experience (Allgeier, 1981;
Leary & Snell, 1988), and more dating experience (Leary & Snell, 1988).
Further greater global instrumentality is related to more liberal attitude
towards women’s roles for women and a more conservative attitude towards
women’s roles for men (Spence, 1984). Byrne and Kelley (1992) suggest
that greater expressiveness is associated with greater erotophobia. Research
shows that for women, greater expressiveness is related to a more tradi-
tional gender role ideology (Spence, 1984), and possibly to less sexual ex-
perience (Allgeier, 1981). For men, greater expressiveness is related to a
more liberal attitude toward women’s roles (Spence, 1984).

It seems likely that the relationships between these variables and ex-
pressiveness and instrumentality in sexual situations would be similar to
those found for global self-descriptions. Namely, greater instrumentality in
sexual situations was expected to be associated with greater erotophilia,
greater sexual experience, and for women, more liberal attitudes towards
women’s roles. Alternatively, greater expressiveness in the sexual situation
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was expected to be related to greater erotophobia, less sexual experience,
and for men, more liberal attitudes towards women’s roles. Because ero-
tophobia-erotophilia, sexual experience, dating experience, and gender role
ideology might also be related to men’s and women’s perceptions of the
ideal attributes of men and women in sexual situations, these relationships
were explored.

METHOD
Subjects

Participants were 101 male and 109 female students enrolled in intro-
ductory psychology classes at a Canadian university; all participants earned
course bonus points for their participation. As this was a study of young,
unmarried men and women, 7 men and 14 women who were married, or
over the age of 30 were dropped from the study. Thus, the final sample
included 189 never-married men and women whose average age was 19.3
(range, 17 to 29 years). While ethnicity was not assessed, based on other
similar research and the ethnic make-up of the university it is estimated
that the ethnic make-up of the sample was very largely Caucasian and born
in Canada. Virtually all participants (99%) had been or were in a steady
dating relationship, and had engaged in sexual activities of some sort. Most
(80%) reported having engaged in sexual intercourse. MANOVA was em-
ployed to determine whether the men and the women differed in terms of
number of dating partners, number of sexual partners, number of coital
partners, and longest exclusive dating relationship. The function was sig-
nificant, F(4,178) = 3.0, p < .05. Univariate follow-up analysis indicated
that, compared to the men, the women reported fewer dating partners but
an exclusive dating relationship of longer duration.

Materials

Respondents completed one questionnaire in the laboratory and one
questionnaire at home.

A background questionnaire designed for this study was used to collect
descriptive information from each participant. The questionnaire assessed
age, relationship status (single, cohabiting, married), dating history (number
of casual dating partners, number of steady dating partners, longest exclu-
sive dating relationship), and sexual history (number of sexual partners,
number of coital partners).
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The Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI; Bem, 1974) consists of 60 items
developed to reflect masculine, feminine and neutral gender role behav-
iors/characteristics. Respondents rate the extent to which each item applies
to them on a 7-point Likert scale. The BSRI scales have been criticized
on the grounds that they are multidimensional, do not measure masculinity
and feminity as originally conceptualized, and include negative as well as
positive attributes (Spence, 1984). In addition, some of the items on the
original scales are not applicable to sexual situations, e.g., love children.
Therefore, in this study, Instrumental (I) and Expressive (E) subscales
scores were calculated based on the 2-factor structure for the BSRI deter-
mined by Ballard-Reisch and Elton (1992). They found a 13-item expres-
siveness factor consisting of the items affectionate, sympathetic, sensitive to
the needs of others, understanding, compassionate, eager to soothe hurt feel-
ings, warm, tender, gentle, helpful, truthful, sincere and friendly, as well as a
13-item instrumentality factor consisting of the items independent, assertive,
strong personality, forceful, has leadership abilities, willing to take risks, self-
sufficient, dominant, willing to take a stand, aggressive, acts as a leader, indi-
vidualistic, and competitive. These factors have been shown to have good
reliabilities, Cronbach’s a for the expressive and instrumental scores = .89
and .87, respectively. Scores range from 13 to 91 with higher scores indi-
cating greater expressiveness and greater instrumentality. There is a con-
siderable amount of accumulated evidence for the validity of the BSRI
scales as measures of expressiveness and instrumentality (Spence, 1984).

The BSRI was administered under three different instructional sets
during the laboratory session and one instructional set during home-moni-
toring (see below). In the laboratory session, participants were instructed
to describe themselves in general terms (GLOBAL); to describe how a
woman should ideally behave in a heterosexual sexual encounter (FE-
MALE/SEX-IDEAL) and to describe how a man should ideally behave in
a heterosexual sexual encounter (MALE/SEX-IDEAL). The internal con-
sistencies for the GLOBAL scales were high, Cronbach’s oo = .85 and .89
for instrumentality and expressiveness, respectively. Internal consistencies
for the other six versions of the BSRI ranged from .77 to .89, M = .83.

The Sex Role Ideology Scale (SRIS; Kalin & Tilby, 1978) is a 30-item
scale measuring respondents’ support of traditional, stereotypic gender
roles. Respondents indicate the extent to which they agree with each item
on a 7-point Likert scale. Scores on this measure range from 30 to 210.
Low scores reflect support for traditional gender roles; high scores indicate
a feminist/progressive ideology. Good reliability and validity have been
demonstrated for this scale (Kalin & Tilby, 1978; Cota & Xinaris, 1989).
Cronbach’s o based on the current sample was .85.
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The Sexual Opinion Survey (SOS; Fisher, Byrne, White, & Kelley,
1988) consists of 21 items designed to assess affective responses to sexual
cues. On a 7-point Likert scale, respondents indicate the extent to which
they agree with each statement. SOS scores range from 21 to 147 with low
scores reflecting a negative emotional response to sexual cues (erotopho-
bia), and high scores indicating a positive emotional response (erotophilia).
Fisher et al. (1988) report good internal consistency and construct validity
for the SOS. Cronbach’s a for the current sample was .85.

Separate (gender-specific) versions of the Heterosexual Behavior Inven-
tory-Short Form (HBI; Bentler, 1968a, 1968b) were administered to the men
and the women. Both versions consist of 11 items representing a hierarchy
of sexual activities (e.g., kissing, manual stimulation, oral stimulation, sexual
intercourse). Participants indicate (yes/no) whether they have ever engaged
in each activity in their lifetime. Higher scores represent greater sexual ex-
perience. Reliability of the HBI is good (Bentler, 1968a, 1968b). Cronbach’s
o for the current sample was .88.

The home-monitoring measures were completed only by participants
who engaged in heterosexual sexual activities in the week following the
laboratory session. Sexual activity was defined as any type of sexual inter-
action with a partner including kissing, necking, petting, sexual intercourse,
oral-genital sex, etc. Participants were instructed to complete the BSRI fol-
lowing their first sexual encounter (if any) during that week by describing
themselves in that sexual encounter (SEXUAL). They also described their
relationship with that sexual partner (first date, occasional date, steady
date), what sexual activities occurred, and whether the sexual encounter
was typical of their sexual interactions with that partner. Most of the par-
ticipants (72%) reported that the sexual interaction was “somewhat” to
“very” typical; 8% could not say because it was their first date with that
partner. Atypical interactions usually involved an old boyfriend/girlfriend,
or a level of sexual intimacy that was lower or higher than usual. This sug-
gests that participant reactivity to the home monitoring was minimal.

Procedure

Participants signed up for a laboratory session which was scheduled at
a time that was convenient for them. Thus, each session consisted of mixed-
sex groups of 3-10 people. They were informed of the nature of the study
and that it would involve completing one questionnaire during the labora-
tory session and another questionnaire at home. They were told that the
home questionnaire was to be completed after engaging in heterosexual
sexual activities. All participants were instructed to return the questionnaire
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at the end of the one week regardless of whether sexual activity had oc-
curred. After obtaining informed consent, participants completed the labo-
ratory measures in the following order: background questionnaire,
GLOBAL(BSRI); FEMALES/SEX-IDEAL (BSRI) and MALE/SEX-
IDEAL (BSRI) in counterbalanced order; and, SRIS, SOS, and HBI in
counterbalanced order. Following completion of the laboratory question-
naire, participants were given the home questionnaire and pre-addressed
envelope. They were instructed to return the questionnaire to a secure
drop-off box, or to forward it through campus mail within one week
whether or not they had engaged in sexual activity during that week. To
minimize perceived pressure to engage in sexual activity, they were also
informed that “it is quite common for a week to pass without any sexual
encounters with a partner, and we expect that several participants in this
study will have this experience.” Participants were sent a reminder to return
the home questionnaire if they had not already done so.

RESULTS

Home-monitoring questionnaires were completed by 56% of the origi-
nal sample; 64 women and 42 men. An additional 48 (25%) respondents
returned the home-monitoring questionnaire, but did not complete it be-
cause they had not engaged in sexual activities during the specified one-
week period. Among those completing the home measures, 60% reported
that they had been romantically involved with their date less than one year;
56% described their involvement as steady with a long-term commitment.

Discriminant analyses were conducted to determine whether com-
pleters and noncompleters of the home-monitoring questionnaire differed
either in terms of their dating/sexual history (number of dating partners,
sexual partners, and coital partners; longest exclusive dating relationship),
or their gender role descriptions (GLOBAL, FEMALE/SEX-IDEAL,
MALE/SEX-IDEAL). Noncompleters included both participants who did
not return the home questionnaire and those who returned it and indicated
that they had not engaged in sexual activity. The analysis of the dating/sex-
ual history yielded a significant function, X%(4) = 23.65, p < .001, which
accounted for 12.0% of the variance. Number of dating partners (r = .58),
number of sexual partners (# = .51), number of coital partners (r = .65),
and longest exclusive dating relationship (r = .66) correlated significantly
with the discriminant function. Completers reported greater dating/sexual
experience than noncompleters. The second analysis revealed that com-
pleters and noncompleters did not differ with respect to their GLOBAL,
FEMALES/SEX-IDEAL, and MALE/SEX-IDEAL instrumental and ex-
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Table 1. Descriptive Data for Situational Gender Roles, Attitudinal/Behavioral Measures,
and Dating/Sexual History®

Pooled Men Women

Variable M SD M SD M SD
GLOBAL (I) 62.1 9.5 63.2 8.8 61.1 10.1
GLOBAL (E) 7.7 84 67.8 8.6 75.6 6.0
MALE-IDEAL (I) 62.1 9.5 61.7 10.5 62.6 83
MALE-IDEAL (E) 80.5 7.4 79.0 7.8 81.9 6.7
FEMALE-IDEAL (I) 59.2 8.5 59.4 8.4 58.9 8.6
FEMALE-IDEAL (E) 80.3 6.5 79.6 6.4 81.0 6.7
SEXUAL (I)b 56.8 9.3 583 8.4 55.8 9.8
SEXUAL (E)b 76.4 8.1 73.2 8.6 78.5 7.2
SRIS 137.4 20.7 129.7 19.8 145.0 18.8
SOS 85.8 174 91.1 14.1 80.6 18.8
HBI 8.4 29 8.2 34 8.6 23
No. of coital partners 3.0 3.6 31 35 2.8 3.6
No. of steady dating partners 5.5 52 6.0 5.9 5.0 44

%p = 94 men and n = 95 women. GLOBAL = global self-description;, MALE-IDEAL =
description of male sexual ideal; FEMALE-IDEAL = description of female sexual ideal;
SEXUAL = sexual self-description; (I) = instrumental subscale; (E) = expressive subscale;
SRIS = Sex Role Ideology Scale; SOS = Sexual Opinion Survey; HBI = Heterosexual
Behavior Inventory. Higher scores indicate greater expressiveness, instrumentality,
erotophilia, sexual experience, and more liberal gender-role ideology.

by = 41 men, n = 62 women.

pressive scores, X3(6) = 10.77, p > .05. Therefore, further examination of
global and ideal-sexual self-descriptions are based on the full sample.

Descriptive data for the four Bem Sex Role Inventories, the Sex Role
Ideology Scale, the Sexual Opinion Survey, the Heterosexual Behavior In-
ventory, and number of coital partners is presented in Table I. Intercorre-
lations amongst these variables are reported separately for men and women
in Table II. Women’s instrumental and expressive scores were positively cor-
related for the MALE/SEX-IDEAL BSRI for female respondents only.
However, in support of the view that the instrumental and expressive
subscales represent orthogonal dimensions, no significant correlations be-
tween instrumental and expressive scores were observed for any of the
other BSRIs.

Gender Differences in Descriptions of Global, Sexual, and
Ideal-Sexual Attributes

A 2 (gender of respondent) by 3 (situation) repeated measures MA-
NOVA was conducted to examine differences in men’s and women’s own
global, sexual, and ideal-sexual gender roles. Participants not completing
the SEXUAL BSRI were excluded from the analysis. Because we were in-
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terested in examining men’s and women’s perceptions of the ideal-sexual
gender role for their own gender, MALE/SEX-IDEAL scores were used
for men, while FEMALES/SEX-IDEAL scores were used for women. Ex-
pressive and instrumental scores were the dependent variables. Significant
multivariate main effects were found for both gender of respondent, F(2,
100) = 16.25, p < .001, and situation F(4, 98) = 46.02, p < .001. In ad-
dition, the gender by situation interaction was significant, F(4, 98) = 6.48,
p < .001. Therefore, instrumental and expressive scores were examined
separately using repeated measures ANOVAs; significant effects were fol-
lowed up with Tukey tests.

For the instrumental scores, the main effect for gender of respondent
was marginally significant, F(1, 102) = 3.33, p = .07, such that the men’s
instrumental scores (M = 61.7) were higher than were the women’s (M =
58.8). A significant main effect was also found for situation, F(2, 101) =
20.32, p < .001. Instrumental scores were highest for GLOBAL (M = 63.0),
intermediate for SEX-IDEAL (M = 60.0), and lowest for SEXUAL (M =
56.9); all differences were significant. The gender by situation interaction
was not significant. With respect to expressive scores, both the gender of
respondent, F(1, 101) = 30.23, p < .001, and the situation, F(2, 100) =
76.51, p < .001, main effects were significant. The interaction effect was
also significant, F(2, 100) = 13.16, p < .001. The men’s expressive scores
were significantly higher for SEX-IDEAL (M = 78.2) than for SEXUAL
(M = 73.1), which was significantly lower than GLOBAL (M = 67.2).
Women’s scores were significantly higher for SEX-IDEAL (M = 81.4) than
for either GLOBAL (M = 76.9) or for SEXUAL (M = 78.5). GLOBAL
and SEXUAL did not differ significantly from each other. Women’s ex-
pressive scores were higher than men’s for GLOBAL and SEXUAL but
not for SEX-IDEAL.

Ideal Attributes for Men and Women in Sexual Situations

All participants described the ideal attributes of both men and women
in sexual situations. These descriptions were compared using a 2 (gender
of respondent) by 2 (gender of actor) repeated measures MANOVA. The
dependent variables were the expressive and instrumental scores. The mul-
tivariate main effect for gender of actor and the gender of actor by gender
of respondent interaction were significant, F(2, 184) = 11.09, p < .001 and
F(2, 184) = 3.26, p < .05, respectively. In addition, the gender of respon-
dent main effect was marginally significant, F(2, 184) = 2.64, p = .07. In-
strumental and expressive scores were followed up separately with repeated
measures ANOVAs.
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Follow up of the instrumental scores yielded only a main effect for
gender of actor, F(1, 185) = 20.40, p < .001. In sexual situations, the ideal
attributes for a man were perceived as more instrumental (M = 62.1) than
the attributes for a woman (M = 59.2). For the expressive scores the gender
of respondent main effect was qualified by a significant interaction between
gender of respondent and gender of actor, F(1, 186) = 549, p < .05 and
F(1, 186) = 4.70, p < .05, respectively. Compared to the men’s ratings (M
= 79.6), the women rated men as ideally more expressive (M’s = 82.0).
The men’s and women’s ratings of the ideal expressiveness for a woman
in a sexual situation did not differ, however (M’s = 79.6 and 80.9 for the
men’s and the women’s ratings, respectively). The women and the men did
not differ in how expressive they thought men or women ideally should be
in a sexual situation.

Predictors of Sexual and Ideal-Sexual Expressiveness and
Instrumentality

To determine whether attitudinal and behavioral variables were related
to the men’s and the women’s ideal expressiveness and instrumentality in
the sexual situation, canonical correlations were conducted separately for
men and women. Wilks Lambda was used to evaluate the canonical cor-
relation and a cut off of .30 was used to interpret correlations with the
canonical variates. Two attitudinal measures (SRIS and SOS) and two be-
havioral measures (HBI and numbers of coital partners) were used to pre-
dict SEX-IDEAL instrumental and expressive scores. One significant
canonical correlation emerged for the men, F(16, 242) = 2.26, p < .01,
accounting for 28.7% of the variance. Sex role ideology (r = -.84), number
of coital partners (r = .30) and HBI (r = .53) were correlated with the
attitudinal/behavioral variate. The canonical variate accounted for 28.8%
of the variance in its set of variables. The SEX-IDEAL canonical variate
correlated with MALE/SEX-IDEAL I (r = .45), MALE/SEX-IDEAL E (r
= -.54) and FEMALE/SEX-IDEAL I (r = -34) and extracted 15.2% of
the variance from this set of variables. Thus, men who were more tradi-
tional in their attitudes towards women’s roles and had greater sexual ex-
perience described men as ideally more instrumental and less expressive
and women as less instrumental than did less traditional, less experienced
men. The two sets of variables were unrelated for the women.

Separate canonical correlations were conducted for men and women
to determine whether SEXUAL instrumental and expressive scores were
related to SRIS, SOS, HBI, and number of coital partners. For the men,
the first canonical function was significant, F(8, 68) = 3.40, p < .01, ac-
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counting for 44.3% of the variance in the solution. The sexual gender role
canonical variate was correlated with expressive scores (r = .84) and in-
strumental scores (r = -.52) and extracted 48.8% of the variance from its
own set of variables. The attitudinal/behavioral canonical variate correlated
with SRIS (» = .76), SOS (r = -.35), and HBI (r = -.65). It accounted
for 28.4% of the variance in its own set. Thus, men who described their
own attributes in sexual situations as less expressive and more instrumental
were more erotophilic, more sexually experienced, and held more tradi-
tional views towards women’s roles. For the women, one significant canoni-
cal function emerged, F(8, 110) = 3.62, p < .001, account for 33.6% of
the variance. SRI (r = -.39) and HBI (r = .60) were correlated with the
attitudinal/behavioral variate, and extracted 15.9% of the variance from this
set of variables. Both the expressiveness (r = .84) and instrumental scores
(r = -.58) were correlated with the SEXUAL variate. This canonical variate
accounted for 52.0% of the variance in its set of variables. Thus, the women
who were more traditional in their attitudes towards women’s role and had
engaged in a wider range of sexual activities (but not had more coital part-
ners) described themselves as more expressive and less instrumental in the
sexual situation than did less traditional, less sexually experienced women.

DISCUSSION

The participants in this study were representative of most college
populations in terms of the extent of dating and sexual experience as
well as the levels of erotophobia-erotophilia and gender role ideologies
found in other research (e.g.,, Caron, Davis, Halteman, & Stickle, 1993;
Cota & Xinaris, 1989; Weis, Rabinowitz, & Ruckstuhl, 1992). Descrip-
tions of gender-related attributes in sexual situations (SEXUAL) were
obtained from 56% of the original sample. Because participants who com-
pleted the SEXUAL measure did not differ from noncompleters in their
descriptions of their global attributes or the ideal attributes for men and
women in sexual situations, analyses were based on the full sample when-
ever possible. It should be noted, however, that participants who com-
pleted the SEXUAL measure had more dating and sexual experience
than did noncompleters. This is not surprising given that completion of
the home-monitoring measures was contingent upon engaging in hetero-
sexual sexual activities in the week following the laboratory session. Care
should be taken in generalizing the results to college students with less
dating/sexual experience.
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Gender Differences in Self-Descriptions of Global, Sexual, and
Ideal-Sexual Attributes

In general, the men’s and women’s descriptions of their personality-
related attributes were consistent with culturally-defined scripts for men
and women. Both globally and in sexual situations, the men’s instrumental
scores were higher than the women’s while the women’s expressive scores
were higher than the men’s. In addition, the men described the ideal at-
tributes for their own gender in a sexual situation as more instrumental
than the women described the ideal attributes of women in that situation.
Despite these differences, there was some evidence of a convergence of
men’s and women’s personality-relevant gender role attributes in sexual
situations.

In support of the view that expressive traits such as tenderness, caring,
and consideration are valued for men as well as for women in the sexual
situation (Farber, 1992; McCabe, 1987), the men reported being more ex-
pressive in the sexual situation than they are globally. Further, the men
described the ideal-sexual attributes for a man as even more expressive
than their own sexual gender role. With respect to instrumentality, the men
described the ideal attributes for a man in a sexual situation as more in-
strumental than their own gender role in that situation, but as less instru-
mental than their global attributes. Thus, while the men may not be as
instrumental as they would ideally like to be in sexual situations, their de-
scriptions of ideal male attributes in sexual situations are, nevertheless, less
instrumental than their descriptions of their own global attributes. Overall,
these results suggest that men behave in less gender-typed ways in sexual
situations than globally, and they do so because they believe that this type
of behavior represents the ideal for men. These results are consistent with
the findings of Daley and Rosenzweig (1988) that married men describe
themselves as less instrumental and more expressive in sexual situations
than globally. Further, the current results extend those findings by indicat-
ing that even young men believe that high expressiveness is ideal in sexual
situations.

The college women, like the married women in Rosenzweig and
Daley’s (1991) study, described themselves as equally and highly expressive
globally and in sexual situations. However, similar to the young men, the
young women described the ideal attributes for a woman in a sexual situ-
ation as more expressive than their own attributes both globally and in the
sexual situation. In terms of instrumental attributes, women reported their
highest level of instrumentality for their global attributes, and their lowest
level for their attributes in sexual situations. They did not, however, per-
ceive their own sexual attributes as the ideal for women. Instead, they re-
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ported that in sexual situations women should ideally be more instrumental
than they themselves are. Thus, despite the fact that the young women in
this sample described their own sexual attributes as equally or more tradi-
tional than their global attributes, they did not see this behavior as the
ideal. Instead, they felt that, in a sexual situation, women should be both
more expressive and more instrumental than they themselves are in sexual
situations.

Young women may not behave more instrumentally because they fear
that their sexual partner would respond negatively to such non-traditional
behavior. College women in Lewin’s (1985) study believed that refusing to
engage in sexual activities initiated by their partner would anger and upset
him, whereas agreeing to the unwanted sexual activity would result in fewer
negative consequences overall. On the other hand, Byers and Heinlein
(1989) found that married women who considered, but did not follow
through with initiating sexual activities attributed their inaction to situ-
ational factors rather than to concerns about violating sexual norms.

It may be that young women lack the skills to implement the level of
instrumentality they see as the ideal. A similar explanation was offered by
O’Sullivan and Byers (1992) in their study of sexual initiations. They found
that college women initiated sexual activity less frequently than college
men, and that both the men and the women reported less pleasure with
sexual activities resulting from women’s than men’s initiations. In any case,
further research is needed to determine whether the discrepancy between
women’s actual and ideal levels of sexual instrumentality is attributable to
a behavioral deficit or fear of social censure.

Ideal Attributes in Sexual Situations

It should be noted that both the men and the women felt that, in
sexual situations, members of their own gender should ideally behave in
ways that are both more instrumental and more expressive than they them-
selves act in those situations. That is, both men’s and women’s responses
indicate that their own behavior in sexual situations does not match their
ideal either for behaviors that are traditional described within gender roles
(instrumentality for men, expressiveness for women) nor for behaviors that
are non-traditional within gender roles (expressiveness for men, instrumen-
tality for women.) These discrepancies might be a reflection of our sex
negative society in which young men and women do not feel free to express
themselves and their desires fully in sexual situations. Or, they might be a
result of a sexual script which limits communication about sexual likes and
dislikes. In either case, the results suggest that the attributes which men
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and women exhibit in sexual situations are likely to change as individuals
strive to achieve their ideals, and they are likely to change in a direction
of convergence between young men’s and women’s roles in sexual situ-
ations. However, there is likely to be more convergence in expressiveness
than in instrumentality. That is, men and women rated the ideal man as
equally expressive in sexual situations as the ideal woman. However, con-
sistent with the traditional sexual script (Byers, 1996), men and women
rated the ideal man as more instrumental than the ideal woman. Despite
the fact that women ideally think women should be more instrumental in
sexual situations than they themselves are, they think that men should be
even more instrumental. Thus, men are likely to remain the more active,
initiating partner within heterosexual sexual encounters, at least among
young couples.

Predictors of Sexual and Ideal-Sexual Gender Roles

Describing one’s own attributes in sexual situations as more traditional
was associated with self-reporting behaviors and attitudes that reflected tra-
ditional sexual scripts. The young men’s sexual attitudes and behaviors were
related to both their descriptions of their ideal-sexual gender role and their
actual gender role behaviors in a sexual situation. In general, compared to
less traditional men, men who were more traditional in attitudes and be-
haviors gave descriptions of their own and ideal behavior in sexual situ-
ations which were more in line with the traditional sexual script. Men who
described their sexual gender role as less expressive and more instrumental
(i.e., conforming more to the traditional sexual script) held more traditional
views of women’s roles, were more sexually experienced, and were more
erotophilic. Similarly, men who described the ideal man’s behavior in sexual
situations as more instrumental and less expressive, and the ideal woman’s
behavior in these situations as less instrumental, also held more traditional
views about women’s roles and were more sexually experienced. In other
words, these men’s sexual attitudes, behaviors, and gender role were con-
sistent with the traditional masculine sexual script which directs men to be
sexually assertive and to value physical gratification over emotional close-
ness. These results suggest that, compared to their less traditional, less
sexually experienced counterparts, young men whose sexual attitudes and
behaviors reflect a traditional masculine script may be less likely to display
qualities such as tenderness, sensitivity, understanding, and emotional inti-
macy in sexual situations with a partner and may be more likely to take
charge in the sexual situation. Further, they behave in these ways because
these are the behaviors that they see as ideal for men. These men also
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may be less accepting of women’s instrumental and assertive behavior in
sexual situations.

The young women’s sexual attitudes and behaviors were related to
their actual attributes in sexual situations but not to their descriptions of
ideal attributes for men or women in the sexual situation. Women’s attrib-
utes in a sexual situation appear to be influenced by their sexual attitudes
and behaviors. Having a more traditional view of women’s roles, and
greater sexual experience—as measured by the types of sexual behaviors
engaged in but not number of coital partners—was associated with describ-
ing themselves as more expressive and less instrumental. Engaging in a wide
range of sexual behaviors with few sexual partners is likely associated with
having been in a long-term committed relationship. Thus, these results sug-
gest that women who endorse a more traditional script for women in gen-
eral tend to also behave in traditional ways in sexual situations within their
long-term relationships.

Conclusions

These results suggest that young men’s and young women’s global, sex-
val, and ideal-sexual gender-relevant attributes continue to reflect tradi-
tional gender-typed prescriptions. For all situations, the men’s attributes
were more instrumental than the women’s. Both globally and sexually, the
women were more expressive than the men. However, there was also some
evidence that men’s and women’s perceptions of the ideal attributes for
men and women in sexual situations are converging. For example, the
young men indicated that, compared to their own behavior in a sexual situ-
ation, a man should ideally be more expressive. The young women de-
scribed the ideal gender role for a woman in sexual situations as more
instrumental than their own sexual gender role. However, despite some
convergence of attributes in sexual situations, traditional gender role pre-
scriptions continue to guide young men’s and women’s behavior in sexual
interactions to a greater degree than these prescriptions guide their con-
ceptions of ideal behavior.

The finding that young men and women report that their own sexual
behavior differs from their perceived ideal requires further investigation.
One question raised by this result is whether men’s and women’s percep-
tions of the ideal-sexual attributes influences their own behavior in sexual
situations; that is, do they eventually adopt their ideal? Alternatively, does
their behavior influence their perceptions of the ideal attributes in a sexual
situation? In addition, more research is needed to determine whether sex-
ual experience influences sexual and ideal-sexual attributes, or vice versa.
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Finally, while researchers have looked at the relationship between global
expressiveness and instrumentality and variables such as sexual satisfaction
(Kimlicka, Cross, & Tarnai, 1983) and sexual behavior/functioning (Leary
& Snell, 1988; Obstfeld, Lupfer, & Lupfer, 1985) it would be informative
to study how sexual attributes relate to these variables.
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