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Abstract The present study examined the relationships be-
tween masculine and feminine traits, measured using the Bem
Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), and the way young adults ap-
praise events (i.e., as threats or as challenges). We hypothe-
sized that the locus of control (LOC)—i.e., individuals’ per-
ceived control over the events that affect them—mediated
these relationships. We tested these assumptions on two stu-
dent samples from the French-speaking part of Switzerland
(N =123 andN =504). Regression analyses demonstrated that,
as expected, agentic masculine traits were positively related to
challenge appraisals, and negatively to threat appraisals. LOC
mediated these relationships, but most strongly among female
participants. A different pattern was found for femininity.
Feminine traits were positively related to increased challenge
appraisals, but only in female participants of Sample 2. They
were also related, in some cases, to increased threat appraisals.
Furthermore, in line with previous research, LOC did not
mediate the relationship between feminine traits and cognitive
appraisal. Overall, the present results confirm that masculine
and feminine stereotypical traits differ in their consequences
for the way young adults appraise events in their everyday life.

Keywords Gender traits . BSRI . Cognitive appraisal of
stress . Locus of control

Introduction

Stereotypical gender traits have been repeatedly shown to
explain how men and women react to adversity in their
everyday life, such as the levels of depression they report (in
Hong Kong university students, Lam and McBride-Chang
2007) or the strategies theymobilize when faced with stressful
events (in Chinese university students, Cheng 2005). Indeed,
numerous studies have been dedicated to the understanding of
the impact of masculine and feminine traits on individuals’
reactions to stressors (in Sex Roles : in US undergraduates,
Stake 2000; in US college students, Wang 2007; and in
student and non-student Australian adults, Woodhill and
Samuels 2003). With the exception of a few studies on female
managers and students (e.g., in Canada, Long et al. 1992; in
the US, Tomaka et al. 1999), far less research has been
devoted to understanding how masculine and feminine traits
are related to the way individuals generally tend to appraise
events (i.e., as challenges vs. as threats). It is however crucial
to study such relationships, as challenge and threat appraisals
have considerable consequences for the way individuals react
to stressors (e.g., in undergraduates, Skinner and Brewer
2002). The present study seeks to fill this gap. However, since
the expression of masculine and feminine traits is known to
differ greatly across cohorts (in the US, Twenge 1997), edu-
cational levels (in Spain, Calvo-Salguero et al. 2008), and
contexts (in 29 countries, Moya et al. 2005), this cannot be
done without carefully taking into account both the population
and the context under study.

With these considerations in mind, we used regression
analysis to examine the relationship between gender traits
and cognitive appraisals in two student samples from the
French-speaking region of Switzerland. On the one hand,
comparedwith otherWestern countries, Switzerland was quite
late in reaching gender equality in terms of rights (e.g., women
obtained the right to vote in 1971). Moreover, the division of
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both domestic tasks (Branger et al. 2003) and of labor (e.g.,
many women work only part time) is still predominantly
traditional (Losa and Origoni 2005). These traditional gender
roles may be reflected in young adults’ attitudes. For instance,
students living in the French-speaking part of Switzerland
appear to have higher levels of modern forms of sexism
(Martínez et al. 2010) than students from neighboring coun-
tries (e.g., in France, Guimond et al. 2003). Altogether, it
seems that in Switzerland gender attitudes and practices are
more traditional than in other Western European countries.
Because many gender-differentiated attitudes and behaviors
are more pronounced in traditional contexts (for a review see
Else-Quest and Grabe 2012), the impact of stereotypical gen-
der traits is likely to be most apparent in Switzerland. For
these reasons, we expected that, in students living in the
French-speaking part of Switzerland, masculine traits would
relate to both increased challenge appraisals and decreased
threat appraisals, while we expected the reverse situation for
feminine traits.

On the other hand, agency—a stereotypically masculine
trait—is a valued characteristic in Switzerland (for instance,
Switzerland scores high onHofstede’s masculinity dimension;
Hofstede 2001). This may explain why, as in many other
countries (e.g., in Canada, Yaremko and Lawson 2007; in
Turkey, Özkan and Lajunen 2005; in Sweden, Snellman
et al. 2009), female students living in Switzerland valued
masculine traits as much as male students did, but scored
higher in feminine traits (Moya et al. 2005). A similar pattern
was found in the present study. However, while male and
female students may differ in their expression of masculine
and feminine traits, we assumed, and showed, that gender
traits were related to cognitive appraisals in a rather similar
way in both male and female young adults.

Gender Traits

Psychological gender can be understood as the personality
characteristics or behaviors stereotypically considered as more
appropriate for one gender than for the other (Ridgeway
2011). Masculinity is traditionally associated with mastery-
and task-oriented traits such as dominance, instrumentality,
and agency, while femininity is associated with other-oriented
traits such as nurturance, communion, and expressiveness
(Bem 1975). While masculinity and femininity were tradition-
ally depicted as two ends of the same continuum (see, for a
history of research on gender traits, Biernat and Deaux 2012),
they in fact constitute two separate dimensions (Bem 1974).
Thus, individuals can be predominantly masculine or femi-
nine, but they can also possess each type of trait to a similar
extent (Bem 1974, 1981).

Generally, men tend to be more masculine (e.g., assertive)
than women, and women more feminine (e.g., warm) than
men (meta-analysis conducted on student and non-student

samples from various countries; Feingold 1994; secondary
analyses on student and adult samples from 26 cultures;
Costa et al. 2001). However, in a meta-analysis of studies
conducted on US undergraduates from the 1970s to the 1990s,
gender differences in gender traits were found to decrease
(Twenge 1997). Female undergraduates have increasingly
expressed masculine traits in the last decades, probably be-
cause women have increasingly adopted traditionally mascu-
line roles (e.g., being in full-time employment), or because
masculine agentic characteristics are more valued than femi-
nine characteristics in Western societies (Twenge 2009). The
reverse situation, that is male undergraduates adopting femi-
nine traits, has not been observed (Twenge 1997). While
changes in gender traits were formally studied in US samples
only, the pattern observed by Twenge in the late 1990s is
clearly visible in results from recent studies conducted among
young adults in different contexts. Indeed, in various cultural
settings, male and female students were found not to differ or
differ little in their expression of masculine traits, while female
students expressed feminine traits to a greater extent thanmale
students (in Canada, Yaremko and Lawson 2007; in Turkey,
Özkan and Lajunen 2005; in Sweden, Snellman et al. 2009).
Finally, note that these results may be due to the participants’
cohorts, but also to their educational level, as more highly
educated individuals tend to express less pronounced stereo-
typical gender traits than less educated individuals (in Spanish
employees, Calvo-Salguero et al. 2008).

Gender Traits and Reactions to Stressors

Cognitive Appraisal and Coping Strategies

According to the transactional theory of stress (Lazarus 1966;
Lazarus and Folkman 1984), when faced with a stressor (e.g.,
a new situation), individuals evaluate the potential conse-
quences for their well-being. This evaluation, referred to as
primary appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman 1984), is usually
divided into two types: threat and challenge appraisals. Threat
appraisals refer to when individuals perceive that the demands
of the situation exceed the resources they can provide, while
challenge appraisals refer to situations individuals assess as
manageable (Lazarus and Folkman 1984; Tomaka et al.
1999). Primary appraisals can describe reactions to a given
stressor, but individuals are also known to adopt consistently
one type of cognitive appraisal to a greater extent than the
other (Lazarus 1991; Roesch and Rowley 2005).

In a secondary appraisal , individuals evaluate the avail-
able options, namely what can be done to face the stressor
(Lazarus 2006). Secondary appraisals determine which strat-
egies the individuals are going to engage in order to cope with
the consequences of the stressor (coping strategies ).
Stereotypical gender traits have proved to be extremely useful
for understanding individual differences in coping strategies.
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On the one hand, some authors have argued that masculine
agentic traits are crucial for predicting well-being (meta-anal-
yses: both on student and non-student non-clinical samples,
Bassoff and Glass 1982; Whitley 1985). This may be because
masculine traits correspond better to cultural demands in
Western societies (e.g., US undergraduates evaluated mascu-
line traits as being more desirable than feminine traits, Auster
and Ohm 2000; see also Twenge 2009) or because they are
associated with more efficient coping strategies than feminine
traits (e.g., in Anglo-Australian and Chinese adults living in
Australia, Leung and Moore 2003). On the other hand, other
authors have relied on the sex role adaptability theory (Bem
1975) to show that, by possessing a broader array of potential
responses, individuals with strong masculine and feminine
traits are most likely to cope efficiently with stressors (e.g.,
in Chinese university students, Cheng 2005).

Thus, the relationship between gender traits and strategies
used to cope with stressors has been extensively studied. In
contrast, the extent to which masculine and feminine traits
influence the way men and women generally appraise situa-
tions in their everyday life, that is as threats versus challenges,
is yet to be examined. Such an examination ismuch needed, as
primary (or cognitive) appraisals have been shown to deter-
mine well-being outcomes in both student and non-student
samples (Skinner and Brewer 2002). For instance, threat
appraisals were related to negative outcomes such as anxiety
and negative emotions (Sarason and Sarason 1990), whereas
challenge appraisals were found to predict positive outcomes
such as stable self-esteem (in US undergraduates, Seery et al.
2004) and lower subjective stress (in US college students,
Tomaka et al. 1993). Finally, note that the array of events that
may potentially affect individuals’ life is extremely broad. For
this reason, it is crucial to compare individuals who experi-
ence similar stressful events in their everyday life. For this
reason, the present study examines cognitive appraisals in
students, who are likely to experience, for instance, stress
related to academic performances and financial insecurities.

Gender Traits and Cognitive Appraisal

As attributes such as competition and seeking success are key
in traits such as agency, assertiveness, and dominance (see
Twenge 2009), individuals with strong masculine traits are
likely to evaluate the situations they encounter as being man-
ageable, and not as threatening. In line with this assumption,
women with masculine traits were found to evaluate situations
as being more challenging (female Canadian managers,
Long et al. 1992; female US students, Tomaka et al.
1999), and to report less anxiety (a phenomenon related to
threat appraisal, Sarason and Sarason 1990) than women who
do not possess these traits. Because these studies did not
include male participants, we can only speculate on the impact
of masculine traits in male students. While previous research

suggests that male students are on average more likely to
perceive events as more challenging than female students
(e.g., Sigmon et al. 1995), there is no reason to expect mascu-
line traits to impact cognitive appraisals differently inmale than
in female students. Thus, we expect that, in male and female
young adults, the expression of masculine traits generally
increases challenge appraisals, and decreases threat appraisals.

While female students and adolescents were found to eval-
uate stressful events as being more unpleasant than their male
counterparts (in Australia, Mak et al. 2004; Sigmon et al.
1995), the impact of feminine traits on cognitive appraisals,
on the other hand, has never been directly tested. However, we
have two reasons to expect femininity to relate to increased
threat appraisals and decreased challenge appraisals. First,
femininity is characterized by the expression of feelings and
emotions. Thus, individuals with feminine traits may more
readily acknowledge that the situation exceeds what they can
provide (Bronstein et al. 1996). Second, femininity is also
defined by the tendency to take care of, and to feel concern
for others. Because they perceive that others depend upon
them (Snedker 2006), feminine individuals may perceive sit-
uations as potentially threatening not only for the people they
care for, but also for themselves. For these reasons, we expect
that the expression of feminine traits generally would decrease
challenge appraisals and increase threat appraisals. Again,
there is no reason to expect feminine traits to impact cognitive
appraisals differently in young female and male adults.

The Mediating Role of Locus of Control

To further examine mechanisms linking gender traits to cog-
nitive appraisal, we included the concept of locus of control
into our consideration. Locus of control (LOC) is defined as
the dispositional expectancies regarding the source of control
of events (Rotter 1966). Individuals with an internal LOC
perceive that they have control over events, while individuals
with an external LOC do not report having control over
events, which are seen as being influenced by external forces.
While LOC was initially conceptualized as being internal vs.
being external (Rotter 1966), Levenson (1974, 1981) postu-
lated two perceived sources of external control: powerful
others and chance (or fate, bad luck). While the first dimen-
sion implies that other humans—those in powerful posi-
tions—are in control, the second refers to a belief in the
random nature of the world.

Defined by some authors (e.g., Lefcourt 1982) as personal
mastery, internal LOC is likely to be expressed by individuals
with agentic and instrumental traits. Unsurprisingly, individ-
uals with masculine traits have been consistently shown to
score high on internal LOC (US non-student adults,
Kapalka and Lachenmeyer 1988; US mental health
workers, Williams and Stout 1985; US student adults,
Gianakos 2002). This may explain why earlier studies found
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men to attribute more frequently the causes of events to
internal factors than women (for a review see Sherman et al.
1997), while more recent studies revealed no or less pro-
nounced gender differences (e.g., in US undergraduates,
Lengua and Stormshak 2000). When it comes to reactions to
stressors, internal LOC was found to relate to lower levels of
stress (in US salespeople, Judge et al. 2002), positive percep-
tions of stress (in newly hired juniors in accounting firms,
Bernardi 1997), and lower levels of threat appraisals (in
medical US students, Vitaliano et al. 1987). Conversely, a
high internal/low external LOC was related to more
problem-focused (i.e., instrumental) coping strategies (meta-
analysis, mostly on US samples, by Ng et al. 2006). Finally,
Roddenberry and Renk (2010) found that, in US undergradu-
ate students, adopting an external LOC (attributing the causes
of events to powerful others and chance) predicted high levels
of stress. Overall, individuals with masculine traits appear to
have a high internal/low external LOC, which, in turn, can be
expected to result in perceptions of events as challenges and
not as threats.

In contrast to agency, control and, conversely, lack of
control, do not appear to be relevant dimensions underlying
the content of feminine traits, mostly defined in terms of
interpersonal relationships or behaviors (e.g., taking care of
or being kind toward other people). This may explain why the
impact of feminine traits on LOC is less clear-cut; while some
results pointed to a positive relationship between femininity
and external LOC (e.g., in Israeli adults, Moore 2007), other
studies reported no differences (e.g., Kapalka and
Lachenmeyer 1988; Lengua and Stormshak 2000). As
discussed by Kapalka and Lachenmeyer (1988), “it is not
clear whether this [the relation between femininity and exter-
nality] is solely a function of low scores on the instrumental
cluster, or whether the dimension of expressiveness is nega-
tively related to locus of control” (p. 418). Likewise, while US
children and undergraduates seem to increasingly attribute the
causes of events to external forces (meta-analysis by Twenge
et al. 2004), studies differed on the issue of whether men and
women generally differ in their external LOC (Christopher
et al. 2009; Sherman et al. 1997). Overall, there is no firm
reason to expect LOC to mediate the relationship between
feminine traits and primary cognitive appraisal.

Hypotheses

We hypothesize that, among both male and female students
living in the French-speaking region of Switzerland, mascu-
line traits relate positively to high internal/low external LOC
(H1) and challenge cognitive appraisals (H2), and negatively
to threat cognitive appraisals (H3). Because we also expect
LOC to relate positively to challenge appraisal (H4) and
negatively to threat appraisals (H5), LOC is expected to
mediate the relationships between masculine traits and

challenge appraisals (H6) and between masculine traits and
threat appraisals (H7). We hypothesize that feminine traits
relate negatively to challenge cognitive appraisals (H8), and
positively to threat cognitive appraisals (H9). However, in
contrast to the prevailing patterns regarding masculine traits,
previous research gives us no reason to expect LOC to medi-
ate these relationships. Thus, wemake no prediction regarding
a feminine traits—LOC—cognitive appraisals relationship.
Finally, the hypothesized mechanisms (i.e., described in H1
to H9) are assumed to occur in both male and female students.
However, based on previous research, male students may
score higher in challenge appraisals, and female students
higher in feminine traits and threat appraisals.

Method

Participants

Sample 1

The data of Sample 1 were drawn from a larger convenience
online sample targeting the French-speaking region of
Switzerland (N =322), in which 144 individuals reported
studying. Participants were recruited with the snowball sam-
pling method: The two first authors invited acquaintances
both to fill in the online questionnaire and forward the link.
We selected participants corresponding to the typical student
age group (i.e., maximum 30 years old; see Table 1). Among
the 123 remaining participants (35 self-rated men, and 88 self-
rated women), a majority reported having a job (63 women
and 22 men), and 78 participants (58 women and 20 men) did
not live with their parent(s). No information was provided on
their year or field of study. Finally, 75 female and 34 male
participants reported having Swiss citizenship.

Sample 2

Participants of Sample 2 (N =525) were students from two
Swiss French universities who filled in a paper-and-pencil
version of the questionnaire during lectures, or were recruited
in the university cafeteria. Data from participants who only
partially filled in the questionnaire (N =13) or who were older
than 30 (N =8) were discarded. Among the 504 remaining
participants (229 self-ratedmen and 275 self-ratedwomen; for
information on their age, see Table 1), half reported having a
job (141 women and 108 men) and a minority (102 women
and 57 men) did not live with their parent(s). Participants
(mostly in their first year of study,N =412) came from various
academic fields: economics (82 women and 98 men), interna-
tional relations (73 women and 44 men), political science (32
women and 24 men), geography (17 women and 14 men), or
others (63 women and 37 men). Twenty students did not

Sex Roles (2014) 70:122–133 125



provide information on their field of study. Finally, 198
female and 164 male participants reported having Swiss
citizenship.

Measures

Gender Traits

Gender traits were measured using the short Bem Sex-
Role Inventory (Bem 1974). We used a translation by
Rogé 1992 (in Bouvard 2009). Participants indicated to
what extent (from 1=never to 7=always ) 20 character-
istics (10 masculine and 10 feminine) described them.
Examples are assertive (plein/e d’assurance ) and inde-
pendent (indépedant/e ) for the masculine traits, and
warm (chaleureux/euse ) and affectionate (affectueux/se )
for the feminine traits. In both samples, we retained 19
characteristics for the analysis because one translation
(i.e., for sympathetic) proposed by Rogé and used in
Sample 1, although not incorrect, differed considerably
from other existing French translations (e.g., the version
for adolescents by Fontayne et al. 2000). Indeed, sym-
pathetic can describe either a nice, kind person or a
person who feels compassion for others. While other
translations seem to favor the latter meaning, Rogé trans-
lated sympathetic as “sympathique” (i.e., nice).

Although the BSRI was conceived to measure two dimen-
sions, many studies revealed distinct masculine and feminine
subdimensions (e.g., in UK students, Colley et al. 2009). To
examine the structure of gender traits, we conducted explor-
atory factor analyses (EFA; principal components, varimax
rotation) on data of male and female participants separately. In
each sample, the number of factors was evaluated with a scree
test (Cattell, 1966). Across all samples, results revealed two
major dimensions, corresponding to the original feminine and
masculine dimensions (explained variance, Sample 1male:
26.47 % and 18.62 %; Sample 1female: 37.87 % and 16.61 %;
Sample 2male: 24.14 % and 18.54 %; Sample 2female: 20.96 %
and 18.28 %). All loadings were superior to .30 (Costello and
Osborne 2005; see Colley et al. 2009 for an example with the
BSRI), with the exceptions of aggressive in Sample 1male (load-
ing=.26), independent in Sample 2male (loading=.22), and
forceful in Sample 2female (loading=.28). Acceptable reliability
was reached in all samples (masculine traits, Sample 1male:
α=.80; Sample 1female: α=.87; Sample 2male: α=.80; Sample
2female: α=.79; feminine traits, Sample 1male: α=.85; Sample
1female: α=.90; Sample 2male: α=.84; Sample 2female: α=.79).

Locus of Control

LOC was measured using the Internal, Powerful Others, and
Chance Scale (IPC; eight items per subdimension, Levenson

Table 1 Means and standard deviations of age, gender traits, locus of control, and cognitive appraisals

Sample 1 Sample 2 All

Men (N=35) Women (N =88) All Men (N =229) Women (N =275) All Men (N=264) Women (N=363)

Age

M (SD) 23.77 (4.04) 24.20 (3.04) 24.08 (3.35) 20.62 (1.93) 20.56 (2.09) 20.61 (2.00) 21.04 (2.55) 21.47 (2.80)

Range 18–30 18–30 18–28 17–30

Masculinity

M (SD) 4.50 (.71) 4.42 (.87) 4.44a (.83) 4.82 (.74) 4.78 (.70) 4.80a (.72) 4.78 (.74) 4.69 (.76)

Range 3.10–6.10 1.00–6.70 2.30–6.40 3.00–6.60

Femininity

M (SD) 5.26 (.70) 5.45 (.87) 5.40b (.83) 4.98 (.80) 5.18 (.79) 5.09b (.80) 5.02d (.79) 5.24d (.82)

Range 4.00–6.78 1.00–7.00 2.11–6.89 2.33–7.00

LOC

M (SD) 4.49 (.57) 4.43 (.67) 4.44c (.64) 4.17 (.52) 4.21 (.51) 4.19c (.52) 4.22 (.54) 4.26 (.56)

Range 3.33–5.56 2.67–6.00 2.91–5.55 3.00–5.77

CA Challenge

M (SD) 4.46 (.61) 4.23 (.74) 4.30 (.71) 4.40 (.63) 4.26 (.73) 4.32 (.69) 4.40e (.63) 4.25e (.73)

Range 2.88–5.50 1.00–5.89 2.25–5.75 1.75–5.88

CAThreat

M (SD) 3.21 (1.04) 3.71 (1.15) 3.57 (1.14) 3.36 (.94) 3.51 (1.10) 3.45 (1.03) 3.34f (.95) 3.56f (1.11)

Range 1.22–5.78 1.75–6.00 1.00–5.78 1.00–6.00

High scores in LOC indicate a high internal/low external LOC

Means sharing a subscript differ significantly from one another
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1974). As we did not have specific hypotheses regarding
internal vs. external LOC, we decided to use one overall score
of high internal/low external LOC (high scores indicated
internal attributions). We used a version translated by Loas
et al. (1994) and validated by Rossier et al. (2002) on student
and non-student Swiss French samples. Participants were
invited to give their agreement (from 1=totally disagree to
6=totally agree) with a list of affirmations. Sample items are:
“I am usually able to protect my personal interests” (En
général, je suis capable de protéger mes intérêts personnels),
and “I feel like what happens in my life is mostly determined
by powerful people” (J’ai le sentiment que ce qui arrive dans
ma vie est principalement décidé par les gens puissants ;
reversed item).

In Sample 1, we followed Wagner-Egger and Bangerter’s
(2008) procedure (additional information given to the authors
byWagner-Egger and Bangerter), and selected the three items
in each subdimension that had the highest loadings in the
Rossier et al. study. EFA were performed on data of male
and female participants. For both, the scree test revealed one
main dimension (explained variance, Sample 1male: 31.29 %;
Sample 1female: 38.19 %). All loadings were superior to .30,
with the exception of one chance item in the male sample
(loading=.03). To have a comparable scale, we decided to
keep this item (note that regression analyses similar to those
performed in the Result section but with a 8-item LOC score
yielded similar findings). The resulting 9-item scale had an
acceptable reliability for both male (α=.66) and female
(α=.77) participants.

In Sample 2, the entire scale was administered. First, we
discarded two internal items (“Whether or not I get into a car
accident depends mostly on how good a driver I am,” and
“How many friends I have depends on how nice a person I
am”), which did not correlate significantly with the other
internal items (these items are known to perform poorly; see
Wilkinson 2007). Then, we conducted EFA (principal com-
ponents, varimax rotation) on the 22 remaining items. The
scree test revealed one main dimension for both male and
female participants (Sample 2male: 21.96 %; Sample 2female:
18.19 %). While most loadings were superior to .30, they
appeared to be slightly lower for the items tapping internal
LOC. The resulting 22-item scale had an acceptable reliability
for male (α=.78) and female (α=.74) participants.

Cognitive Appraisal

Cognitive appraisal was measured using the Cognitive
Appraisal Scale (Skinner and Brewer 2002). We use the
version translated and validated by Berjot and Girault-
Lidvan (2009) on French university students. Participants
were invited to give their agreement (from 1=totally disagree
to 6=totally agree ) with a list of 18 affirmations. Sample
items are: “In general I look forward to the rewards and

benefits of success” (J’ai tendance à rechercher les
récompenses et les retombées de la réussite ; challenge), and
“I worry that I will say or do the wrong things” (Je crains
toujours de dire ou de faire les choses de travers ; threat).
Following recommendations by Berjot and Girault-Lidvan
(2009), we first discarded the “I often think about what it
would be like if I do very well” item, because it was found
in the validation study to load on the threat dimension instead
of on the challenge dimension. Second, we reversed the score
for the “I feel like a failure” item and incorporated it into the
challenge dimension.

EFA (principal components, varimax rotation) on the
resulting items confirmed, through scree tests, the presence
of two major dimensions, corresponding to the threat and
challenge original dimensions (explained variance, Sample
1male: 35.08 % and 19.45 %; Sample 1female: 36.56 % and
18.83 %; Sample 2male: 28.72 % and 16.18 %; Sample 2female:
34.60 % and 16.58 %). All loadings were superior to .30, with
the exception of one challenge item for male participants of
Sample 1 (loading=.23). The final challenge scale was com-
posed of eight items (Sample 1male: α=.70; Sample 1female:
α=.77; Sample 2male: α=.66; Sample 2female: α=.72), while
the final threat scale was composed of nine items (Sample
1male: α=.91; Sample 1female: α=.92; Sample 2male: α=.87;
Sample 2female: α=.91).

Results

MANOVA

The means and standard deviations of all measures are
presented in Table 1. We performed a Multivariate
Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) on masculine and fem-
inine traits, LOC, and threat and challenge appraisals with
gender, sample, and their interaction as independent var-
iables. Results revealed effects of gender, F (5, 619)=
3.69, p =.003, Wilks’s Λ=.97) and sample, F (5, 619)=
12.51, p <.001, Wilks’s Λ=.91). In contrast, the gender X
sample interaction yielded no significant effect (p =.77).
Differences between male and female participants, as well
as between Sample 1 and Sample 2, were examined with
ANOVAs performed on each dependent variable separate-
ly. In line with previous research, female participants
scored higher in feminine traits, F (1, 623)=4.91, p =.03)
and threat appraisals than male participants, F (1, 623)=
7.94, p =.005; for means, see Table 1). While there were
no significant gender differences in masculine traits and
LOC, male participants scored higher in challenge ap-
praisals than female participants, F (1, 623)=5.77,
p =.02). Participants of Sample 1 were more feminine,
F(1, 623)=10.24, p =.001) and less masculine, F(1, 623)=
17.45, p <.001) than participants of Sample 2. While there
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were no significant differences in cognitive appraisals be-
tween the two samples, participants of Sample 1 scored
higher in high internal/low external LOC than participants
of Sample 2, but as the LOC score of Sample 1 comprised of
fewer items than the score of Sample 2, interpretations would
be at best speculative.

Regression Analyses

To test whether LOC mediated the relationship between gen-
der traits and cognitive appraisals, multiple regressions were
conducted with Stata 12 (StataCorp 2011). Analyses were
performed on male and female participants of each sample
separately. In all cases, all models were controlled for age, not
living with parents, and having a job (the latter two being
potential sources of financial insecurities and stress in stu-
dents). All continuous predictors were centered around the
grand mean.

A first series of models examined whether masculine and
feminine traits were related to the potential mediating mech-
anism, i.e., high internal/low external LOC. A second and
third series of models examined the factors predicting respec-
tively challenge and threat appraisals. For each, the first step
involved entering masculine and feminine traits, as well as the
control variables, as predictors. Then, high internal/low exter-
nal LOC was entered in the second step. These final models
are presented in Tables 2 and 3. Variance Inflation Factors
ranged from 1.08 to 2.40, indicating that multicollinearity was
not an issue (see O’Brien 2007).

To test whether LOC (mediator: Me) significantly mediat-
ed the relationship between gender traits (independent vari-
ables: IVs) and cognitive appraisal (dependent variables:
DVs), we relied on bootstrapped estimations (1000 repeti-
tions) of indirect paths provided by the sgmediation Stata
command. Based on the multiplication of the IV-Me and
Me-DV coefficients, the indirect path is in most cases equiv-
alent to the reduction in the direct effect (IV-DV) observed
when the mediator is introduced (as estimated in the
traditional method by Baron and Kenny 1986; Preacher and

Hayes 2004). We relied on bootstrapped estimates, because
they provide more accurate results, especially when one relies
on small samples (Preacher and Hayes 2004) such as our
Sample 1.

Sample 1

First, in the models predicting LOC, masculine traits were
positively related to a high internal/low external LOC for both
male and female participants (H1; bmale= .32, SE = .14,
p =.04; b female=.27, SE =.09, p =.002). In contrast, femi-
nine traits were not significantly related to LOC (bmale=
−.07, SE =.14, p =.61; b female=−.03, SE =.09, p =.77).

Second, masculine traits were found to relate positively to
challenge appraisals (H2; bmale= .49, SE =.13, p =.001;
b female=.36, SE =.09, p <.001). Not supporting H8, feminine
traits had no significant impact on challenge appraisals
(bmale= .16, SE = .13, p = .21; b female= −.11, SE = .10,
p =.23). LOC was entered in a second step: It has a significant
impact on challenge appraisals (H4; see the two left panels of
Table 2). Bootstrapped indirect effect confirmed the media-
tion, but only for female participants (bmale=.12, SE =.07,
p =.12; 95%CI: −.03 to .26; b female=.10, SE =.05, p =.04;
95%CI: .00 to .19): As expected (H6), masculine traits
were positively related to challenge appraisals through
LOC.

Third, in models predicting threat appraisals, for female
participants, masculine traits were negatively related to (H3:
b female= −.48, SE =.15, p =.002), and feminine traits positive-
ly related to threat appraisals (H9: b female=.45, SE =.15,
p =.004). A similar pattern was observed for male partici-
pants, but the effects did not reach significance (masculine
traits: bmale= −.42, SE = .27, p = .13; feminine traits:
bmale=.39, SE =.27, p =.15). Consequently, the mediating role
of LOC was examined for female participants only. As shown
in Table 3, a high internal/low external LOC was signif-
icantly related to reduced threat appraisals (H5).
Bootstrapped indirect effect showed that LOC significantly
mediated the relationship between masculine traits and

Table 2 Results of multiple re-
gressions predicting challenge
appraisals (final models), by
sample and gender

*** p <.001, ** p <.01, * p <.05,
# p<.10

Sample 1 men Sample 1 women Sample 2 men Sample 2 women

B SE B SE B SE B SE

Constant 4.51 (.18)*** 4.10 (.17)*** 4.38 (.06)*** 4.23 (.07)***

Masculinity .38 (.13)** .27 (.09)** .28 (.05)*** .31 (.06)***

Femininity .19 (.12) −.11 (.09) .02 (.05) .10 (.05)#

LOC .36 (.15)* .36 (.11)** .31 (.07)*** .39 (.08)***

Age −.02 (.03) −.04 (.03) −.01 (.02) −.02 (.02)

Not with parents −.06 (.25) .02 (.18) .09 (.09) .02 (.09)

Has a job −.03 (.19) .17 (.17) −.01 (.08) .04 (.09)

R2 51.35 % 28.19 % 21.13 % 22.35 %

128 Sex Roles (2014) 70:122–133



reduced threat appraisals (H7: b = −.21, SE =.08, p =.007;
95%CI: −.37 to −.06).

Finally, for both male and female participants, any of the
control variables had a significant impact on LOC, challenge
appraisals, and threat appraisals.

Sample 2

First, in the models predicting LOC, masculine traits were
positively related to a high internal/low external LOC for both
male and female participants (H1: bmale= .10, SE =.05,
p =.04; b female=.12, SE =.04, p =.009). In contrast, femi-
nine traits were not significantly related to LOC
(bmale = .05, SE = .04, p = .24; b female = .02, SE = .04,
p =.56).

Second, masculine traits were significantly and positively
related to challenge appraisals (H2: bmale=.31, SE =.05, p
<.001; b female=.36, SE =.06, p <.001). Contrary to our expec-
tations (H8), feminine traits were also positively related to
challenge appraisals, but for female participants only
(bmale=.04, SE =.05, p =.45; b female=.11, SE =.05, p =.05).
When LOC was entered in the model, it was significantly
related to increased challenge appraisals in both male and
female participants (H4: see the two right panels of
Table 2). Bootstrapped indirect effect confirmed that
LOC mediated the relationship between masculine traits
and challenge appraisals for female participants (H6:
b female=.05, SE =.02, p =.04; 95%CI: .00 to .09), while
the indirect effect was only marginally significant for
male participants (bmale=.03, SE =.02, p =.09; 95%CI:
−.00 to .07). In contrast, the feminine traits—LOC—chal-
lenge appraisals indirect effect was not significant
(b female=.01, SE =.02, p =.60).

Third, in models predicting threat appraisals, masculine
traits were negatively related to threat appraisals in both
male (H3: bmale= −.25, SE =.08, p =.004) and female
participants (H3: b female = −.43, SE = .09, p < .001).
Feminine traits were marginally related to increased threat
appraisals, but in male participants only (H9: bmale=.14,

SE =.08, p =.07; b female= .07, SE =.09, p =.44). Then,
LOC was entered in the model: In both male and female
participants it was significantly related to lower levels of
threat appraisals (H5; see the two right panels of Table 3).
The bootstrapped masculine traits—LOC—threat apprais-
al indirect path (H7) was marginally significant for both
male (bmale=-.05, SE =.03, p =.08; 95%CI: -.11 to .01)
and female participants (b female= −.06, SE =.06, p =.06;
95%CI: −.13 to .00). In addition, as feminine traits were
related to LOC among male participants, we tested for a
feminine traits—LOC—threat appraisals indirect path: It
was not significant (bmale= −.03, SE =.02, p =.24).

Finally, it should be noted that, again, control variables had
no significant impact on LOC, challenge appraisals, and threat
appraisals.

Discussion

The present study provided a timely account of the relation-
ships between gender traits and the way students living in the
French-speaking region of Switzerland appraise events in their
everyday life. As expected, masculine traits were closely
related to appraisals of events as challenges, and a high
internal/low external locus of control was consistently found
to mediate this relationship. Masculine traits also decreased
threat appraisals, through a low internal/high external locus of
control, but this effect appeared to be stronger in female
students. The results regarding feminine traits revealed a more
complex pattern. First, the impact of feminine traits on gender
traits was less pronounced, and differed across genders.
Moreover, and in line with previous research (in non-student
US adults, Kapalka and Lachenmeyer 1988; in US undergrad-
uates, Lengua and Stormshak 2000), feminine traits were not
related to the locus of control adopted by young adults.
Overall, the present results call for a deeper discussion about
the different dynamics underlying masculine and feminine
traits, the meaning of their expression by male and female
young adults, and their concrete consequences in terms of

Table 3 Results of multiple re-
gressions predicting threat ap-
praisals (final models), by sample
and gender

*** p <.001, ** p <.01, * p <.05,
# p<.10

Sample 1 men Sample 1 women Sample 2 men Sample 2 women

B SE B SE B SE B SE

Constant 3.09 (.40)*** 3.40 (.26)*** 3.31 (.09)*** 3.48 (.11)***

Masculinity −.23 (.28) −.27 (.14)# −.19 (.08)* −.36 (.09)***

Femininity .35 (.26) .43 (.14)** .17 (.08)* .08 (.08)

LOC −.60 (.33)# −.78 (.17)*** −.54 (.11)*** −.55 (.12)***

Age .00 (.07) −.05 (.04) −.04 (.03) −.04 (.04)

Not with parents −.05 (.53) .14 (.27) .06 (.14) .15 (.14)

Has a job .25 (.41) .31 (.25) .10 (.12) −.05 (.14)

R2 22.74 % 32.98 % 13.77 % 14.48 %
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well-being and stress management. We conclude by
discussing both the limitations of the present study and to
what extent our findings, obtained in two student samples
from the French-speaking part of Switzerland, apply to other
populations.

Masculinity, Internal Control, and Well-being

The present study confirmed and extended past research on
gender traits by showing that male and female students with
masculine traits tended to appraise events as challenges. To a
lesser extent, masculine traits were also related to decreased
threat appraisals. Finally, and as expected, believing that one
can control events in one’s own life was found to underlie the
influence of masculine traits on cognitive appraisals.

These findings contribute to understanding why masculin-
ity, problem-focused coping strategies (i.e., aimed at changing
or removing the stressor), and increased well-being often go
hand in hand. Indeed, masculine traits have been related to a
higher ability to identify solutions to everyday issues (social
problem-solving in US college students; Wang 2007), to
lower psychological distress (in Hong Kong university stu-
dents, Lam and McBride-Chang 2007) and, generally, to
increased well-being (for a meta-analysis see Whitley 1985).
In turn, challenge appraisals were found to be related to
problem-focused coping strategies (in US undergraduates,
Ptacek et al. 1992), higher performance (in Israeli undergrad-
uates, Drach-Zahavy and Erez 2002), and lower subjective
stress (in US college students, Tomaka et al. 1993). Based on
the findings of the present study, future research may consider
challenge appraisals as a way to bridge the study of masculine
traits and well-being outcomes.

Femininity: A More Complex Pattern of Results

The potential implications of our findings in terms of well-
being are less clear-cut when it comes to femininity. Feminine
traits had mostly an impact on threat appraisals and, with one
exception, did not relate to challenge appraisals. Furthermore,
and in line with previous findings, feminine traits were not
related to locus of control.

First, the fact that feminine traits were more strongly relat-
ed to threat appraisals than to challenge appraisals suggests
that different mechanisms may underlie the two types of
cognitive appraisals. Since we had no firm reason to expect
differences, we hypothesized reverse effects for challenge and
threat appraisals (that is, if a factor was predicted to relate to
increased challenge appraisals, we also predicted it to relate to
decreased threat appraisals). This appeared to be true for
masculine traits, which were related, through a high internal/
low external locus of control, to both higher scores of chal-
lenge appraisals and lower scores of threat appraisals. This
lends credence to our assumption that the sense of mastery

over events reflected in masculine traits (e.g., dominant, will-
ing to take risks) explains how masculine young adults per-
ceive events in their everyday life. In contrast, femininity was
related to threat appraisals mostly, which may be explained by
the content of feminine traits. Indeed, because femininity is
characterized by the expression of feelings and emotions,
individuals with feminine traits appeared to acknowledge
more easily that they perceived events as threatening. Quite
the contrary, there is nothing to acknowledge when one says
that they perceive events as challenges. This may be the
reason behind the lack of or weak relationship between fem-
inine traits and challenge appraisals.

Second, the absence of relationship between feminine traits
and locus of control may be due to the nature of the perceived
control we examined. Indeed, as we did in the present study,
perceived control is usually evaluated as being general control
over events. However, scales addressing specific domains,
such as affiliation, that is the closeness or identification with
other individuals, have also been developed (Lefcourt et al.
1979). While men traditionally tended to be more internal
(Sherman et al. 1997), they were also found to attribute
affiliation to external sources to a greater extent than women
(Lefcourt et al. 1979). Thus, feminine traits might relate to
cognitive appraisal through affiliation LOC; as women tend to
be more feminine than men, feminine traits can be expected to
relate to the belief that one controls the extent to which one is
close to others (e.g., that one is able to integrate in a social
group), which, in turn, may lead to the perception of social
situations as challenging, and not as threatening.

Limitations and Future Research

The present study suffers from several limitations that need to
be discussed. First, since we relied on correlational data from
self-report questionnaires, future research using experimental
designs is needed to replicate the mechanisms found in the
present study. For instance, young adults could be confronted
by fictional stressful situations. Based on the results of the
present study, those with strong masculine traits and a high
internal/low external locus of control should report fewer
physiological and psychological symptoms of stress when
faced by these fictional situations. Second, the extent to which
our findings have the potential to contribute to the understand-
ing of the relationships between gender traits and cognitive
appraisals beyond student populations needs to be addressed.
Indeed, not only were the participants of the present study
young, but they were also in higher education, where less
pronounced gender differences in gender traits are generally
found (e.g., in Spain, Calvo-Salguero et al. 2008). Thus, in the
same context (i.e., the French-speaking region of
Switzerland), not only older individuals but also young adults
with lower levels of education (and thus presumably already
in the labor market) very likely express more gender
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stereotypical traits (e.g., men would express more masculine
traits). Whether this would also result in stronger relationships
to cognitive appraisals is an empirical question that should be
addressed in future studies.

Finally, Switzerland can be described as a Western society
where not only rather traditional gender roles are still preva-
lent but also masculine agentic traits are generally valued. In
such a context, the impact of expressing masculine traits, both
in men and women, may be emphasized. To test such assump-
tions, future research should compare the interplay between
gender traits, perceived control, and cognitive appraisals
across cultures and countries with different levels of gender
equality and prevailing gender roles (for an overview of
national-level operationalization of such concepts, see Else-
Quest and Grabe 2012). Similar examinations could also be
carried out at a more proximal level. For instance, future
studies could also examine whether the expression of gender
traits impact similarly male and female students in tradition-
ally feminine fields (e.g., nursing) of study as students in
traditionally masculine fields (e.g., engineering).

Conclusion

Overall, the present study confirmed that, in a context such as
Switzerland, stereotypical gender traits are key to understand-
ing how young adults appraise events in their everyday lives.
Especially masculine traits, through the belief that one con-
trols the events that affect individuals’ life, predict cognitive
appraisals, which, in turn, are known to have positive impact
on well-being outcomes. In contrast, in light of the present
study’s results, it appears that distinctions between domains
should be made to further understand how feminine traits are
related to cognitive appraisal, coping strategies, and well-
being in general. Finally, future research should address how
the expression of gender traits by young adults interacts with
prevailing gender ideologies to predict well-being and stress-
related outcomes.
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