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Gender Role Conflict and Shame

Abstract

The relationship between the constructs of role

conflict and shame in men was studied using a sample

of 343 male college students. The results indicated a

positive relationship between the constructs as well

as a predictive relationship between gender role

conflict and the presence of shame in the men who

participated in the study. This article provides

general definitions of each construct, describes the

study, and offers practical applications for the

results that were found.
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Gender Role Conflict and Shame

The Relationship Between Gender Role Conflict and

Shame in College Males

Men's studies, developed as a response to the

feminist movement of the seventies (Levant & Pollack,

1995). As women's studies explored the construct of

gender, researchers began to understand the behavior

of men in an entirely different context (Levant &

-
Pollack, 1995). By looking at men's roles and how they

are impacted, therapists may be able to gain a better

understanding of male clients. Included below is a

brief review of literature discussing both the

constructs of male gender role conflict and shame to

further the reader's understanding of the clinical

implications of this study.

Gender Role Conflict

Gender role conflict is defined as a

"psychological state in which socialized gender roles

have negative consequences on the person or others"

(O'Neil, Good, & Holmes, 1995, p. 166-167). Gender

role conflict occurs when "rigid, sexist, or

restrictive gender roles result in personal
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Gender Role Conflict and Shame

restriction, devaluation or violation of others or

self" (p. 167). Gender role conflict can be identified

on cognitive, affective, behavioral and unconscious

levels. The conflict can be directed towards the self

or towards others. It can occur when others directly

or indirectly convey negative messages about one's

striving to meet or failing to meet proscribed male

gender roles.

Empirical findings indicate that men experience

negative consequences on individual and societal

levels because of gender role conflict struggles

(O'Neil, et. al., 1995). Consequences include

psychopathology (Good, Robertson, Fitzgerald, Stevens,

& Bartels, 1996), depression (Good & Wood, 1995;

Sharpe & Heppner, 1995), feelings of being in a role

that does not meet one's personal needs (Pollack,

1998, self-esteem (Sharpe & Heppner, 1995), and

alexythymia (Fischer & Good, 1998)

Shame

In a comparable manner, shame has been

empirically linked to a number of similar constructs.
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Gender Role Conflict and Shame

Relationships have been found between shame and social

avoidance (Lutwak & Ferrari, 1997), depression,

anxiety, obsessive-compulsive behavior, and hostility,

(Harder, Cutler, & Rockart, 1992), fear of negative

evaluation (Lutwak & Ferrari, 1997), suicide (Lester,

1997), and feelings of inferiority (Goss, Gilbert, &

Allan, 1994).

Although research has not yet pinpointed the

exact nature of shame, an encompassing definition

holds shame as a painful emotion stemming from

negative global evaluations of the self and beliefs

about others' perception of the self (Allan et al.,

1994; Cook, 1989; H.B.Lewis, 1971; M. Lewis, 1992;

Nathanson, 1993; Tangney, 1995; Wurmser, 1981).

Psychoanalytic theorists have been addressing shame

for decades. However, empirical literature examining

shame has appeared only within the last 25 years.

Theorists in the field of shame hold conflicting

opinions about the nature of gender differences and

shame (Allesandri & Lewis, 1993; Allesandri & Lewis,

1996; H.B. Lewis, 1971; M. Lewis, 1992; Lutwak &
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Ferrari, Pollack, 1998; 1996; Reimer, 1996; Wright,

O'Leary & Balkin, 1989). Most researchers generally

agree that gender variances are present and notable

during the shame experience (Allesandri & Lewis, 1993;

Allesandri & Lewis, 1996; H.B. Lewis, 1971; M. Lewis,

1992; Lutwak & Ferrari, 1996; Nathanson, 1993;

Pollack, 1998; Reimer, 1996; Tompkins, 1963; Wright,

0' Leary & Balkin, 1989).

Shame and gender differences have been studied at

a range of ages. Alessandri & Lewis (1993) reported

that parentalCevaluative styles during childhood are

directly correlated with expressions of shame. Their

study showed that parents of boys tend to express more

positive feedback towards their offspring than parents

of young girls did, despite equal performance levels

achieved by the children. As a result, young boys were

assessed as experiencing less shame than young girls

in this study. Pollack (1998) contradicts this

assertion by using illustrative case studies to note

that the experience of identity development as one of

separation from the caregiver, coupled with the
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"shame-phobic boy code" that forbids young boys to

express feelings resulting from this separation,

causes the development of a shame laden sense of self.

As children grow into adolescence, findings suggest

that boys feel shame in terms of performance, and

girls experience shame related to body image (Reimer,

1996) .

According to Lutwak and Ferrari (1996), by the

time individuals reach adulthood, women are expressing

shame openly and men are not. This finding is

supported by Wright, O'Leary and Balkin (1989) who

concluded that shame manifests itself as narcissism in

men. The results of their study revealed that

narcissism is experienced directly by men, while

feelings of shame tend to be dissociated.

Empirical work in the study of shame indicates

that feelings of shame are experienced when people

fail to meet goals or societal standards (M. Lewis,

1991; Morrison, 1995; Nathanson, 1986; Pollack, 1998;

Wurmser, 1989). Although shame occurs in a range of

contexts, one might infer that the affect of shame
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could be integral to role conflict struggles.

However, while current literature acknowledges gender

differences in the way shame is experienced,

researchers have yet to explore the possibility of a

relationship between conflicts around gender roles and

the expression of shame. The study of shame provides

an interesting context in which to view gender role

conflict.

Possible Relationship

The purpose of this study is to examine the

relationship between shame and gender role conflict in

men. Specifically, we hypothesize that a positive

relationship will exist between shame and gender role

conflict. Our second hypothesis is that the four

factors of gender role conflict will be predictive of

shame.

Method

Participants

Participants included 343 males recruited from a

Midwestern urban university with ages ranging from 18

to 54 years with the median age of 23 (X= 22.3). The
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majority of students were White/nonhispanic (86.7%),

7.8% were Black, 2% were Asian, .9% were Hispanic, .2%

were Native American/Alaskan and .9% of students

labeled their ethnicity "other." In terms of students'

marital status, 86.1% of the students reported being

single, 11.3% were married, 1.4% were

9

separated/divorced, .6% were divorced/remarried, 3 9-
• 0

were widowed and .3% were cohabiting. Almost half of

the participants were freshmen (44.5%), 10.4% were

sophomores, 21.4% were juniors, 15.8% were seniors and

8.4% were graduate students.

Procedure

Data was collected from students on a voluntary

basis with no incentive was given for participation.

Participants were recruited through in-class

opportunities to complete the survey. The participants

were told that they were completing surveys that

addressed "how men and women approach feelings

differently" with no specific mention of the

constructs of shame or gender role conflict.
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Instruments

Demographic Data Sheet. The Demographic Data

Sheet used in this study was an author-developed one

page form asking participants for information about

themselves.

The Internalized Shame Scale (ISS). The ISS

(Cook, 1994)consists of 30 items utilizing a 5-point

Likert scale to assess self-reported shame

experiences. Twenty four items on this scale relate

directly to shame experiences while six items

addressing self-esteem are included to reduce the

possibility of response sets and are not included in

the scoring of the scale. Normative data for the ISS

are presented for clinical and non-clinical

populations (Cook, 1994). An item-total correlation

done on the scale yielded a median correlation of .63

with a range of .56 to .73 for the non clinical

population and a median correlation of .70 with a

range of .52 to .82 for the clinical population (Cook,

1994). Cook (1994) reported the test-retest

reliability coefficient of .84. Ryback and Brown
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(1996) found a Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient

of .97.

According to Cook, (1994) the conceptual

framework of the ISS correlated closely with affect

theory to provide construct validity for the scale.

Convergent validity was supported by an assortment of

studies using clinical and non-clinical samples

reporting correlations with the Beck Depression

Inventory (BDI), ranging from .59 to .79 with a mean

of .689 and a median of .69 as well as the Suicide

Probability Scale (SPS) with correlations on the

subscales ranging from .52 to .81 with probability

levels reported at .01 significance. Cook offered

further support for convergent validity by reporting a

moderate relationship between trait anger and shame.

The Gender Role Conflict Scale (GRCS). The GRCS

(O'Neil, Helms, Gable, David, & Wrightsman, 1986) is a

37-item scale utilizing a 6-point Likert scale to

measure responses with options ranging from "strongly

disagree" to "strongly agree." The GRCS examines the

negative consequences of the male socialization
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process as it "occurs when rigid, sexist or

restrictive gender roles result in personal

restriction devaluation or violation of others or

self" (O'Neil et al., 1995, p.167). Factor analysis

identified four factors in the GRCS. These factors

are: (1) success, power and competition (SPC); (2)

restrictive emotionality (RE); (3 ) restrictive

affectionate behavior between men (RABBM); and (4)

conflicts between work and family relations (CFWR)

The scale was found to have and alpha coefficients

ranging from .75 to .90 with an average alpha of .88.

O'Neil, et. aI, reported alpha coefficients ranging

from .83 to .89 with an average of .86 for SPC; alpha

coefficients ranging from .81 to .91 with an average

of .84 for RE; alpha coefficients ranging from .82 to

.88 with an average of .84 for RABBM; and alpha

coefficients ranging from .73 to .87 with an average

of .80 for CWFR (O'Neil et aI, 1995).

Convergent validity of the GRCS was supported

when the Brannon Masculinity Scale was found to

correlate to all four subscales of the GRCS (Good, et.
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al, 1996). Further support for convergent validity was

offered when a small sample experimental study found

the GRCS to be correlated with a similar measure of

gender role conflict, the Masculine Gender Role Stress

Scale (Moore, 1993).

Results

It was hypothesized that a positive correlation

-
would be found between scores on the ISS and scores on

the GRCS. The ISS was positively correlated with the

GRCS. The analysis showed significance at the .05

level for the subscales SPC and RABBM and at the .001

level for RE and CBWFR (Table 1).

Our second hypothesis was tested when we entered

the variables into a simple linear regression analysis

(enter method). Results were significant, f

(4,304)=16.235, E = .000. The ~ = .176 indicating

that approximately 18% of the variance in shame is

being predicted by our independent variables. Further

analysis of the beta coefficients showed that the

subscales of restrictive emotionality and conflicts

between work and family relations account for
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significant portions of the variance predicted in

shame scores on !-test (Table 2).

Discussion

Our two hypotheses were supported by the results

of this study. The results showed that a statistically

significant variance of shame in participants was

accounted for by gender role conflict. In particular,

the factor of restrictive emotionality appeared to be 

a predictor of shame in this study. Because of the

higher significance levels found in (RE) and (CWFR),

further research might yield stronger correlations if

shame-gender role conflict links were looked at

specifically in conjunction with the factors of

restrictive emotionality and conflicts between work

and family. Currently, these findings imply that shame

may play a significant part in the gender role

formation process for men. Furthermore, because of the

intensely painful nature of its expression and

discussion, shame, as an emotional response, is often

neglected in therapy (Morrison, 1996). Thus, shame may

indeed be manifesting itself through the restricted
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expression of emotions as suggested by the results of

this study.

One limitation of this study is the subjectivity

of self-report on both scales. The tendency to report

in a socially desirable way may have been intensified

by the sensitive survey subject matter. Another

shortcoming of the study was the lack of diversity in

our sample. While our sample size was adequate,

further research might explore how these findings

would be supported with a more culturally diverse

participant pool.

Practical Applications

If these findings can be supported in other

demographic contexts, they may provide some insight

into the treatment of male clients. Currently,

literature in both fields suggests similar ways of

understanding therapeutic interventions for males.

Understanding an individual's shame experience may

provide the key to therapeutic advancement

(Everingham, 1995; Morrison, 1996). A study examining

the use of physical person to person touch before
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surgery found that women benefited greatly from being

touched therapeutically before surgery, while men

appeared to be deeply upset by the experience

(Whitcher & Fisher, 1979). It was suggested in the

study that men were deeply shamed by feelings of

dependence such as those arising when one is in the

vulnerable position of facing surgery. Bergman (1996)

describes how this develops from the "relational

paradox" (p.26), noting that part of normal

development for males involves the yearning for

connectedness occurring at the same time that he is

compelled to separate from relational interactions.

O'Leary and Wright (1986) used case examples to

illustrate how sense of shame and dread appears

frequently in male clients. Osherson and Krugman

(1990) suggested that, because men appear to have a

difficult time admitting they feel shame, therapeutic

intervention would need to be subtler. In particular,

following the client's cues might prove helpful in

encouraging rapport. Wisch, Mahalik, Hayes, and Nutt

(1995) noted the therapeutic difficulties experienced
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by men who appear to have high instances of gender

role conflict. These authors suggested incorporating

the multi-modal technique of "bridging" into the

therapeutic process.

Metaphors such as the "mask of shame" (Wurmser,

1981) and the multiple "faces of shame" (Nathanson,

1987) illustrate the idea that shame is painful and

difficult to explore when examining the human

experience. If the therapist is able to identify signs

of gender role conflict as indicators of the presence

of shame, steps could be taken that would enable the

client to shed the "mask of shame" in a safe and

productive environment.

Before drawing any firm conclusions about the

role of shame in the gender role formation process,

further research must be done. However, the results

offer a springboard for further research both through

replication of this study and in other areas exploring

the relationship between gender-role conflict and

shame.
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Table 1

Correlation Matrix for Study Variables

VARIABLES SPC RE RA CBWF ISS

GRCS

SPC

RE

RA

CBWF

.735** .730** .767** .546*

.280** .375** .305**

.487** .235**

.215**

.304**

.158*

.371**

.118*

.267**

Note. GRCS- Gender Role Conflict Scale; SPC- Success,

Power, & Competition factor scale; RE- Restrictive

Emotionality factor scale; RA- Restrictive

Affectionate Behavior Between Men factor scale; CWFR

Conflicts Between Work and Family Relations factor

scale; ISS- Internalized Shame Scale. * E < .05, **E

< .001.
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Table 2

Regression Matrix for Study Variables

Variables

Constant

SPC

RE

RA

CBWF

1.677

.387

6.882

-1.609

3.008

SE

5.182

1. 264

1.101

.883

.909

t

.018

.378*

-.113

.184

Note. R2 . 1 7 6 ; ~R2
= • 165 ; * E < . 05 .
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