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Cross-Validation of Item Selection
on the Bem Sex Role Inventory
Hugh Walkup and Robert D. Abbott
University of Washington

Prompted by Edwards and Ashworth (1977)
Bem’s (1974) BSRI item selection strategy was reex-
amined, using her anchored rating scale and in-
structions. The results replicate Bem’s for 18 of the
20 masculine items and 19 of the 20 feminine
items. These results suggest that the failure to re-
plicate, reported by Edwards and Ashworth, re-
sulted from differences in the anchored rating scale
and instructions. One masculine and three feminine
BSRI items were found to violate Bem’s assumption
of relative desirability. Only half the neutral items
were rated neutral with regard to sex by the judges.

The Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI; Bem,
1974, 1976, in press), has stimulated much re-
search and discussion which has generally sup-
ported and refined the psychometric properties
and utility of the BSRI in confirming Bem’s
hypotheses (see Bem, 1975, Bem & Lenny, 1976;
Bem, Martyna, & Watson, 1976; Kelley &

Worell, 1976; Ruble, Croke, Frieze, & Parsons,
1975; Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975;
Strahan, 1975; Wakefield, Sasek, Friedman, &

Bowden, 1976). However, a serious challenge to
the BSRI has been recently reported.

In that study (Edwards & Ashworth, 1977)
only two items met the BSRI item selection cri-
teria : &dquo;masculine&dquo; and &dquo;feminine.&dquo; Several
Masculine (M) and Feminine (F~ items were
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rated in the direction opposite that found by
Bem, i.e., several M items were rated as more
desirable in a female than in a male, and vice
versa, by either male or female judges. In Ed-
wards and Ashworth (1977), the overall ratings
of the items on the M and F scales were not sig-
nificantly different for either male or female
raters under either set of instructions.

The instructions to judges and rating scale
used in the Edwards and Ashworth study dif-
fered considerably from those used by Bem
when she selected the BSRI items. Bem’s in-

structions were,
We are interested in American stereotypes
of masculinity and femininity. On the fol-
lowing page you will be shown a large
number of personality characteristics. We
would like you to indicate how desirable it

is in American society for a man to possess
each of these characteristics. Note: We are

not interested in your personal opinion of
how desirable each of these characteristics

is. Rather, we want your judgment of how
our society evaluates each of these charac-
teristics in a man.

Example: healthy
Mark a 7 if it is considered EXTREME-

LY DESIRABLE in America for a
man to be healthy.

Mark a 6 if it is considered VERY DE-

Downloaded from the Digital Conservancy at the University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/93227.  
May be reproduced with no cost by students and faculty for academic use.  Non-academic reproduction  

requires payment of royalties through the Copyright Clearance Center, http://www.copyright.com/ 



64

SIRABLE in America for a man to
be healthy.

Mark a 5 if it is considered QUITE DE-
SIRABLE in America for a man to
be healthy.

Mark a 4 if it is considered MOD-
ERATELY DESIRABLE in
America for a man to be healthy.

Mark a 3 if it is considered SOME-
WHAT DESIRABLE in America for
a man to be healthy.

Mark a 2 if it is considered SLIGHTLY
DESIRABLE in America for a man
to be healthy.

Mark a 1 if it is considered NOT AT
ALL DESIRABLE in America for a
man to be healthy.

Edwards and Ashworth’s instructions were to
rate &dquo;how desirable or undesirable you judge
[these personality traits] to be in an American
male/female.&dquo; Edwards and Ashworth’s nine-

point rating scale was anchored by (1) &dquo;extreme-
ly undesirable,&dquo; (2) &dquo;strongly undesirable,&dquo; (3)
&dquo;moderately undesirable,&dquo; (4) &dquo;mildly undesira-
ble,&dquo; (5) &dquo;neutral,&dquo; (6) &dquo;mildly desirable,&dquo; (7)
&dquo;moderately desirable,&dquo; (8) &dquo;strongly desira-

ble,&dquo; (9) &dquo;extremely desirable.&dquo;
Thus, the two sets of instructions differed in

their emphasis on society versus individual rat-
ing and in reference to sex (male/female) or gen-

der (man/woman) of the person being rated. In
addition, the response scales differed in length
and content. Since Bem was selecting from a
generated set of items thought to be positive in
value, she did not use the &dquo;undesirable&dquo;
markers which are used in Edwards and Ash-
worth’s Social Desirability rating scales.
Edwards and Ashworth (1977) identified sev-

eral possible explanations for their failure to re-
plicate Bem’s findings: (1) changes in college
students’ conception of sex roles and sex role
stereotypes; (2) differences in Stanford and

Washington students; (3) differences in the

length of the scale; (4) differences in the data
collection procedures; and (5) differences in the
Power and Type I error rates of the two studies.

Method

In order to test these possible explanations of
the discrepancy between Edwards and Ash-

worth’s (1977) and Bem’s (1974) findings and to
examine the appropriateness of assumptions
about the positive value of BSRI items, the BSRI
item selection procedures were cross-validated,
using Bem’s original instructions and rating
scales with University of Washington students.

Students in four Educational Psychology
classes (no student was in more than one class)
at the University of Washington were adminis-

Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations (SD) of the

Ratings of BSRI Masculine (M), Feminine (F),
and Neutral (N) Items by Male and Female Judges

&dquo;For a man&dquo; and &dquo;For a woman&dquo;
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tered Bem’s instructions. Eighteen males and 30
females rated &dquo;In American society how desira-
ble is it for a man to be ...&dquo; and 23 males and
58 females rated the BSRI items following
Bem’s instructions &dquo;In American society, how
desirable is it for a woman to be ...&dquo;. All sub-

jects rated the BSRI items on Bem’s anchored
rating scale. A male experimenter was employed
in all rating groups.

Results

Table 1 shows the overall means and standard
deviations of ratings of the BSRI items for male
and female judges in the two instruction groups.
Tables 2, 3, and 4 show the means and standard
deviations of the Masculine, Feminine, and Neu-
tral BSRI items, respectively, as rated &dquo;for a
man&dquo; and &dquo;for a woman&dquo; by male and female
judges. The mean ratings shown in Tables 2, 3,
and 4 will also be useful for other investigators
using the BSRI or subsets of its items. Unless
otherwise specified, the term &dquo;significantly dif-
ferent&dquo; has been used to refer to outcomes which
would be expected to occur by chance less than 5
times in 100 using two-tailed tests.

&dquo;For a Man&dquo; Instructions

Masculine items were judged overall as signi-
ficantly more desirable than Feminine items by
both male [t(17)=5.59, p<.001] and female

[t(29)=12.31, p<.001] judges. Female judges
rated the Masculine items overall as more de-
sirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; [t(46)=2.81, p<.Ol] than
male judges. There was no such difference for
Feminine [t(46)=-.31] or Neutral [t(46)=-.64]
items.

Female judges rated &dquo;defends own beliefs,&dquo;
&dquo;independent,&dquo; &dquo;athletic,&dquo; &dquo;assertive,&dquo; &dquo;has

leadership abilities,&dquo; &dquo;self-sufficient,&dquo; &dquo;ten-

der,&dquo; and &dquo;individualistic&dquo; as significantly more
desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than did male judges. No
characteristics were rated as significantly more
desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; by male judges than by fe-
male judges.

&dquo;For a Woman&dquo; Instructions

Feminine items were rated overall as signifi-
cantly more desirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than Mas-
culine items by both male [t(22)=7.50, p<.001] ]
and female [t(57)=12.25, p<.001] judges. There
were no significant differences between the male
and female judges in their overall ratings of
Masculine and Neutral items.
Male judges rated &dquo;competitive&dquo; as more de-

sirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than female judges.
There were no significant differences between
male and female judges on any other item.

Comparison of &dquo;For a Man&dquo; and &dquo;For a Wom-
an&dquo; Instructions

Female judges rated Masculine items overall
as significantly more desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than
&dquo;for a woman&dquo; [t(86)=14.53, p<.001 ], Feminine
items overall as significantly more desirable &dquo;for
a woman&dquo; than &dquo;for a man&dquo; [t(86)=11.43,
p<.001], and Neutral items as overall more de-
sirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than &dquo;for a man&dquo;

[t(86)=2.87, p<.01].
Male judges rated Masculine items overall as

significantly more desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than
&dquo;for a woman&dquo; [t(39)=6.69, p<.001], Feminine

items overall as more desirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo;
than &dquo;for a man&dquo; [t(39)=7.35, p<.001 ], and

Neutral items overall as more desirable &dquo;for a
woman&dquo; than for a man [t(39)=2.64].
Female judges rated each Feminine item as

significantly more desirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than
&dquo;for a man,&dquo; and each Masculine item as signi-
ficantly more desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than &dquo;for a

woman.&dquo;
Male judges rated each Feminine item as sig-

nificantly more desirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than
&dquo;for a man&dquo; except &dquo;loyal&dquo; [t(39)=1.42]. They
rated each Masculine item as significantly more
desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than &dquo;for a woman&dquo; ex-

cept &dquo;willing to take risks&dquo; [t(39)=.84] and &dquo;in-

dividualistic&dquo; [t(39)=.62]. The exceptions were
in the predicted direction, although they did not
reach significance.
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Male and female judges rated the following
Neutral items as significantly more desirable
&dquo;for a woman&dquo; than &dquo;for a man&dquo;: &dquo;helpful,&dquo;
&dquo;theatrical,&dquo; &dquo;happy,&dquo; &dquo;sincere,&dquo; and

&dquo;friendly.&dquo; Female judges, only, also rated the
Neutral items &dquo;unpredictable,&dquo; &dquo;likeable,&dquo; &dquo;in-

efficient,&dquo; and &dquo;unsystematic&dquo; as significantly
more desirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; than &dquo;for a man&dquo;
and the Neutral item &dquo;solemn&dquo; as significantly
more desirable &dquo;for a man&dquo; than &dquo;for a

woman.&dquo;

Discussion

Using Bem’s instructions and anchored rating
scale, University of Washington judges closely
approximated the mean desirability ratings re-
ported by Bem (personal communication). Cor-
relations between Bem’s and the University of
Washington judges’ mean ratings of masculine,
feminine, and neutral items ranged from .93 to
.98 for paired rating groups. The judges’ mean
ratings of 19 of the 20 Feminine items and 18 of
the 20 Masculine items met the BSRI item selec-
tion criteria. The three items which did not meet
the criteria, &dquo;loyal,&dquo; &dquo;willing to take risks,&dquo; and
&dquo;individualistic&dquo; were rated significantly dif-
ferent &dquo;for a man&dquo; than &dquo;for a woman&dquo; in the

appropriate direction by female judges, but not
by male judges.

It may be, as several feminist authors have
suggested, that males are less sensitive to sex
role stereotypes. Six of the Masculine items, as
well as the overall Masculine scale, received rat-

ings significantly higher from female judges
than from male judges under &dquo;for a man&dquo; in-
structions. In light of male and female judges’
agreement under &dquo;for a woman&dquo; instructions,
this suggests an alternative hypothesis that dis-
agreement among men and women remains on
the relative desirability of sex role characteristics
in men.
Bem’s rating scale, then, appears most appro-

priate for detecting differences in desirability
ratings of BSRI items. Are those detected dif-
ferences meaningful? In an absolute sense, no.

They do not tell us that an item is desirable for a
woman and undesirable for a man, or vice versa;
but that is not what BSRI set out to accomplish.
Rather, the relative degree of desirability for
women and men was the issue. While &dquo;acts as a
leader&dquo; or &dquo;affectionate&dquo; were not found to be
undesirable for either sex using any scale, a sig-
nificant difference was found in degree of de-
sirability ratings for men and for women when
Bem’s scale was used. This supported the first of
Bem’s hypotheses: that masculine and feminine
characteristics are not polar opposites, but

rather are characteristics which are perceived as
more socially desirable for one sex than for the
other. Bem’s description of items as &dquo;sex-appro-
priate&dquo; and &dquo;sex-inappropriate&dquo; (1974, p. 158)
is inappropriate. Most items are merely more or
less appropriate for each sex; the importance of
this distinction can be seen in the context of

Stricker’s (1977) analysis of the Broverman

(1968, 1970, 1972) studies.
Some BSRI items may violate Bem’s assump-

tion of relative desirability. Edwards and Ash-
worth’s judges rated &dquo;masculine&dquo; and &dquo;fem-

inine&dquo; as undesirable (below 4.0) for both a fe-
male and a male. The Feminine items &dquo;gulli-
ble&dquo; and &dquo;childlike&dquo; were also rated undesirable
for both a male and a female (Edwards & Ash-

worth, personal communication). Although the
judges in the present study did not have the op-
portunity to make ratings of undesirability, both
males and females did give ratings of these four
items close to &dquo;not at all desirable&dquo; (below 2.0)
in the same pattern as Edwards and Ashworth’s

judges. Thus, these items appear not only rela-
tively more desirable for either a man or a

woman, but also relatively undesirable for one or
both sexes.

Waters, Waters, and Pincus’s (1977) factor
analysis of BSRI Masculine and Feminine item
self-report responses found that &dquo;masculine&dquo;
and &dquo;feminine&dquo; loaded on a factor associated
with subjects’ gender and that &dquo;gullible&dquo; and
&dquo;childlike&dquo; loaded negatively on a masculine
sex-type factor. The present analysis leads to a
tentative concurrence with their suggestion that
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these items should be deleted to increase the

homogeniety and interpretability of the M and F
scales. However, deletion of &dquo;gullible&dquo; and
&dquo;childlike&dquo; would increase the social desirability
of the F scale relative to the M scale. The result-

ing imbalance should increase the correlation of
Femininity and Androgyny scores with social de-
sirability. Before deleting items, investigators
should ascertain the impact of deletion on the
problem of social desirability response sets.
With the exception of these items, the results

suggest that the difference between Bem’s (1974)
and Edwards and Ashworth’s (1977) results was
attributable to the difference in the rating in-
structions and anchored rating scale and, with
respect to masculine and feminine BSRI items,
not to the other hypotheses raised by Edwards
and Ashworth.

Bem found no significant differences between
the ratings of male and female judges on the 20
BSRI neutral items. This finding was replicated
for 10 of the BSRI neutral items. For the other
10 neutral items identified in the results section,
one or both sexes judged the items as more de-
sirable &dquo;for a woman&dquo; or &dquo;for a man&dquo; in Ameri-
can society. In contrast to Bem, these items

were not rated as equally desirable in This study.
Bem’s failure to find a significant difference be-
tween &dquo;for a man&dquo; and &dquo;for a woman&dquo; may be
attributable to reduced statistical power, since

only 10 judges rated the positive neutral items
and 15 judges rated the negative neutral items.
Furthermore, Bem’s judges were rating these
items together with a much larger sample of
potentially neutral items (Bem, personal com-
munication). Ratings of neutral BSRI items are
highly skewed, with means at the lower or upper
ends of the rating scale. As long as the Neutral
scale score is not used (Bem, 1977), the issue is
moot. However, it should no longer be assumed
that Bem’s neutral items are equally desirable in
American society for a man and for a woman.
This may open to reinterpretation the near zero
correlations between the Neutral scale and An-

drogyny scores reported by Bem (1974). It is

important to note that the BSRI was designed

for the purpose of assigning subjects to relative
categories for social psychology experiments
testing Bem’s hypotheses. The temptation to ap-
ply the BSRI scales in other contexts (to which
several have succumbed) should be tempered by
reexamination of the methods of construction,
scoring, reliability estimation, and validation

employed to date.

Conclusion

Prompted by Edwards and Ashworth (1977),
Bem’s (1974) BSRI item selection strategy was
reexamined, using her anchored rating scale and
instructions. The results replicated Bem’s for 18
masculine and 19 feminine items and suggest
that the failure to replicate reported by Edwards
and Ashworth resulted from differences in the
anchored rating scale and instructions.
One masculine and three feminine items were

found to violate Bem’s assumption of relative
desirability; thus, they should be deleted, given
minimal impact on the correlation between so-
cial desirability and BSRI scores. Since half the
neutral items were rated significantly more de-
sirable for a man or for a woman in this study, it
is recommended that it no longer be assumed
that neutral items are neutral with regard to sex.
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