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Impact of Fear of Success and Sex-Role Attitudes on Women’s

Competitive Achievement
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A study of 91 college-aged dating couples compared the impact of sex-role at-
titudes and Horner’s measure of fear of success on women’s achievement. As
predicted, women with fraditional attitudes performed significantly better on a
verbal task when working as a team with their boyiriend than when working in
individual competition against the hoyfriend; nontraditionals showed an op-
posite pattern, A similar interaction -of fear of success and condition failed to
reach statistical significance. Some evidence was found -that women who com-
bine traditionalism and high fear of success may be most affected by variations
in achievement settings. Data did not support Horner's prediction that boy-
friends’ attitudes affect women’s fear of success. Further, fear of success was
not correlated with women’s own sex-role attitudes, career aspirations, college
grades, SAT scores, or self-ratings of “intelligence.” In contrast, sex-role tradi-
tionalism was associated with significantly lower career aspirations, lower SAT
verbal scores, and lower self-ratings of “intelligence.” Sex-role attitudes thus
appear fo have greater impact than fear of success on women’s achievement
both in the lahoratory and in daily life.

Horner’s (1970, 1972) theory of “fear of
success” provides a new approach to undet-
standing problems of women’s achievement,
Horner suggests that many women are in con-
flict about intellectual and professional
achievement. Success—especially in tradition-
ally masculine fields—can be a mixed blessing
for women. Although such success brings the
attainment of a desired goal, it may also lead
to negative outcomes, such as social rejection
or loss of femininity. As a result, bright
women may actually have a fear of success.

Despite the popularity of Horner’s theory,
Tresemer (1974) concludes that it is largely
unsubstantiated by research, Most studies
have been limited to testing Horner's predic-
tion that fear of success is more prevalent
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among women than men. Following Horner,
women’s fear of success has typically heen
assessed by coding stories writfen to a single
verbal cue depicting a woman’s outstanding
success in a masculine field, such as, “After
first term finals, Anne fAinds herself at the top
of her medical school class.” Men respond to
an identical cue with a male protagonist
{e.g., “John”). Horner (1970) reported a
striking sex difference: 65% of college women
but enly 9% of college men showed fear of
success in their stories. Later research has,
however, failed to replicate this finding. In 22
studies reviewed by Tresemer (1974), the
median rate of fear of success was 47% for
women and 439% for men. In over hali the
studies, fear of success was actually more
common among men than women,

More important in testing Horner’s theory
are studies of the effects of fear of success on
actual achievement behavior. Iorner pre-
dicted that competitive situations would im-
pair the intellectual performance of women
who fear success. In her initial study (1968,
1970), Horner found that college women
with fear of success performed better on a
verbal skill task when working alone than in
mixed-sex competition. Women who did not
fear success showed an opposite pattern. After
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reviewing the few fear of success studies that
have included behavioral measures, Condry
and Dyer (1976) conclude that “there is
little support for the contention that Hor-
ner’'s measure differentiates women who will
do well or poorly in mixed-sex competitive
situations.”

The present study had two main objectives.
First, given the inconsistent results of studies
using Horner’s measure, this study assessed
the usefulness of sex-role attitudes as an al-
ternative predictor of women’s achievement
behavior. Second, this study attempted to
clarify the impact of mixed-sex competition
on women’s performance by distinguishing
types of competition that might facilitate as
well as impair the performance of women who
fear success.

Sex-Role Traditionalism

The question of whether a measure of sex-
role attitudes might be as good a predictor of
performance as Horner’s projective measure
has not heen investigated. According to Hor-
ner {1970, 1972), fear of success is based on
specific sex-role concerns, such as fear of loss
of femininity. Earlier studies (e.g., French &
Lesser, 1964; Houts & Entwisle, 1968) have
shown that sex-role attitudes can mediate the
relationship of females’ achievement motiva-
tion and performance. It seems plausible that
sex-role traditional women might perform
much like women who fear success, and there
is some evidence that fear of success may be
more prevalent among college women with
traditional sex-role orientations (Alper, 1974;
(’Leary & Hammack, 1975). A demonstra-
tion that fear of success and sex-role attitudes
are in some way distinct or that the projec-
tive measure is uniquely able to predict
achievement behavior would do much to af-
firmy the validity and usefulness of Horner’s
measure. 'The present study compares the
relationship of fear of success and sex-role
attitudes to women’s performance in both
noncompetitive and competitive achievement
settings.

Competitive Achievement

TFear of success is conceived as a latent
motive that hinders performance only when
aroused by some aspect of the situation. Hos-

ner singled out competition as most likely to
arouse fear of success. This study hypothe-
sized that competition per se is not the crucial
factor. Rather, the possible vielation of sex-
role standards associated with some forms of
competition is of prime importance.

A hasic tenet of traditional sex-role ideol-
ogy is the norm of male intellectual and
occupational superiority. Mead (1949) ar-
gues that American males derive their self-
esteem in part by outperforming females.
Bernard (1973) emphasizes that women are
taught to want to “look up to” their hus-
bands, a stance facilitated by the fact that
traditionally men are not only taller but also
older, better educated, and have higher earn-
ings and higher occupational status.” College
women who find themselves in academic com-
petition with men may worry about jeopar-
dizing their femininity, especially if they are
excelling. Concerns about preserving at least
an illusion of male superiority may affect
women'’s achievement behavior.

Possible violations of the norm of male
superiority should be most likely in situa-
tions of individual competition, where a
woman competes directly against a man and
where her level of performance will be made
public. According to Horner (1970), nega-
tive outcomes might be further increased if
the competitor were an “important” man,
such as a boyfriend. Not all mixed-sex compe-
tition threatens sex-role standards, however.
In a situation of team competition, where a
woman works with a partner to outperform
another team and where her own individual
score will not be made public, negative con-
sequences should be minimized. Team compe-
tition might be even more acceptable if the
woman’s teammate were a boyiriend, so that
her achievement could be viewed as helping
a loved one, a behavior consistent with the
traditional feminine role.

It was predicted that fear of success and
sex-role traditionalism would affect women’s
performance in similar ways. In a team-com:-
petition condition, high fear of success and
traditional attitudes were expected to en-
hance performance: in an individual-competi-
tion condition, high fear of success and tradi-
tionalism were expected to decrease perform-
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ance. In other words, type of competition
would interact with fear of success and also
with sex-role attitudes.

- Ways in which these two personality varia-
bles might jointly affect women’s behavior
were also examined. Recently, Alper (1974)
has argued that sex-role traditionals and
liberals do not represent motivationally
homogeneous groups. She suggests that an ad-

ditional distinction between women who are

in conflict about femininity and those who
are not in conflict may be useful. For in-
stance, Alper speculates that in Horner’s
original study, those low-fear-of-sucecess
women who performed well when competing
may have held liberal sex-role attitudes. This
study provides a direct compatison of the
behavior of four groups of women who are
either Hberal or traditional in their attitudes
and who, as reflected in Horner’s measure of
fear of success, are either experiencing con-
flict about femininity or not.

Finally, the present study investigated the
effects of fear of success and sex-role attitudes
on achievement behaviors outside the labora-
tory as measured by college grades, SAT
scores, and career aspirations.

METHOD
Participants

Participants were members of 91 college-aged dat-
ing couples who were taking part in a Z-year study
of dating relationships.! Studenfs were recruited for
the larger project from four different colleges in the
Boston arca. The 91 couples had been “going with”
their current partner for an average of 14 months.
The modal couple was a sophomore woman dating
a junior man. The mean age was 20.0 years for
women and 21.2 for men, Students were paid for
their participation.

The grade-point average for both men and women
was approximately B. Forty-five percent of the
women had grades of B+ or better. In this respect,
they were comparable to Horner’s (1968, 1970)
sample in which 40% of the women were honors
students. Fewer than 109% of women in this study
had grades of C or lower. About 65% of the women
and 70% of the men planned on some graduate
education (master’s degree or higher). SAT scores
were available for 84 women. Their mean quanti-
tative score was 595, and their mean verbal score was
613. In short, the sample consisted of relatively able
voung women for whom professional careers were
generally a realistic possibility.

Procedure

Experimental sessions. In the summer of 1972, stu-
dents attended two sessions conducted by a female
experimenter. At Session 1, measures of fear of suc-
cess and of performance in a noncompetitive situa-
tion were obtained. Students came to one of six
administrations of Session 1 with their dating part-
ner but were seated separately in the small audi-
torium. Students first wrote steries to five verbal
cues.? The single fear of success cue came third. For
women, the cue read, “Diane has just received word
that she was one of three students in the state to
get a perfect score on her LSAT (Law School Ad-
missions Test.}” For men, the same cue with the
name “Tom” was used. After corapleting the stories,

- students worked individually on the timed scrambled

words task used by Horner (1968), They were told
that their performance would be taken as an accu-
rate measure of their ability but that results would
be completely confidentizl. Students did not expect
to find out their own or their partner’s score. In-
structions and timing for both the verbal cues and
the scrambled words task were identical to those
employed by Horner (1968) and were designed to
create a neutral (nonarousing) festing condition,
About a month later, couples returned for Session
2 and were randomly assigned to either an indi-
vidual-competition or team-competition condition.
Five separate administrations of each condition were
run. All students were administered the verbal facil-
ity task used by Horner. Scores on this task and
the scrambled words task from Session I are highly
correlated.® Participants in both the team and indi-
vidual conditions worked individually on the task
and were seated identically, next to their partner but
with one seat imfervening so they could not read
their partner’s responses. The only difference be-
tween conditions was the instructions (both oral
and written) about how the task would be scored.
In the individual-competition condition, members of
the couple were told that their scores would be di-

I Participants for this study came from a larger
sample of 231 couples taking part in a longitudinal
study of dating relationships conducted by Zick
Rubin and his colleagues at Harvard University. The
sample has bheen described more fully in Peplau
{1973),

2 Because of growing publicity about the “Anne”
medical student cue, Horner has advocated use of
other cues depicting women succeeding in nontradi-
tional fields. The “Diane” cue was developed by
Horner and used at her suggestion (Horner, Note
1). The four other cues used in this study - (e.g.,
“With her wedding day only a month away, Carol
is full of anticipation”) cannot be scored for fear of
success using Horner's (1968) scheme.

3 Horner (1668) reports the overzll correlation of
the scrambled words task and the verhal facility
task for males and females combined to be r = .67,
2<.001 {(p. 63).
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rectly compared. Tests would be scored immediately,
and at the end of the session they would be told
their own score and the score of their dating part-
ner. In the team-competition condition, students
were told they would receive only a single team
score based on their own and their partner’s joint
performance. In addition, they were told that they
and their dating partner had been paired with an-
other couple team. At the end of the session, they
would receive their own feam score and the score of
the competing team.

After completing the verbal facility task, students
indicated how well they thought they had done, how
important it was to them to do well, how much they
liked the task, and how well they would like to have
done. They also estimated the number of words
they thought they had made. To determine if
students were familiar with Horner's work, addi-
tional open-ended questions inquired about the pur-
pose of the study, why it was impertant to have
couples participate in the research, and whether they
had ever participated in or rcad about similar
research.¢ At the close of Session 2, a debriefing was
held in which the purpose of the study was discussed.

Scoring fear of success. The law school cue was
scored for fear of success imagery according to
Horner’s (1968) criteria. Fear of success was scored
as present if any fear of success imagery was found
or absent if none was found. (The terms kigh and
lowr are used interchangeably with present and
absent.) A male and female rater scored each story
independently, Coders were in agreement on 86% of
the women’s stories and on 88% of the men’s stories.
In cases of disagreement, stories were discussed and
a joint resolution reached for the final score.

Questionngire measures, As part of the larger study
of dating relationships, both members of each couple
had independently completed identical versioms of a
40-page questionnaire, Included were several mea-
sures of sex-role attitudes. A 10-item sex-role tradi-
tionalism scale asked the extent of agreement or dis-
agreement with statements such as, “Women could
run most businesses as well as men could” and “In
marriage, the husbarnd -should take the lead in
decision-making.” Coefficient alpha for the scale
based on responscs of 91 couples was .83 for women
and .81 for men. Another question asked students to
rank their personal preference for four marriage
options: remaining single or having 2 marriage In
which the wife has a full-time career, works part-
time, or is a full-time homemaker. Additional ques-
tions assessed support for the goals of the women’s
movement and students’ personal career aspirations.

ResuLTts

The majority of women responded posi-
tively to the cue about Diane’s outstanding
achievement. Fear of success was present in
the stories of only 30% of women, and in
449 of the stories men told about Tom’s
achievement. These rates of fear of success

differ from those reported by IHorner but are
consistent with results of 22 studies reviewed
by Tresemer (1974). No significant relation-
ship was found between fear of success and
any measure of sex-role attitudes. Women
high on fear of success had a mean sex-role
traditionalism score of 2.5 compared with a
mean of 2.4 for women low on fear of suc-
cess. High-fear-of-success women were just as
favorable to the goals of the women’s move-
ment (mean 4.8) as low-fear-of-success women
{mean 4.6). Several checks for curvilinearity
also failed to find a systematic relationship
between fear of success and sex-role attitudes.
Additional analyses investigated whether fear
of success was more frequent among women
whose attitudes and career goals were dis-
crepant. Results indicated that fear of success
was not more prevalent among traditional
women who wanted a career or among liberal
women who wanted to be full-time home-
makers than it was among women with more
congruent attitudes and goals. (Similar analy-
ses found no significant relationships between
men’s fear of success and their sex-role atti-
tudes or achievement behavior.)?

Noncompetitive Achievement

All women performed a verbal-skill task in
a noncompetitive setting. Mean scores classi-
fied both on fear of success and sex-role tra-
ditionalism (split at the median) are pre-
sented in Table 1. A 2 X 2 unweighted means

4 Three students, one male and two females, indi-
cated that they had learned about a Thematic Ap-
perception Test story-writing procedure in a psy-
chology class. Only one female student alluded to
Horner’s work. None of the women indicated in
their responses that they saw a connection between
the story writing and the intellectual tasks. The fact
that students were participating in a longitudinal
project, had already filled out several questionnaires,
and took part in several other experiments during
the summer sessions may have made the purpose of
this study less ebvious.

5 Since a sizable proporiion of men in this sample
showed fear of success, it was possible to examine
the impact of fear of success on men’s performance.
Analyses similar to those reported for women found
no significant relationship between men’s fear of
success or their sex-role traditionalism and their
performance in any condition. A discussion of the
men’s performance is found in Pleck (in press).
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analysis of variance indicated a Fear of Suc-
cess X Traditionalism interaction, F(1,87) =
5.6, # < .02, In the noncompetitive condition,
women who combined high fear of success and
traditional attitudes were the highest scoring

group, scoring over 10 words better than

women with nontraditional attitudes or low
fear of success. A Scheffé test for post hoc
comparisons between means (Keppel, 1973)
indicated that of the four groups of women,
only the high-fear-of-success traditionals dif-
fered significantly from other groups in mean
performance scores (p < .01).

Horper (1968, 1970) viewed performance
in a noncompetitive condition as indicative
of between-subjects differences in initial abil-
ity. Consequently, she used change scores
from noncompetitive fo competitive condi-
tions to test predictions about fear of suc-
cess. The present results indicate that a
noncompetitive setting may not provide a
baseline ability measure and may, in fact,
enhance the performance of traditional high-
fear-of-success women. If these women were
truly higher in ability, we might expect them
to have higher college grades or SAT scores
than other women. No evidence was found,
however, that traditional high-fear-of-success
women score higher on any of these measures
of performance outside the laboratory. Only
one significant relationship emerged: Sex-role
traditionalism was negatively correlated with
SAT verbal scores (v = —.22, p < .05), lend-
ing further support to the possibility that
noncompetitive settings facilitate performance
for traditional women. Horner’s baseline in-
terpretation of noncompetitive performance
seems dubious, and hence her use of change
scores is gquestionable. It seems more reason-
able to view noncompetitive and competitive
settings as distinct achievement ecologies and
to analyze performance in the two settings
separately.

Competitive Achievement

At Session 2, women performed in either
a team-competition or individual-competition
condition. Table 2 presents mean scores for
women in these two conditions classified by
fear of success and sex-role traditionalism. A
2 % 2 X 2 unweighted means analysis of vari-
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TABLE 1

Mean NumeeR oF WorDs PRODUCED ON SCRAMBLED
Worps TaAsE IN THE NONCOMPETITIVE
Cowprrion (SessioN 1)

Fear of Success

Traditinnaliama Low High
Liberal 46.2 (35) 401 (12)
Traditional 43.9 (28) 56.3 {16)

Note. Number of women in each cell iz given in parentheses,
3 Scores on the 10-item sex-role traditionmalism scale were
split at the median.

ance indicated no main effects for condition,
fear of success, or traditionalism. The predic-
tion of a Fear of Success X Cordition inter-
action was not supported. Although there was
a tendency for high-fear-of-success women
to perform better than low-fear-of-success
women in the team condition (M = 41.9 vs.
40.6) and to perform worse in the individual
condition (M = 36.3 vs. 38.3), the inter-
action was not significant, F(1,83) = 1.5,
# = .18. The only significant finding was the
predicted Traditionalism X Condition inter-
action, F(1,83) = 15.3, # <C .001. In the team
condition, traditionals scored higher than Lib-
erals (M = 43.9 vs. 38.5); in the individual
condition, traditionals scored lower than lib-
erals (M = 34.4 vs. 40.7). No other inter-
actions approached significance (all Fs < 1),

Although the analysis of variance found no
significant effects for fear of success, inspec-
tion of scores in Table 2 suggests that those
women who combine sex-role traditionalism
and fear of success may be most affected
by condition, performing worse than other

TABLE 2

Mpaw NUumMpER oF WORDS PRODUCED ON VERBAL
Faciuiry Tasx ar Session 2 By Frar oF
Success, SExX-RoLE TRADITIONALISM,

AND TyrE oF COMPETITION

Traditionalism®

Type of cumpetition Liberal Traditional
Individual

Low fear of success 41,1 (18) 364 (14)

High fear of success 40.2 (G) 324 9
Team

Low fear of success 38.6 (17) 42.6 (14)

High fear of success 38.5 (6) . 433 ()

Note. Number of women in each cell is given in parentheges,
» Scores on the 10-item sex-role traditionalism scale were
split at the median.
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women in the individual condition and better
than other women in the team condition. A
Scheifé test for post hoc comparisons indi-
cated that within the individual condition,
high-fear-of-success traditionals performed
significantly worse than low-fear-of-success
liberals (p < .05), though not worse than the
two other groups of women. Within the team
condition, performance of high-fear-of-success
traditionals did not differ significantly from
that of other women {p > .05).

Bualuation of Performance

Women were quite accurate in estimating
how well they had done on the verbal facility
task. The correlation between actual number
of words created and the woman’s estimate
of how well she did (» = .62, » < .001) and
how many words she thought she had made
(r =.71, ¢ < .001) were sizable. A 2 X 2
X 2 unweighted means analysis of variance
of type of competition, fear of success, and
traditionalism was performed for each re-
sponse measure. Mirroring the pattern of ac-
tual performance, traditionals evaluated their
performance more positively in the team con-
dition, and liberals rated their performance
higher in the individual condition; the Tradi-
tionalism X Condition interaction was signifi-
cant, F(1,83) =44, $ < .08, for how well
women thought they did. A similar interac-
tion was found for ratings of liking for the
task; traditionals enjoyed team competition
more, and liberals enjoyed individual compe-
tition more, F(1,383) =4.5, p < .05. Two
measures of competitiveness, how well the
woman wanted to perform and how strongly
she wanted to do better than her opponent,
were affected by condition but not tradi-
tionalism. All women showed a greater desire
to do well in team competition than in indi-
vidual competition, #(1,83) = 5.2, » < .05.
Similarly, women indicated greater desire to
outperform their opponent in the team than
individual condition, F(1, 83) = 11.1, p < .01.
Ratings of how important it was to do well
were unaffected by condition or traditional-
ism. Finally, no significant main effects of
fear of success were found on any response

measure, nor was there an interaction of.

fear of success and either condition or
traditionalism.

Other Correlates of Fear of Success and
Traditionalism

Extensive questionnaire data available for
couples provided an opportunity to compare
the relationship of fear of success and sex-
role attitudes to characteristics of the woman
and of her dating partner. Fear of success did
not relate to any measure of the woman’s
ability or achievement goals outside the lab-
oratory, including college grades, SAT scores,
attitudes toward having a career, or plans
for graduate school. While sex-role tradition-
alism did not relate to grades or SAT math
scores, it was correlated with lower SAT

veral scores (r = —.22, p < .03), less inter-
est in a career (r = —.45, p< .001), and
lower educational aspirations (7 = —.22, p

<(.05). Self-ratings showed a similar pattern.
Traditionalism was associated with evaluating
the self lower on “intelligence” (r = —.24,
# <.05), but higher as a “desirable marriage
partner” (r = .28, $ < .03). Sex-role tradi-
tionalism was also -correlated significantly
with other measures of conservatism, such as
higher frequency of church attendance, less
permissiveness toward premarital sex, less
support for the goals of the women’s move-
ment, and higher scores ona 10-item scale of
authoritarian submission.

The data provided no support for Horner’s
(1970, 1972) prediction that fear of success
is related to characteristics of a woman’s
dating partner. Women who fear success
were no more likely to be dating traditional
men, nor were their boyiriends more likely
to appose the women’s movement. Boyfriends
of women with high and low fear of success
were equally likely to prefer a career wife or
a full-time homemaker. It may be that char-
acteristics of the dating partner are less im-
portant than the mere fact of having a boy-
friend. Since all women in this sample were
in dating relationships, it was not possible to
test this notion. Horner also predicted that
fear of success would be less prevalent in
relationships where the male’s intellectual su-
periority is clear. No relationship was found
between the woman’s fear of success and her
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boyfriend’s grades, SAT scores, or differences
between his scores and hers. Women’s subjec-
tive ratings of their boyiriends’ “intelligence”
also failed to relate to fear of success. Nor
was there a relationship between the woman’s
fear of success and her boyiriend’s fear of
success. In contrast, there was considerable
matching in couples on sex-role traditional-
ism (r = .48, p < .001). Women with liberal
attitudes were significantly more likely to
date men who support the goals of the
women’s movement (¥ = .42, # < .001), pre-
fer a career wife (» = .41, p < .001) and are
liberal on other measures.

Discussion

This study examined the effects of fear
of success, sex-role attitudes, and competition
on women’s intellectual performance. The
clearest finding is the significant link hetween
women'’s sex-role attitudes and their perform-
ance hoth in the laboratory and in their daily
lives. Women with liberal attitudes have
higher educational and career aspirations,
rate themselves as more “intelligent,” and in
fact have higher SAT wverbal scores. Tradi-
tional and liberal women differ in the type of
achievement setting that facilitates high per-
formance: Traditional do better in noncom-
petitive situations or in team competition;
liberals do better in individual competition,
Interestingly, traditionals and liberals do not
differ in grades in college. This suggests that
when women set a personal goal such as com-
pleting college, liberals and traditionals are
capable of equally high levels of perform-
ance. Traditionals and liberals may, however,
structure their college experience differently.
The data indicate, for example, that tradi-
tionals are significantly more likely to major
in “feminine” fields such as nursing or educa-
tion. It is possible that traditionals may at-
tempt to avoid direct academic competition,
for instance, by selecting large, impersonal
classes.

Do Women Fear Success?

Results of this study provide only limited
support for Horner’s theory. Outside the lab-
oratory, fear of success was not related to
women’s educational plans or to measures of

achievement, such as SAT scores or college
grades. Horner’s prediction that women with
fear of success date men who disapprove of
achieving women was not supported. In a
laboratory setting, fear of success had no inde-
pendent effect on behavior. Some evidence was
found, however, that among women with
traditional sex-role attitudes, fear of success
may affect performance. When working non-
competitively, traditional women with fear of
success perform significantly better than all
other women, When working in individual
competition, traditional women with fear of
success tend to perform worse than other
women, These data support Alper’s (1974)
suggestion that women’s achievement behav-
igr is affected by both sex-role orientation
and conflict about femininity. Perhaps when
Horner {1968) conducted her original study
in 1965 the majority of women she tested
held traditional sex-role attitudes. (She did
not actually assess this, of course.) During
the past decade, there has been considerable
change in sex-role attitudes. Today perhaps
only women who maintain traditional beliefs
about the feminine role are affected by fear
of success.

The data clearly indicate that women high
on Horner’s measure do not have a broad
fear of achievement. Although women with
high and low fear of success may differ in the
kind of setting that facilitates maximum per-
formance, an image of high-fear-of-success
women as intellectually disabled by achieve-
ment conflicts is unwarranted. Nor do women
high on Horer's measure have a generalized
fear of mixed-sex competition. Working as
part of a mixed-sex team does not impair
their performance, although working in indi-
vidual competition against a hoyfriend may.
What fear of success appears to represent is
a particular sensitivity to the sex-role impli-
cations of achievement settings and a concern
that achievement behavior be manifested in
sex-role-appropriate ways.

Fear of Success Versus Sex-Role Attitudes

In this study as in others, the effects of
fear of success are small and elusive. Sex-
role attitudes emerge as a more substantial
and consistent determinant of women’s per-
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formance. It is unclear whether the limited
impact of fear of success is due to methodo-
logical weaknesses or to conceptual difficulties,
A serious problem of Horner’s measure is its
uncertain reliability (Condry & Dyer, 1976).
Low reliability could explain both the
weak effects of fear of success on perform-
ance and the failure of the measure to relate
to questionnaire responses,

Although it is currently fashionable to view
women as in conflict, ambivalent, or anx-
ious about achievement, such conflict models
(Horner, 1970; Bardwick, Douvan, Horner,
& Gutman, 1970) may be inadequate. An
alternative view worthy of meore attention is
a theory of sex-typed achievement (e.g.,
Stein & Bailey, 1973). This perspective pro-
poses that achievement motivation and be-
havior are channeled into sex-fole-appropriate
domains. Traditionally, the proper achieve-
ment domain for women has been the area of
social skills associated with homemaking or
“feminine” careers such as nursing. The
present data are consistent with a sex-typed
model of achievement. Women who adhere to
traditional sex-role beliefs do differ in career
goals from women who espouse less tradi-
tional attitudes. Further, traditional women
achieve at their highest level in a noncom-

petitive or team setting, situations that may -

be viewed as compatible with traditional
femininity. Liberal women show a different
pattern, excelling in a more masculine condi-
tion of individual competitive achievement,

It appears that Horner’s measure is of
limited usefulness. The popularity of Horner’s
theory is based in part on the belief that
fear of success has significant impact on
women’s lives and professional careers. At
present, there is little evidence to support
this assertion. Speculations about the effects
of fear of success outside the laboratory must
be made most cautiously. Researchers con-
cerned with women’s achievement might do
well to emphasize sex-role attitudes rather than
fear of success and to investigate alternative
theories of women’s achievement. '

REFERENCE NOTE

1. Horner, M. S. Personal communication, May
1972,
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