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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Need for Study 

One of the most economically and socially signifi­

cant trends of the last two decades has been the dramatic 

increase in the number of women in the labor force. This 

trend that started largely as the result of the women's 

movement but became essential as a result of the changing 

economic environment, now seems to have become a norm in 

our society. Also abetting the movement of women into the 

labor force have been government regulations which have 

forced organizations to reevaluate their hiring and pro­

motion practices to the benefit of women; the availability 

and acceptance of birth control, allowing women to plan 

their families to mesh with their career plans; the in­

crease in the availability of child care facilities; and a 

generalized, long-awaited acceptance of working women by 

society at large. 

Women have entered the work force in record numbers, 

and now account for 43.7% of those employed in the United 

States (U.S. Department of Labor, 1984). However, their 

presence in the labor force is still marked by a lack of 

representation in higher level occupations and a dispro­

portionate share of the available income. For example, 

1 
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60% of all working women are employed in low paying ser­

vice occupations, the same percentage as 20 years ago 

(Feuers, 1981). 

Those who are better educated still seem to be 

clustered in traditionally female jobs with tradition­

ally low pay scales, such as registered nursing (95.8% 

women) (U.S. Department of Labor, 1984) and elementary 

school teaching (89% women) (Feuers, 1981). Even within 

these job categories, women do not seem to be getting 

their equal portion of the pay. An article in Time mag­

azine (Cocks, 1982) refers to data from the National As­

sociation of Working Wo~en which affirms that the average 

annual salary of a full time female clerical worker is 

just over $11,000, while the figure for male clericals 

is over $17,000. The same article also looks to the 

field of teaching, where the women average $3,000 a year 

less than their male colleagues. 

Some women, of course, are making inroads into 

traditionally male occupations. These women are the focus 

of this paper. Women are seeking advanced and profession­

al degrees in greater numbers than ever before. Over 33% 

of all MBA candidates are women and 30.2% of 1981's law 

graduates were females, with similar statistics for 

medical schools (Cocks, 1982). Yet the numbers seem more 

promising than they actually are. Women's representation 
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in the higher echelons within these areas is still 

minimal. The salaries these women receive, undeniably 

strong indicators of the status and importance ascribed 

to them by their employers, show a striking and serious 

discrepancy in the distribution of pay to men and women. 

Some factors, whether environmental or internal to the 

women, have apparently been significant enough both to 

keep them underrepresented in traditionally male jobs, 

and to prevent their advancement to higher level posi­

tions within these structures. The past and anticipated 

flow of women into these structures is significant, 

and further analysis of their possibilities for success 

in these areas is indeed warranted. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to focus on two major 

psychological constructs shown to be related to perform­

ance and task success: achievement motivation and fear of 

success. Each of these constructs has generated much 

research, particularly in terms of their relationship to 

women. Both of these factors have been shown to have 

significant bearing on how women are motivated and how 

well they perform. 

The premise is that an evaluation of these constructs 

and how they are operant in women will provide some in­

sight into the reasons for women's present status in the 
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work place, and the possibilities for their eventual suc­

cess in non-traditional career structures. The purpose 

is to look at each of these constructs in depth, and to 

arrive at some propositions regarding the individual and 

interactional effects of these constructs on women's 

opportunities for success in non-traditional careers. 

Summary 

The number of women in the labor force has increased 

dramatically in the last two decades. Increased aware­

ness on the part of women of their own potential is an 

important factor behind this movement, along with the 

increased economic pressures affecting every stratum of 

our society. Also fueling this trend are government 

regulations, more successful family planning. the avail­

ability of child care facilities, and a general sanction, 

by society, of women in the work place. 

Unfortunately, a majority of these women are em­

ployed in traditionally female, low-paying and low-status 

jobs. It appears that more women are obtaining the 

necessary training for higher-level positions. Indica-

tions are, however, that they may face some difficulties 

obtaining the pay and level of success that has, to date, 

seemingly eluded the women already competing in those 

fields. 

Accepting the presence of women in traditionally 
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male careers, the need becomes evident to examine the 

etiology of women's status in these non-traditional 

career structures. The focus of this paper will be on 

two psychological constructs which may have significant 

bearing on whether or not career success is feasible for 

women in these areas. Chapter I established the need for 

this study and stated purpose. Chapter II will focus in 

more detail on the historical and current perspectives 

on the employment of women. The third chapter will 

explore in depth the psychological constructs of achieve­

ment motivation and fear of success. The final chapter 

will summarize this paper and its implications. 



CHAPTER II 

HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 

ON THE EMPLOYMENT OF WOMEN 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the his­

torical and current perspectives on the employment of 

women, and to present some of the factors which have in­

fluenced women's progress in non-traditional careers. 

The first part presents an overview of women's employment 

history. The second part of this chapter investigates in 

detail the present status of women in higher level, non­

traditional careers in terms of the positions they hold, 

the power they wield, and the money they make. In order 

to further understand the reasons for that present status, 

part three focuses on the socio-psychological influences 

that are involved, including attitudinal and structural 

barriers to women's success in non-traditional careers. 

Historical Trends 

In their review of the literature on the employ­

ment of women, Perun and Bielby (1981) noted that at the 

turn of the century there were three major occupations 

open to women outside the home: domestic service, factory 

work, and school teaching. Even participation in these 

areas was usually of a temporal nature. The real life's 

6 
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work of a woman was considered to be motherhood, and 

marriage and the birth of children generally signalled· 

the end of a woman's employment. 

During the early 1900's, the participation of 

young unmarried women in the work place continually in­

creased until by 1920, one out of every five workers was 

a woman (Baruch, 1967). This figure has steadily in­

creased, from one out of four in 1940, to one out of 

three in 1963 (Baruch) to 43.7%, or nearly one-half in 

1984 (U.S. Department of Labor, 1984). The percentage 

of married women working has also been increasing. In 

1940 this figure was 17%, and by 1960 the figures had 

almost doubled to 32% (Baruch). By 1982, 51% of all 

married women were working outside the home (Cocks, 1982). 

Reviewing other significant trends in the employ­

ment of women, Baruch reported that between 1940 and 1960, 

there was a marked increase in the participation of older 

women in the labor force. Since the late 1960's, however, 

the most dramatic trend has been the influx into the labor 

market of women under 35 with pre-school and school age 

children (Perun & Bielby, 1981). 

The World War II era was a boon to women's employ­

ment status, although even their notable work activities 

during this time were presumed to be a temporary response 

to some very unusual circumstances. Baruch (1967) quoted 



Deutsch, the author of a 1944 volume on the psychology 

of women as stating that 

in this country during the present war incomparably 
wider strata of women are active in occupational 
fields ..... But the majority of women whom war has 
made more active than ever, will return as quickly 
and energetically as possible to the basically con­
servative because always dominant feminine experi­
ence, regardless of social and cultural upheaval. 
(p. 261) 

This author obviously did not perceive the scope 

and strength of the trend towards increased participa-

tion of women in the labor force, a trend that is evi-

dently continuing today. From the time of the thriving 

post-war economy to the present, this participation has 

8 

accelerated, and there is little indication of its slack-

ening. 

Beyond mere statistics, however, a very important 

pattern in women's lives has been established. Whereas 

the mothers and grandmothers of today's women exhibited 

alternating patterns of work and family commitment, the 

situation today has changed. Perun and Bielby (1981) 

contend that current evidence points to women's lives 

exhibiting the simultaneous operation of work and family 

cycles throughout adulthood. If correct, this observa-

tion implies a whole new set of demands on today's women 

and men, and also new possibilities regarding career 

commitment and career orientation. 
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Present Status of Women 

Despite the large number of women entering the 

work force today, the actual jobs that are available to 

them are limited in much the same ways as they have been 

throughout the century. Although there has been a trend 

toward more white-collar jobs for women, they are still 

notably different from men's in terms of the low level 

of career commitment required and the low pay involved. 

At this time, it is estimated that 80% of all working 

women hold traditionally female "pink-collar" jobs, and 

get paid 66¢ for each dollar a man gets for comparable 

work (Cocks, 1982). 

Many women are seeking the education that will pre­

pare them for higher level, traditionally male careers. 

Ferber and McMahon (1979) report that the number of wo­

men completing bachelor's degrees is approximately equal 

to the number of men doing so. Though women still re­

ceive only one-fifth of all professional and doctor's 

degrees, this represents a dramatic increase during the 

last decade. Since 1970, for example, Ferber and McMahon 

report an increase of 268% in the number of women com­

pleting professional degrees. 

The area of study these women choose, however, 

still seems to reflect traditional sex-role expectations 

to some extent. For example, in 1975 approximately 
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11% of the bachelor's degrees and 9% of the master's 

degrees in physics were awarded to women (Kistiakowski, 

1980). In the more general categories termed by Vetter 

(1981) "science and engineering", the figures are some-

what more promising. The number of women doctorates in 

these fields increased from 7% in 1965 to 23% in 1980. 

Cocks (1982) reported that the number of women obtaining 

engineering degrees increased from .8% in 1971 to 10.4% 

in 1981. 

Unfortunately, however, Vetter notes that women 

were found to have higher unemployment rates and lower 

salaries than men in all ~ields of science and engineer­

ing, at all degree levels, and at all levels of experi­

ence. In 1979, for example, women comprised 10.8% of 

the science and engineering doctoral labor force, yet 

accounted for 32% of the doctoral scientists and engi­

neers who were unemployed and seeking jobs. The same 

general trend applies to bachelor's and master's level 

graduates as well. Of the 1978 and 1979 graduates on 

the master's level in science and engineering, 85% of 

the males, but only 67% of the females, were employed 

in the field in 1980. Some suggest that the problems 

women have with employment may be attributed to the trend 

among women to study the social and behavioral sciences, 

areas that are more saturated with applicants. The 
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data regarding this contention, however, seems inconclu­

sive (Vetter, 1981). 

Vetter's article also takes an interesting look 

at the status of women in academic settings, again fo­

cusing on the fields of science and engineering. The 

author cites a report by the National Research Council 

(1981) that concluded that although women with post-doc­

toral experience are more likely to work in educational 

institutions, men have been much more successful than 

women in pursuing academic careers. For example, of the 

1972 graduates who had taken post-doctoral appointments 

and were employed in the a~ademic sector in 1979, only 

one in seven women had tenure, while one out of every 

three of their male colleagues had tenure by that date. 

Women were also more likely to be in positions outside 

the faculty track than were men, with respective figures 

of 22% and 14%. According to Vetter, the National Re­

search Council found that one-fourth of the women, but 

only one-eighth of the men were not in tenure track po­

sitions. 

The salaries of women faculty members also reflected 

a significant discrepancy. Vetter cites Minter's (1981) 

collection of data on faculty salaries as indicating that 

women faculty members in science and mathematics had sal­

aries equivalent to 78.2% of the men's salaries. In the 
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social sciences the women fared slightly better, receiving 

81.5% of the typical male salary. Although the informa­

tion cited here is quite specific to these areas, similar 

trends can be presumed in other academic fields, although 

certainly not all of them. 

The field of law, for example, is notable for the 

significant advances made by women faculty members. In 

1970, only 2% of all tenure track law teachers were women, 

yet by the 1979-80 school year that number had increased 

to 11%. While only one-fourth of the law schools had 

women on their tenure track in the early 1970's, almost 

every school had at least;one by 1980. One-fifth of all 

law schools, however, had only one tenure track woman by 

that time (Fossum, 1981). 

The practicing field of law has also seen signifi­

cant increases in the number of women. Considering that 

in 1960 only about 3% of the total law school graduates 

were women, today's 30% figure is astounding. This in­

crease has been attributed to the heightened educational 

and career aspirations of women, which in turn were pre­

cipitated by the feminist movement. Another important 

factor was the end to discriminatory admission policies 

and practices, prompted by strict guidelines from the 

government and the American Bar Association. 
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Figures from the 50 largest law firms in the nation, 

however, indicate that women still have far to go. Women 

accounted for only 14% of the lawyers at these firms, and 

only 2% of the partners. Women law school graduates seem 

to earn a lower level of pay and status by seeking out 

employment in the government rather than in private prac­

tice, and only gradually moving away from the traditional 

"women's fields" of family law, trusts and estates, tax 

and research. In terms of the judiciary, it was found 

that in 1979, almost 4% of all judges were women--an im­

provement over the 1970 level of 1%, yet still not an 

encouraging level of reprepentation in these powerful po­

sitions (Fossum, 1981) . 

Business, too, is an area where the sheer number of 

women in the field may indicate a more positive position 

than is really the case. Rhea (1980) quotes the U.S. 

Department of Labor statistics (1979) as indicating that 

in 1970, 16.6% of those listed as managers/administrators 

were women, a figure significantly lower than the 1981 

statistic of 27.4% (U.S. Department of Labor, 1981). Pro­

viding further documentation of this trend, Larwood and 

Powell (1981) refer to Schaeffer and Axel's (1978) obser­

vation that in the mid seventies, the number of female 

managers in American corporations rose 22%, compared to 

an 8% rise in the number of male managers. Larwood and 
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Powell point to the large number of women in MBA programs 

as an indication that this trend will continue. 

Indications are, however, that the higher one looks 

on the management scale, the scarcer the women. Moore 

and Rickel (1980) reported a recent estimate by Kantor 

(1977) which indicated that in over half of the companies 

in the U.S., women held 5% or fewer of the first level 

supervisory jobs. Furthermore, in three-fourths of U.S. 

companies, women held 2% or less of the middle manage1nent 

positions and none at the higher levels of management. 

Jelinek (1980) cited an article by Lublin (1977) that 

estimated the percentage of women middle managers at 

6%, and at vice presidential or higher levels a mere 

1%. Even within a given level, there are discrepancies 

in the salaries that are administered. In 1980, accord­

ing to Cocks (1982), the median salary for women managers 

and administrators was $12,936, with a figure of $23,558 

for their male counterparts. 

Women have certainly made some inroads into tradi­

tionally male career fields, particularly during the last 

decade. Yet the raw numbers of women entering or func­

tioning in a certain field are not necessarily indications 

of a high level of success or an assurance of advancement. 

There appear to be some factors which preclude the rapid 

and continued advancement of large numbers of women in 
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traditionally male careers. 

Socio-Psychological Influences on Women's Progress in Non­

Traditional Careers 

Perceptions of women's competence. Within the tra­

ditionally male career structures, women must deal with 

a variety of questions from society at large and from their 

co-workers regarding their competence. Feild and Caldwell 

(1979) cite a study by Bowman, Worthy, and Greyser (1965) 

in which most of the managers in a national sample felt 

women were "tempermentally unfit for management" (p. 391). 

White, Crino, and DeSanctis (1981) refer to Patterson's 

(1975) study using 192 male and female middle managers which 

showed that females were consistently rated lower than males 

in terms of performance and promotability. 

Schein (1973) asked middle managers to rate on a se­

ries of traits the following three groups: women in gener­

al, men in general, and what they considered to be success­

ful middle managers. The results showed that their percep­

tion of the successful middle manager included many of the 

attitudes and characteristics commonly attributed to men. 

In fact, of the 86 managerial traits under consideration, 

60 were considered "typically male" and only eight were 

termed "typically female". 

Powell and Butterfield (1979) found that business 
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students described a good manager in masculine, rather 

than androgynous or feminine terms, and note that Basil 

found similar results in 1973. Hyde and Rosenberg sum­

marized the 1972 findings of Braverman, Vogel, Braverman, 

Clarkson, and Rosenkrantz by stating that the general pub­

lic felt that "women were relatively less competent, less 

independent, less objective, and less logical than men" 

(1976, p. 53). 

A study that involved a national sample of 884 men 

showed similar perceptions of women as having limited ca­

pabilities for success in high-level careers. Rosen and 

Jerdee (1978) asked the s~bjects to compare men and women 

on traits in the general categories of Aptitude, Knowledge 

and Skill, Interest and Motivation, Temperament, and Work 

Habits and Attitudes. The subjects felt that men over­

whelmingly possessed leadership and decision-making skills, 

that women were sensitive, emotional, and couldn't cope 

with stress and pressure, and that women were less reliable 

and dependable. The authors concluded that "virtually ev­

ery perceived difference between male and female employ­

ees was unfavorable to women aspiring to higher level occu­

pations" (p. 841). 

On the other hand, Reif, Newstrom, and Monczka (1978) 

cite studies which question the validity of these percep­

tions, including work by Knowles and Moore in 1970 and 
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Crowley, Levitin, and Quinn (1973). They specifically 

refer to a study by Durkin in 1971 in which it was found 

that when men and women were tested for levels of ability 

and knowledge in 22 dimensions related to business, women 

excelled in six, men in two and there was no difference 

in the remaining 14 categories, leaving the researcher to 

conclude that in theory, there ought to be more women in 

management than men. In general, women have been shown to 

be very similar to men in many characteristics required 

for effective management, such as capability, competitive 

drive, and leadership ability (Dubno, Wankel, and Emin, 

1979). 

Unfortunately, even if these attitudes and percep­

tions are invalid, as the above authors assert, there 

does seem to be solid data which establishes the exis­

tence of such a negative image of women regarding their 

competence. certainly the small number of women in high 

level positions in business, universities, law firms, etc., 

and the large number of women in the lower echolons of 

those organizations, indicate that some powerful factors 

are at work, even beyond the attitudes of others. The 

remainder of this chapter will examine some of those fac­

tors. 

Structural, interpersonal, and internal barriers. 
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In an attempt to explain the small number of women in 

high level jobs, three general types of barriers have been 

identified. The first type can be termed external or 

structural barriers. Among these obstacles are: 

Double standards of performance, sex-typing of jobs, 
misperceptions of the competence of women, ambi­
guous reward schedules, attitudinal prejudice, lack 
of career development counseling that is geared to 
women's needs, inappropriately assigned tasks, and 
task expectations not comrnensurate with abilities, 
less opportunity for advanced or in-service train­
ing, lack of role models for women, mentorism, and 
informal social cliques. (Williams, 1976, p.SS) 

Basically, these obstacles involve what Hooyman and 

Kaplan (1976), cited by Baugher and Martin (1981), refer 

to as organizational and. informal discrimination. Elimi-
' 

nating these barriers would require intervention at the 

organizational level, involving major policy changes and 

possibly training or awareness programs. Also called for 

is a major shift in the attitudes toward women, a long 

and tenuous cultural process, but without which even the 

most comprehensive anti-discrimination program would lose 

much of its impact. 

Some of the barriers mentioned above, however, are 

in part perpetuated by the attitudes and actions of the 

women themselves. What has been identified as a typically 

female orientation to the career structure has been as-

sociated with a sex-specific way of interacting with 

others and the career environment. Many problems have 



19 

been associated with this orientation, and these comprise 

the category of interpersonal barriers to women's success. 

Hennig and Jardim (1977) identified many of these barriers 

and the implications for women's success in managerial 

careers. 

Women, they point out, having much less experience 

than men at competitive sports, have not learned the as-

sociated lessons on how to accept a temporary setback, 

how to take criticism, how to depend on and trust others, 

and how to delegate responsibility. They fail to recog-

nize the importance of the informal communication net-

works operant in organiz~tions, and generally do not make 

the necessary efforts to become a part of that network. 

In many ways, they deny themselves interaction with those 

who possess the information, resources, and power within 

the organization. 

A prime example of women missing opportunities and 

not reaping the advantages of association is their lack 

. I I 
of participation in the sponsorsh~p or protege systems 

within organizations. Also, women tend to focus so much 

on doing their job well that they neglect to put energy 

into gaining recognition for their accomplishments or 

obtaining visibility within the organization. A final 

barrier in this interpersonal or interactional realm is 

the observation that women's emotions are actively and 
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easily engaged in the work setting. These emotions are 

often expressed in a seemingly inappropriate way, thus 

contributing to the stereotype of women as less stable 

and less competent than men. 

Most authors, including Hennig and Jardim (1977), 

have expressed the belief that these interpersonal or 

interactional barriers can be mediated to a great extent 

by career counseling and training in various skills (e.g., 

assertiveness, goal setting). However, indications are 

that there are more fundamental and deeply ingrained dif­

ferences between men and women than their mode of opera­

tion in the work setting. Some might even identify these 

factors as the basis for those differences in orientation 

that were noted above. At any rate, these factors can be 

termed the internal barriers to success. 

This category refers to the psychological constructs 

in which differences have been noted between the sexes in 

terms of structure or manner of expression. These con­

structs are basic components of the personality structure, 

and are important determinants of behavior. It is the 

purpose of this paper to focus in on two of these psycho­

logical constructs: achievement motivation and fear of 

success. These constructs were chosen because of their 

strongly documented relationships to performance, and 

because research has indicated that these might be areas 
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where notable sex differences exist. It therefore seems 

important to look at the nature of these constructs, ex­

amine how they operate in women, and identify any impli­

cations for women's success in non-traditional careers. 

Summary 

The first part of this chapter included a review of 

the historical background on women in the labor force. 

Following this was an investigation of the present status 

of women in terms of the positions they hold within the 

work structure and the pay they receive. A review of some 

of the higher level, non-traditional fields to which many 

women aspire revealed a disturbing trend: the clustering 

of women in the lower echelons of the organization, with 

women holding very few high level positions of status and 

power. 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate some of 

the reasons for this occurrence. It was noted that women 

are not perceived as exceptionally competent or able to 

handle positions of responsibility within the workplace. 

Beyond this, the nature of the organization imposes some 

structural barriers to women's advancement in non-tradi­

tional fields. The way women interact, or fail to inter­

act, with their environment, presents some interpersonal 

barriers. Finally, the very nature of their psychological 
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makeup might hold the key to an understanding of the is­

sues involved in women's success in traditionally male 

jobs. This paper will look at two psychological constructs 

that are related to how women function in competitive set­

tings, and review the implications of this data for women 

aspiring to higher level, non-traditional careers. 



CHAPTER III 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTS AND THEIR RELATION 

TO WOMEN'S SUCCESS IN NON-TRADITIONAL CAREERS 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the 

psychological constructs of achievement motivation and 

fear of success in terms of the implications they hold 

for women's success in traditionally male careers. 

Achievement Motivation 

Definition and Background. Achievement motivation 

is a term that appears quite frequently in the literature 

on women. Hyde and Rosenberg (1976) define it as "the 

desire to accomplish something of value or importance 

through one's own efforts, to meet standards of excellence 

in what one does" (p. 100). Tewari (1978) presents a defi­

nition that adds some new dimensions to the concept: those 

with a high need for achievement have "a great concern to 

do better, to improve performance, to undertake moderately 

challenging tasks ... to take personal responsibility, and 

to seek and utilize concrete feed-back" (p.5). 

The actual term "achievement motivation" arrives 

from the theoretical structure developed by McClelland, 

Atkinson, Clark, and Lowell (1953). According to Stein 

and Bailey (1973), McClelland et al. 

23 
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conceptualized achievement motivation as a relative­
ly stable disposition to strive for success in any 
situation where standards of excellence are applica­
ble, that is, as a motive that generalized across . 
achievement areas. (p. 346) 

Integral to an understanding of achievement moti-

vation is the concept of "affect in connection with eval-

uation" (McClelland et al., p. 79), which in turn is based 

on the authors' definition of a motive as "the learned 

result of pairing cues with affect or the conditions which 

produced affect" (p. 75). In identifying and scoring for 

achievement motivation, therefore, McClelland, et al. put 

great emphasis on finding evidence that the subject is 

personally involved, sees one's own performance in terms 
' 

of a standard of excellence, and expresses some feeling 

or desire concerning the activity or result in question. 

There are numerous instruments which have been used 

to determine the level of achievement motivation, includ-

ing Mehrabian's Achievement Scale (Dias & Carifaro, 1977; 

Orlofsky & Stake, 1981), the Achievement Scale of the 

Adjective Check List (Heilbrun, Kleemeier, & Piccola, 

1974), the Future Work Measure and the Implied Demand 

Character of the Wife's Future (Tangri, 1972). These 

and other instruments have been used with varying degrees 

of success and reliability. 

The most commonly used method of measuring achieve-

ment motivation, however, is the projective technique 
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developed by McClelland et al. in which the subjects pro­

vide written responses to a series of pictures, often 

taken from the Thematic Apperception Test, that depict 

one or more individuals in situations that might feasi­

bly involve some achievement themes. Immediately pre­

ceeding the administration of the measure, the experimen­

ter will typically provide some information or directions 

that are meant to manipulate the level of achievement 

motivation in the subjects. In addition to the cues in­

herent in the pictures and in the message conveyed by the 

experimenter and the experimental situation, there are 

also what Veroff, Wilcox and Atkinson (1953) describe as 

the "cues of everyday life over which the experimenter 

has virtually no control" (p. 108). Each of these three 

types of cues can potentially trigger the affect referred 

to by McClelland et al., which in turn stimulates or 

arouses the need for achievement. 

The stories written by the subjects in these ex­

perimental settings are coded and scored for achievement 

imagery, and the resulting score purportedly indicates 

the level of achievement motivation of the subject at the 

time of the study. According to McClelland et al., this 

motive, like all others, is learned. Therefore the in­

dividual's responses, in this case the stories he writes, 

will reflect his previously learned responses to the types 



26 

of cues present at the time of the experiment. Finally, 

although the subjects will respond affectively to the 

cues in an individualized way, McClelland et al. (1953) 

postulated that their various responses could be compared 

and inferences drawn regarding their relative levels of 

achievement motivation. 

Achievement motivation and performance. Veroff 

et al. (1953) pointed to numerous studies which supported 

the premise of McClelland et al. and the scoring method 

they devised. They cited particular studies that have 

shown a relationship between individual differences in 

achievement motivation scores and differences in speed 

of recognition of achievement-related words (McClelland 

& Liberman, 1949), recall of interrupted tasks (Atkinson, 

1951) , and performance on verbal and arithmetic tasks 

(Lowell, 1952) . Thus, they established a positive cor-

relation between level of achievement motivation and per-

formance. 

McClelland et al. (1953) explain the logic of this 

relationship in the following passage: 

There is no necessary connection between high achieve­
ment motivation and more efficient performance. The 
standards in terms of which a person evaluates his 
performance may be quite low objectively or the af­
fect over performance could be predominantly neg­
ative because of repeated failures. In either case 
a poor performer could show evidence of high achieve­
ment motivation. Still, this should be the exception 
rather than the rule, since an achievement approach 
motive at least requires performance that must be 
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fairly close to expectations to yield pleasure; 
and as performance does approximate expectations, 
the expectations must increase if it is to continue 
to yield pleasure. Therefore there should be a 
significantly positive but moderate correlation 
between n Achievement and the actual efficiency of 
performance of various sorts. (p. 80) 

Beyond specific types of task performance, Sorren-

tine (1973) refers to studies by the American Management 

Association (1948) , Gardner (1948), Kaltenbach and Me-

Clelland (1948), and Wainer and Rubin (1969), which have 

identified a relationship between achievement motivation 

and leadership positions. He adds that an equal number 

of studies have failed to establish such a link, but 

suggests that the inconsistencies may be due to a lack 

of consideration for the situational aspects of leader-

ship. The results of his own study of male college stu-

dents, however, "do give strong support to the general 

hypothesis that achievement-related motives can serve 

as the source of the determinants of emergent leadership" 

(p. 365). 

Edwards and Waters (1981) comment on the persis-

tence of students with high achievement motivation, with 

this quality confirmed by Atkinson and Feather's (1966) 

observation of the achievement oriented personality: 

"Whatever the level of the challenge to achieve, he will 

strive more persistently than others when confronted with 

an opportunity to quit and undertake some different kind 
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of activity instead" (p. 368). Weiner and Kukla (1970) 

ascribe this persistence to the attributional pattern 

of individuals high in achievement motivation, specifi-

cally their tendency to explain failure as lack of ef-

fort rather than lack of ability, which in turn results 

in continued goal activity. 

High achievement motivation has been linked with 

the tendency to attribute success to internal causes 

(i.e., ability & effort) by Bar-Tal and Frieze (1977) 

and Kukla (1972). This attributional tendency, a com-

ponent of the psychological construct termed locus of 

control, or causal attribution, has been linked both 
' 

conceptually and empirically to variables such as self-

esteem, decision-making skills, career choice, and prob-

lem solving ability. The conclusions drawn by Bartsch 

and Hackett (1979) support this contention, and provide 

an additional link between achievement motivation and 

performance variables. 

Clearly, the evidence presented to this point does 

emphasize the importance of achievement motivation and 

the far-reaching implications it has for the performance, 

competency, persistence, and/or ultimate success of an 

individual in any number of settings. It is apparent, 

then, that to deny the strength of this motive in any 

group of individuals is indeed a serious allegation. If 
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proven correct, this assertion would have significant 

impact on the expectancy for success of that group in 

numerous endeavors. Specifically, then, it remains to 

be established to what extent, and with what focus, this 

motive does or does not operate in women. Also of im­

portance is identifying the resultant implications for 

women's success in non-traditional careers. 

Preliminary research on the achievement motive in 

women. Early research on the achievement motive in women 

presented many surprising results. McClelland et al. 

(1953) refer to a study by Veroff in 1950 that showed 

high school girls to exh~bit a high level of achievement 

motivation in both the neutral and achievement-oriented 

conditions when responding to pictures of male charac­

ters. The female subjects, like the males in the study, 

exhibited a decrease in achievement motivation scores 

in response to female characters during both the neutral 

and aroused conditions. 

The most surprising aspect of Veroff's study was 

not the girls' identification of achievement themes with 

male, rather than female, picture stimuli, nor was it 

the relatively high level of achievement motivation that 

their scores indicated. Rather, it was the observation 

that unlike their male counterparts, these female sub­

jects did not seem to respond to achievement-arousal 
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(e.g., competitive) cues in the experimental setting. 

McClelland et al. hypothesized that either the scoring 

method was not applicable to women, the type of cues 

known to arouse achievement striving in men for some rea­

son did not do so in women, or that some unknown aspects 

of the neutral condition (i.e., a classroom setting, a 

test being administered) had aroused their levels of 

achievement motivation to such heights, it was almost im­

possible for them to increase any further in the achieve­

ment-arousal situation. 

Wilcox, according to McClelland et al., set out to 

test this third hypothesis in her 1951 study. In her ex­

periment with college women, she made a concerted effort 

to remove as many potential achievement cues as possible 

from the neutral or relaxed condition. For example, she 

administered the measures in the girls' dormitory rooms, 

and presented herself and her instructions in a very re­

laxed and friendly manner. 

While the performance data she collected seemed to 

confirm the validity of the scoring methods for women, 

she was unable to increase the achievement motivation 

scores for the women following achievement arousal. One 

of two explanations seemed likely. Perhaps some cues 

that were not apparent to, or controlled by, the experi­

menter were continuing to motivate the women in the 
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relaxed condition, resulting in notably high scores. On 

the other hand, it was possible that the type of stimulus 

presented during the achievement-arousal sessions was 

not inherently motivating to women, that is, did not 

significantly engage their affect and therefore not their 

motive to achieve. 

Another study described by McClelland et al. was 

that of Field in 1951. His results with college students 

did indicate a difference between women's scores in the 

aroused and relaxed conditions, thereby showing that wo­

men's scores could be experimentally increased through 

certain arousal techniques.; This finding added further 

support for the generalizability of the theory and scor­

ing method of McClelland et al. 

More significantly, however, Field introduced a 

whole new dimension to the concept of achievement, name­

ly that of social acceptability. He gave written cues 

at random to both male and female subjects as to whether 

they were judged by an imaginary committee of peers as 

being socially acceptable ("successes") or socially un­

acceptable ("failures"). He then administered the pic­

ture cues and requested that the subjects write their 

perceptions of what was going on in those pictures. The 

subjects then actually did rate each other as being liked 

or disliked, and the two categories that were formed were 
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used by the author in examining the results. 

After scoring their thematic responses, it was 

discovered that the males' scores did not refelct any 

increases in achievement motivation in response to either 

positive or negative cues indicating social acceptability. 

The achievement scores of the women, on the other hand, 

did increase significantly after being told they were 

either socially acceptable or unacceptable, while not 

showing any increase in the absence of such cues (relaxed 

condition). 

The results indicated that achievement motivation 

is a viable component of .the female personality, and 

that the key is to isolate the type of cues that will 

arouse that motivation in women. Some sex differences 

did indeed appear evident, however, and led McClellan 

et al. to conclude 

the data unequivocally support the hypothesis that 
women's n Achievement is tied up with social accep­
tability~ men's with leadership capacity and intel­
ligence. To put it in another way, if you want to 
arouse n Achievement in women, refer, as Field did, 
to their social acceptability; if you want to arouse 
n Achievement in men, refer, as we did, to their 
leadership capacity and intelligence .... this sex 
difference ... may be related to the greater importance 
of dependence on others for women and independence of 
others for men. (p. 181) 

Analyzing the contrary findings of research on 

achievement motivation in college women, Alper (1974) 

commented on the lack of studies supporting Field's use 
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of affiliation cues to arouse achievement motivation in 

women. She also pointed to Angelini's 1953 study of Bra­

zilian college women that countered McClelland et al.'s 

hypothesis that strictly achievement and performance 

based cues could not arouse the achievement motive in 

women. As was the case with Field's study, however, few 

have been able to replicate Angelini's results. 

The fifties were obviously years of significant 

findings regarding women and achievement motivation, al­

though some authors have noted the comparative lack of 

research done on these issues since that time (e.g., 

Alper, 1974). Still, th~ classic studies of achievement 

motivation described above generally emphasized the dif­

ferences between the sexes in regards to achievement ~o­

tivation. The following two sections will explore the 

veracity of such an emphasis in light of more recent re­

search in the field. The final section will present a 

summary and conclusions, with emphasis on implications 

for women in non-traditional careers. 

The affiliation motive in women: research and 

implications. Studies by Veroff et al. (1953) and Mc­

Clelland et al. (1953) seemed to establish the existence 

of a female achievement motive and the applicability to 

women of the scoring procedure developed by McClelland 

et al. The result of the study by Field (1950), however. 
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brought up an interesting factor that demanded attention. 

Field's use of social acceptability as an achieve­

ment cue, and the responsiveness of women to that cue, 

led to the consideration of what is termed the affilia­

tion motive or affiliation need in women. Those with a 

high level of affiliation motivation have "a concern for 

establishing, maintaining, or restoring a positive affec­

tive relationship with another person" (Tewari, 1978, 

p.S). The relationship of this need to achievement be­

havior and achievement motivation has caused much con­

sternation among researchers. 

There are, for example, those who insist that the 

achievement motive is relatively non-functional in women, 

that in fact the affiliation motive is behind women's 

achievement behavior. These researchers criticize what 

they term the "male model" of achievement motivation as 

being inapplicable to women, and inappropriate for ex­

plaining their behavior. While few would deny the exis­

tence of an achievement motive in women, the viewpoint 

explained here would maintain that the affiliation need 

surpasses, and possibly contraindicates, the achievement 

need. 

Veroff et al. (1953) refers to anthropologist Mar­

garet Mead's (1949) argument that achievement is not 

included in the adult female role in America. Mead's 

conclusion, as explained by Veroff et al. is based on 
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the assertion that the female role is a non-competitive 

one and achievement is almost exclusively assigned to the 

male role. 

Hoffman (1972) also looks at the origins of achieve-

ment and affiliation motives, and concludes that child 

rearing practices and early childhood experience are the 

basis for the variance between men and women on these 

dimensions. She asserts that female children are given 

inadequate parental support for their early efforts at 

independence and mastery, while boys are encouraged in 

these pursuits. 

The separation of the self from the mother is gen-

erally delayed for girls, and emphasis is on maintaining 

the comfort and safety that relationship implies. As 

Hoffman explains: 

When little boys are expanding their mastery striv­
ings, learning instrumental independence, developing 
skills in coping with their environment and confidence 
in this ability, little girls are learning that effec­
tiveness--and even safety--lie in their affectional 
relationships. (1972, p. 137) 

Hoffman cites studies of preschool and school age chil-

dren which support her conclusion that female achievement 

behavior "is motivated by a desire for love rather than 

mastery. When achievement goals conflict with affilia-

tive goals ... achievement behavior will be diminished 

and/or anxiety result" (1972, p. 136). 
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Hoffman refers to studies by Oetzel (1966) and 

Walberg (1969) that support the contention that females. 

have greater affiliative needs than males. She maintains 

that these affiliation motives cannot be considered en­

tirely dysfunctional, since they do motivate certain 

types of achievement behavior, and refers to studies by 

v. J. Crandall (1963), V. C. Crandall (1964), and Garai 

and Scheinfeld (1968) as lending further support to this 

argument. 

Many other authors agree with these conclusions 

regarding the implications of a high level of affiliation 

motivation in women. Morrison and Sebald's (1974) compar­

ison of employed executive and non-executive women showed 

them to be very similar in affiliation motivation, with 

the possible inference that this motive does not pre­

clude success in non-traditional fields. Tewari (1978) 

also found a common level of affiliation motivation among 

women managers and women in general, thus raising some 

questions as to the influence this motive has on women's 

opting for a non-traditional career. Certainly, a rea­

sonably high level of affiliation motivation doesn't seem 

to keep women from these jobs, or preclude their reaching 

managerial status. 

Not only is it questionable that this affiliation 

need is detrimental to the achievement of women in non-



37 

traditional fields; there are also some suggestions that 

high levels of affiliation motivation may be a competi­

tive advantage for women. Tewari (1978) described a 1967 

study by Lawrence and Lorsch which led to the conclusion 

that there was a positive relationship between the affili-

ation motive and managerial performance. The authors 

studied 22 managers who were responsible for integrating 

the work of various people and work units within the com-

pany, and found that the more effective managers were the 

ones with high affiliation needs. 

Reif, Newstrom and Monczka (1978) described a re-

view of the literature on women conducted by Knowles and 

Moore (1970) which led them to conclude that the one dif-

ference between men and women commonly noted was women's 

greater concern for relationships. They further concluded 

that this was a competitive advantage for women entering 

management positions: 

About the only testable difference between men and 
women seems to be women'~ greater ability in inter­
personal relationships ... the manager of the future 
will need to be more people-centered, more able to 
work with people than to exercise position power. 

Heinen, McGlauchlin, Legeros, and Freeman (1975) 

point to a similar advantage for women, explaining that 

many companies have recently begun to stress the impor-

tance of interpersonal skills in motivating employees and 

increasing productivity. Relating well to people, and 
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being able to identify feelings and how they relate to 

job performance are among the skills a manager needs in. 

today's work place, according to these authors. They feel 

that the "nurturant orientation" (p. 284) of females can 

add a new and very important dimension to successful bus-

iness functioning. 

Despite these very positive summations, the fact 

is that when asked to describe requisite managerial char-

acteristics, men and women alike have tended to describe 

very achievement oriented constructs (e.g., innovative, 

aggressive) as was established ~n Chapter II. With this 

in mind, the suggestion by Hoffman and others that the 

female affiliation motive is paramount to the achieve-

ment motive in women, and that it is the motive behind 

women's achievement behavior, may have very far reaching 

implications for women and their success in a variety of 

settings. As Murray (1964), cited by Tewari (1978, p. 20) 

says: 

a person motivated mainly by achievement motivation 
may make important contributions to society, but may 
not be the most comfortable person to live with .... 
he works hard when he gets involved in a problem, where­
as a person motivated primarily by affiliation may 
not be so involved in getting the job done, because 
people mean more to him than the task. (pp. 101-102) 

Hoffman herself observes that 

academic and professional women frequently allow their 
concern with affective relationships to interfere with 
the full use of their cognitive capacities. In group 
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discussion and in intellectual argument, women often 
seem to sacrifice brilliance for rapport. (1972, p. 
135) 

Implicit in this and other statements by Hoffman is the 

contention that women's strivings are primarily, and 

possibly even exclusively, focused on achieving affilia-

tive success. Their goals would then be quite different 

than the achievement-oriented goals of their male counter-

parts. Consequently, in settings which have been struc-

tured by males and are reflective of traditionally male 

constructs and goals, this difference in orientation, con-

trary to the previously presented data, could have sig-

nificant bearing on how, a~d to what extent, women can 

effectively function in these structures. 

Again turning to Hoffman, we can see further exam-

ples of such negative implications. She cites Horner's 

finding that even in men, the affiliative motive can be 

linked to diminished performance. Men high in both a-

chievement and affiliation motives, evidently feeling 

some conflict between these motivations, showed a per-

formance decrement when in competition with another man. 

Implications for women in traditionally male careers, 

given high levels of achievement and affiliation motiva-

tion, may be similar. 

Hoffman concludes that while women tend to succeed 

in the school setting, this is because performance there 
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is compatible with affiliation motives, and the result-

ant success meets their need for affiliation. 

In college, however, and in professional pursuits, 
love is less frequently the reward for top perfor­
mance. Driving a point home, winning an argument, 
beating others in competition, and attending to 
the task at hand without being side-tracked by con­
cern with rapport require the subordination of affil­
iative needs. (1972, pp. 136-137) 

The discussion as to whether or not a high level 

of affiliation motivation is beneficial or detrimental 

to the performance of women in a variety of spheres, 

has yet to be resolved. At this time, a review of the 

larger issues involved in this discussion might add 

perspective to this cont~oversy. For example, it is 

important to return to some basic questions regarding 

the affiliation motive in women: 1. Is it actually more 

operant in women than in men? 2. Does the existence of 

a relatively strong affiliation motive in women neces-

sarily justify the rejection of the achievement motiva-

tion model for women, or the assertion of fundamental 

motivational differences between the sexes? 3. What 

else might be operant to account for the observed dif-

ferences between the achievement functioning of men and 

women? 

In terms of the first question, there are research-

ers and theorists who reject the contention that the 

affiliation motive is more operant in women than in men, 
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and that this need is behind women's achievement-related 

behavior. An extensive review of the literature by Mac-

coby and Jacklin (1974) has resulted in the conclusions 

that women are no different from men in the level of 

achievement motivation, and that girls are not more de-

pendent than boys on the praise and approval of others. 

Stein and Bailey (1973), in their literature review 

on achievement motivation, rejected the hypothesis that 

female achievement behavior is motivated by the need for 

affiliation rather than the need for achievement. They 

supported the existence of a strong achievement-based 

motivational system in women primarily because studies 

' have indicated that even social arousal of women results 

in achievement i~agery in their written responses. 

Dipboye (1978) cited a national survey (Crowley, 

Levitlin & Quinn, 1973) which indicated that women are 

just as concerned as men about being able to use their 

abilities on the job. Jagacinski and LeBold (1981) con-

firmed this finding in their study of male and female 

engineers. Neither study showed a difference between men 

and women as to the value placed on social relations. In 

their summary of the barriers to women's success in manage-

ment, Mirides and Cotes (1981) refer to Chapman's (1975) 

conclusion that women's leadership style, and underlying 

need structure, are not significantly different from men's, 



nor do they have a greater need to foster good inter­

personal relations in the work setting. 
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Perhaps the strongest statement against the as­

sertion that women's achievement motivation differs fun­

damentally from men's (question two) comes from Fitz­

gerald and Crites (1980) . They point out that numerous 

studies have shown that a significant number of women 

do respond in the same way as men to achievement cues. 

Thirty-five percent of the women subjects in Horner's 

1968 study, for example, responded positively to a cue 

regarding a woman succeeding in a traditionally male 

field. Fitzgerald and Crites also note that one-third 

of the women in Tangri's 1974 study fell into the cate­

gory of Role Innovators, and exhibited achievement mo­

tivation patterns similar to those of men. Alper (1974) 

cites additional studies that showed this type of pattern 

in highly competitive women (Angelini, 1955), academi­

cally achieving high school girls (Lesser, Krawitz & 

Packard, 1963), and intellectually-oriented college wo­

men (French & Lesser, 1964). 

Indications are, then, that the achievement moti­

vation model proposed by McClelland et al. (1953) does 

have some validity for the study of the achievement mo­

tive in women and the prediction of achievement-related 

responses and behaviors. Yet is is also well-documented 
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that some women respond in an unexpected way to tradi­

tional achievement cues, and seem to put a significant 

emphasis on social or affiliative concerns. In terms of 

the third question posed in this section, some theorists, 

accepting the construct of a strong achievement motive 

in women, suggest that women oftentimes choose to ex­

press that motive in sex-typical, affiliative ways. 

Seeking sex-role appropriate outlets for achieve­

ment motivation. Hyde and Rosenberg (1978, p. 102) ex­

plain that what has been thought to be affiliative needs 

may in fact be achievement needs expressed in a sex­

appropriate manner. A woman, for example, might achieve 

a high level of skill in cooking. However, this does not 

necessarily indicate that she has done so to win friends 

or be accepted by others (affiliative need fulfillment) . 

Rather, this skill development may be an expression of 

her very real and significant achievement strivings that 

she has chosen to express in a sex-appropriate fashion. 

Stein and Bailey (1973) supported this contention 

in their review of the literature. They explain that 

women, like men, strive to attain a standard of excel­

lence. The difference is in the area in which they 

choose to pursue their goals, often choosing one which 

the culture has deemed sex-appropriate. Social skills 

comprise a major area in which achievement is identified 
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closely with females. Thus in studies such as Field's 

(McClelland et al., 1953), cues regarding social accept­

ability triggered achievement responses in females (though 

not in males) . 

It is generally considered that women choose these 

sex-appropriate arenas as a result of sex-role condi­

tioning, or because they fear losing social approval. 

(a discussion of the concept termed fear of success is 

presented in the following major section of this chapter.) 

Results obtained in the study by Veroff et al. (1953) 

and other researchers can then be explained: women don't 

respond well to cues of 'females in achievement situations 

because they have learned through our culture to asso­

ciate achievement with males. Their achievement strivings 

are not grounded in typical achievement cues, but rather 

these motives are stimulated by the more familiar and 

more appropriate social-oriented cues. 

It has also been suggested that some women fulfill 

their achievement strivings vicariously through identi­

fication with another's (i.e., the husband's) achieve­

ments. Fitgerald and Crites (1980) describe a study by 

Tangri in 1974 which showed that certain college women 

project their achievement needs onto their future hus­

bands. These authors also posit that Horner found evi­

dence of this vicarious achievement motivation among 
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literature on fear of success. 
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Stein and Bailey (1973) refer to Lipman-Blumen's 

1972 study of 1000 college-educated married women that 

showed the majority of the sample received their pri­

mary satisfaction from their husband's accomplishments, 

rather than from their own or from both equally. These 

authors also refer to the finding that women express 

more achievement imagery when the pictures or verbal 

cues that are given are of men, as further substantia­

tion of this concept of vicarious satisfaction of the 

achievement need. Unfortupately, there doesn't appear 

to be a great deal of research on the scope of this phe­

nomenon, or much detail as to how it affects or curtails 

achievement behavior in women. 

Thus, two basic and contrary propositions have 

been explored regarding the nature of achievement moti­

vation in women. The first is that women are dissimi­

lar to men in that they are not motivated by their a­

chievement need, but rather by a powerful need for affi­

liation. The second proposition presented here suggests 

that the achievement motive in women functions basically 

as it does in men, except that it is often displayed in 

a sex-appropriate fashion, and possibly may be projected 

onto another significant individual. Fitzgerald and 
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Crites (1980) have a rather terse response to these pre-

mises: 

Hoffman's proposal that women strive for social ap­
proval strikes a patronizing role, whereas Stein 
and Bailey's concept of a desire for social skill 
stretches the term achievement motivation almost 
to meaninglessness. The proposition that women 
achieve vicariously through their husbands and sig­
nificant others is essentially similar to the no­
tion that it is woman's nature to live for and 
through others, an idea that has not been well re­
ceived for some years. (pp. 48-49) 

What, then, would be an alternative viewpoint regarding 

achievement motivation in women, one that does not have 

the negative connotations described by Fitzgerald and 

Crites? An exploration of such a proposition is pre-

sented in the following section. 

Achievement motivation as a viable construct in 

women. Reference was made in the previous section to 

the number of women in studies by Horner (1969) and 

Tangri (1974) who exhibited achievement motivation pat-

terns similar to those expected for, and observed in, 

male subjects (Fitzgerald and Crites, 1980). Results 

such as these have led some researchers to theorize that 

within-sex differences in achievement motivation and 

related constructs (i.e., affiliation need, performance 

self-esteem) are greater than between-sex differences 

in these areas (Orlofsky & Stake, 1981). 

Baruch (1967) found in a study of Radcliffe alumni 

that those who were pursuing careers showed much higher 
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levels of achievement motivation than those who were 

housewives. Results from a study by Oliver (1974) es-

tablish a link between career orientation in women and 

a high level of achievement motivation and a low level 

of affiliation motivation. The opposite motivational 

pattern was established for homemaking-oriented females. 

In their own recent (1980) comparison of women em-

ployed in nursing with women in various levels of busi-

ness management, Moore and Rickel found a great variance 

in scores on achievement motivation between the two gene-

ral groups. Those women employed in the traditionally 
J 

female setting and those ori lower occupational levels 

scored significantly lower in achievement motivation than 

the respondents from non-traditional settings and higher 

occupational levels. The authors concluded that women 

from the latter group do meet the implied and defined 

criteria for one high in achievement motivation: 

They do seek to excel at what they try and wish to 
be respected for their opinions and advice. They 
seek challenging work that requires skill, leader­
ship, and the opportunity to plan ahead and make 
one's own decision. (p. 324) 

Among the other characteristics of this group iden-

tified by Moore and Rickel (1980) was the subjects' de-

scriptions of themselves as having characteristics that 

are generally attributed to men and managers in our so-

ciety. These women's sense of identification with the 
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traditional male role points to an important focus of 

recent research on achievement motivation: the importance 

of the sex-role orientation of women in predicting their 

patterns of achievement motivation, achievement-related 

behavior, career orientation, and career choice. 

The position that psychological masculinity or 

femininity is more important than actual gender differ-

ences when discussing achievement motivation and related 

constructs, was purported by Orlofsky and Stake (1981) 

as a result of their work with males and females. They 

found few sex differences on the dimensions measured, 

yet a very strong influence of masculinity or femininity 
f 

on the levels of achievement motivation, general and 

performance self esteem, need for social approval and 

love, and anxiety over failures. 

Their conclusions regarding the general implica-

tions of one or the other sex-role identifications are 

striking. Orlofsky & Stake also indicate why the mascu-

line identifications seem to be significant and visible 

in women who have chosen and succeeded in traditionally 

male career domains: 

The results of this study suggest that for both 
sexes, stereotypically masculine traits are the 
source of psychological strengths in both the 
achievement and interpersonal domains. These 
instrumental, agentic qualities go hand in hand 
with strivings for excellence and achievement, 
with relative freedom from debilitating anxie-



ties over failure, and with a healthy self­
confidence in one's abilities to get the job 
done. This confidence, in turn, is based on 
a self-perception that one can think clearly 
and process information without becoming over­
loaded by distracting ideas, feelings, or exter­
nal stimuli ..... Thus, masculine traits constitute 
a broad base of personality strengths. Feminine 
traits appear to have less general adaptive sig­
nificance, their primary contributions being 
centered in the affective and interpersonal 
spheres. Furthermore, when not balanced by at 
least minimal levels of masculine traits, they 
may leave the individual vulnerable to achieve­
ment-related anxieties and perhaps excessive 
dependence on others' love and approval. (p. 231) 
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Considering the conclusions of Orlofsky and Stake, 

it becomes evident that identification with these typi-

cally masculine traits might be important for success 

in traditionally male dareers. The inclusion of achieve-

ment motivation among this constellation of traits has 

been documented by Alper (1973), who found a significant 

relationship between sex-role orientation and achievement 

motivation in women. 

Major (1979) expanded the term sex-role orienta-

tion to include the concept of androgyny, an orientation 

that embraces both masculine and feminine traits. She 

found that women who were either androgynous or masculine 

in orientation scored higher in achievement motivation 

than women who rejected masculine traits. Oliver (1974) 

cited various studies which indicated that the need for 

achievement tends to be more salient in career-oriented 
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subjects, among them studies by Bardwick in 1971, Hoyt 

and Kennedy in 1958, and Rand in 1968. 

Heilbrun, Kleemeier, and Piccola (1974) added a 

new dimension, role consistency, to the study of women's 

sex-role identification and its affect on achievement 

behavior. They identified four role-achievement patterns 

among the college women they studied: greater perceived 

similarity to mother, high role consistent; greater per-

ceived similarity to mother, low role consistent; greater 

perceived similarity to father, high role consistent; and 

greater perceived similarity to father, low role consist-

ent. The college women who fell within the first two 
• 

categories involving identification with the mother did 

not exhibit a discrete pattern regarding the social and 

achievement variables being studied by the authors. Thus, 

few conclusions could be drawn regarding this rather ho-

mogeneous group. 

The women in the two father-similar categories, 

however, exhibited some unique patterns of behavior. Those 

who identified with their fathers and had formed a stable, 

consistent personal identity, performed extremely well 

when competing in an all-female setting. They did not, on 

the other hand, display much confidence in anticipation of 

competing with males, and showed no increase in perfor-

mance during such competition. Their female counterparts 
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who had been less able to consolidate their role beha-

viors into a consistent personal identity, were found 

to be highly masculine, rejecting of the traditional 

female role, and were unresponsive to competition with 

females. When males were involved, however, their per-

formance increased dramatically. 

Among the conclusions presented by Heilbrun et al. 

(1974) to account for this variance in performance is 

the suggestion that there might in fact be two ways a 

girl can identify with her father. One way, that chosen 

by the high role consistent girls, is to identify with 

him as a member of a class (males) from which she can 
' 

achieve vicarious satisfaction, yet still retain some 

identification with the traditional female role. In this 

study, they identified with the males' unfavorable com-

petitive position, and restricted their own achievement 

strivings, level of aspiration, and actual performance. 

The low role consistent women in this category, 

however, have seemingly identified more with the indivi-

dual attributes of the father, including his competitive-

ness with other males. They have found these attributes 

in themselves to be rather contradictory to their know-

ledge of themselves as women (low role consistency), but 

the effect of their having internalized these male at-

tributes does include increased performance when competing 
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with males. 

The implications of the finding by Heilbrun et al. 

(1974) is that the type and nature of sex-role identifi­

cation must be clarified and specified if it is to be 

used as a predictor of female achievement behavior or 

as an explanation for variance in achievement motivation 

among women. Yet the dramatic effect that low role con­

sistent, male sex-role identification was shown to have 

on women's performance when competing with men provides 

even more rationale for the study of this issue of sex­

role orientation when discussing or investigating achieve­

ment motivation. 

Sex-role identification implies an internalization 

of the attributes and values of the group identified 

with. It would therefore follow that goals and the value 

placed on attaining those goals would be similar among 

those who share sex-role identification. Stein and 

Bailey (1973) have identified studies that show substan­

tial correlation between attainment value for an area of 

achievement, and competence and persistence in attaining 

those goals. Thus it might be said that the goal must be 

perceived as worth attaining if the individual is going 

to expend much effort toward achieving that goal. 

Herein lies a possible explanation as to why many 

females seem unresponsive to achievement-oriented cues, 
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and some clarification as to the effect of sex-role i­

dentity in determining women's success in a given type of 

endeavor. Women with a strongly feminine sex-role iden­

tity will not have placed much attainment value on in­

strumental success or on typically masculine achieve­

ments. They will not, therefore, expend much energy or 

show much persistence in achieving those ends. This is 

not, however, necessarily a reflection of their level of 

achievement motivation. It is rather a predictable and 

reasonable response to years of cultural conditioning, 

and a sex-role identity that is either chosen by, or 

ascribed to, the individual. 

Conversely, we can deduce that the woman who is 

characterized by a masculine or possibly androgynous sex­

role orientation would put higher attainment value on 

traditionally male goals. She would probably self-se­

lect into a course of study (Wood & Greenfield (1976) 

and a career (Moore & Rickel, 1980) that would facilitate 

her achieving the goals she has learned to value. Moore 

and Rickel (1980) report that Terborg's (1977) review 

of the literature on career choice indicated that there 

is a great variance within the female sex in terms of 

sex-role orientation, and that these orientations do 

affect career choice. 

Whether the relationship noted by Terborg is 
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causal or interactive in nature, the effect is the same: 

women who see themselves as possessing masculine char-. 

acteristics and sharing male goals, are placing them­

selves in male structures. In light of the discussion 

presented here, it appears that women are intrinsically 

capable of succeeding in traditionally male areas--pre­

cluding the interference of the structural barriers de­

scribed in Chapter II, or other psychological constructs. 

Summary. In summary, three main bodies of research 

can be identified in the literature on achievement motiva­

tion in women. The first presents the theory that women's 

achievement behavior is not motivated by the need for 

achievement, but rather by a need for affiliation. The 

authors supporting this view have rejected the tradi­

tional model of the achievement motive and how it oper­

ates, deeming it inappropriate for women. Work by Hoff­

man (1972) constitutes the basis of this argument. She 

looks to the effects of child-rearing practices in our 

culture on the development of a strong achievement mo­

tive in males, and a strong affiliation motive in fe­

males. She maintains that women are not taught mastery 

skills, nor are they encouraged to be independent. Con­

sequently, achievement cues mean little to them, and 

the achievement motive is seldom aroused, and generally 
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does not motivate behavior. Women are, however, very 

attuned to social and affiliative cues. Their affilia­

tion motive is easily aroused and, according to this 

theory, motivates a major part of female behavior. 

There is great variance in the implications of 

such a theory. Some maintain that the alleged emphasis 

females place on social or affiliative concerns is an 

advantage to women, even in traditionally male arenas: 

they feel it brings a new and positive perspective to 

the very task- and goal-oriented male structures. While 

data cited in this paper indicates that strong affilia­

tion motivation has not deterred women from attaining 

and succeeding in high-level, traditionally male posi­

tions, it may be rather idealistic to presume that this 

"new perspective" will be valued as highly as the more 

task-specific, goal-oriented contributions of the males 

in the organizations. 

Indeed, there is the opposite contention that hav­

ing a strong affiliation need is a negative factor that 

women must learn to control and sublimate, especially 

when functioning in a male structure (i.e., an academic 

or business setting) . A major part of the support for 

this point of view comes from the data presented in Chap­

ter II of this paper which showed how typically male, 

non-affiliative characteristics are valued very highly, 
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at least in business settings. 

It is interesting, though, that the basis of this 

theory and any sex differences it involves is the sex­

typing of children in our culture. The difference be-

tween male and female achievement motivation, then, is 

one of experience and learning, rather than something in­

born, fundamental and innate. Implicit in this proposi­

tion is the tenet that learned behavior can be changed, 

generally through significant, affect-arousing experiences 

of a contrary nature. If this is a valid theory of achieve­

ment motivation in women, the implication for women's 

success in traditionally.male careers is a relatively pos­

itive one. Experiences can be provided by schools and 

employers that will at least begin to counteract the early 

training women received. The task, however, is certainly 

a major one. 

The second theory presented in this chapter was 

that women, like men, have a high level of achievement mo­

tivation and that this motive is behind their achievement 

behavior, a premise for which there is quite a bit of 

empirical and theoretical support. Even studies which 

purport that some sex differences exist in terms of a­

chievement motivation and achievement behavior have peri­

pherally documented that there is a large block of women 

who do not display these sex differences, but who instead 
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respond according to typically male patterns. The conclu­

sion is that women are not unlike men in their achievement 

motivation and pattern of achievement behavior; they do, 

however, tend to seek out sex-appropriate (e.g., social or 

affiliative ways to express and satisfy their very strong 

need for achievement. 

Whereas in the first theory, social or affiliative 

concerns were considered the source of women's achieve­

ment behavior, in this theory they are presented as the 

object of that behavior. As in the first theory, social 

conditioning seems to be the reason for this tendency 

in women. Consequently, a,retraining or reorienting pro­

cess could again be called upon to help eliminate this 

proclivity among women to seek out traditionally feminine 

manners in which to deal with their achievement strivings. 

A redirection of efforts and a redefinition of goals is 

called for, if indeed one accepts the premise of the sec­

ond theory. 

The third major body of literature presented in 

this section supported the theory that some women differ 

from men in level of achievement motivation and/or manner 

in which they display it, because of within-sex differences 

in sex-role orientation. Traditionally masculine traits 

have been identified as being very important for success 

in achievement-oriented settings. Consequently, ascribing 
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these characteristics and the associated values and goals 

to oneself (masculine sex-role orientation) should bring 

with it a certain amount of success in these settings. A 

link has been found between non-traditional, career-oriented 

women, masculine sex-role orientation, and high levels of 

achievement motivation. 

The conclusion is that a type of self-selection oc­

curs: Those high in achievement motivation and masculine 

sex-role orientation will seek out, and be quite capable of 

succeeding in, traditionally male career structures. In 

the meantime, emphasis on decreasing sex-role stereotyping 

during infancy and childhood, and helping women to become 

cognizant of their option to ascribe to masculine, as well 

as feminine values, are areas which deserve attention. 

As in the case with the other two theories, this 

viewpoint has as its origin the sex-role conditioning in 

our culture which seems to lock women into a pattern of 

behavior and mode of response which precludes their suc­

cess in traditionally male endeavors. Given any of these 

theoretical positions, focus should be on eliminating or 

counteracting this conditioning. 

Finally, the concept of attainment value, as 

described in terms of the third theory, has some applica­

bility for all three viewpoints of achievement motivation 

and achievement behavior in women. Unless and until women 
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find these achievement-related goals both attainable and 

appealing, they will not strive towards or persist in attain­

ing those goals. They will refrain from entering the struc­

tures which espouse those goals and values, and women al­

ready in those structures will fail to rise to the heights 

of which many are inherently capable. The responsibility, 

then, lies first with the woman to review the appropriate­

ness of her own value and goal structure. Second, a re­

sponsibility lies with the organizations to reexamine their 

efforts to remove the barriers within the job setting which 

make those goals seem unattainable from the perspective of 

women. 

Fear of Success 

Definition and background. The previous section of 

this chapter described the construct of achievement moti­

vation, and noted the variance between male and female 

responses to achievement-oriented cues. In an effort to 

account for this variance, a University of Michigan re­

searcher, Matina Horner, in 1968, proposed the existence 

of a motive to avoid success, or fear of success, in women. 

This motive was conceptualized by Horner as "a latent, 

stable personality disposition acquired early in life in 

conjunction with standards of sex role identity" (1972, 

p.l59). 

The proposition of such a motive is based on the 
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the expectancy-value theory of motivation, which states 

that two factors determining the arousal of a motive are: 

1. the expectations held by the individual regarding the 

type of consequences his or her behavior will result in, 

and the likelihood of those consequences and 2. the value 

of those consequences to the individual. Anxiety is a-

roused when the individual expects negative consequences 

to his or her behavior. The anxiety will act to inhibit 

that behavior in order to avoid those negative consequences. 

Horner suggested that men and women 

still t~nd to evaluate themselves and to behave in ways 
consistent with the dominant stereotype that says com­
petition, independenc~, competence, intellectual a­
chievement, and leadership reflect positively on mental 
health and masculinity but are basically inconsistent 
or in conflict with femininity. (1972, p. 158) 

She adds that this image of femininity is the basis for 

internal psychological barriers that preclude achievement 

in women. 

Levine, Reis, Turner and Turner (1976) describe wo-

men as being caught in a double bind. On one hand, sue-

cess in traditionally male domains may be rewarding, parti-

cularly to those high in achievement motivation. On the 

other hand, women fear that success in these areas, par-

ticularly when in competition with men, will bring with 

it very negative consequences. 

According to Jackaway and Teevan (1976), Horner 

(1969) identified two separate negative consequences feared 

by women in achievement situations. The first is a fear 
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of social rejection, expected when the success occurs in 

a traditionally male context and thus is considered in­

appropriate for women. The second source of anxiety is 

internally instigated, and occurs whether or not anyone 

else finds out about the woman•s success. This is the 

woman•s own perception that she has lost some of her fem­

ininity, with a resulting negative effect on her self­

image and self-esteem. 

In order to avoid these negative consequences 

that women have learned to expect, they will avoid the 

behavior (in this case the achievement behavior) that will 

bring with it the negatively-valenced success. Horner 

makes it clear that women do not seek failure; that is, 

they do not anticipate or expect positive consequences as 

a result of failure. Rather, their primary motivation is 

to avoid the negative consequences of success, and the 

failure that often results is considered to be a ~egret­

table yet unavoidable by-product of that motivation. 

Horner also hypothesized that this motive would 

be most characteristic of high achievement oriented and 

high ability women who have the desire and capability to 

succeed, and for whom the expectancy of negative conse­

quences is particularly relevant. It was further hypo­

thesized that this inhibition of motivation will generally 

have a debilitating effect on performance in these 
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situations--particularly when it is a competitive situa-

tion and males are involved. 

Research findings by Horner and others. To test 

these hypotheses, Horner developed a method of assessment 

based on the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) that was 

similar to the measurement of achievement motivation de-

scribed in the previous section of this chapter. Horner, 

however, used verbal leads rather than pictorial cues, 

and included one which connoted a high level of accomplish-

ment in a mixed-sex, though traditionally masculine, 

field of achievement. Specifically, the 90 females in 

her original (1968) study;were given the cue "After the 

first term finals, Anne finds herself at the top of her 

medical school class." The 88 males in the sample re-

sponded to the lead "After first term finals, John finds 

himself at the top of his medical school class." The 

subjects were undergraduate students at the University 

of Michigan, mostly freshmen and sophomores .. 

A simple present-absent method of scoring was 

used: that is, the motive to avoid success was considered 

present if, in response to the cue regarding achievement 

by a member of their own sex, the subjects 

made statements in their stories showing conflict 
about the success, the presence or anticipation 
of negative consequences because of the success, de­
nial of effort or responsibility for attaining the 
success, denial of the cue itself, or some other bi­
zarre or inappropriate response to the cue. (Horner, 
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1972, p. 162) 

The results showed a generalized absence of such 

negative responses among the male subjects. Over 90% of 

them responded in a very positive way to John's success in 

medical school, and the remaining 10%, according to Horner, 

"focussed primarily on the young man's rather dull person-

ality" (1972, p. 162). The female subjects, on the other 

hand, responded quite differently: 

In response to the successful female cue, 65% of the 
girls were disconcerted, troubled or confused by the 
cue. Unusual excellence in women was clearly associated 
for them with the loss of femininity, social rejection, 
personal or societal destruction, or some combination 
of the above. Their responses were filled with negative 
consequences and affeqt, righteous indignation, with­
drawal rather than enhanced striving, concern, or even 
inability to accept the information presented in the 
cue. (Horner, 1972, p. 162) 

Thus, Horner's hypothesis that fear of success was more 

salient in women than in men was confirmed. 

She also studied the actual task performance of 30 

males and females, first in a large, mixed-sex competi-

tive situation, and subsequently in a strictly noncompeti-

tive but achievement-oriented session. Most of the male 

subjects did better in the competitive condition, as did 

most (12 out of 13) of the females who had scored low in 

fear of success. Of the females who had scored high in the 

motive to avoid success, 13 out of 17 performed at a sig-

nificantly lower level in the mixed-sex competitive situa-

tion than they showed themselves capable of in a subsequent 
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noncompetitive condition. Horner considered this to be 

evidence of the negative effect of fear of success on actual 

performance. 

Numerous studies can be identified which in large 

part corroborate Horner's findings. Horner (1972) cites 

three unpublished studies by Harvard Univeristy students 

which found the fear of success level in undergraduate 

women to range from 65% to 88.2% (Schwenn, 1970; Watson, 

1970; Prescott, 1971), Alper (1974) referred to data 

gathered in 1970 and 1971 on Wellesley College undergra­

duates, which indicated that almost 89% of the women told 

avoidance stories. Caballero, Giles, and Shaver (1975) 

studied 33 women of varying occupations between the ages 

of 24 and 40, and found the most evidence of fear of suc­

cess among nontraditional women, defined as those who favor 

the women's movement, have more education and hold liberal 

or radical political beliefs. This confirmed Horner's no­

tion of ambitious, highly achievement-oriented women as 

those who most often feel anxiety over success. 

Caballero et al. (1975) also suggest that the level 

of fear of success may covary with other variables such as 

education, achievement motivation, political orientation 

and social situation, and suggest that those studying fear 

of success be cognizant of that possibility. They main­

tain that the introduction of these variables, rather than 
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detracting from the strength and substance of the concept 

of fear of success, actually provides an explanation for 

the variance in level of fear of success noted in the nu­

merous studies that have been done on this issue. 

Also cited by Caballero et al. were other studies 

which generally supported Horner's premise regarding fear 

of success in women, among them studies by Monahan, Kuhn, 

and Shaver (1974) and Winchel, Fenner, and Shaver (1974). 

Spence (1974) generally supports the existence of fear of 

success as a viable motive in women, although her study in­

dicated a much lower incidence than did Horner's (47% when 

the stimulus cue was a mar~ied woman, 40% when the woman 

in the verbal lead was described as single) . Spence also 

concludes, as did Caballero et al. (1975), that perhaps the 

notion of the motive to avoid success needs to be expanded, 

and attempts to measure it almost necessarily need to in­

clude the measurement of other attitudes, expectations, and 

personal characteristics. 

Focusing on the developmental changes in the level 

of fear of success, Kimball and Leahy (1976) noted that 

both sexes show an increase in fear of success from grade 

four to grade 10. In the lOth grade, however, the fear of 

success level decreases significantly for the males, yet 

remains consistently high for females, especially those 

in the college-preparatory program. This finding supported 
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Horner's contention that fear of success would be great­

est among females with the highest capability and for whom 

success is highly probable. 

Fear of success in men. Hoffman (1974) studied 

University of Michigan undergraduates in the fall of 1971, 

and found evidence of fear of success in 65% of the women 

subjects, the same results as those reported by Horner in 

1968. Hoffman did find, however, that 77% of the males 

also exhibited fear of success, a sizable increase over 

Horner's 1968 figure of 9%. 

Similar increases in the number of male responses 

coded for fear of success ~magery were noted by others try­

ing to replicate Horner's original study. Hoffman (1974) 

cites studies by Horner (1972), Horner and Walsh (1972), 

and Mausner (1972) as examples. Spence (1974) also found 

that a large percentage (36%) of the males she studied ex­

pressed either mixed or negative responses to the success 

of the male stimulus figure. In a relatively small scale 

study of male and female managers, Wood and Greenfield 

(1976) found that 40% of the men and 30% of the women were 

scored for fear of success when responding to same-gender 

cues. 

This high incidence of fear of success among male 

subjects would seem to invalidate the whole concept of 

fear of success as a motive based on sex-role expectations 
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and operant mainly in females. Yet Hoffman, Horner, and 

others do not see it as such. Hoffman (1974), for example, 

notes that the males' stories seem different in content 

than those of the women: they seem to question the inher-

ent value of success. She reports that 30% of the males 

and only 15% of the females scored for the presence of fear 

of success expressed this type of negative imagery. 

High fear of success females, on the other hand, 

referred 42% of the time to affiliative loss, while only 

15% of the males expressing fear of success imagery made 

such a reference. In his review of over 100 studies deal-

ing with fear of success, Tresemer (1976) notes the same 

trend, stating: 

It has been found repeatedly that males more often 
than females wrote cynical, bizarre, pessimistic, 
hostile and/or joking stories, containing violence, 
death, devaluation of success and achievement, and 
doubt about the worth of sacrifice for success. Fe­
males more often than males wrote stories depicting 
(fear of) social rejection, loss of femininity, and 
affiliative loss. (P. 223) 

The conclusion drawn by Horner and her supporters 

would contend that while male responses have lately shown 

a greater degree of fear of success imagery, this imagery 

is of a different nature than that expressed by women. 

They contend that fear of success in men is merely re-

flective of the generalized trend in our culture since 

the late 1960's to question traditional values of hard 
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driving competition and success at any cost. They would 

maintain that this occurrence does not have anything t~ do 

with, or in any way contradict, the notion of fear of suc­

cess in women as a motive to avoid the anxiety they have 

learned to associate with success in traditionally mascu­

line domains. 

On the other hand, there are those who would con­

sider the data on increased incidence of fear of success 

in males as one of many causes for skepticism regarding 

the veracity of Horner's propositions and the existence 

of a strong motive to avoid success in women. Studies 

since Horner's original research in 1968 have almost con­

sistently shown much lower scores in women and much higher 

scores in men than were reported or anticipated by Horner. 

In addition to the studies already cited with these 

results (i.e., Hoffman, 1974; Spence, 1974; Wood and Green­

feld, 1976), Peplau's 1976 study of 91 dating couples in­

dicated that fear of success was present in the stories 

of only 30% of the college women she studied, and was 

present in 44% of the men's stories. Sorrentino and Short 

(1974) found evidence of fear of success in only 25% of 

the undergraduate women they studied, and quoted Trese­

mer's 1974 report on fear of success research as indicat­

ing that in some studies, that figure has dipped to 11%. 

In a study of British university students, Weinreich-
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Haste (1978) found that approximately 50% of each sex was 

scored for the presence of fear of success, "thus dimini­

shing the power of the argument that motive to avoid suc­

cess is particularly a consequence of female socialization" 

(p. 38). She goes on to suggest that the fear of success 

projective measure is apparently picking up anxiety in 

males regarding success and failure; yet she adds that 

there appears to be a qualitative difference petween the 

types of anxiety aroused in males and females, and that 

this difference needs to be investigated. 

Other authors, however, have interpreted high male 

scores somewhat differently. After administering various 

measures of fear of success to college juniors and seniors, 

Sadd, Lenauer, Shaver, and Dunivant (1978), like Weinreich­

Haste and others, found that there were no sex differences 

in the level of concern over the negative consequences of 

success. In this study, however, contrary to the findings 

of Weinreich-Haste, the types of negative consequences fore­

seen by the subjects were the same for both sexes: jealousy, 

exploitation, social rejection, and excessive pressure and 

responsibility. The authors' conclusion, however, was 

ultimately the same as Weinreich-Haste's: that Horner's 

view of sex role socialization as the cause of fear of 

success does not adequately explain the phenomenon. 

The methodology of fear of success research. There 
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in some suggestion that the problems with fear of success 

research "may rest in methodological and not theoretical 

shortcomings" (Levine, Reis, Turner, and Turner, 1976, 

p. 390). These and other authors have noted the problems 

of relying so heavily on projective techniques to measure 

this or any construct. Certainly the literature is filled 

with questions regarding the reliability and predictive 

validity of the verbal TAT in determining the existence of 

fear of success. 

Considering that Horner's theory was formulated 

in response to some of the findings on achievement motiva­

tion in women, it is not surprising that the method she 

employed paralleled the method most commonly used in the 

study of achievement motivation (projective techniques) . 

Unlike most researchers in achievement motivation, however, 

Horner chose to use a verbal rather than a pictorial cue 

(i.e., "After the first term finals, Anne/John finds her­

self/himself at the top of her/his medical school class"), 

a decision which may have added to the many reservations 

regarding her hypothesis. 

Like all projective measures, the method chosen 

by Horner is difficult to score and has low test-retest 

reliability (Shaver, 1976). Tresemer (1976) illustrates 

this problem in his citation of a 1975 study by Moreland 

and Liss-Levinson in which eight researchers who had 
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published works on fear of success prior to October, 1974, 

were asked to score 20 stories written in response to the 

"Anne" lead. He reports that the average rate of agreement 

between scorers was .75, not up to the usual standard of 

.80 for interscorer reliability in thematic measurement. 

Zuckerman and Wheeler (1975) report a slightly higher 

level of interscorer reliability, specifically 80-90% in 

most studies. However, while this indicates that the 

judges within the particular studies agreed on what did 

nor did not constitute fear of success imagery, the sig­

nificant differences between studies in terms of report-

ed occurrence of fear of suc,cess (from 20% to 88% in women 

and from 9% to 76% in men) might, according to Zuckerman 

and Wheeler, indicate poor intertest reliability. 

In support of this contention, they point to the 

fact that there seems to be no scoring manual for fear of 

success that is comparable to that designed by Atkinson 

for achievement motivation. These authors refer to Trese­

mer's (1974) suggestion that a common coding mistake has 

been the tendency to label all negative themes in the 

stories (i.e., references to murder or drugs) and negative 

events that precede "Anne's" or "John's" success in medi­

cal school, as fear of success, when really only negative 

consequences of success should be labeled as such. 

Also cited by Zuckerman and Wheeler was a 1973 
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study by Robbins and Robbins that indicated that the sex 

of the judges could affect the fear of success scores. It 

was found in this study that female judges were more likely 

to find fear of success imagery in response to the Anne 

cue than were male judges. There is also a suggestion that 

when judges can tell the sex of the respondents by the cue 

they're responding to (i.e., males respond to the John cue 

and females to the Anne cue), their expectations for the 

two groups may color how they score the responses. This 

latter suggestion, however, would not apply to many recent 

studies of fear of success that have included subjects' 

responses to cross-sex cues. However, it must be noted 

that the ramifications of poor reliability are great, im­

plying a lack of predictive validity and inconsistency in 

results (Zuckerman & Wheeler, 1975). 

Spence (1974), however, sees a highly structured 

verbal cue like Horner's as even more susceptible than 

the mildly suggestive TAT stiumulus to the influence of mul­

tiple factors, most of which are unrelated to any single 

stable motive or psychological construct. Because of her 

belief that fear of success stories in response to Horner's 

cue are reflective of a variety of factors or phenomena, 

Spence devised an objective measure to use in conjunction 

with the projective tests. This measure basically involved 

a list of objective questions which elicit the same type 
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of information as the more general verbal TAT cue. Ten 

multiple choice questions were included, addressing most 

of the general fear of success themes previously identified 

in studies (e.g., asking the subjects how they think Anne's 

husband or classmates would react to her success) , and were 

administered after the projective measure. 

An important observation made from the objective test 

results was in regards to the type of negative imagery 

present in female responses. Contrary to the findings of 

Horner and others, there was very little imagery present 

regarding the fear of social rejection (e.g., the loss of 

friends or potential marriage partners) , or the loss of 

femininity. Instead, most negative themes had to do with 

instrumental role conflicts, specifically the demands of 

family vs. career. Spence concluded: 

These results indicate that the procedure of classify­
ing TAT protocols for presence or absence of negative 
imagery and treating the resulting percentages as hav­
ing absolute meaning is a dangerous one. Not only are 
the percentages influenced by cue content •.. but the 
nature of the negative imagery is obscured. A scoring 
system that permits a description of the manifest con­
tent of subjects' responses appears to be mandatory. 
(1974, p.437) 

A potential drawback to Spence's objective measure 

has been suggested by Shaver (1976) . He points out that 

the specific questions regarding the stimulus figure's 

marriage plans, attractiveness, etc. are very transparent, 

and may reveal the purpose of the measure. Shaver does 
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not see this as a definite problem, however, and suggests 

that questions that explicitly and directly ask about sex-

role stereotypes and role conflicts might elicit answers 

as valid and truthful as those elicited by the TAT or any 

associated "veiled'' questionnaire. 

Shaver (1976) also describes other objectively-

scored measures of fear of success, including a question-

naire by Zuckerman and Allison (1976) which has correlated 

significantly with Horner's measure. Two other measures, 

one by Pappo (1972) and the other by Cohen (1975) have also 

been presented, both of which are based on a Freudian con-

• 
ceptualization of fear of success. Shaver adds, however, 

that neither of these measures has been shown to correlate 

with Horner's measure, and in fact both seem to be address-

ing the concept of fear of failure as much as fear of sue-

cess. 

A new empirically based projective measure has been 

designed by Horner, Tresemer, Berens and Watson (1973) which 

includes less specific projective cues such as "Betsy seems 

to be particularly pleased". Shaver (1976), however, notes 

that it may be suitable only for female subjects, that it 

has not been cross-validated, and some of its categories 

seem quite arbitrary. Most importantly, it seems to be 

measuring something slightly different than the original 

projective test did, and in fact has been found by Jackaway 
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and Teevan (1976) to correlate positively and significant-

ly with a well-established measure of fear of failure de-

signed in 1969 by Birney, Burdick and Teevan. This leads 

to the question of whether or not fear of success is a new 

construct, or if it is just a part of, or the same as, the 

widely accepted notion of fear of failure. 

The relationship between fear of failure and fear 

of success. Jackaway and Teevan (1976) have noted some con-

ceptual links between the two constructs. As mentioned in 

the beginning of this section on fear of success, there are 

two components or sources of anxiety identified by Horner 

as the basis of fear of success: 
' 

fear of loss of femininity 

and self esteem, and fear of social rejection because of 

success. These are strikingly similar to two of the three 

forms failure anxiety can take: fear of having to devalue 

one's self-estimate, and fear of social devaluation. A 

third comonent of fear of failure, fear of non-ego punish-

ment (e.g., loss of income, loss of job) is proposed by 

theorists such as Birney, Burdick, and Teevan, but is ap-

parently not related to fear of success (Kackaway & Tee-

van, 1976) • 

Shaver (1976) for one is not particularly alarmed 

by this similarity, and suggests that Atkinson's model of 

achievement motivation might be expanded to accomodate 

both concepts as inhibitors to achievement motivation. He 
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does, however, look for a clarification of whether they 

are indeed operationally distinguishable and have the same 

performance or behavioral consequences. 

Sadd, Lenauer, Shaver, and Dunivant (1978) cite 

Shaver's 1976 argument that the fear of success results 

obtained by the measures of Cohen (1975), Pappo (1972) , 

and Zuckerman and Allison (1976) can all be just as easily 

explained in terms of fear of failure. Sadd et al. also 

referred to the highly significant correlation between 

Pappo's measure and a scale of the Achievement Anxiety Test 

(a fear of failure measure) as indicating a similarity be­

tween the two constructs. ;Jackaway and Teevan (1976), com­

paring the conventional TAT measure of fear of success with 

Birney et al.'s Hostile Press Scoring System (1969), con­

cluded that "the correlation found between the two measures 

of fear of success and fear of failure implies a lack of 

independence between the two motives" (p.289). 

Yet Jackaway and Teevan (1976) do note that certain 

results of their study suggest a more complex relationship 

between the operation and substance of the two motives than 

the above statement would indicate. For example, the sen­

sitivity of the fear of success scores to sex and arousal 

variables might indicate that fear of success measures ad­

dress a motivational factor that is not being picked up 

by the fear of failure measures. Jackaway and Teevan also 
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propose that for women (and men) whose affiliation needs 

are high and closely related to their achievement needs, 

fear of success and fear of failure may be equivalent: that 

is, their fear of social rejection due to success becomes 

equivalent to what they fear most from failure (affilia-

tive loss) . 

For those whose affiliation needs are relatively 

independent of their achievement needs, fear of failure 

and fear of success may be two distinct components of an-

xiety over failure. Jackaway and Teevan (1976) describe 

these components as 

anxiety over objective failure to reach the stated goal, 
and ... anxiety over real'or anticipated social rejection 
stemming from the discrepancy between sex-role stan­
dards and the achievement activity. (p. 290) 

Thus, the connection between fear of success and 

fear of failure is a complex one. Most researchers who 

have compared the two constructs agree with Sadd et al. 

(1978) that they are "highly related" (p. 405). The ex-

tent or nature of this relationship and the resultant im-

plications for the status of fear of success as a viable 

construct, still needs further study and clarification. 

Issues regarding the sample populations used in 

fear of success research. In terms of issues of experi-

mental design, an additional point has been raised by some 

of the fear of success researchers. This issue questions 

the fact that the great majority of research has been done 
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using college women as subjects, and that the conclusions 

cannot necessarily be generalized to other, and older, cat­

egories of women. There have been studies of other adult 

women, however, and the results and conclusions are quite 

varied. Caballero, Giles, and Shaver (1975), for example, 

studied women between the ages of 24 and 40, and found that 

generally speaking, Horner's propositions were supported. 

The proportion of fear of success themes was similar to 

that found in college students (slightly more than 50%), 

and in fact some of the stories showed even stronger emo­

tions, including anger. According to Caballero et al., 

fear of success in these women was based on the threatening 

conditions they have actually encountered or imagine en­

countering. 

Bremer and Wittig (1980) used volunteers between 

the ages of 30 and 60 as their subjects, and found that 

both men and women responded more similarly to success cues 

than did the younger males and females of the college stud­

ies. They explain this as a function of situational per­

spectives of the two sexes converging with age, or as a 

function of social movements that affected either the pre­

sent or older generation. 

Claiming that Horner's proposition did not address 

those women who were already functioning and achieving in 

competitive situations, Wood and Greenfeld (1976) chose to 
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study just such women. Like Bremer and Wittig, these re-

searchers found little difference between the fear of sue-

cess scores of the male and female managers they studied. 

Wood and Greenfeld attribute this to the womens' learning 

through experience that success can be very desirable and 

positive, and that a fear of success is invalid and inap-

propriate. They state that: 

conclusions based on testing university students cannot 
be generalized to mature men and women ...• We need data 
from a broader representation of men and women who are 
intensely involved in the dynamics of our social in­
stitutions. (p. 387) 

Clearly, studies with older subjects have led to 

some interesting propositiQns ,and insight on fear of sue-

cess, and more such studies should be encouraged. 

Alternative explanations for what has been termed 

"fear of success". There are many researchers who design 

and interpret their studies based on an acceptance of Hor-

ner's view of fear of success as a motive, or stable per-

sonality construct. Others seem to have their own ideas 

about what fear of success really is, and what the projec-

tive and objective instruments are actually measuring. 

Previously discussed was the assertion that fear of success 

is merely another name for fear of failure, or at least is 

very similar to it theoretically. Other authors have sug-

gested different explanations, but most of these seem to 

share some skepticism regarding fear of success as a motive 
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or intrapsychic variable. 

Sorrentino and Short (1974), for example, sugge~t 

that the measure of fear of success is actually a measure 

of ability. Their study of undergraduate women indicated 

that those high in fear of success, rather than being in­

hibited by overwhelming anxiety, actually performed better 

in male-oriented tasks than in female-oriented tasks, con­

trary to Horner's prediction. 

This finding led the authors to hypothesize that 

Horner's fear of success measure (used in this study) might 

be picking up some other factor or factors that account for 

the success of these women;on male-oriented tasks. They 

reasoned that male-oriented tasks are valenced by most wo­

men, and society in general, as being more challenging, 

prestigious, and hard to achieve in than traditionally fe­

male tasks. Thus, success at the male-oriented tasks would 

be more consistent with the self-concepts of high ability 

women. Consequently, these women would seek out, and do 

well in, these tasks. 

Supporting this contention, Sorrentino and Short 

describe three ways in which the fear of success measure 

might actually be tapping ability differences. First, high 

fear of success women were shown in this study to be more 

aware of the sex-typing of the tasks than the women low in 

fear of success. The authors therefore contend that the 
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negative imagery in their stories, considered evidence of 

fear of success, is actually a reflection of their sensiti-

vity to the demand characteristics of the verbal cue, and 

the type of venture described there (i.e., the very real 

pressures of being at the top of a medical school class) . 

Sorrentino and Short (1974) further suggest that 

women high in ability may be writing more creative and un-

usual stories than women lower in ability, and thus are 

scored as high in fear of success on the "bizarre response" 

criterion. Horner found that high fear of success women 

tended to write bizarre, hostile, or negative responses to 

a cue as benign as "Anne is sitting in a chair with a smile 
' 

on her face". She interpreted this as indication that what-

ever produced fear of success also produced feelings of 

frustration and hostility. Sorrentino and Short, on the 

other hand, view this as further evidence that so-called 

"bizarre responses" have nothing to do with a motive to 

avoid success, but rather indicate a creativity that is in-

dicative of high ability. 

Finally, they suggest that women high in ability 

may be writing longer stories in response to the verbal 

cue, and therefore would have a higher probability of men-

tioning something that would be scored as fear of success. 

Indeed, Sorrentino and Short (1974) found that women high 

in fear of success wrote stories that were significantly 
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longer than those of the low fear of success women. They 

explained this finding as further evidence that ability., 

rather than fear of success, is the variable being measured. 

While this proposition seems to be a reasonable one, 

other theoreticians have proposed their own explanations 

as to what is being labeled by Horner and others as fear of 

success. Olsen and Willemsen (1978), for example, have in-

dicated that there is no personality trait or characteristic 

in either women or men that can be termed "fear of success" 

and cite numerous authors who have made similar conclusions, 

including Levine and Crumrine (1975) , Lockheed (1975), and 

Monahan, Kuhn, and Shaver (1974) . Olsen and Willemsen sug-

gest instead that the focus should be on analyzing the cul-

tural institutions that create conflicting standards of per-

formance, and not on searching for a cause within the indi-

vidual. 

Spence (1974), too, questions the existence of a 

single psychological construct, more common in women than 

in men, that causes individuals to fear success and its 

consequences. She maintains that: "The assumption of a 

single disposition that is both stable and of early origin 

can be questioned on both methodological and theoretical 

grounds" (p. 428) and refers to the way women respond to 

role incompatibilities as 

a complex interaction among such factors as the per­
sonality characteristics of the individual, her current 
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values and attitudes, her estimate of the risks asso­
ciated with a specific set of circumstances, etc. 
(p. 428) 

She suggests that in the discussions of fear of success~ 

"a Procrustean solution is being imposed on a constella-

tion of interwoven factors" (p. 428). 

Fear of success as a situational response to cul-

tural expectations. In 1976, Argote, Fisher, McDonald, and 

O'Neal reported on a study of college men and women who 

were either accepted or rejected by the partner with whom 

they had previously competed. Performance on future tasks 

was most negatively affected when a male partner had either 

rejected them for succeeding or accepted them for failing. 
f 

This decrement in performance, termed fear of success be-

havior by the authors, did not occur when the subjects had 

previously been accepted after succeeding. 

The conclusion by Argote et al. was that it was the 

anticipation of negative consequences that triggered fear 

of success behavior rather than some "stable personality 

disposition peculiar to females" (p. 302). They summarized 

that "fear of success behavior seems, rather, to be a stra-

tegy which may be adopted by members of both sexes in re-

sponse to environmental contingencies" (p. 302). 

This concept of fear of success having a situational, 

rather than motivational, basis was also supported by the 

results of Bremer and Wittig's 1980 study. Adult males 



84 

and female subjects were given verbal cues that were de-

signed by the experimenters to vary in terms of deviance/ 

non-deviance (that is, the woman was achieving in a tradi-

tionally male vs. traditionally female area) and role over-

load/no role overload (the woman as married with children 

vs. being single or married with no children. 

The results of this study indicated that fear of 

success imagery for both sexes was much greater in response 

to cues that involved either deviance or role overload than 

it was in the non-deviance, no overload situations. Bremer 

and Wittig (1980) concluded that fear of success imagery 

is not a function of a psychological barrier to success 
' 

within the individual. Rather, they suggest that it is a 

function of how the respondent sees the negative or posi-

tive consequences inherent to the woman cue figure's par-

ticular situation. 

These authors cite previous research which used 

cross-sex responses (i.e., males responding to a female 

success figure) , including studies by Feather and Raphael-

son (1974), Monahan, Kuhn, and Shaver (1974), and Robbins 

and Robbins (1973) . All of these investigators found that 

male subjects wrote more fear of success stories for fe-

male cue figures than for the male cue figures. Since the 

male subjects presumably did not identify with female cue 

figures, one general conclusion was reached in all of these 
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studies: that the fear of success responses in both men 

and women were a reflection of culturally defined percep­

tions of female success in competitive situations. 

Tresemer's (1976) analysis of fear of success re­

search resulted in the observation that in terms of cross­

gender cues, male and female subjects generally respond 

similarly to cues involving female success, indicating that 

fear of success might be a reflection of cultural expecta­

tions rather than an internal psychological construct. Or­

lofsky (1981) suggests that fear of success is a response 

to societal norms rather than a stable internalized motive. 

He further proposes that t~e projective measures of fear of 

success does not measure actual avoidance tendencies, but 

rather an ambivalence regarding achievement that has its 

roots in cultural expectations. 

In their review of the research that used the pro­

jective measure of fear of success, Zuckerman and Wheeler 

(1975) addressed the issue of fear of success as a reflec­

tion of cultural sex-stereotyping rather than an internal­

ized need to avoid success. They suggest that the differ­

ence Horner noted between the level of fear of success in 

men and women may have been a function of the sex of the 

stimulus cue figure (male for male subjects, female for 

female subjects) , and not related to the sex of the sub­

ject. 
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Zuckerman and Wheeler (1975) purport that variations 

in the amount of sex-role deviance implicit in the verbal 

cues may affect the amount of fear of success imagery that 

is evoked. These authors cite an unpublished study by Katz 

(1971) which examines just that. Katz added to Horner's 

"Anne" cue either the statement that all of Anne's class­

mates are men, or that half of her classmates are women. 

The responses of female subjects were not affected by this 

added information, perhaps because medical school is still 

a traditionally male domain. The male respondents, however, 

did show an increase in fear of success imagery when Anne's 

success was more deviant, suggesting that some cultural in­

fluence was involved. 

Bremer and Wittig (1980) report that Lockheed in 

1975 found results similar to that of Katz. The male stu­

dents studied by Lockheed expressed more fear of success 

imagery when the female's success was in a deviant (tradi­

tionally male) area as opposed to when the female was in a 

non-deviant setting. The female subjects, like those stud­

ied by Katz, retained fairly stable scores, and were not 

influenced by the deviancy/non-deviancy of the situation. 

In their own study (1980) of older men and women 

(ages 30-60), Bremer and Wittig found that the results of 

Lockheed and Katz were not supported. They found that fear 

of success imagery for both sexes was much greater when 
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responding to a cue that involved role deviance, than when 

there was little or no apparent role deviance. Thus, while 

the extent of role deviance in the stimulus cue appears to 

be a factor, no real conclusions can be drawn regarding sex 

differences in response to such cues. 

Expanding on the importance of role deviance, Alper 

(1973) reported that various studies by Wellesley College 

researchers have shown that dropping the medical school 

reference from the cue of Anne's being number one in her 

class, resulted in a significantly lower level of fear of 

success imagery. She specifically cites an unpublished 

paper by Grainger, Kostick,; and Staley (1970) which showed 

these results in a study of black and white college women 

in segregated southern schools. 

In addition, Alper in 1974 reported on a study that 

was in progress at two Eastern colleges. In this study, 

Alper and her associates altered the stimulus cue to re­

flect Anne's success in nursing school, rather than in med­

ical school. Preliminary data indicated that the nursing 

students at the first college responded to the nursing cue 

with success stories 86% of the time, exhibiting minimal 

avoidance or fear of success. The female liberal arts stu­

dents at the other college, however, were unphased by this 

change, and told success and avoidance stories equally often 

for both the medical and nursing school cues. This latter 
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finding, however, may have little to do with fear of suc­

cess. Instead, Alper explains, it might reflect a devalu­

ing of nursing as a career for women, and a lack of import 

given to success in that area by liberal arts students. 

Hoffman (1974) studied University of Michigan under­

graduates, and with half of them altered the cue to indi­

cate Anne's or John's success in a graduate program in 

child psychology. She found that the variation in the cue 

did not in any way diminish the amount of fear of success 

in either males or females. She concluded that this lent 

support to Horner's original propositions regarding fear 

of success. Unfortunately; no cross-sex responses were 

elicited, and may have yielded some intriguing results in 

terms of the male subjects' views of Anne's success in the 

two different fields. Because this is lacking, we cannot 

view Hoffman's results as conclusively denying the theory 

of fear of success as a reflection of cultural expecta­

tions. 

The relationship between sex-role identity and fear 

of success. Beyond more general cultural considerations, 

the actual link between sex-role identity and fear of suc­

cess is also unclear. As stated earlier in this section, 

Horner originally suggested that fear of success would be 

most prevalent among non-traditional, highly motivated 

women. She reasoned that these women would desire success, 
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and that this desire would be something of a prerequisite 

for any real concern over the consequences of succeeding. 

Assuming, however, that fear of success inhibits achieve­

ment-related behavior, it might be hypothesized that con­

trary to Horner's premise, women who score high in fear of 

success may be relatively low achievers and have a tradi­

tional sex-role orientation. 

Employing both projective and objective measures of 

fear of success, Orlofsky (1981) found that on the objec­

tive measures, fear of success was associated with low mas­

culine, and traditionally feminine orientation. The pro­

jective measure in this case, however, showed no difference 

in the level of fear of success of non-traditional, high 

achieving women and traditional, low-achieving women. 

Orlofsky maintains, nevertheless, that objective 

tests are the more reliable measures of avoidance, and thus 

purports that traditional sex-role orientation can be as­

sociated with high fear of success. Despite his own in­

conclusive results with a projective measure, Orlofsky cited 

a study by Alper (1974) as reporting results which support 

his conclusions, and in which a projective measure was used. 

She, too, found a link between women with a traditional 

sex-role orientation and a high level of fear of success. 

Leder (1982) points out that while Horner postulated 

that the high fear of success women would generally be high 



90 

achievers who had successfully competed in the past, it was 

found in Horner's study that 89% of the girls high in fear 

of success were majoring in the humanities, indicating some 

level of traditionality. Contrary to Horner's proposition, 

the results showed that it was the low fear of success wo­

men who seemed to have opted for more non-traditional ca­

reer fields (56%) . 

As a result of her own study of fear of success and 

mathematics achievement, Leder (1982) suggested that there 

was some tendency among high fear of success high school 

girls to self-select out of higher level mathematics classes, 

and to take a course that would make them less obviously 

successful. 

This, however, was not always the case, and thought 

by Leder to be a function of the girls' developmental and 

educational stages. For Leder also found that the majority 

of high fear of success girls did choose to enter and stay 

in higher level classes, and to perform well in those 

classes. So while some of the high fear of success high 

school students chose a traditional, low-achieving path, 

most of the high fear of success girls did not. 

Fear of success was also linked to non-traditional 

sex-role orientation in a study of significantly older 

women, ages 24-40, conducted by Caballero, Giles and 

Shaver (1975) . Their study showed fear of success to be 
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most evident in politically liberal, highly educated fe­

males who were sympathetic to the women's liberation move­

ment--in other words, non-traditional women. 

Heilbrun, Kleemeier, and Piccola (1974) also found 

a very high level of fear of success in college women who 

were highly masculine, identified with their fathers, and 

expressed a very liberal, non-traditional attitude towards 

the female role. Zuckerman and Wheeler (1975) refer to 

Tangri's (1974) longitudinal study in which after three 

years, she reported a positive relationship between fear 

of success and role innovation (i.e., the choice of non­

traditional occupations) . ; 

Major (1979) studied the relationship between sex­

role orientation and fear of success, and found the andro­

gynous women to be lowest in fear of success, and the sex­

reversed (highly masculine) women to be the highest. She 

suggested two possible explanations for the latter result: 

these masculine women may have previously rejected tradi­

tionally feminine characteristics, may have suffered nega­

tive consequences because of it, and now know what to fear; 

or they may already feel somewhat unfeminine, and may be 

more anxious about additional loss of that perceived fem­

ininity. 

Yet some researchers have not found such a clear­

cut relationship between traditionality of role orientation 
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and incidence of fear of success. Peplau (1976), for ex-

ample, found no relationship between fear of success and 

sex-role traditionalism or attitudes toward the women's 

liberation movement. Illfelder (1980) concluded from her 

study of college women that non-traditional and traditional 

women were equally likely to be high or low in fear of suc­

cess, and that there was no evidence of a significant rela­

tionship between fear of success and sex-role attitudes. 

Zuckerman and Wheeler (1975) have also found evidence to 

support this conclusion. 

Thus, there seem to be significant questions as to 

the nature of fear of success, and the situations and per­

sons in which it is most evident. Also of importance is 

an investigation of the impact of this construct on the be­

havior or performance of the individual. This, too, is an 

area of significant controversy. 

Behavioral and performance effects of fear of suc­

cess. Horner (1972) is one who sees the impact of fear of 

success as far-reaching and very significant. She cites a 

1970 study by Schwenn which revealed that high fear of 

success in college women was linked with a pattern of 

changing college majors and career plans toward what these 

women considered to be more traditional, feminine, and less 

ambitious academic and career programs. Dealing with a 

relatively small sample, Schwenn found that 11 out of 12 
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high fear of success women studied had actually changed 

their aspirations toward a more traditional path, while only 

one out of the four low fear of success women had done so. 

Although several of the high fear of success subjects had 

started out in pre-med programs, at the time of Schwenn's 

study (their junior year) , all of them had changed to tra­

ditionally feminine majors like English, foreign languages, 

history, and fine arts. 

Horner (1972) finds this supportive of her observa­

tion that of the 90 females in her initial 1968 study, 88.9% 

of the 59 women high in fear of success were majoring in 

the humanities, whereas 56% of the 31 women who did not ex­

press fear of success imagery were concentrating in the 

less traditional natural sciences like chemistry and mathe­

matics. Illfelder (1980) cites studies by Fleming (1977), 

Hoffman (1977) and Spence (1974) as lending empirical sup­

port to the proposition that fear of success can influence 

women's achievement strivings, and in particular their 

career salience (the centrality of a career in their lives). 

It seems, then, that fear of success may actually influence 

the choice of college majors and ultimately the choice of 

careers in capable young women. 

Kimball and Leahy (1976) studied students in the 

fourth, sixth, lOth and 12th grades, and found that fear 
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of success increases in both sexes between fourth and lOth 

grades, and then decreases in males and non-college-prep 

girls during high school. The girls in the college-prep 

programs, however, maintain a high level of fear of suc­

cess through grade 12. 

These authors refer to a study by Coleman in 1961 

that showed such high-achieving girls as not wanting to 

stand out academically and tending to get middle range 

grades. Kimball and Leahy point out that the impact of 

this presence of fear of success in the most capable and 

ambitious of high school girls is not only the suppression 

of their perforznance in hiqh school; it may also have im­

plications for the formation of their values toward suc­

cess and the career development process in general. 

In terms of goal-setting behavior, Jackaway and 

Teevan (1976) point to the tendency of females to set lower 

levels of aspiration and have lower expectations than males. 

They refer to work by Crandall (1969), Feather (1969), and 

Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) that establishes this pattern. 

An important implication is the assertion by Jackaway and 

Teevan that low expectations, quite possibly the result of 

fear of success and/or fear of failure, have been found to 

have a negative effect on achievement performance. 

Though not specifically addressing the issues of 

expectations and goal-setting behavior, Horner (1972) 
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nevertheless hypothesized a similar effect of the motive 

to avoid success. She proposed that fear of success would 

inhibit achievement behavior and the tendency to do well, 

and thus would adversely affect performance, particularly 

1n competitive situations. 

In terms of performance, Horner did find that most 

of the high fear of success females she studied showed a 

performance decrement when in a mixed-sex, competitive sit­

uation. On the other hand, the performance of the females 

low in fear of success, like that of the males in the 

study, was enhanced when in the competitive condition. 

Orlofsky (1981) reports tpat studies by Makosky in 1976 

and Parker in 1972 support this conclusion. 

Although their study of fear of success did not 

include any performance measure, some interesting proposi­

tions were presented in the 1975 study by Caballero, Giles, 

and Shaver. They suggested that although some women high 

in fear of success may perform well in various types of 

competitive settings, they might be suffering in areas 

other than performance (i.e., in terms of health or emo­

tional well-being) . This possibility was also addressed 

by Shaver (1976), who considered such results of fear of 

success to be extremely serious and ultimately having far­

ranging effects on the functioning of the individual. 

Yet there has been little, if any, documentation 
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of such effects, and in general the research on the ef­

fects of fear of success has been inconsistent at best. 

Orlofsky (1981) found that neither objective nor projec­

tive fear of success measures could predict performance 

decrements on a masculine achievement task. He suggests, 

however, that the results might have been different if male 

experimenters had been used and the subjects had been asked 

to perform in a more publicly competitive situation, there­

by increasing the salience of sex-role deviant achievement. 

Morgan and Mausner (1973) found that high school 

girls working in non-competitive dyads with male students 

did lower their performance levels so as not to exceed the 

boys', or else showed considerable tension over superior 

performance. Yet such behavior was not linked in any way 

to the scores from the projective measure of fear of suc­

cess, leading Morgan and Mausner to warn that generalized 

traits (i.e., fear of success) cannot justifiably be used 

to characterize individuals or to predict behavior. 

The predictive validity of the fear of success 

measures was also questioned by Bremer and Wittig (1980). 

They cited a 1955 study by Pirojnikoff that proposed that 

persistence, rather than any achievement-related motive, 

was the best predictor of success in achievement situa­

tions. A review of fear of success studies by Condry and 

Dyer in 1976, as cited by Peplau (1976), concluded that 
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"there is little support for the contention that Horner's 

measure differentiates women who will do well or poorly in 

mixed-sex competitive situations" (p. 67). 

Weinreich-Haste (1978) describes the complexity of 

the issue of predicting behavior from fear of success data: 

Studies of the relationship between competitive behav­
ior and motive to avoid success indicate that there is 
a complex interaction between the sex of the competitors, 
the extent to which the area of competition is regarded 
as male-specific, and the degree of traditional sex-role 
orientation of the subjects. (Horner, 1970, 1972; Alper, 
1973; Heilbrun, Kleemeier & Piccola, 1974; Levine, 1975). 
(p. 38) 

Peplau (1976) is one researcher who also identified 

the significance of sex-role attitudes in determining wo-

men's performance, while considering the effects of fear 

of success as "small and elusive" (p. 567). She maintains 

that sex-role traditionality does determine the performance 

of women in competitive and non-competitive settings; but 

that fear of success, as a variable independent of sex-

role orientation, has no effect on behavior. She concludes 

that "an image of high fear of success women as intellectu-

ally disabled by achievement conflicts is unwarranted. Nor 

do (these) women ... have a generalized fear of mixed-sex 

competition" (p. 567). Similarly, Illfelder (1980) has 

noted that only when in conjunction with traditional sex-

role attitudes does fear of success suppress career sa-

lienee in women. 
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Tresemer (1976) notes the relatively few studies 

addressing the effects of fear of success on performan~e, 

and refers to their results as mixed. Argote, Fisher, 

McDonald, and O'Neal (1976) observe that there is a lack 

of reported positive relationships between the projective 

measure of fear of success and behavioral indices of suc­

cess (e.g., academic performance). Davis (1976) reports 

that Karabenick and Marshall in 1974 found no performance 

differences in women high or low in fear of success, and 

saw no change when a competitive situation with either men 

or women were involved. 

Beyond references ~o inconsistent data and lack of 

evidence that fear of success has a negative effect on 

performance, there is also some evidence that fear of 

success has a positive effect: that is, it is linked in 

some studies to increased performance in competitive sit­

uations. Sorrentino and Short (1974), for example, found 

that the undergraduate women who were high in fear of 

success performed better in male-oriented tasks, when in 

competition with an experimentally imposed standard of 

performance. Unfortunately, however, although some of 

the tasks were considered to be male-relevant, no males 

were involved in the competition, and so it is unknown 

what effect their presence would have had on the results. 

Wood and Greenfeld (1974) found that among their 
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sample of 19 female managers, those high in fear of suc­

cess were promoted at a slightly faster rate than those· wo­

men found to be low in fear of success, although the oppo­

site pattern was noted for the high and low fear of suc­

cess men. Heilbrun, Kleemeier, and Piccola (1974) found 

that one group of young women shown to be high in fear of 

success was unresponsive when competing with females, but 

showed a significant increase in level of performance when 

competing with males. 

Perhaps the most comprehensive argument questioning 

the negative impact of fear of success, however,is the 

observation that male subjects have increasingly been scored 

as exhibiting a motive to avoid success, yet they have 

continued to succeed, and retain power, in numerous com­

petitive settings. Until this disparity in the effects of 

fear of success can be explained, it will be difficult to 

establish any type of causal relationship between fear of 

success and inhibited achievement behavior. 

Summary. In summary, fear of success, or the motive 

to avoid success, was first posited by Horner in 1968 in 

an attempt to account for the observed variance between 

male and female responses to achievement-oriented cues. 

Horner proposed that women have learned to fear negative 

consequences of their success, specifically a perceived 

loss of femininity and a loss of social approval Their 



100 

anxiety over these negative effects, according to Horner, 

would tend to inhibit their achievement motivation and 

their achievement behavior. 

Horner's 1968 study indicated, via a projective mea­

sure, that the college women she studied did display some 

negative thoughts and feelings about a female stimulus 

cue figure who was described as achieving in a tradition­

ally male field. The male subjects, however, expressed 

no such negative thoughts regarding a male figure's suc­

cess. Numerous other studies reported similar results, 

although studies conducted in the early 1970's began to 

report a much higher incidence of fear of success in male 

subjects than originally found by Horner (Hoffman, 1974). 

This evidence seemed to contradict the concept of 

fear of success as a stable, enduring motive in women a­

rising from sex-role socialization. Supporters of Horner, 

on the other hand, claimed that the males' negative re­

sponses were qualitatively different from the females', 

and that something other than fear of success was being 

measured in the males. Yet this seemingly contradictory 

data was only the start of the plethora of studies challeng­

ing the existence and significance of this alleged "motive 

to avoid success". 

Significant methodological problems have been identi­

fied regarding the measurement of fear of success. The 
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projective measure used by Horner and the majority of fear 

of success researchers has been shown to have poor inter-

test reliability, since no manual for scoring was available. 

Beyond the problems usually associated with projective mea-

sures, in the case of fear of success measurement sex of 

the judge and sex of the subject was shown to have some in-

fluence on how a subject's responses were scored. Attempts 

have been made to devise objective measures of fear of sue-

cess, yet most of these measures have been shown to have 

little correlation with the projective measure that was 

the very basis of Horner's original proposition. 

Significantly, some of these objective measures of . 
fear of success have been shown to correlate highly with 

widely accepted measures of the established construct of 

fear of failure. Analysis of these two constructs by Jack­

away and Teevan (1976) and Shaver (1976) have shown them 

to be slightly different, yet highly related to one anoth-

er, lending support to those who challenge the existence 

of fear of success as a new, independent, and viable con-

struct, a generalized characteristic in women that casts 

doubt on their chances for success in competitive or tra­

ditionally male endeavors. 

Generally, there seems to be a large and active group 

of fear of success researchers who question the concept of 

fear of success as a stable motive or intrapsychic variable 
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in women, which insidiously affects and often determines 

their achievement strivings. It has been suggested th~t 

what has been identified as fear of success may actually be 

a high level of ability, or even a realistic awareness of 

the high price of success in our society (i.e., taking time 

away from family and friends) . 

Suggesting that there is no personality trait or chara­

cteristic in either men or women that can be termed "fear 

of success", some have described this phenomenon as situa­

tionally determined, a response to environmental contingen­

cies. The variance in data among the studies has resulted 

in the suggestion (e.g., Spence, 1974) that the way women 

(or men) respond to competitive or achievement situations 

that may or may not involve sex-role incompatibility, is 

not determined by one motive or construct. Rather, it is 

the result of an interaction of a variety of factors such 

as current achievement values, personality, sex-role orien­

tation, and perception of risk in a particular situation. 

The inability to conclusively link fear of success 

to such a stable variable as sex-role orientation may be 

taken as an example of the complexity of this concept. Some 

studies have shown that fear of success occurs mainly in 

non-traditional, achievement-oriented women, while others 

have shown it to be most prevalent in highly feminine, 

traditional women. Still others have found mixed results, 
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and no evident correlation between fear of success and 

sex-role orientation. 

The observation that at times these two constructs are 

linked and at times they are not, lends support to a situ­

ational approach to the phenomenon termed fear of success. 

Studies have shown that the level of fear of success imagery 

can be altered by experimental manipulation of the stimulus 

cue figure and the situation in question (e.g., Bremer & 

Wittig, 1980). This observation would lead to the conclu­

sion that perhaps generalizations cannot accurately be 

made regarding women and their behavior based on the propo­

sition of fear of success: 

In fact, the data on the effect of fear of success on 

performance and behavior ranges from inconclusive to con­

tradictory. There are those who maintain that fear of 

success is linked to a lowering of career aspirations and 

expectations for success in college women. There is also 

some evidence linking a high level of fear of success to 

decreased performance on mixed-sex, competitive tasks. 

On the other hand, several studies have seriously chal­

lenged the predictive validity of fear of success measures, 

and there is even evidence that a high level of fear of 

success can actually enhance women's competitive perform­

ance. 

Viewing the research on fear of success in terms of 
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the initial question posed in this paper, that is the ef­

fect of this variable on women's participation and success 

in traditionally male career fields, the implications are 

mixed. To some extent, Horner's proposition and the re­

sultant research do imply and point to a characteristic 

negative response of many women (and men) to stories of a 

female achieving in a non-traditional endeavor. Yet wheth­

er this "response " has implications for the women's own 

career choices and achievement behavior is so mixed as to 

defy any attempts to make generalized conclusions. 

At times, a ''fear of success" or fear of role-inappro­

priate achievement, does seem to arouse negative thoughts 

or feelings in certain women. Yet, whether this concern 

is great enough to be termed anxiety, and whether this 

fear is powerful enough to subdue very real achievement 

strivings in women, have not been consistently or conclu­

sively proven, despite a myriad of research. 

To maintain that there is a basic and generalized 

sex difference on this alleged personality dimension has 

extremely serious implications. In addition, as Olsen and 

Willemsen (1978) suggest, it tends to put the blame on the 

victim, and draw attention to the individual--when, indeed, 

we would best be served by more attention to the cultural 

and societal influences that seem to be at the core of 

this phenomenon. As was concluded in the section on 
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achievement motivation, perhaps the etiology of sex-role 

conditioning, and the perpetuation of these stereotypes by 

structures within our culture, would be the most promising 

areas in which to focus future research on sex differences. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY 

Restatement of Purpose 

As originally stated in Chapter 1 of this paper, the 

purpose of this analysis was two-fold: first, to gain in­

sight into the reasons for women's present status in the 

work place and second, to draw conclusions as to the possi­

bilities for increased future success in traditionally male 

career structures. This purpose was to be accomplished 

through an in-depth analysis of two psychological constructs, 

achievement motivation and fear of success. Each of these 

areas has generated much research, a large part of it ad­

dressing the purported sex differences on these variables. 

Following an examination of the present career status 

of women, was a survey of historical and socio-psychologi­

cal perspectives on the issue of women and careers. In 

Chapter III, a detailed analysis was made of the two con­

structs, achievement motivation and fear of success, in an 

attempt to determine their relative impact on women's par­

ticipation and success in traditionally male, higher level 

careers. A synthesis and evaluation of that information 

follows in this chapter. 

106 
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Achie'rE:!ment Motiv vi.vation 

Discussionnon and Recommendations. Achievement motiva­

tion is a much res~esearched and generally accepted psycholo-

gicalc::onstruct. Numerous authors have established posi-

tive IDrrelations ans between level of achievement motivation 

and sch variables_es as performance on verbal and arithmetic 

tasks(Lowell, 19 e_952), emergent leadership (Sorrentino, 1973), 

persitence (Edwa wards & Waters, 1981; Atkinson & Feather, 

1966), and the te:~endency to attribute success to internal 

cause~ a pattern rn linked to success in goal-setting and 

probln-solving a•.£ activities (Weiner & Kukla, 1970; Bar-Tal 

& Fri~e, 1977; B-ffBartsch & ~ackett, 1979). The implica­

tionslre that th•rl.he level of achievement motivation may be 

an imprtant fact•:l!tor in career success for both men and 

women, 

The questi~-ion of whether or not there are sex differ­

ences l.n the leve:9·el or operation of this motive, however, is 

a mor~controvers_asial issue. As early as 1950, differences 

were ~ted in the 9e way female and male subjects responded 

to aclLevement-re:9elated cues (Veroff). While more recent 

studi~ have addr~ressed and supported such differences, it 

is im~•rtant to norrnote that there is still a great deal of 

resea~h which ha:&as focused on, and provided evidence of, 

very imilar need l>d structures in both men and women. 

Some theor=rrists, for example, purport that women's 
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performance and success behavior is actually motivated by 

a need for affiliation (love and acceptance) rather than a 

need for achievement (e.g. Hoffman, 1972). Other studies, 

however, have provided evidence to the contrary. In some 

studies, for example, level of affiliation motivation has 

been found to be equal in men and women (Dipboye, 1978; 

Jagacinski & LeBold, 1981). Two major literature reviews 

on achievement motivation (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Stein 

& Bailey, 1973) have refuted the existence of sex differ­

ences in these areas. In both cases, the authors concluded 

that a strong achievement motive is operant in women and, 

as is the case with men, th'is need generally motivated 

their achievement strivings. 

In general, it appears that a great deal of the recent 

research on the topic (i.e., that done in the late 1970's 

and early 1980's) has supported the contention that males 

and females are quite similar in their need to achieve, 

the value placed on social relationships, etc. One sug­

gestion is that this is a reflection of a difference in 

the approach, beliefs, or expectations with which the more 

recent research has been undertken. On the other hand, 

it may be indicative of a definite change in women over 

the last 34 years, particularly over the last decade. 

The explanation cited by those who emphasize differ­

ences between the sexes (e.g., Hoffman, 1972)points to 
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early childhood experiences as the primary source of a 

distinctly feminine or masculine need structure. Yet 

such emphasis on the import of this early experience pre-

eludes the effect of other significant life experiences. 

These experiences may engage the affect of maturing young 

women, and actually teach them a new manner of responding 

to traditionally masculine, achievement-oriented cues. 

An interesting area for future research would be an 

analysis of the research to date in an attempt to identify 

any trend or pattern in the relative levels of affiliation 

and achievement needs in both men and women from 1950 to 

the present. Also, a longitudinal study of one group of 
f 

women, or an ongoing analysis of one category of women 

(e.g., University of Michigan seniors) might yield some 

interesting conclusions on these dimensions. 

A strong possibility is that these studies, and others 

done in the future, would point to more similarities than 

differences between the sexes. Even a number of theorists 

who have reported women's achievement behavior as often 

channeled to sex-appropriate areas (homemaking, cooking, 

etc.) do not deny a powerful need for achievement in wo-

men (Hyde & Rosenberg, 1978; Stein & Bailey, 1973). As 

options become more open for women, and the range of "accept-

table" outlets for their achievement strivings increases, 

it is highly probable that the patterns and expression of 
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achievement motivation in women will become increasingly 

similar to those of their male counterparts. 

Perhaps one of the most viable premises set forth 

in recent achievement motivation research is that within­

sex differences are greater than between-sex differences. 

That is, women may vary in terms of their individual moti­

vational patterns, as do men. Non-traditional, career­

oriented women, for example, may be high in achievement 

and relatively low in the need for affiliation. Their 

counterparts who seek out traditionally feminine lifestyles 

or careers, on the other hand, may exhibit another pattern. 

A possible adjunct to 'this theory is the idea that 

significant life experiences can alter these motivational 

patterns to some degree. In this case, cultural changes 

(in attitudes, child-rearing practices, etc.) may provide 

the necessary climate for exploration and acceptance of 

individualized, often non-traditional need structures in 

both men and women. 

There is a suggestion that the motivational pattern 

of the individual may be related to his or her sex-role 

orientation, and further exploring the possibility of such 

a positive correlation would be another area of interest 

in terms of future research. Could psychological mascu­

linity, or perhaps androgyny, be related to, or predictive 

of, a high level of achievement motivation? If so, the 



111 

nature of this relationship (e.g., causal, interactive) 

requires further clarification. 

An important and related aspect of sex-role identi-

fication is that it implies internalization of the values 

and goals of the group identified with. Once recognizing 

the value of attaining "traditionally masculine" goals, 

women characterized as psychologically masculine (or pos-

sibly androgynous) would pursue those goals with energy 

and persistence. They would probably self-select into 

courses of study and careers that would allow them to at-

tain the goals they have learned to value. These women 

would probably be found in. traditionally male career struc-
' 

tures, and would share the males' chances of success. 

Those women who do not see these goals as worth attain-

ing would probably not strive for, or succeed in, a goal 

structure they have not "bought into" or internalized--

regardless of their levels of achievement motivation. They 

would probably self-s.elect into structures where the goals 

seem more compatible with their self-images. If they find 

themselves, e.g., by virtue of intelligence or familial 

expectations, in career structures that have little per-

sonal relevance for them, they probably will be only mod-

erately successful at best, and possibly quite dissatis-

fied--as will their male associates who have not interna-

lized the goal structure of the dominant group. 



112 

In general, then, the following premises have been 

advanced regarding achievement motivation: 

1. There is much evidence refuting the proposition 

that women•s achievement behavior is motivated by a need 

for affiliation. 

2. Recent research has revealed an increasing sim­

ilarity between the relative need structures of men and 

women in terms of affiliation and achievement. 

3. Within-sex differences in motivational patterns 

(i.e., achievement, affiliation) are greater than between­

sex differences. 

4. The tendency among some women to channel their 

achievement drives to sex-appropriate areas will become 

less obvious as the range of acceptable options for women 

increases. 

5. Significant life experiences can alter motiva­

tional patterns and may, to some extent, counteract the 

influence of early childhood experiences. Cultural changes, 

too, may facilitate the adoption of individualized, often 

non-traditional need structures in both men and women. 

6. Sex-role orientation may be highly related to, 

and possibly predictive of, the individual•s pattern of 

motivation in terms of achievement and affiliation. 

7. Once learning to place a high attainment value 

ort traditionally male goals, women with masculine, or 
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possibly androgynous, sex-role orientations will likely 

seek out, and successfully compete in, traditionally male 

career structures. 

On the basis of these premises, the following sug­

gestions for future research can be made: 

1. Analysis of the achievement motivation research 

to date in an attempt to identify any trends or patterns 

in the relative motivational levels of men and women from 

1950 to the present. 

2. A longitudinal analysis of women, to allow for 

observation and identification of changing need structures. 

3. An ongoing analysi's of one category of women 

(e.g., seniors at the University of Michigan) to determine 

changing need structures. 

4. More research into the relationship of sex-role 

orientation to the patterns of achievement and affiliation 

motivation. 

5. An investigation into possible remedial pro­

grams for women functioning in, or interested in, non­

traditional careers. 

Conclusions. In light of the stated rationale for, 

or purpose of, this paper, the following conclusions can 

be made. First, achievement motivation is a viable, well­

documented, and measurable psychological construct. It 

is almost universally considered to be related to successful 
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performance on a variety of tasks and in a number of situa-

tions. 

Contradictory evidence, however, has been presented 

as to the alleged sex differences in level of achievement 

motivation, and the question is still being disputed. How-

ever, even those researchers who emphasize differences 

between the sexes generally bring in an ancillary factor to 

explain those differences, rather than blatantly deny the 

viability of achievement motivation in women. 

For example, one of the major propositions regard-

ing women and this motive that has been advanced in the 

last decade suggests that a strong affiliation need takes 
' 

precedence over achievement needs. Yet this assertion, 

heatedly disputed and not convincingly documented, points 

to the importance of cultural conditioning, is subject to 

change during the individual's lifetime, and in principle 

neither disputes the existence of, nor directly challenges, 

achievement motivation in women. 

A second major proposition submitted by those who 

have doubts about the efficacy or importance of achieve-

ment motivation in women admit that the motive is strong 

in both sexes, yet purport that women often choose sex-

appropriate outlets for their very real achievement striv-

ings. The interesting aspect of this argument, as with 

the previous proposition, is that the sex differences 
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noted, besides being contradicted by numerous studies, are 

based on cultural conditioning, and therefore are subject 

to change as those influences are modified. 

Consequently, it appears that based on the research 

and analysis presented here, the construct of achievement 

motivation is not in itself the source of any potential 

problems for women pursuing careers in higher-level, non­

traditional fields. The motive, admittedly associated with 

success in many endeavors, has generally been shown to be 

an important, if at times misdirected, part of the female 

personality. Most of the observed sex differences in this 

area are symptomatic of years of sex-role conditioning, and 

are amenable to change. 

Changes in the cultural climate regarding sex-appro­

priate skills and careers will be important, and may al­

ready be underway. Also called for is an increased aware­

ness on the part of women in the appropriateness of their 

value and goal structures, in light of new options avail­

able to them. Finally, the male-oriented careers structures 

must increase their efforts to remove the barriers within 

the job setting which extinguish female ambitions and pre­

clude women's success within those structures. 

Fear of Success 

Discussion and Recommendations. Fear of success 

is a concept that has been the object of much research and 
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speculation since it was proposed by Horner in 1968. On 

one hand, it has been heralded as the explanation for ob-

served or alleged sex differences in numerous and varied 

situations. On the other hand, it has been branded by 

many as an unfounded, ill-advised and/or redundant concept 

that does little more than perpetuate the sex role stereo-

typing that is the real cause for any apparent sex differ-

ences. The most correct assessment of this construct is 

perhaps somewhere between these two points of view. Fear 

of success is an interesting construct with a fair amount 

of documentation, yet seems fraught by many theoretical 

and methodological questions. 
' 

Many fear of success researchers, even some of 

which shared results similar to those of Horner and her 

proponents, have raised serious doubts as to what is actu-

ally being observed or measured. Instead of agreeing with 

Horner's contention that women are plagued by an anxiety 

over success that motivates them to a type of self-sabotage, 

these researchers have drawn other conclusions. 

It has been purported, for example, that it is ac-

tually a high level of ability that is being labeled as a 

"fear of success" (Sorrentino & Short, 1974). Others sug-

gest that the concept may merely be a rehashing or elabo-

ration of the recognized construct termed fear of failure 

(Jackaway & Teevan, 1976; Sadd, Lenauer, Shaver & Dunivant, 
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1978) . Still other authors contend that it is a constella­

tion of variables that is being measured, variables such 

as current values, perceived risk in a given situation, 

etc . (Spence , 19 7 4) . 

The suggestion that fear of success is situational, 

rather than motivational, in nature is perhaps the most 

viable explanation for what has been observed in studies 

by Hoffman, Horner, and others. Rather than saying that 

fear of success is a personality trait or a stable motive, 

this proposition implies that it is a situational strategy. 

That is, effort or energy is held back when the elements 

of the particular situatipn imply an exceptional risk of 

sex-role deviance and cultural censure. 

The important part of this concept is the temporal 

nature of this strategy--that it is, in effect, chosen by 

the individual and employed selectively. Also important 

to note is the cultural basis of this learned strategy. 

The suggestion would be that once cultural expectations of 

sex-role appropriateness become less rigid, this strategy 

will lose much of its validity and gradually become extin­

guished. The entire proposition of fear of success as a 

situational response to cultural expectations seems quite 

plausible, and provides an interesing explanation for the 

types of responses elicited in much of the fear of success 

research. 
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One of the most surprising and potentially critical 

observations made in more recent studies is the ever-i~­

creasing number of males who seem to be exhibiting a sig­

nificant level of fear of success. Although Horner and 

others explain that the TAT responses elicited in males 

are qualitatively different from those elicited in females, 

this has very little empirical or theoretical support. Fur­

thermore, it would tend to cast serious doubt on the reli­

ability of the methodology employed. 

What it might indeed indicate is that men, as well 

as women, are more and more able to recognize the personal 

costs of success, and are ,expressing that ambivalence in 

their responses, just as women have been doing for years. 

In fact, the percentage of males expressing a high level 

of fear of success has been documented as high as 77% (Hoff­

man, 1974), and has typically ranged about 40%. Whatever 

the figures, they are very often higher than the female 

students or managers in the same study (Wood & Greenfeld, 

1976; Peplau, 1976). 

If these results are valid, and the preceding anal­

ysis correct, the implications for the construct of fear 

of success are indeed serious. First, such a suggestion 

refutes the concept as originally proposed and defined 

by Horner--that is, fear of success as a stable aspect or 

motive within the female personality, acquired early in 
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life and intrinsically linked to sex-role identity. 

Also, the males who have scored highly in these 

studies and supposedly fear success are evidently still 

able to rise above this "fear'', and are continuing to suc­

ceed, and retain power, in mixed-sex, competitive settings 

(i.e., universities or businesses). No suggestion is made 

to the contrary, and leads to the supposition that women, 

too, even those high in the fear of success, will not find 

this factor, condition, or tendency to be at all debilita­

ting, or predictive of any lack of success in a given field 

or endeavor. 

To the extent, howe~er, that some women may feel 

concern over a perceived loss of femininity as they venture 

into traditionally male career areas, the premise of fear 

of success theory opens some interesting possibilities for 

research. Shaver (1976) and Caballero, Giles and Shaver 

(1975) have suggested that this "fear" or concern may be 

taking its toll on women in areas other than performance 

(i.e., in terms of health or emotional well-being). This 

is an area that is gaining more research attention, and 

justifiably so. Perhaps fear of success measures and 

concepts will play an important role in identifying cor­

relations and trends, and in the development of programs 

addressing such concerns. 

In general, the entire issue of the behavioral and 
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performance effects of fear of success is a cloudy one. 

There is some support for the contention that high fear 

of success in women may be linked to their choosing a more 

traditional college major and/or career, setting lower as­

pirations, and inhibiting task or classroom performance 

when in competition with males. (Horner, 1972; Kimball & 

Leahy, 1976; Jackaway & Teevan, 1976). 

On the other hand, a number of authors have con­

cluded that women's performance on male-oriented or other 

tasks cannot be predicted by fear of success data. They 

find no differences in performance, goal setting, etc., 

that can be traced to high ;or low levels of fear of suc­

cess (Orlofsky, 1981; Morgan & Mausner, 1973; Argote, 

Fisher, McDonald & O'Neal, 1976). There are even those 

who claim it can be a competitive advantage for both men 

and women, although data on this point is sketchy (Wood & 

Greenfeld, 1974; Heilbrun, Kleemeier, & Piccola, 1974). 

At any rate, some questions can be raised regarding 

the type of data being used to make assumptions about fear 

of success and performance. For example, what type of 

tasks are being studied (i.e., rote memory, word identifi­

cation) , and how related are those types of skills to actual 

performance in a higher-level career, or even in a univer­

sity setting? How do fear of success scores relate to 

actual college or on-the-job performance in terms of grades 
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or supervisors' evaluations? Research of this type is quite 

limited. Finally, how often is job interaction between. a 

male and female co-worker as blatantly competitive as the 

experimental conditions established in fear of success per­

formance research? Can conclusions be drawn and inferences 

made regarding career issues from the type of research gen­

erally being done on fear of success? 

Some contend that the answer to the last question is 

no--and suggest that the type of studies being done and the 

subjects being used may not be the most valid for drawing 

conclusions applicable to older women pursuing careers in 

non-traditional settings (Bremer & Wittig, 1980; Wood & 

Greenfeld, 1976). It is suggested that more studies be 

conducted within the job structure, using older, more ex­

perienced subjects with performance records that could then 

be compared to their fear of success scores. 

This is just one of the many methodological issues 

being raised regarding fear of success research. The ver­

bal TAT cue used by Horner and most fear of success re­

searchers has been the object of much criticism. As with 

any projective measure, the results are difficult to score 

and low test-retest reliability is a problem (Shaver, 1976). 

Poor interscorer reliability has also been identified ~re­

semer, 1976), since no scoring manual has been available 

and ratings are quite subjective in nature. 
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In an attempt to eliminate some of these problems, 

objective tests to measure fear of success have been de­

signed, but with rather unsuccessful results. In general, 

those presented to date have not correlated well with Hor­

ner's projective measure, and in other cases have seemed 

disconcertingly similar to standard fear of failure mea­

sures (Spence, 1974; Shaver, 1976). The difficulties in 

this area may be further indication of some very real pro­

blems with the clarity and theoretical soundness of the 

fear of success construct itself. 

In summary, the basic premises regarding fear of 

success are as follows: 

1. There is significant disagreement over what is 

actually being observed or measured in fear of success re­

search. Suggestions regarding what is being observed have 

included fear of failure, a high level of ability, or a 

constellation of variables. 

2. Rather than being a stable motive or personali­

ty trait, fear of success appears to be situational or 

temporal in nature. 

3. Fear of success as a learned, selectively em­

ployed strategy implies the influence of cultural expect­

ations. As these expectations change, so should the va­

lidity and frequency of this type of response. 

4. The significant increase in the number of male 
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subjects exhibiting high levels of fear of success presents 

a serious challenge to the basic definition and premise of 

the concept. 

5. Fear of success in either men or women may in­

dicate an ambivalence about success, based on a realistic 

appreciation of the personal costs of a high level of aca­

demic or career achievement. 

6. The reportedly high levels of fear of success 

in males have evidently not precluded their seeking out, 

and succeeding in, mixed-sex, competitive settings. The 

supposition would then be that fear of success in women 

cannot be considered predictive of their having problems 

achieving success in these areas. 

7. The data on the performance effects of fear of 

success is contradictory, and cannot be easily generalized 

to the career setting. 

8. The projective test commonly used in fear of 

success research has been found to present significant pro­

blems in terms of scoring and reliability. Attempts to 

design objective measures of fear of success have been rel­

atively unsuccessful. 

Based on these premises, the following suggestions 

for research can be made: 

1. Further investigation into the relationship of 

fear of success and fear of failure. 
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2. Continued research into the ways in which fear 

of success in both men and women may be taking its toll in 

areas other than performance (e.g., health, emotional well­

being. 

3. Studies which incorporate a more direct compar­

ison of fear of success data with actual academic and job 

performance records (i.e., grades, supervisors' evalua­

tions). 

4. More research using older (non-college) subjects, 

conducted within the job structure. 

5. Further attempts to develop an objective mea­

sure which will correlate highly with the projective test. 

Conclusions. Based on the analysis of fear of suc­

cess presented in this and the preceding chapter, certain 

conclusions can be made. First, unlike achievement moti­

vation, fear of success has not yet been generally accepted 

as a motive or stable aspect of the female (or male) per­

sonality. The debate continues as to what fear of success 

research is actually addressing, and a convincing argument 

has been made regarding the situational nature of this 

phenomenon. 

Although initial fear of success research showed 

female subjects to score higher than males on this di­

mension, many recent studies have shown males to have 

equal or higher fear of success scores. Suggestions that 
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their fears are qualitatively different from those of wo­

men have been directly refuted, and cast a negative light 

on the specificity of fear of success methodology and the 

clarity of the theory and definitions. 

In general, it is important to consider the paucity 

of conclusive data on the behavioral and performance ef­

fects of fear of success. This is especially evident in 

terms of the skills most applicable to a professional or 

semi-professional career (e.g., leadership, persistence, 

initiative) . Few studies have been done within the career 

structure, and few with non-college subjects. Finally, 

almost all fear of success research conducted to date is 

subject to the methodological shortcomings inherent to the 

verbal projective test, and mentioned previously in this 

paper. 

In conclusion, there is little reason to point to 

fear of success as the reason why women have moved rather 

slowly towards equal representation and positions of power 

within male-dominated career structures. Although they 

might very well harbor concerns or some sense of role con­

flict over their positions in these structures, there is 

just not enough information with which to make evaluations 

or predictions on the extent or tangible effects of this 

concern. 

This is so despite a tremendous amount of research 
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interest. Perhaps the implication is that women's concerns 

and conflicts are not best addressed by searching for sex 

differences in the psychological makeup of men and women. 

Rather, research focus might need to be shifted to the etio­

logy of sex-role conditioning, and the role of structures 

within our culture in perpetuating stereotypes and imposing 

barriers to the full expression of women's potentiality. 

Comparison of the Two Constructs 

Discussion and Recommendations. The two constructs 

of achievement motivation and fear of success are concep­

tually linked. As mentioned in Chapter III, the hypothesis 

that women are motivated to avoid success was proposed by 

Horner in 1968 in an attempt to explain the reported vari­

ance between male and female responses in studies of a­

chievement motivation. 

Both constructs are generally measured through a 

projective test, and therefore share some of the same meth­

odological shortcomings, including scoring difficulty and 

questionable reliability. Fear of success research, how­

ever, has more often been the object of criticism. Among 

the comments made are those regarding the problems encoun­

tered trying to correlate the projective measure with an 

objective measure (Shaver, 1976), the lack of a scoring 

manual, suggestions of sex-biased judging and below stan­

dard interscorer reliability (Zuckerman & Wheeler, 1975), 
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and the susceptibility of the highly structured verbal cue 

to multiple factors beyond the single motive it allegedly 

measures (Spence, 1974). 

Both constructs could benefit from more research of 

older adult subjects, since in general the conclusions made 

extend to statements regarding career success and lifestyle 

issues. It is interesting to note that while fear of suc­

cess research has been quite prolific through the late 

1970's and early 1980's, there seems to have been a rela­

tive slackening off of achievement motivation research 

(Alper, 1974). Perhaps this is because the construct of 

ahievement motivation has ~ithstood many tests, and has 

remained theoretically sound and generally accepted as a 

stable, important motive in both men and women. The con­

cept of fear of success, however, whether because of its 

relative newness or some important theoretical or methodo­

logical shortcomings, is still questioned by many, and 

seems to defy any conclusive statements or categorization. 

Its validity, uniqueness and mere existence in either sex 

is still being questioned. 

The respective relationships of these two constructs 

to the concept termed fear of failure is unclear and war­

rants additional research. It has been proposed that fear 

of success might be equivalent to fear of failure, or at 

any rate is closely linked to it conceptually (Jackaway 
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& Teevan, 1976; Sadd, Lenauer, Shaver, & Dunivant, 1978). 

Achievement motivation research, however, seems to lack 

much analysis of fear of failure and its possible influence 

on observed data. Perhaps future studies could analyze 

more closely the role of fear of failure in inhibiting a­

chievement behavior. It is possible that the insight 

sought by those who initially hypoth~sized a fear of suc­

cess may be readily available with existing, well-docu­

mented motives or constructs (i.e. fear of failure). 

Initial research on both constructs showed signi­

ficant sex differences in the subjects' responses to pic­

torial or verbal TAT cues. Yet it is significant that 

recent research on both constructs seem to be indicating 

more similarity between male and female responses and 

motivational patterns (Stein & Bailey, 1973; Fitzgerald 

& Crites, 1980, Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). Further cross­

variable analysis of these research results with cultural 

changes, employment statistics, etc. might yield some in­

triguing results, and significant insight into the bases 

of these constructs. 

Future research in these two areas might include 

consideration of the sex-role orientation of the subjects, 

and how that factor might relate to the observed incidence 

of the two motives in question. The observation by a­

chievement motivation researchers Orlofsky and Stake (1981) 

that within-sex differences in level of achievement 
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motivation may be greater than between-sex differences, 

might very plausibly be extended to the occurrence of ~ear 

of success. If this is the case, sex-role orientation may 

be the key to predicting or understanding the variance in 

levels of achievement motivation and fear of success. 

Within-sex and between-sex differences in levels of 

both achievement motivation and fear of success, and the 

temporal and situational nature of their patterns of oc­

currence, point to the importance of cultural factors in 

an analysis of these constructs and their implications. 

Level of achievement motivation and incidence of fear of 

success seem to be conceptually linked to expectations and 

concern over the sex-appropriateness of behavior. 

Perhaps as these expectations are eased, and tradi­

tionally male success becomes more attainable, accessible, 

and appropriate for women, researchers will note a lessening 

in the occurrence of achievement-related conflicts. Cor­

respondingly, any performance decrements or behavioral ef­

fects should appear less frequently. 

Finally, in terms of this comparison of the two con­

structs, the following general suggestions can be made re­

garding future research: 

1. Further work attempting to develop objective 

measures for each of these variables. 

2. More use of older subjects, and more studies 
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done within the job structure. 

3. A further analysis of the relationships of these 

two constructs to fear of failure, and the effects of that 

variable on achievement-related behavior. 

4. Further cross-variable and/or temporal analysis 

of fear of success and achievement motivation, in an attempt 

to better understand changes in both male and female scores. 

5. Research into the relationships between sex-role 

orientation and the constructs of achievement motivation 

and fear of success. 

6. An in-depth exploration of other psychological 

constructs which may have some bearing on the main issue 

presented in this paper: the likelihood of women succeed­

in non-traditional careers. A suggested area of re­

search is that of causal attribution, which, like the two 

constructs studied here, has been shown to have signifi­

cant bearing on how women are motivated and how well they 

perform. Sex differences, too, have been noted in the 

attributional patterns of men and women, and investigating 

the etiology of these differences may provide additional 

insight into the career issues explored in this paper. 

Conclusions. The conclusion of this analysis, then, 

is that neither the level of achievement motivation nor 

the level of fear of success can adequately explain or 

predict a woman's chances for success in a higher-level, 
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traditionally male career. Neither construct has been 

shown to be consistently linked to performance and/or suc­

cess, nor can one type of score on either dimension be con­

sidered typical of the female response. Based on the data 

reviewed in this paper, a likely observation in the future 

will be fewer sex differences on these dimensions, and a 

turning away from the long held and somewhat questionable 

premise that women are psychologically quite different from 

men. 

For the indications are that while women (and men) 

do have some concerns over sex-role expectations, and that 

these concerns may at times be manifested in their behav­

ior, these concerns do not necessarily signify stable, ba­

sic and immutable differences in need or personality struc­

ture. Rather, these concerns and the resultant behavior 

may be precipitated by cultural conditioning and expecta­

tions. This conditioning is, in turn, reinforced and val­

idated by family, educational, and career structures, all 

of which are amenable to change. 

As previously suggested, perhaps it is time to direct 

more research efforts towards an examination of the etiology 

of culturally imposed sex-role expectations. Focus would 

then be on investigating, eliminating and counteracting the 

attitudinal and structural barriers which may hold much of 

the responsibility for women's present status in non-tradi­

tional, higher-level careers. 
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