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Abstract
The study examined the relative importance of seven contingencies of self-worth of Polish college
women's (appearance, others' approval, competition, academic competencies, family support,
virtue, God's love), as well as the associations between preference for particular contingencies and
global self-esteem. Additionally, the predictive role of the self-assignment of masculine and
feminine traits for both contingencies of self-worth and global self-esteem was investigated. The
participants were one hundred and ninety-four Polish women in emerging adulthood (aged from
19 to 26; M = 21.36; SD = 1.67). Participants provided self-reports of self-ascription of masculine
and feminine traits, the contingencies of self-worth, and self-esteem. Obtained results showed that
the family support contingency of self-worth was the most preferred one, followed by virtue
contingent self-worth, academic competencies, competition, and appearance contingencies of self-
esteem, while the less preferred contingencies were: others' approval and God's love. Appearance
and others’ approval contingencies of self-worth correlated negatively with self-esteem. Masculine
traits were positively linked to competition contingency of self-worth, but negatively to physical
appearance self-worth contingency and others’ approval self-worth contingency, whereas feminine
traits were positively correlated with both physical appearance self-worth contingency and others’
approval self-worth contingency. The findings showed the positive associations between self-
ascription of traits regarded to be masculine and self-esteem, and a lack of significant associations
between self-description of feminine traits and self-esteem. Structural equation modeling
demonstrated predictive role of masculine traits for self-esteem when feminine traits’ self-
ascription and contingencies of self-worth were controlled.
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The sense of self-worth is one of the basic human needs (Alicke & Sedikides, 2011; Leary,
1999, 2007; Rosenberg, 1965, 1989). Self-esteem is a major predictor of psychological well-
being, successful interpersonal relationships, physical and mental health, and significant
regulator of behavior (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003; Coopersmith, 1967;
DuBois & Flay, 2004; Moksnes & Espnes, 2012; Park & Crocker, 2008; Sheldon, Elliot,
Kim, & Kasser, 2001). “Self-centrality breeds self-enhancement” principle (James, 1890)
posits that individuals derive their self-esteem from possessing personally important self-
attributes (so-called contingencies of self-worth; Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Both self-es‐
teem and contingencies of self-worth are predicted by personality factors (e.g. agency
and communion; Gebauer, Wagner, Sedikides, & Neberich, 2013), by gender, age, religios‐
ity (Bem, 1974; Gebauer et al., 2013; Kaschak, 1992) and cultural factors (e.g. values, pre‐
ferred in a given culture; Bi, Ybarra, & Zhao, 2013).

Gender, as one of the central attributes of identity (González-Torres & Fernández-
Rivas, 2015), and gender-related traits are significantly linked with self-esteem (Bem,
1974; Gentile et al., 2009; Mandal, 2004). Numerous meta-analyses have documented gen‐
der differences in various domains of self-esteem, mostly in favor of men (Gentile et al.,
2009; Kling, Hyde, Showers, & Buswell, 1999; Zuckerman, Li, & Hall, 2016). The self-as‐
cription of socially-defined characteristics of masculinity and femininity predict differ‐
ently the sense of self-worth (Kling et al., 1999; Major, Barr, Zubek, & Babey, 1999), with
positive role of endorsement of masculine/agentic attributes, yet ambiguous role of femi‐
nine/communal attributes endorsement (Major et al., 1999; Wojciszke, Baryła,
Parzuchowski, Szymków, & Abele, 2011). The centrality of contingencies of self-worth is
also gender-related (Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003a; Lachowicz-Tabaczek,
2001), showing the stronger dependence of women's self-esteem on external sources of
self-esteem (e.g. family support or others’ approval) compared to the stronger independ‐
ence of man's self-esteem (Cross & Madson, 1997; Markus, 1977; Sanchez & Crocker,
2005).

The focus of the current study was on college women's self-esteem. In the light of
previous studies, women's self-evaluation faces impossible standards for physical beauty
(Wolf, 1991), pertaining social restrictions (e.g. fewer jobs opportunities; Kling et al.,
1999), self-fulfilling nature of negative stereotypes of women (Major et al., 1999), less fa‐
vorable social evaluations of female's agentic behaviors (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan,
& Nauts, 2012), and defining their self-worth upon external sources (Crocker & Wolfe,
2001; Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Nauts, 2012). Taken together, these characteris‐
tics lead women to develop fragile, and lower, self-esteem (Gentile et al., 2009), mainly in
adolescence and emerging adulthood (Zuckerman et al., 2016), which, alternatively, re‐
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sults in greater vulnerability to psychopathology, e.g. depression (Cambron, Acitelli, &
Pettit, 2009; Sanchez & Crocker, 2005).

The objectives of the present study were: (1) an analysis of women's preferred self-
worth contingencies and their relationships with the level of global self-esteem; (2) the
examination of relationships between self-endorsement of masculine and feminine attrib‐
utes, and self-esteem of women in emerging adulthood; and (3) investigating the relation‐
ship between women's self-ascription of characteristics socially recognized as masculine
or feminine to their self-worth contingencies and global self-esteem.

The present study provides new insights into female self-esteem. First, the present
study adds by testing association between masculine/feminine attributes’ self-endorse‐
ment and self-esteem in the Polish cultural context (Boski, Chojnowska, & Koziej, 2007),
while the majority of research in this area has been conducted in the U.S. (Donnelly &
Twenge, 2017). Second, the important consequences of centrality of particular self-con‐
tingencies (e.g. others' approval or appearance self-worth contingencies) like higher vul‐
nerability to depression (Cambron et al., 2009; Sanchez & Crocker, 2005) makes the inqui‐
ry into preferred sources of women’s self-esteem a justifiable and socially relevant goal.
Third, the emerging adulthood period has been chosen because gender-related self-con‐
trols undergo important changes in this period (Arnett, 2000), which is accompanied by
the appearance of a gender gap in self-esteem which lasts until middle adulthood
(Bleidorn et al., 2016; Kasen, Chen, Sneed, Crawford, & Cohen, 2006).

Self-Esteem and Contingencies of Self-Worth
Self-esteem reflects a global positive self-evaluation (Baumeister, 1998, p. 694), “the level
of global regard that one has for the self as a person” (Harter, 1993, p. 88) and is based on
self-evaluation in domains relevant to the person (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; James, 1890;
Rosenberg, Schooler, Schoenbach, & Rosenberg, 1995). Self-esteem is a central compo‐
nent of everyday subjective experience (Kernis, 2003) and plays important psychological
functions, from supporting tasks and goals, through regulating social relations and main‐
taining social positions to dealing with mortality salience (Baumeister, 1998; Baumeister
et al., 2003; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Murray,
Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Routledge et al., 2010; Szpitalak & Polczyk, 2015). People with
higher self-esteem tend to have a subjectively higher sense of happiness (Baumeister et
al., 2003), which does not mean that the level of self-esteem solely determines the effec‐
tive psychological adaptation (Kernis, 2003). If self-esteem is unstable, based on external
criteria of self-assessment (e.g. approval of other people), and is inconsistent with implic‐
it self-esteem (Johnson, 2016), this can lead to a deterioration of psychological function‐
ing (Crocker & Park, 2004; Kernis, 2003). Consideration of the role of self-esteem, there‐
fore, requires both the analysis of its level and the person's preferences towards contin‐
gencies (domains, sources) of self-worth (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Crocker, Luhtanen,
Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003b).
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Self-esteem increases and decreases in response to successes and failures in domains
in which their self-esteem is invested (Hardy & Leone, 2008; James, 1890). The descrip‐
tion of these domains was made within the framework of contingencies of self-worth
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). The contingency of self-worth is defined as "a domain or cate‐
gory of outcomes on which a person has staked his or her self-esteem, so that a person's
view of his or her value or worth depends on perceived successes or failures or adher‐
ence to self-standards in that domain" (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001, p. 594).

Jennifer Crocker and colleagues (2003a) identified seven contingencies of self-esteem
among young adults, college students: academic achievement, appearance, approval from
others, competition, family support, God’s love, and virtue. Obtained contingencies are
consistent with the results of numerous studies on the sources of self-esteem. According
to this body of research, self-esteem is strongly associated with social acceptance and ap‐
proval (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2013; Leary et al., 1995), with good looks (Feingold, 1992;
Gentile et al., 2009) and with achievements in competition with others in significant
fields (Josephs, Markus, & Tafarodi, 1992; Mills & D'Alfonso, 2007). Self-esteem is also af‐
fected by assessment of one's own academic skills and expected achievements (Chung et
al., 2014). Perceived acceptance and support from family members is positively associated
with global self-esteem (Trumpeter, Watson, O'Leary, & Weathington, 2008). The convic‐
tion of one's moral virtues is significantly positively correlated with a sense of personal
value (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). References to religious reflection and the adoption of a
transcendental perspective can constitute important components of the self-scheme and
the sense of self-worth (Gebauer et al., 2013). The sense of God's unconditional love,
availability and ability to help can be another foundation of self-esteem (Ho & Sim, 2013).
Generally, self-esteem contingencies (sources) can be divided into: (a) externally oriented,
like the approval of other people, comparisons with others and the results of competition,
physical appearance, academic achievements, family relationships, and (b) internally ori‐
ented, such as moral virtues or God's love (Crocker et al., 2003b).

Among students who declared their self-esteem as dependent on academic achieve‐
ments, information about educational successes or failures led to improvement or deteri‐
oration of daily self-esteem (Crocker et al., 2003a). The adopted contingencies of self-es‐
teem translate into a stronger experience of challenges and difficulties in the preferred
areas. The self-esteem contingent on academic success was associated with a greater
number of reported problems in the field of academic education. The appearance contin‐
gence of self-worth was associated with a greater severity in evaluations for problems in
social relations (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003). After a failure in the preferred field of aca‐
demic achievement, people with high dispositional self-esteem have a greater need to be
recognized as competent and to enhance self-esteem as a state. In the same situation,
people with low dispositional self-esteem experience lower self-esteem as a state as well
as a decrease in positive affect, and reduce the need to be perceived as competent. People
with high global self-esteem show greater resistance to failures in valued domains, while
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people with low global self-esteem experience stronger discomfort after failure and with‐
draw their involvement from the preferred area (Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007).

The preferred contingencies of self-worth are also directly related to the level of glob‐
al self-esteem (e.g. Geng & Jiang, 2013). Other people's approval, competition and appear‐
ance contingencies correlate with lower self-esteem, while the self-worth contingent
upon family support correlates positively with self-esteem (Crocker et al., 2003b; Crocker
& Luhtanen, 2003). The self-esteem contingent upon academic achievements was nega‐
tively correlated with dispositional self-esteem (Park et al., 2007). The preference of con‐
tingencies of self-esteem, which are external and dependent on the assessment of other
people or the results of comparison with them (contingencies of appearance, social ap‐
proval, academic achievements, competition) can be considered as a risk factor for lower‐
ing self-esteem, while contingencies of self-esteem which are based on more stable sour‐
ces and are internally oriented (contingencies of family support, moral virtues, God's
love) can be considered as fostering stable and optimal self-esteem (see Crocker et al.,
2003b; Kernis, 2003).

Masculinity Versus Femininity
Gender-related attributes are shaped by culturally enhanced expectations about which
behaviors are appropriate for women and men, and prescriptive and proscriptive rules of
conduct based on these expectations (Kessler & McKenna, 1978; Prentice & Carranza,
2002; Wood et al., 1997). Internalization of gender-related features into the self-schema
affects the individual's functioning in educational, professional, and social domains (Egan
& Perry, 2001; Heilman, 2001). Two basic dimensions of self-construals connected with
gender roles are masculinity and femininity (Bem, 1974). In a more general approach con‐
tents of gender-related self-construals are captured by dimensions of agency and commu‐
nion, whose core values refer to self-orientation and other-orientation, respectively
(Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Bakan, 1966).

Masculinity can be mapped on to agentic characteristics, e.g. confidence, competence,
assertiveness, whereas femininity can be mapped by communal attributes, e.g. warmth,
kindness, support (Helgeson, 1994; Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975). Men's gender role
prescriptions include agentic qualities (career oriented, assertive, aggressive, etc.), while
women's prescriptions reflect community (emotional, warm, interested in children, etc.;
Rudman et al., 2012). Men's gender role proscriptions, however, reflect weakness and vul‐
nerability (e.g. emotional, naive, weak), which are treated as feminine traits. Dominance-
related attributes (e.g. dominant, controlling, arrogant) are, contrarily, prohibited for
women and perceived as more masculine (Rudman et al., 2012). Self-endorsement of the
masculine/agentic and feminine/communal traits is related to quality of life (Johnson et
al., 2006), affects functioning in various social relationships, e.g. close relationships,
workplace (see Harris & Schwab, 1990; Mandal, 2008) and influences the global self-es‐
teem (Gebauer et al., 2013; Helgeson, 1994).
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Masculinity Versus Femininity and Self-Esteem
A large body of research shows that self-endorsement of typically masculine features is
positively associated with self-esteem, while the self-attribution of features considered
feminine is in negative or minimal relationship with self-esteem (Hirschy & Morris, 2002;
Major et al., 1999; Orlofsky & O'Heron, 1987; Spence et al., 1975). Whitley (1983), using a
meta-analytical approach, showed that both masculinity and femininity correlate posi‐
tively with self-esteem, but the effect sizes are higher for masculinity (Antill &
Cunningham, 1980; Spence, 1991; Spence et al., 1975). Marsh, Antill, and Cunningham
(1987) reported positive associations between numerous indicators of masculinity and
agency, and various indicators of self-esteem, but demonstrated an unstable and negative
correlation between femininity and self-esteem. More recently, studies have shown evi‐
dence of positive associations between masculinity and self-esteem (Johnson et al., 2006;
Long, 1991; Lundy & Rosenberg, 1987; Spence & Hall, 1996; Usmiani & Daniluk, 1997;
Whitley, 1988). The self-ascription of masculine traits in adolescence predicted increased
self-esteem in young adulthood (Stein, Newcomb, & Bentler, 1992). Burnett, Anderson,
and Heppner (1995) showed that masculinity, but not the social pressure on being mascu‐
line, positively correlates with self-esteem, while femininity does not correlate with self-
esteem, but environmental pressure on being feminine positively affects the sense of self-
worth. Masculinity was to a large extent correlated with self-esteem, self-efficacy and
high level of psychological adaptation (Hirschy & Morris, 2002).

In comparison to masculinity, the relationship between femininity and self-esteem is
ambiguous, with evidences of negative (Moscoso, García-Izquiredo, & Bastida, 2012), pos‐
itive (Antill & Cunningham, 1980; Pilar Matud, Bethencourt, & Ibáñez, 2014; Spence et al.,
1975) or non-significant correlations. However, several researches into personality traits
connected with communion (e.g. agreeableness-consciousness) or combination of agency
and communion (e.g. gregarious-extraverted) have showed their positive association with
self-esteem (Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001; Zeigler-Hill, 2010). These findings are
generally consistent with the effect of agency-over-community on self-esteem (Wojciszke
et al., 2011), which expresses the greater significance of agentic information for self-es‐
teem, as compared to communal information. Yet, there are instances in which feminine/
communal traits may play a similarly positive role for self-esteem, as masculine/agentic
traits endorsement.

Masculinity Versus Femininity and Contingencies of Self-Worth
Self-ascription of features considered to be typically masculine and feminine is also asso‐
ciated differently with preferences in personal values and contingencies of self-worth
(Eagly, Beall, & Sternberg, 2004). Women reported higher levels of benevolence and uni‐
versalism, whereas men showed higher levels of power, achievement, and hedonism
(Schwartz & Rubel-Lifschitz, 2009). Similarly, in occupational interests, gender differen‐
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ces showed higher preference for people-oriented professions among women, and higher
preference for thing-oriented professions among men (Su, Rounds, & Armstrong, 2009).
Men attribute greater value to power, stimulation, hedonism, achievements, self-directed
values, while women value integrity and universalistic values higher (Schwartz & Rubel,
2005). Self-assigning of the features considered to be typically masculine may therefore
result in a stronger preference for self-worth contingencies which are related to the male
role, e.g. competition, while self-ascription of the typically feminine characteristics may
favor a higher preference for conditions consistent with the female role, e.g. on the sense
of family support (see Bem, 1974; Mandal, 2004).

Gender, Age and Culture as Moderators
The relationships between masculine/agentic traits endorsement and self-esteem is mod‐
erated by several factors, with gender, age and cultural variables among them (Gebauer et
al., 2013). Although significant positive correlations between masculinity and self-esteem
have been found both in men and women, the positive correlations of femininity and
self-esteem appeared in women (Gebauer et al., 2013; Macdonald, Ebert, & Mason, 1987;
Wagner, Lüdtke, Jonkmann, & Trautwein, 2013). These results suggest that the role of
femininity in self-evaluations may be more pronounced in women.

Age, life events, and requirements linked with the developmental period also moder‐
ate relative importance of masculine/agentic versus feminine/communal traits for self-es‐
teem (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017). Where adulthood is linked with entering the job mar‐
ket and the pursuit of higher education, the agentic/masculine traits become more signif‐
icant for self-esteem from late adolescence to middle adulthood (Lopez & Gonzalez-
Barrara, 2014). The relative importance of agentic traits compared to communal ones has
increased across generations since 1966 (Twenge, Campbell, & Gentile, 2012). The role of
feminine/communal traits endorsement for self-esteem was positive and higher than the
role of masculine/agentic traits in older age, mainly among women (Gebauer et al., 2013).
Important life events, e.g. the anticipation of motherhood may also strengthen the impor‐
tance of feminine features (see Donnelly & Twenge, 2017). Therefore, the importance of
masculine versus feminine traits in self-evaluations may differ according to timing of a
specific life event and developmental periods (Strough, Leszczynski, Neely, Flinn, &
Margrett, 2007), with adolescence and young adulthood as especially important periods
due to the coincidence of focus on agency, the largest gender gap in self-esteem, and de‐
velopment of adult gender role endorsement (Bleidorn et al., 2016).

Third, cultural characteristics, e.g. individualism-collectivism, nation-level preference
for agency/communion, may moderate the role of masculine and feminine traits for an
individual's self-esteem (Gebauer et al., 2013). The general limitation of contemporary
conclusions about the stronger role of masculine traits compared to feminine ones for
self-worth is that they are based on studies conducted mainly in United States (Flaherty
& Dusek, 1980; Johnson et al., 2006; Lundy & Rosenberg, 1987; Macdonald et al., 1987;
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Spence et al., 1975). Only a few studies have been conducted in Australia (Antill &
Cunningham, 1979; Marsh et al., 1987), Spain (Moscoso et al., 2012), and China (Bi et al.,
2013) and yielded similar results. Nevertheless, other studies give different results. In
South China femininity positively affected self-esteem, while in North China, it was not
associated with self-esteem (Bi et al., 2013). Israeli girls who reported features and behav‐
iors considered to be masculine had lower self-esteem (Lobel, Slone, & Winch, 1997). Sev‐
eral possible factors may underlie these cultural differences.

First, the value orientation present in each culture may promote the role of agentic or
communal traits. In collectivistic cultures (China, Columbia, and Japan) communal traits
predict positive self-esteem among women, whereas among men and in both men and
women in individualistic cultures predictive role of communion is absent (Wojciszke &
Białobrzeska, 2014). Culture-level of agency and communion affects the relative impor‐
tance of self-endorsement of these traits, with greater role of traits congruent with cul‐
tural preference (Gebauer et al., 2013). Additionally, gender differences in self-perception
and the role of masculine (agentic) and feminine (communal) traits are more pronounced
in gender-equal cultures (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Schmitt et al., 2017; Zuckerman et al.,
2016).

Second, the content of masculinity and femininity may differ between cultures.
Cuddy and colleagues (2015) have demonstrated that the components of masculinity re‐
flect the values and traits which are desirable in each culture. In more collectivistic cul‐
tures, communal traits are regarded as more masculine than agentic ones; the reverse
pattern is present in individualistic cultures.

Third, some temporal changes in content of masculinity and femininity cannot be
omitted. Cross-temporal meta-analysis of gender roles endorsement among U.S. college
students has demonstrated that women have become less likely to endorse feminine
traits as self-representative, which has revealed a devaluation of traditional femininity
(Donnelly & Twenge, 2017). Nevertheless, it does not mean that the communal core of
femininity has substantially changed. Lipińska-Grobelny and Gorczycka (2011) made a
re-analysis of Psychological Gender Inventory in Polish society, resembling the Bem's
steps of preparation of the measure of femininity and masculinity, and showed that cor‐
relations between an earlier measure of psychological gender in Polish research, namely
Psychological Gender Inventory (Kuczyńska, 1992), yielded very similar results, and the
correlations between new and older version of femininity and masculinity subscales were
above .60.

Cultural Context of the Present Study
Investigating the links between masculinity, femininity and self-esteem in Polish college
women may be informative from the cross-cultural psychology point of view because of
the specificity of Polish culture. Poland is characterized by high power distance, collecti‐
vism, moderate masculinity and average uncertainty avoidance (Spector, Cooper, &
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Sparks, 2001; Todeva, 1999), relatively high preference for conservatism and harmony
(Schwartz, 1999), and by high approval of traditional norms (Marody, 1993). In terms of
cultural dimensions proposed by Hofstede (2001), Poland is described as rather mascu‐
line, with high power distance, high restraint, and uncertainty avoidance, but moderately
individualistic (retrieved from http://geert-hofstede.com/cultural-tools.html). Polish users
of eDarling received the country-level highest level of agency relative to communion
(Gebauer et al., 2013). However, the core trait of Polish culture is humanism, which has
been also proven to negatively correlate with masculinity (Boski, 2009). In comparison to
the German, Swedish and Italian public sphere, that of Poland is more feminized and the
gender polarization is greater (Boski et al., 2007).

The image of women in Polish culture is linked mainly to caring roles (Furnham &
Paltzer, 2010), modesty (Dabul, Wosińska, Cialdini, Mandal, & Whetstone-Dion, 1997;
Mandal, 2004), self-sacrifice, devotion to family, and perfectionism (Titkow, 2012). It
seems to reflect high prescriptive rules for traditionally feminine/communal traits toward
Polish women. Despite the cultural preference for traditional norms concerning gender
roles, Polish women are supporters of liberal standards (Fodor & Balogh, 2010). The par‐
ticipation of Polish women in tertiary education is currently higher than that of men
(59,04% in the total number of tertiary education students; Eurostat, 2018). In 2017, over
67% of women aged between 15 and over were professionally active (GUS, 2018), but the
comparison with other EU countries showed that the employment rate among Polish
women between 20 and 64 years old is below the average for the EU (Eurostat, 2017). Ad‐
ditionally, women usually occupy low-status positions and suffer from discrimination in
their workplace, e.g. a glass ceiling (Boski, 2009; Olson et al., 2007; Stenning & Hardy,
2005; Watson, 1992). Women in Poland are still facing the problem of double-shift
(Marody, 1993) and unequal division of household duties (Budrowska, Duch-
Krzysztoszek, & Titkow, 2003). On the other hand, 41% of managerial positions in Poland
are occupied by women, which constitutes the second highest proportion in Europe
(Eurostat, 2017). The earning gap between gender in Poland still favors men, but is also
one of the lowest in the European Union (Eurostat, 2017; Hausmann, Tyson, & Zahidi,
2012). Since both education and work are related to competence which is an indicator of
agency (Abele et al., 2016), the aforementioned findings demonstrate that prescriptive
gender norms concerning agentic traits of Polish women seem complex, with a positive
attitude to participate in tertiary education, but only a moderate level of employment
compared to other European countries.

Taken together, the Polish cultural context can be defined as a mixture of high value
of agency and high value of humanism, a traditional image of women, a greater tendency
for women to pursue higher education and relatively moderate gender equality in work‐
places (Global Gender Gap Report, 2018). The prescriptive gender rules in Poland reflect
mainly the preference for communal characteristics compared to agentic ones, but the
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importance of agentic traits seems to be growing. Therefore, endorsement of both mascu‐
line and feminine traits can affect women's self-esteem in Polish participants.

Hypotheses
Based on the results of previous studies on women's preferences in contingencies of self-
esteem (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Lachowicz-Tabaczek, 2001)
and the content of feminine gender role (Bem, 1981; Mandal, 2004), it could be expected
that women would strongly prefer gender-related contingencies of self-worth, like family
support, moral virtues, social approval and appearance, and to a lesser extent, efficiency
in competition and academic achievements. Yet the high participation of Polish women in
tertiary education and the relatively low earning gap between genders may indicate that
Polish college women also value highly those contingencies of self-worth that are not re‐
lated to the traditionally understood feminine gender role. Therefore, the first aim of the
study is to explore the relative importance of contingencies of self-worth among Polish
college women.

The second aim was to investigate links between preferred contingencies of self-
worth and global self-esteem. It was expected that consciousness of a higher appearance,
approval of others', competition, and academic achievements’ contingencies of self-worth
would be associated with lower self-esteem, while other contingencies of self-worth such
as family support, moral virtues and God's love would correlate positively with self-es‐
teem (see Crocker et al., 2003b; Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Park et al., 2007).

According to the characteristics of Polish culture, the positive association between
both masculine and feminine traits endorsement and global self-esteem was expected.
The moderate focus on individualism in Polish culture (Hofstede, 2001) and high coun‐
try-level agency (Gebauer et al., 2013) would promote the predictive role of masculinity
for women's self-esteem, while high humanism (Boski, 2009), preference for traditional
norms concerning feminine gender roles in Poland (Marody, 1993), accompanied by high
uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001), would strengthen the role of feminine traits en‐
dorsement for Polish college women’s self-evaluation.

Next, it was expected that a stronger self-attribution of typically masculine traits
would correlate with those contingencies of self-esteem having the agentic character, i.e.
with competition contingency, academic achievements contingency, while a greater ten‐
dency to ascribe to themselves traits characterized as feminine will be in favor of moral
and communal contingencies of self-worth, i.e. moral virtues, support family and God's
love (see Gebauer et al., 2013). The structural equations modeling is used to examine the
predictive role of self-esteem contingencies towards the level of self-esteem of women,
the predictive role of self-assigning the masculine and feminine features towards the self-
esteem of women, and potential indirect relationships in which self-esteem contingencies
mediated between psychological masculinity and psychological femininity and disposi‐
tional self-esteem.
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Method

Participants
One hundred and ninety-nine women, aged from 19 to 26 (M = 21.36, SD = 1.67), partici‐
pated in the present study. Participants have been joining different academic courses at
the University of Silesia in Poland. Participants were invited to join research during
classes in groups of 20. The study was described as a “study of self-perception”. Partici‐
pants were free to join and did not receive payment for the participation in the study. A
pair-wise method was used to treat a few missing data resulting in a number of cases
ranging from 191 (in structural equation modeling) to 194.

Measures
Psychological Gender Inventory

The Psychological Gender Inventory, PGI (Bem, 1974; the Polish adaptation of the Bem Sex
Role Inventory: Kuczyńska, 1992) contains 35 items consisting of adjectives, 15 of which
refer to psychological masculine traits (e.g. dominant, independent), 15 to psychological
female traits (e.g. sensitive, caring), and the other 5 to traits attributable to both genders.
The response format is a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never or almost never true)
to 7 (always or almost always true). Reliability of masculine adjectives was α = .82, and
for feminine adjectives it was α = .76. Scores for both masculinity and femininity were
averaged. Additionally, the psychological gender variable was constructed according to
criteria mentioned in Kuczyńska (1992). Individuals with femininity total score equal to
or higher than 52 were regarded as highly feminine, while individuals with scores lower
than 52 were seen as low in femininity. Similarly, individuals with a masculine total score
higher than 48 were regarded as highly masculine, while those with a score of 48 or low‐
er were regarded as low in masculinity. Four combinations were constructed and coded
as types of psychological gender: undifferentiated (low in both femininity and masculini‐
ty), masculine (low in femininity and high in masculinity), feminine (high in femininity
and low in masculinity) and androgynous (high in both femininity and masculinity).

Contingencies of Self-Worth Scale

The Contingencies of Self-Worth Scale (Crocker et al., 2003b; Author's Polish version) con‐
sists of 35 items ranged on a 4-point scale (0 – strongly disagree; 3 – strongly agree), and
measures seven contingencies of self-worth: appearance (e.g. My sense of self-worth suf‐
fers whenever I think I don’t look good; 5 items; α = .67), others’ approval (e.g. I can’t
respect myself if others don’t respect me; 5 items; α = .74), competition (e.g. Doing better
than others gives me a sense of self-respect; 5 items; α = .81), academic competencies (e.g.
Doing well in school gives me a sense of self-respect; 5 items; α = .81), family support
(When I don’t feel loved by my family, my self-esteem goes down; 5 items; α = .77), vir‐
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tue (e.g. My self-esteem would suffer if I did something unethical; 5 items; α = .79), and 
God's love (e.g. My self-worth is based on God’s love; 5 items; α = .96). Scores for all con‐
tingencies were produced as an average of assessment in each item of subscale.

Self-Esteem Scale
The Self-Esteem Scale, SES (Rosenberg, 1965; in Polish adaptation: Łaguna, Lachowicz-
Tabaczek, & Dzwonkowska, 2007) consists of 10 items which measure global self-esteem 
and which ranged on the scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). Exempla‐
ry item of SES was: “At times I think I am no good at all”, and “I certainly feel useless at 
times” (reverse scored). Results were averaged to produce a global self-esteem result. The 
reliability of SES in the present study was satisfactory (α = .89).

Results
Femininity Versus Masculinity and Contingencies of Self-Worth as 
Predictors of Global Self-Esteem
Results showed that 84 (43.30%) women had feminine gender identity (high femininity 
and low masculinity), 64 (32.99%) women had androgynous gender identity (high femi‐
ninity and high masculinity), 31(14.95%) women had undifferentiated gender identity
(low masculinity and low femininity), and 16 (8.25%) had masculine gender identity (low 
femininity and high masculinity).

Means, standard deviations and inter-correlations among independent and dependent 
variables are presented in Table 1.
     ANOVA conducted on the scores of preference for self-worth contingencies (within-
person factor) revealed significant main effect of the type of self-worth contingency, F(6, 
1152) = 74.98, p < .001; ηp

2 = .281; Wilk's λ = .37. Post-hoc Scheffe's tests showed that the 
most important contingency was family support, M = 2.16, SD = .55, marginally less im‐
portant was virtue contingent self-worth (CSW), M = 1.98, SD = .56, p = .089, while the 
appearance contingent CSW, M = 1.85, SD = .55, competition CSW, M = 1.92, SD = .57, 
and academic competencies CSW, M = 1.97, SD = .59 were similarly less important than 
family CSW, p < .038. The approval of others CSW, M = 1.53, SD = .63 had lower impor‐
tance than previously mentioned contingencies, p < .001, and God's love CSW had the 
lowest importance, M = 1.17, SD = .91, less important also than the approval of others 
CSW, p < .001.
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Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, Inter-Correlation Between Masculine Versus Feminine Traits Endorsement, Self-Worth
Contingencies, and Global Self-Esteem

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Appearance CSW 1.851b .546
2. Others’ Approval CSW 1.530c .625 .508***
3. Competition CSW 1.919b .564 .419*** .372***
4. Academic Competencies CSW 1.970b .593 .311*** .294*** .566***
5. Family Support CSW 2.163a .547 .313*** .274*** .334*** .444***
6. Virtue CSW 1.982b .562 .127 .194** .196** .348*** .375***
7. God's love CSW 1.167d .906 .049 .183* -.001 .264*** .263*** .348***
8. Masculine traits 3.150 .579 -.088 -.270*** .227** .045 .052 .028 -.037
9. Feminine traits 3.804 .470 .152* .141* .110 .067 .239** .129 .047 .171*
10. Self-esteem 2.785 .520 -.276*** -.343*** -.013 -.020 -.024 -.040 -.085 .396*** .049

Note. CSW – contingent self-worth. Means with different subscripts differ significant at least p < .09.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Additionally, the 4 (gender identity) x 7 (contingencies of self-worth) ANOVA re‐
vealed significant interaction effect, F(18, 1134) = 2.33, p = .001; ηp

2 = .036. Specifically, the
differences related to gender identity were found for others' approval contingency of self-
worth, F(3, 190) = 4.98, p = .002; ηp

2 = .073, competition contingency of self-worth, F(3, 190)
= 4.52, p = .004; ηp

2 = .067, and family support contingency of self-worth, F(3, 190) = 2.85, p
= .039; ηp

2 = .043. The highest level of others' approval CSW characterized women with
feminine gender identity, M = 1.70, SD = .62, and was significantly higher than in androg‐
ynous women, M = 1.38, SD = .55, p = .014, and marginally higher than in masculine
women, M = 1.21, SD = .82, p = .107 (in Tukey's post-hoc). The highest levels of competi‐
tion CSW were found in women with masculine gender identity, M = 2.13, SD = .54, and
in androgynous women, M = 2.04, SD = .50, and was significantly higher than in undiffer‐
entiated women, M = 1.64, SD = .64, p = .059 and p = .026, respectively. The highest family
support CSW was found in women with feminine gender identity, M = 2.23, SD = .53,
which was marginally higher than for undifferentiated women, M = 1.91, SD = .55, p
= .101.

Among contingencies of self-worth, the Appearance CSW and Others' approval CSW
correlated with global self-esteem. Both associations were negative and of moderate
magnitude, r(192) = -.28, p < .001 and r(192) = -.34, p < .001 respectively.

The participants described themselves as more feminine than masculine, t(193) =
13.39, p < .001; Cohen's d = 1.26. Masculinity correlated positively with global self-es‐
teem, r(192) = .40, p < .001, and competition CSW, r(192) = -.23, p = .001, but negatively
with others’ approval CSW, r(192) = -.27, p < .001 . Femininity failed to correlate with
self-esteem, but correlated positively with family support CSW, r(192) = .24, p < .001, and
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slightly with appearance CSW, r(192) = .15, p = .035, and others' approval CSW, r(192)
= .14, p = .05. Gender identity type significantly predicted global self-esteem, F(3, 189) =
10.02, p < .001; ηp

2 = .137. The highest self-esteem was found in women with masculine
gender identity, M = 3.18, SD = .37, and in androgynous women, M = 2.95, SD = .52. Sig‐
nificantly lower levels of self-esteem were found in women with feminine gender identi‐
ty, M = 2.66, SD = .52, p = .002 and p = .005, respectively, and in women with undifferenti‐
ated gender identity, M = 2.56, SD = .39, p = .001 and p = .005, respectively.

Masculine and Feminine Traits Endorsement, Self-Worth
Contingencies and Global Self-Esteem
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to examine associations between mascu‐
line and feminine traits endorsement, self-worth contingencies and global self-esteem.
Prior to the analysis, the goodness of the seven-factor model of self-worth contingencies
was analyzed, yielding in good fitness, χ2 = 143.95, p < .001, χ2/df = 2.57; CFI = .94;
TLI = .90; RMSEA = .08 [.06; .10]; SRMR = .051 AGFI = .96. According to the path coeffi‐
cients obtained in the confirmatory factor analyses conducted on the scores of PGI, con‐
tingencies of self-worth scales and SES, item parcels were produced for each latent varia‐
ble (3 item parcels for SES, masculine traits endorsement and feminine traits endorse‐
ment, and two for each contingency of self-worth). Item parcels were formed in accord‐
ance with the balancing approach (single factor analysis parceling; Landis, Beal, &
Tesluk, 2000). The item with the highest path coefficient with its latent variable was
paired with the item which had the lowest item-scale correlation. The next highest and
next lowest items were paired in the second parcel. The third highest and third lowest
were paired to form the third parcel, till the allocation of all items with its respective la‐
tent variable (see Landis et al., 2000). The structural model of associations between varia‐
bles included co-variation between masculine and feminine traits endorsement, as well as
co-variations between all seven contingencies of self-worth. Figure 1 presents results of
the SEM (for the sake of clarity of the figure, the item parcels and co-variations between
self-worth contingencies were omitted; results for all parameters examined in the model
are provided in the Supplementary Materials).
Structural model satisfactory fitted the data, χ2 = 319.96, p < .001, χ2/df = 1.73; CFI = .94;
TLI = .92; RMSEA =.06 [.05; .07]; SRMR = .06; AGFI = .98. SEM showed that masculine
traits endorsement was a positive predictor of competition CSW, β = .27, p = .003, while
negative predictor of Others' approval CSW, β = -.45, p < .001, and Appearance CSW, β =
-.19, p = .084. Feminine traits endorsement was a positive predictor of Appearance CSW,
β = .30, p = .013, Others' approval CSW, β = .27, p = .020, and Family support CSW,
β = .29, p = .017. Only the masculine traits endorsement positively predicted the global
self-esteem, β = .32, p = .035.
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Figure 1. Structural model of associations between masculine versus feminine traits endorsement,
contingencies of self-worth, and global self-esteem.

Note. Gray and dotted lines indicate non-significant associations. Path coefficients represent
standardized beta-coefficients. Non-significant coefficients were omitted due to clarity of the
model. CSW – contingent self-worth.

†p = .084. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Discussion
The first goal of the study was the investigation of relative importance of particular con‐
tingencies of self-esteem among Polish college women. The obtained results showed that
the most important contingency of self-worth of women in emerging adulthood was fam‐
ily support. Less important, yet equally valued contingencies, were moral virtues, aca‐
demic competencies, competition and appearance. The least important conditions for
self-esteem of women were self-worth contingencies of the approval of others and the
experience of God's love. The obtained hierarchy of significance of the contingencies of
women's self-worth is consistent with the results of the previous research in American
samples (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003) and previous analyzes of the significance of individ‐
ual components of self-evaluation in Polish samples (Lachowicz-Tabaczek, 2001). The
high tendency to associate self-esteem with the quality of family relationships refers to
the stronger tendency in women, to build their self-scheme as interdependent, in which
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the quality of social relations plays a key role (Cross & Madson, 1997; Mandal, 2004;
Markus, 1977; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The high perceived importance of moral vir‐
tues in women can be interpreted as evidence that these values are seen as highly signifi‐
cant for good relations with other people, and the morality of women, especially modes‐
ty, is a highly valued and socially desirable value (Dabul et al., 1997). The conditioning of
women's self-esteem with regard to appearance refers to the important role of appear‐
ance for the women's role (Jackson, Sullivan, & Hymes, 1987; Wolf, 1991). The high posi‐
tion of competition and academic competencies in self-assessment of women generally
reflect the important high role attached to education by contemporary women, especially
by college women (Lopez & Gonzalez-Barrara, 2014; Oesterle, Hawkins, Hill, & Bailey,
2010). The obtained pattern of preferences across self-worth contingencies reflects also
the current image of the feminine role in Polish society, with the focus on traditional, in‐
terdependence values and newer focus on agency in educational and job performances.

The physical appearance contingency and others’ approval contingency of self-worth
were negatively associated with global self-esteem. These results accord with previous
findings (Crocker et al., 2003b; Park & Crocker, 2008). Both contingencies result in inter‐
nalization of external social assessments as determinants of self-esteem which can be re‐
garded as a risk factor for women's self-esteem mainly due to high social standards of
excellence for women and the instability of external sources of information which affects
their sense of self-worth, i.e. by higher sensitivity to social feedback (Crocker & Wolfe,
2001; Roberts & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1989). Negative association of these contingencies of
self-worth with global self-esteem show, therefore, that women who are strongly con‐
cerned about their appearance or about being approved, may suffer from lower self-es‐
teem.

Furthermore, while women's preferred contingencies of self-worth are congruent
with their gender role, this has negative or null impact on their self-worth. The others'
approval contingency of self-worth was the second lowest in preferences of college wom‐
en, which may indicate that women defend themselves against feminine role proscrip‐
tions which may devalue their self-esteem. However, appearance contingency of self-
worth is relatively strong, which may reflect the high social focus on standards of wom‐
en's appearance. As these standards are almost impossible to fulfill (Wolf, 1991), this
adoption of the appearance CSW is a risk factor for lower self-esteem in women. Contra‐
ry to Wood and colleagues' (1997) findings, these results showed that adopting contin‐
gencies of self-worth which are congruent with women’s gender role may be risky for
their self-worth.

Self-assigning of characteristics perceived as typically masculine proved to be posi‐
tively related to the women's global self-esteem and contingencies of self-esteem which
refers to the desire to act better in competing with others. Competitiveness and domi‐
nance are regarded as representative traits of psychological masculinity (Bem, 1974;
Thompson & Bennett, 2015), therefore links between the self-ascription of masculine
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traits and preference for competition contingent self-worth can reflect self-verification
strivings in valued sources of self-esteem (Swann, 2012). Women who attributed more
features considered to be typically masculine to themselves had a lower preference for
appearance and others’ approval contingencies of self-worth. In contrast, ascribing traits
perceived as typically feminine to oneself, promotes contingencies of self-esteem, like the
approval of others and the quality of support obtained from the family. Characteristics
perceived as typically feminine foster the externally contingent self-worth and result in
unstable self-esteem (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003). Lower levels of self-esteem and the in‐
stability of self-esteem are linked to the increased level of depressive symptomatology
(Crocker et al., 2003a; Orth, Robins, Trzesniewski, Maes, & Schmitt, 2009). The results of
the present study show that the self-ascription of features considered to be masculine
may prevent the preference of some of the external contingencies of self-worth, e.g. oth‐
er's approval contingency of self-worth, yet is also positively correlated with other con‐
tingencies which can be regarded as external, e.g. competition CSW.

Of all the analyzed variables, only the psychological masculinity correlated signifi‐
cantly and positively with women’s global self-esteem. This result corroborates the find‐
ings of the previous studies which demonstrated the significant and positive role of mas‐
culine/agentic traits for self-esteem (Major et al., 1999; Wojciszke et al., 2011). Assigning
feminine features did not significantly correlate with the self-esteem of women, which is
in concordance with the previous findings for low significance of communal traits for
self-esteem in Polish samples (Wojciszke et al., 2011; Wojciszke & Białobrzeska, 2014).
Self-ascription of feminine features was related to the preferences for contingencies of
self-worth, which were of communal nature (family relationships, approval of others,
etc.). However, psychological femininity was irrelevant to the prediction of self-esteem.
This finding may result from the information processing standpoint which occurs at the
time of self-evaluation. While perceiving and evaluating one's self, the individual is in the
standpoint of the actor (the agentic perspective), which makes the information about
one's effectiveness more salient, while information about social relations and communal
characteristics (often taken from the perspective of a recipient) as less perceptively clear,
and of a lesser utility (see Abele & Wojciszke, 2007, 2014; Wojciszke et al., 2011). The ob‐
tained results contradict the congruence model (Stein et al., 1992), which posits that psy‐
chological adjustment is higher when the gender role fits the biological sex (see
DiDonato & Berenbaum, 2013), and are consistent with the conclusions that the compo‐
nent of psychological masculinity is responsible for better adaptation of androgynous
persons (Lefkowitz & Zeldow, 2006; Spence et al., 1975), given the majority of partici‐
pants have androgynous gender identity.

The hypothesis concerning cultural background of relationships between femininity
and self-esteem in Polish college women was not confirmed. The obtained pattern of as‐
sociations fits findings obtained in individualistic cultures (Gebauer et al., 2013;
Wojciszke et al., 2011). Given the moderate level of individualism in Poland (60 in Hof‐
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stede 0 to 100 scale) it can be suggested that the higher importance of communal traits
may be pronounced only in cultures which strongly value communal traits, not in those
of moderate scores on individualism – collectivism. Although the core value of Polish
culture is humanism, which is inversely correlated with masculinity (Boski, 2009), agent‐
ic rather than communal traits are preferred more among Polish college women (see
Gebauer et al., 2013).

The present study has some limitations. Firstly, the measurement of the analyzed var‐
iables was carried out using the self-report scales. Therefore, the obtained results may be
confounded by social desirability. In further analyzes the experimental or implicit meas‐
ures of self-esteem, contingencies of self-worth and psychological masculinity, and femi‐
ninity should be used (Johnson, 2016; Park et al., 2007). Secondly, the conducted structur‐
al equation modeling does not allow for reaching strong conclusions on the direction of
causality. Verification of hypotheses regarding the direction of the mediated relationships
between the attribution of masculine and feminine traits, contingencies of self-worth and
the level of global self-esteem should be carried out in longitudinal or experimental de‐
signs in the future research. Third, despite the good fit of the seven-factor contingencies
of self-worth model than alternative models (e.g. two factors: agentic and communal con‐
tingencies, Gebauer et al., 2013), in multidimensional analyzes (SEM), the collinearity of
self-worth contingencies makes it difficult to examine individual relationships between
particular self-worth contingency and the global self-esteem. Significant associations dis‐
played in correlation analysis become statistically non-significant, when co-variances be‐
tween contingencies were included in the structural model. In real social situations, the
particular context may selectively trigger specific self-worth contingencies, and their dis‐
positional significance can result in a stronger or weaker influence of failure or success
on the state of self-esteem (see Niiya, Ballantyne, North, & Crocker, 2008; Park et al.,
2007). Future research should, therefore, analyze the joint impact of masculine and femi‐
nine traits ascription and contingencies of self-worth activated apart on the global or
state self-esteem (see Park et al., 2007). It would be particularly important to examine re‐
lationships for these self-esteem contingencies, which are differently predicted by traits
considered to be typically masculine and traits seen as typically feminine, e.g. the appear‐
ance and others' approval contingencies of self-worth. In addition, the ability to selective‐
ly self-ascribe features perceived as masculine or feminine, depending on its potential for
increasing specific self-evaluations in a given field (cf. Oswald & Chapleau, 2010) may be
examined (e.g. enhancing the masculine traits in competitive social situations). Several
limitations of the present study are due to the gender and educational characteristics of
the participant. Future research should examine the model of relationships between mas‐
culine versus feminine, contingencies of self-worth and self-esteem, simultaneously in
men and women, and use a design which helps to investigate the generational differences
(Twenge et al., 2012). Since the participants were students the high preference for partic‐
ular self-worth contingencies (e.g. academic achievements) could be due to the academic
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involvement of participants. Future research should investigate potential differences with
the non-student population. Another important limitation of the study is a measurement
of psychological femininity and masculinity. Psychological Gender Inventory
(Kuczyńska, 1992) used in the study measures traditional femininity, whereas the content
and important of feminine traits understood in the traditional manner is currently deval‐
ued (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017). Several traits mentioned in PGI, like naivety, have to be
reexamined in terms of validity to measure the feminine trait in current society. Never‐
theless, the core of feminine gender role seems to be unchanged (Lipińska-Grobelny &
Gorczycka, 2011); therefore the obtained results remain valid.

The study’s results are useful in several domains of psychological and counseling
practice. First, as the appearance CSW and others' approval CSW predicted negative self-
esteem, and the endorsement of feminine traits promote such contingencies of self-
worth, child and family psychologists may consider it justified to warn parents against
strong internalization of feminine proscriptions concerning appearance and social appro‐
val. Second, educational and work psychologists may use the results to build training
programs which helps girls to take advantage of their feminine/communal traits in per‐
ceiving chances to pursue their careers.

The present study showed that the sense of high-quality family relationships, physi‐
cal appearance, achievements in competition and in the academic environment, as well as
moral virtues, play a significant role in the women's self-esteem. To a lesser extent, wom‐
en prefer the approval of other people and the sense of God's love as a source of their
self-esteem. Women whose self-esteem is contingent upon the approval of others and
upon physical appearance, have lower global self-esteem. Self-ascription of the traits so‐
cially recognized as masculine has a protective role against adapting external contingen‐
cies of self-esteem: physical appearance and the others’ approval contingencies which re‐
sult in lower global self-esteem and other psychological consequences (Crocker et al.,
2003b). Psychological masculinity is positively correlated with global self-esteem, while
femininity showed non-significant associations with women's self-esteem. Self-ascription
of features perceived as typically feminine, however, constitutes a risk factor for adopting
external conditions of self-esteem.
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