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ABSTRACT
In the last two decades, relational (Crick, 1995), social (Galen &Underwood, 1997), and 
indirect (Björkqvist et al., 1988) aggression have been described as covert forms of 
aggression favoring females (e.g., manipulation, exclusion, and gossip; Crick, 1995). 
However, the present research questions this assumption and suggests that gender 
stereotypes may play a role in perceptions of relational aggression. The present work 
investigated gender stereotypes associated with relational aggression from the Shifting 
Standards (e.g., Biernat, 2003) perspective.

INTRODUCTION
The ‘Aggressive Female’ Stereotype:

The cultural stereotype that portrays relational aggression as the female form of 
aggression has not only infiltrated societal expectations about female aggressive 
behavior, but has also influenced empirical work and has led to dozens of articles, 
chapters, and books written under the assumption of the ‘aggressive female’ (e.g., 
Björkqvist & Niemelä, 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Underwood, 2003).

On closer inspection, the empirical research shows mixed and counter-stereotypical 
findings. For example, Hawley et al. (2008) found that adolescent males did not 
describe themselves to be more relationally aggressive than females (see also Card et 
al., 2008). Also, in adulthood most studies have no documented gender differences in 
self-reported relational aggression (Archer & Coyne, 2005). 

Importantly, the method used to measure relational aggression yields conflicting results.  
In their meta-analysis, Card and colleagues (2008) found that when teachers or parents 
rated behavior, they rated girls as more relationally aggressive than boys, but in self-
report and peer-report this difference did not emerge. Accordingly, when parents and 
teachers report about their children’s’ relational aggression, names of females may 
come to mind more quickly and easily. Their ratings may reflect cultural stereotypes. 

Understanding how stereotypes influence the measurement of relational aggression is 
crucial. To this end, we used the Shifting Standards paradigm (e.g., Biernat, 2003) to 
explore self-reported perceptions of relational and overt aggression as well as general 
perceptions of the relational and overt aggressiveness of men and women. 

The Shifting Standards Perspective:
Different frames of reference come to mind when considering behavioral attributes for 
men or women in self or other judgments  (Biernat et al., 1991). Consequently, we make 
either within-social category or cross-social category judgments. 
Within-category judgments:

• Self (e.g., I am really relationally aggressive for a woman.)
• Individual members of a group (e.g., Jane is really aggressive for a woman.)

Often, within-category judgments are made subjectively and without objective 
meaning. As such, subjective language and measures allow the standard for social 
groups to shift 

E.g., Rating a male aggressor and a female aggressor as a “4” on a subjective 
Likert-type scale does not mean the male and female are equally aggressive; the 
standard can shift

In contrast, objective scales anchor the judgment and don’t allow the standard to 
shift for men and women and this is where stereotypes often emerge. 

E.g., Percentage of relationally aggressive women; standard cannot shift
Cross-category judgments

• Group comparisons (e.g., Women are more aggressive than men.)
Cross-category judgments implicitly have a comparison group (i.e., women to men). 
Accordingly, both subjective and objective measures will capture the stereotype 
and is where gender differences emerge. 

CONCLUSIONS
The results supported our hypotheses. When the opposite gender was used as a comparison 
standard (i.e., cross-category), as was the case for the subjective and objective measures of 
perceptions of men and women as a group, the stereotypes emerged.

We expected and found no gender differences on self-reported relational or overt aggression 
because these judgments are made within social-category and subjectively. In other words, men 
compared themselves to other men and women compared themselves to other women.  The 
standard was allowed to shift on this measure and, as a result, masked the stereotype. 

These patterns suggest that researchers should exercise caution when interpreting results 
based on traditional subjective measures of relational aggression before drawing conclusions 
regarding gender and relational aggression.

Hypotheses:

1. Gender differences will emerge on subjective and objective measures of perceptions of relational 
aggression favoring females and perceptions of overt aggression favoring males because these are 
cross-category group comparisons. As such, the stereotypes that females are more relationally 
aggressive then males and that males are more overtly aggressive than females will emerge on both 
the subjective and the objective measures. 

2. In contrast, no gender differences will emerge on self-reported relational or overt aggression because 
these are within-category comparisons made with on a subjective scale. Moreover, much of the extant 
literature in adults reports no gender-differences in subjective self-reported relational or overt 
aggression (e.g., Hawley et al., 2008; Archer & Coyne, 2005).

.

RESULTS
Hypothesis 1: 

Are women perceived as more 
relationally aggressive than men?

Subjective measure: Yes Objective measure: Yes
F > M comparison: t(67) = 4.30, p < 0.001 F > M comparison: t(67) = 3.70, p < 0.001

M Females = 4.97, SD = 1.29 M Females = 61.37, SD = 20.64
M Males = 3.91, SD = 1.26 M Males = 47.55, SD = 21.36

Are men perceived as more 
overtly aggressive than women?

Subjective measure: Yes  Objective measure: Yes
M > F comparison: t(66) = 13.40; p < 0.001            M>F comparison: t(66) =10.61; p < 0.001

M Females = 3.28, SD = 0.98                                M Females = 30.51, SD = 15.53
M Males = 5.16, SD = 0.91 M Males = 55.10, SD = 21.56

Hypothesis 2:

Self -Reported Aggression:
No gender differences emerged on:

Relational Aggression:
F(1, 65) = 0.42, p = 0.520

Overt Aggression: 
F(1, 64) = 0.61, p = 0.437

METHOD
Participants & Design:

Sixty-eight University of Kansas undergraduate students (52 females, mean age = 24.67, 91.2% 
Caucasian) voluntarily completed this study in exchange for course credit in their psychology courses. 
This study utilized a within-subjects survey method. 

Materials:

Definitions of relational and overt aggression:
Relational Aggression: 

“Attempts to hurt others’ through harming their relationships, self-esteem, social 
acceptance, and/or their social standing with others. Examples of relationally aggressive 
behaviors include talking behind others’ backs, spreading rumors, excluding others when 
getting together or hanging out with friends, blatantly ignoring someone in a group, and 
posting bad comments about someone on Facebook or MySpace.”

Overt Aggression:
“Attempts to hurt others’ through physical or verbal harm. Examples of overtly aggressive 

behaviors include punching someone in the face, stating a fight with someone, purposely 
bumping into someone, yelling at someone, and pushing someone.” 

Endorsement of gender stereotypes
Subjective Measure:

Likert-type scale
E.g., How relationally [overtly] aggressive do you consider women [men]? (1, not at all
to 7, very much so)

Objective Measure: 
Anchored with percentages 
E.g., What percentage of women [men] do you consider relationally [overtly] aggressive 

(out of 100%)?

Self-reported relational and overt aggression
E.g., How relationally [overtly] aggressive do you consider yourself? (1, not at all to 7, very much so)
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