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Abstract
Gender differences in school are often discussed in reference to a particular type of masculinity, negative masculinity, which 
is often conceptualized as detrimental to success. Another type of masculinity, instrumentality, has rarely been studied in 
schools even though instrumental characteristics are often exalted outside the academic context. The current study focuses on 
potential benefits that students may reap from instrumentality. The extent to which an instrumental self-concept is directly and 
indirectly associated with achievement motivation and self-esteem was examined for adolescent boys and girls in a structural 
equation model (SEM). A sample of German ninth graders (N = 355) completed self-report measures pertaining to their gender 
role self-concept, hope for success, fear of failure, and global and academic contingent self-esteem. The SEM revealed that 
instrumentality was associated with lower fear of failure and higher hope for success for both male and female adolescents. 
High scores in instrumentality were associated with greater self-esteem and lower academic contingent self-esteem. The asso-
ciation between instrumentality and global self-esteem was stronger for adolescent girls, and the indirect association between 
instrumentality and fear of failure through global self-esteem was significant only for girls. Results indicate that instrumentality 
can be an asset for students and that female students especially reap the benefits of an instrumental self-concept. The results 
are discussed in reference to the dangers of emphasizing solely the association between negative masculinity and academic 
failure, and the importance of studying relations with gender role self-concept separately for male and female adolescents.

Keywords Masculinity · Masculinities · Instrumentality · Gender role self-concept · Achievement motivation · Global self-
esteem · Contingent self-esteem · School

School represents a meaningful period in the lives of ado-
lescents, yet there are significant gender disparities in how 
students fare in school, with adolescent boys displaying 
worse outcomes than girls (Van Hek et al., 2018; Voyer & 
Voyer, 2014). Some educational researchers have focused 
on gender and gender role self-concepts as a possible root 
for these outcomes. Investigations into how masculinities 
may be interacting with the demands of school have focused 
mainly on how negative aspects of masculinity are associ-
ated with detrimental outcomes (Lyng, 2009). However, the 

generalization that a masculine self-concept itself does not 
fit school requirements (cf. Kessels et al., 2014) seems pre-
mature. The present study investigates whether one dimen-
sion of masculinity—instrumentality—relates to possible 
positive outcomes in students. These outcomes comprise 
constructs relating to self-esteem and motivation, and their 
relation will also be investigated more closely as part of the 
present study. In addition, we will examine whether the rela-
tions between instrumentality and achievement motivation 
and self-esteem differ for male and female students. This 
will expand the current understanding of how the endorse-
ment of gendered traits might have different implications 
for different gender groups. Overall, the present research 
investigates whether displaying traits traditionally associ-
ated with masculinity—namely, instrumental traits—can be 
an asset in school and whether these effects differ across 
gender.
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Gender Role Self‑Concepts

We employ the term gender to refer to social groups of men and 
women or boys and girls, acknowledging the social construct 
of gender as different from biological sex (American Psycho-
logical Association, 2020). In researching gender stereotypes 
(i.e., the culturally shared characteristics ascribed to men and 
women based on their gender membership; Myers et al., 2010, 
p. 467), studies have shown that people perceive agency, which 
includes traits such as ambition, confidence, and courage, to be 
more characteristic of men. Additionally, people perceive com-
munion, which includes traits such as sensitivity and patience, 
to be more characteristic of women (Eagly et al., 2020). Other 
constructs described as masculinity and femininity respectively 
are instrumentality, which refers to action and self-confidence 
(Spence & Helmreich, 1980), and expressiveness (Spence et al., 
1974), which refers to an awareness of the emotions of others and 
kindness (Korlat et al., 2021; Spence & Helmreich, 1980). Such 
descriptors can be used to capture both impressions of others 
and groups as a whole, as in research on gender stereotypes, but 
can also be related to how one perceives oneself, in the form of 
attribute self-perceptions (Tobin et al., 2010). When referring to 
self-attributions of traits traditionally associated with masculinity 
and femininity, the term gender role self-concept is often used.

In order to assess different dimensions of these gender 
role self-concepts, scales measuring instrumentality and 
expressiveness (Spence et al., 1974), agency and communion 
(Abele & Wojciszke, 2014; Bakan, 1966), or more generally 
masculinity and femininity (Bem, 1974, 1981), respectively, 
are widely used in research. Usually, these instruments are 
constructed by asking research participants how desirable 
(Bem, 1974) or typical (Spence & Helmreich, 1980) the 
given traits are for a man or a woman (or for an adolescent 
boy or girl, respectively [Kessels, 2005; Krahé et al., 2007]).

The content of what is deemed feminine and masculine is 
fluid across time (Eagly et al., 2020). Especially with regard 
to masculinity, theorists have criticized the trait approach as 
inadequately portraying masculinity as a “fixed character type” 
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 847). Much literature has 
emphasised that masculine gender roles interact with “social, 
cultural, and contextual norms” (American Psychological 
Association Boys and Men Guidelines Group, 2018, p. 6). 
Several researchers recognize that multiple “masculinities” 
can be experienced in different ways depending on ethnicity, 
socioeconomic status, religion, and a host of other social group 
memberships (Smiler, 2004; Thompson et al., 1992). While 
we acknowledge the existing theoretical conceptions on mas-
culinities, our psychological research focuses explicitly on the 
impact of gendered attribute self-perceptions, as measured by 
endorsement of instrumental traits, for both male and female 
students. Throughout the paper, we use the terms employed 
by the original researchers (e.g., instrumentality, agency, or 
masculinity) when describing earlier research results.

Masculinities in School

As introduced above, disparities in school performance have 
been analyzed with regard to gender. The feminization of 
school hypothesis emerged as one explanation for the aca-
demic underachievement of boys. It broadly refers to both the 
overrepresentation of female staff in school (Verniers et al., 
2016) and the overall association of school with feminin-
ity (Heyder & Kessels, 2013). Studies showed that students 
perceive school and learning as something feminine (Heyder 
& Kessels, 2013; Jackson & Dempster, 2009). Indeed, male 
adolescents can actually increase their ascribed masculinity 
by not engaging at school or by being disruptive (Heyder & 
Kessels, 2017; Kessels & Heyder, 2020). Researchers have 
even posited that misconduct in school was closely tied to 
“enactment of masculinity in adolescence” (Heyder et al., 
2021, p. 70). As such, the perceived feminization of school 
may lead boys to perceive a general incongruence between 
their own gender and academic engagement (Kessels et al., 
2014; Verniers et al., 2016).

The lower fit between “male and masculine” (Heyder 
& Kessels, 2015, p. 467) and school is not limited to stu-
dent perception, as teachers also seem to associate boys 
with more problems. In studies simply utilizing the label 
of “boy” without any further characteristics, teachers per-
ceived male students as troublesome and disruptive (Glock 
& Kleen, 2017; Jones & Myhill, 2004). They also reported 
more feelings of rejection towards boys they described as 
more masculine (Piché & Plante, 1991), even when mascu-
linity as defined in this previous investigation included both 
negative and positive traits.

Most of the research on the role of maleness and mascu-
linity for academic outcomes at school has looked at “boys 
behaving ‘laddish’ or ‘macho’” (Lyng, 2009, p. 463), 
focusing on a particular subset of masculinities in school. 
This subset includes being loud (Heyder & Kessels, 2015), 
aggressive (Krahé et al., 2007), or not respecting rules 
and authorities (Jackson & Dempster, 2009). Studies 
have investigated this specific negative type of masculin-
ity and its role in boys’ underachievement, finding that 
negative masculinity (Kessels & Steinmayr, 2013), “lad-
dishness,” (Jackson, 2002; Jackson & Dempster, 2009), 
and traditional masculinity (Huyge et al., 2015; Yavorsky 
et al., 2015) relate to boys’ poorer academic behavior and 
achievement. Additional research shows that an orienta-
tion towards traditional masculine gender roles relates to 
worse academic performance (Hadjar & Lupatsch, 2010; 
Yavorsky & Buchmann, 2019; Yavorsky et  al., 2015). 
Stronger beliefs in traditional gender roles have also been 
linked with lower levels of school belonging, particularly 
for boys (Huyge et  al., 2015). Another study revealed 
that negative, but not positive, masculinity was associ-
ated with boys’ disadvantageous academic help-seeking 
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behavior and worse grades. The absence of effects of nega-
tive femininity in this study was interpreted as strong evi-
dence that the determining factor driving the detrimental 
outcomes was not the negativity of traits but rather the 
gender typicality (Kessels & Steinmayr, 2013). Research 
with teachers also points at a lower perceived fit between 
maleness or masculinity and school. Teachers ascribed 
the least academic engagement to adolescent boys who 
enacted socially undesirable masculinity but did not react 
to adolescent girls showing socially undesirable femininity 
to the same extent (Heyder & Kessels, 2015).

Given these findings, it may be tempting to view mas-
culinity as a detriment in school. However, since most 
studies have explicitly focused on negative or “laddish” 
masculinity (Heyder & Kessels, 2015; Huyge et al., 2015; 
Jackson, 2002; Jackson & Dempster, 2009; Kessels & 
Steinmayr, 2013; Yavorsky et al., 2015), such a conclu-
sion discounts the fact that there are more ways of defin-
ing and enacting masculinities. Some characteristics 
associated with masculinities have a positive relation to 
academic performance. For instance, one study revealed 
that assertiveness is seen as a trait required for success 
in school and was associated more with male than female 
students (Verniers et al., 2016).

In addition, studies citing masculinity as a negative 
asset at school stand in stark contrast with the many find-
ings in adults on the benefits of masculine traits, defined 
as agency and instrumentality. In adult samples, higher 
instrumentality is related to lower anxiety and higher 
global self-esteem (Sharpe et  al., 1995); and agency 
(Abele et al., 2016; Gebauer et al., 2013; Wojciszke et al., 
2011) or masculinity (Whitley & Gridley, 1993) are posi-
tively related to global self-esteem. Professional success 
is also positively related to agency (Abele et al., 2008) 
and masculinity (Koenig et al., 2011). So far, research on 
instrumentality in the school context is scarce, although 
one study showed it was associated with higher self-
esteem in Korean students (Choi et al., 2010).

The present study will first investigate whether a 
specific facet of masculinity, instrumentality, relates 
to positive outcomes in students. Secondly, we will 
study whether these relations differ for male and female 
students.

Does the Impact of Masculinity 
and Femininity Vary With Gender?

The results described above highlight the relevance of 
agency and instrumentality as important aspects of mascu-
linities for well-being and professional success, though it 
would be simplistic to assume that this relation is equal for 
men and women or boys and girls. Studies that investigate 

both gender and gender role self-concept show that traits 
associated with masculinity and femininity can have dif-
ferential relations in women and men. Indeed, the asso-
ciations with masculinity and femininity seem to be even 
stronger when they do not align with gendered expecta-
tions and are thus experienced counter-stereotypically. 
The relation between masculinity and global self-esteem 
is often stronger in women than in men (Whitley, 1988), 
a finding also seen in the relation between agency and 
global self-esteem (Hirokawa & Dohi, 2007). While some 
researchers find higher well-being in men than women 
scoring high on femininity (Matud et al., 2019), others 
report no relation between femininity and self-esteem 
(Whitley, 1988) and communion and self-esteem in men 
(Hirokawa & Dohi, 2007; Wojciszke et al., 2011). Whether 
these trends of gender-differential effects extend to stu-
dents remains to be investigated.

In adolescence, gender typicality is rewarded by higher 
peer status (Egan & Perry, 2001), and this was found to 
be especially true for boys (Jewell & Brown, 2014). Our 
research is based on the idea that precisely because instru-
mentality is perceived as typical for male, but less typi-
cal for female individuals (given the construction of the 
respective measurement tools), the self-reported instru-
mentality of female adolescents should be more predictive. 
While male adolescents scoring high on instrumentality 
may simply be applying gender stereotypes to themselves, 
girls’ endorsement of instrumentality might indicate that 
they agree with these items because it reflects traits they 
feel they possess. As “there is little data regarding the 
implications of masculinity for women” (Smiler, 2006, p. 
622), the present research aims to illuminate how instru-
mentality in the school context impacts both male and 
female adolescents.

Relations of Gender Role Self‑Concept 
to Students’ Motivation and Self‑Esteem

Important variables relevant to school students include 
achievement motivation as well as global and contingent 
self-esteem. Achievement motivation captures how stu-
dents engage with challenges and process successes and 
failures (McClelland et  al., 1953). Global self-esteem 
relates to an overall estimation of the self (Rosenberg, 
1965), while contingent self-esteem captures the degree to 
which self-esteem is dependent on external factors (Crocker 
et al., 2003a, b). The relevance of these constructs is sup-
ported by their relation to well-being (Burwell & Shirk, 
2006; Otterpohl et al., 2020) and their continued influence 
into adulthood (Abele et al., 2016; Crocker & Park, 2004; 
Gebauer et al., 2013; Otterpohl et al., 2020; Whitley & 
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Gridley, 1993; Wojciszke et al., 2011; Zuckerman et al., 
2016). The relations of these variables with gender role 
self-concepts have not been sufficiently investigated in 
adolescent samples, a gap this paper attempts to address. 
A visual representation of the proposed directions and rela-
tions between constructs can be found in Fig. 1.

Gender Role Self‑Concepts and Achievement 
Motivation

The most prominent model in research focusing on gender 
differences in students’ motivation is the Eccles-Parsons 
et al. (1983) expectancy-value model of achievement-related 
choices, persistence, and performance (e.g., Eccles-Parsons 
et al., 1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 2020; Wigfield & Eccles, 
2000). This model has been applied to various domains, 
with many studies focusing on girls’ disadvantage in STEM 
resulting from their lower expectancy of success and task 
values related to STEM subjects. However, little attention 
has been given to the impact of students’ gender role self-
concepts (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020). Recent research on 
other motivational constructs such as achievement goal ori-
entations (Butler, 2019) or controlled versus autonomous 
motivational regulation (Vantieghem & Van Houtte, 2018) 
state that investigations of gender differences tend to be 
scarce (Butler, 2019) or “secondary” (Vantieghem & Van 
Houtte, 2018, p. 381) to the central research question, rather 
than the focus.

The motivational construct examined in the present study 
is achievement motivation, comprising fear of failure and 
hope for success (McClelland et al., 1953). Fear of fail-
ure can be characterized as experiencing discomfort at the 
thought of failing to display one’s abilities, while hope for 
success encompasses the desire to improve one’s abilities 
(Engeser, 2005; Steinmayr & Spinath, 2009a; Steinmayr 
et al., 2019). Hope for success was found to contribute posi-
tively to general school performance (Steinmayr & Spinath, 

2009b), while fear of failure was associated with higher 
anxiety, self-handicapping, and low resilience (Martin & 
Marsh, 2003). A meta-analysis (Severiens & Dam, 1998) as 
well as a study from Germany (Engeser, 2005) highlighted 
that women scored higher on fear of failure than men. Com-
parable findings have been obtained among German high 
school students (Steinmayr & Spinath, 2008) and Norwe-
gian elementary school students (Gjesme, 1983), while these 
studies showed no gender differences in hope for success.

Little is known about how gender role self-concepts 
relate to hope for success or fear of failure in middle ado-
lescence. A review of studies conducted with college-aged 
samples highlights that individuals who rated themselves as 
holding high levels of stereotypically masculine traits had 
a more advantageous achievement motivation than those 
who reported higher levels of stereotypically feminine traits 
(Elmen, 1991; Major, 1979), a finding seen also for indi-
viduals with higher agency (Strage, 1997). One early study 
with college students (Orlofsky & Stake, 1981) revealed that 
self-attributed masculinity seemed to be a more powerful 
predictor of achievement motivation than gender. Partici-
pants scoring high in masculinity also scored higher in hope 
for success (Henschen et al., 1982) as well as scoring lower 
in fear of failure (Orlofsky & Stake, 1981).

Gender Role Self‑Concepts and Self‑Esteem

Self-esteem is an important resource in both adults and adoles-
cents (Fairlamb, 2020). Global self-esteem in a school context 
has been shown to relate to higher grades (Crocker et al., 2003a, 
b), higher motivation, and lower school burnout (Herrmann 
et al., 2019). In contrast, having high academic contingent self-
esteem places additional stress on students to achieve good 
results, as not only their academic reputation but their feeling 
of self-worth is perceived to be at risk (Burwell & Shirk, 2006; 
Crocker & Park, 2004; Fairlamb, 2020; Herrmann et al., 2019). 
Indeed, researchers have found relations between highly contin-
gent self-esteem and depressive symptoms (Burwell & Shirk, 

Fig. 1  Theoretical Path Model  
of the Relations Between Instru-
mentality, Global Self-Esteem, 
Academic Contingent Self-
Esteem, and Motivational Con-
structs. (created with Inkscape)
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2006; Otterpohl et al., 2020) and lower global self-esteem 
(Moore & Smith, 2018; Schöne & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016; 
Schöne et al., 2015). The following sections will illuminate how 
self-esteem has been investigated in student samples in relation 
to gender and gender role self-concepts.

Global Self‑Esteem

Mirroring research with adult samples, studies typically 
show that adolescent boys score higher on measures of 
global self-esteem than girls (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Block & 
Robins, 1993; Kling et al., 1999; Knox et al., 1998; Schöne 
& Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016). Extending focus to gender 
role self-concept has revealed the positive relation between 
masculinity and global self-esteem in adolescents (Allgood-
Merten & Stockard, 1991; Buckley & Carter, 2005; Cate & 
Sugawara, 1986), a relation also found for instrumentality 
(Choi et al., 2010) and agency (Stein et al., 1992).

Some early studies have revealed that the association 
between masculinity and global self-esteem is stronger for 
female than male adolescents (Allgood-Merten & Stockard, 
1991; Cate & Sugawara, 1986), parallel to findings in adult 
samples with measures of masculinity (Matud et al., 2019; 
Whitley, 1988) and agency (Hirokawa & Dohi, 2007). Recently, 
Fu and Wang (2020) argued that there is a lack of more cur-
rent research concerning the relation between gender role self-
concept and self-esteem in adolescence.

Academic Contingent Self‑Esteem

Adolescent girls score higher on academic contingent self-
esteem than boys (Herrmann et al., 2019; Moore & Smith, 
2018; Schöne & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016; Schöne et al., 
2015; Van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2016). However, the rela-
tion between gender role self-concept and contingent self-
esteem is less established. An investigation on women in 
Poland did not find an association between masculinity, as 
measured by an adaptation of the BSRI (Bem, 1974), and 
academic contingent self-esteem (Mandal & Moroń, 2019), 
but research with adolescents in schools is needed.

One may assume that a negative association between 
academic contingent self-esteem and instrumentality would 
emerge in student samples, given the stereotype of school 
and learning being feminine (Heyder & Kessels, 2013, 
2015). Students scoring high on instrumentality might be 
less likely to tie their self-esteem to their academic perfor-
mance, while students scoring high in expressiveness may 
stake more of their self-esteem on achievements in this 
supposedly feminine sphere. The inverse relation between 
global and contingent self-esteem (Moore & Smith, 2018; 
Schöne & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016; Schöne et al., 2015) 
and the strong association of global self-esteem with mascu-
linity (Allgood-Merten & Stockard, 1991; Buckley & Carter, 

2005; Cate & Sugawara, 1986) and instrumentality (Choi 
et al., 2010) further leads us to believe that instrumentality 
would show a negative relation with academic contingent 
self-esteem.

Study Overview and Hypotheses

The present study investigated the importance of instrumen-
tal gender role self-concepts (instrumental self-concepts) for 
secondary school students’ achievement motivation and self-
esteem while comparing whether these relations differ for 
male and female students (see Fig. 1). We also considered 
achievement motivation and self-esteem simultaneously, as 
these constructs have been shown to relate to one another. 
Given the existing findings in adult samples on the posi-
tive outcomes of masculinity, agency, and instrumentality 
(Abele, 2003; Abele & Candova, 2007; Abele et al., 2008; 
Hirschy & Morris, 2002; Matud et al., 2019; Whitley, 1984), 
we constructed a model in which global self-esteem, aca-
demic contingent self-esteem, fear of failure, and hope for 
success were regressed on instrumentality.

We expected that students scoring high on instrumentality 
will likely also display higher global self-esteem, as traits asso-
ciated with masculinity are highly valued and have been asso-
ciated with higher self-esteem (Allgood-Merten & Stockard, 
1991; Buckley & Carter, 2005; Cate & Sugawara, 1986; Choi 
et al., 2010; Stein et al., 1992). We further hypothesized that 
high scores in instrumentality would be associated with low 
academic contingent self-esteem, due to findings that school 
and learning is perceived as a feminine domain (Heyder & 
Kessels, 2013; Jackson & Dempster, 2009). Furthermore, we 
expected that instrumentality would be positively associated 
with hope for success and negatively associated with fear of 
failure, as instrumentality captures traits like independence and 
fearlessness and the respective relations had been reported in 
young adults (Elmen, 1991; Henschen et al., 1982; Major, 
1979; Orlofsky & Stake, 1981; Strage, 1997).

Our model will also investigate relations between the two 
self-esteem constructs and fear of failure. We expect that 
high global self-esteem should be associated with lower fear 
of failure since individuals who have a positive view of the 
self are expected to be secure in their abilities. This relation 
has been found in the past, with researchers describing the 
strong negative relation between global self-esteem and fear 
of failure (e.g., Jöstl et al., 2012; Radziwiłłowicz & Macias, 
2014). Academic contingent self-esteem is expected to relate 
positively to fear of failure, as students who place their sense 
of self-worth in academic domains are more likely to report 
distress at the idea of failing in this domain. Furthermore, 
researchers have stated that fear of failure would be par-
ticularly pronounced in individuals with highly contingent 
self-esteem (Crocker & Park, 2004). Research offers robust 
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evidence that fear of failure is related to the different aspects 
of self-esteem (Aktop & Erman, 2006; Jöstl et al., 2012; 
Radziwiłłowicz & Macias, 2014) but less strong evidence 
for how hope for success relates to self-esteem (Aktop & 
Erman, 2006). Consequently, an indirect relation via global 
self-esteem and academic contingent self-esteem is hypoth-
esized only for fear of failure.

Overall, we investigate how students’ instrumental self-
concept is related to fear of failure via global self-esteem and 
academic contingent self-esteem and how their instrumental 
self-concept relates to hope for success. Additionally, based 
on research showing larger relations of counter-stereotypical 
self-descriptions on a variety of outcomes in adult samples 
(Hirokawa & Dohi, 2007; Whitley, 1988; Wolfram et al., 
2009), we expected the relations of instrumentality with the 
other constructs to be moderated by participants’ gender, 
with stronger relations to be found among female students 
than male students. We also conduct two exploratory analy-
ses using grades and expressiveness as additional variables. 
We regressed fear of failure and hope for success on grade 
average and also constructed a separate model in which both 
self-esteem constructs and achievement motivation were 
regressed on expressiveness.

Method

Participants and Procedure

In total, 648  9th grade students participated in one larger 
study. The scales for the motivational constructs (hope for 
success and fear of failure) had been administered to a sub-
sample of 288 students. The students completed a paper and 
pencil questionnaire while supervised by two trained student 
assistants. The data collection took place in the classroom 
in the middle of the year and was conducted instead of a 
regular lesson. All participants attended the “Gymnasium,” 
the highest academic track in Germany. As girls are over-
represented in this track (53% female students; Federal Sta-
tistical Office Germany, 2020), this imbalance was mirrored 
in our sample too, resulting in a relatively low number of 
male adolescents for our main analyses. In order to attain 
a balanced sample, 60 male adolescents were additionally 
chosen at random from the group of students that had not 
been given the measures of the motivational constructs and 
added to the sample. Three students did not indicate their 
gender and were excluded from the analyses. Thus, the final 
sample consisted of 355 students from six schools.

On average, the students were 14.2 years old (SD = 0.5, 
range = 13−17) and half of the sample identified as female 
(50.6%). In addition to these constructs, participants also 
provided information on personality (such as the big-five 
personality traits) and school-related questionnaires (such as 

perceived support through teachers, academic self-regulation), 
none of which were used in the present research. Neither soci-
oeconomic status nor parental education were collected as 
part of this study.

Measures

Instrumentality and expressiveness were assessed using a 
German measure (Kessels, 2005) comprising 30 attributes 
(15 expressive: e.g., “helpful,” “considerate,” “gentle”; 15 
instrumental: e.g., “proud,” “powerful,” “fearless”; for all 
items, see Table S1 in the online supplement). This scale had 
been constructed by asking German adolescents how typical 
different traits were for a girl and for a boy. Students in the 
present study were asked to indicate the degree to which the 
traits apply to themselves on a Likert scale ranging from 1 
(does not apply at all) to 7 (strongly applies). Based on inad-
equate loadings (λ < .45) in confirmatory factor analyses, 
six items were removed from the instrumentality scale and 
six items from the expressiveness scale (all factor analyses 
were conducted in the second half of the sample which did 
not fill in the motivational construct scales). Both final scales 
showed good reliability (Cronbach’s αinstrumentality = .86 and 
Cronbach’s αexpressiveness = .85).

Global self-esteem was assessed with the Self-Esteem 
Inventory for Children and Adolescents (SEKJ; Schöne & 
Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016), a German scale used to assess 
self-esteem on a Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 5 (strongly agree). Examples from the 10-item scale 
include “I like myself,”and “I am completely satisfied with 
myself.” Based on a confirmatory factor analysis, two items 
that had low loadings and referred to liking specific aspects 
of oneself (looks and name) were excluded. The final scale 
had good reliability, Cronbach’s α = .88.

Academic contingent self-esteem was measured with the 
respective subscale from the above-mentioned Self-Esteem 
Inventory for Children and Adolescents (Schöne & Stiensmeier-
Pelster, 2016). This 11-item scale, also presented in German, 
was scored on a Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree), e.g., “When I get better grades than my 
classmates, I feel more worthy.” A confirmatory factor analysis 
indicated that all items should be retained. Reliability of the 
scale was very good, Cronbach’s α = .91.

Achievement motivation was measured using the Ger-
man achievement motivation scale (Engeser, 2005), which 
separates achievement motivation into hope for success and 
fear of failure, each subscale consisting of 5 items (10 items 
total). Hope for success was measured with statements such 
as “I would like to be given more difficult tasks,” while fear 
of failure was characterized by items such as “If I do not 
understand a problem immediately I start feeling anxious.” 
Items were rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (does not 
apply at all) to 4 (strongly applies). Based on inadequate 
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loadings in a confirmatory factor analysis, three items 
were removed from the hope for success scale. No changes 
were indicated for the fear of failure scale. Reliability was 
adequate for the hope for success scale (Spearman-Brown 
coefficient = .77) and good for fear of failure (Cronbach’s 
α = .83).

In an exploratory analysis outlined in more detail in the 
following section, we also included students’ achievement. 
This academic achievement score consisted of self-reported 
grades in the three main subjects (German, Math, English), 
which were then averaged. In the German school system, 
higher grade averages indicate worse performance.

Analysis Plan

We tested our hypotheses using structural equation model-
ling, which allows us to test our set of hypotheses in one 
rather than multiple models. Moreover, we used latent vari-
ables for all constructs, making our path estimates more reli-
able. All analyses were conducted using the lavaan package 
(Rosseel, 2012) in R (R Core Team, 2017). We conducted a 
multi-group SEM to compare the relations between instru-
mentality, achievement motivation, and self-esteem con-
structs separately for male and female students. To reduce 
the number of paths tested, parcels were used instead of 
items for constructs with more than five items. The ration-
ale for using parcels and the analysis plan were preregis-
tered and can be accessed via the Open Science Frame-
work (https:// osf. io/ m8n49/). Please note that we provided 
a respecified model guided by theory as recommended by 
Kline (2016), which is the model presented here.

Exploratory Analyses

In addition to this analysis, we conducted exploratory 
analyses that included two control variables. In one set of 
analyses, we included grade average as a predictor of fear 

of failure and hope for success and tested these additional 
paths for equivalence between the genders. In another set 
of analyses, we added expressiveness to the model as a pre-
dictor for self-esteem, self-esteem contingency, and moti-
vational constructs. These additional paths were tested for 
equivalence as well.

Missingness

Most commonly, participants did not have any missing val-
ues (72.1%), and another 16.9% had missingness by design 
on the fear of failure and hope for success scales (the 60 
male adolescents randomly chosen from the other subsam-
ple). The remaining 9.6% had either failed to fill in individ-
ual items or did not answer the 11-item scale on contingency 
of self-esteem. In total, 3.9% of cells were missing. Since we 
knew that the majority of missingness was missing by design 
(MCAR), we used FIML (Full-Information Maximum Like-
lihood) to estimate missing values for all SEM analyses.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics as well as correlations between the 
means of instrumentality and the self-esteem and moti-
vational constructs are presented in Table 1, separated by 
gender. Correlations indicated that all constructs were (in 
part marginally) associated with one another for female 
adolescents, whereas this was not the case for male ado-
lescents. On all scales, male and female students signifi-
cantly differed in their mean values such that male students 
described themselves as more instrumental, less expressive, 
more hopeful, and less fearful. Moreover, they had higher 
global self-esteem, and this self-esteem was less contingent 
on academic competence.

Table 1  Correlations and 
Descriptive Statistics 
Separated for Male and Female 
Adolescents

Coefficients above the diagonal represented correlations for female adolescents, those below the diagonal 
correlations for male adolescents. Correlations are based on list-wise deletion
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Instrumentality — –.161* .495*** –.278*** –.483*** .275***

2. Expressiveness .113 — .058 .040 .134 .215**

3. Global self-esteem .345** .204* — –.373*** –.460*** .194*

4. Academic contingency 
of self-esteem

.129 .051 –.257* — .478*** .042

5. Fear of failure –.132 .099 –.295** .454*** — –.352***

6. Hope for success .037 .174 .076 –.278** –.361*** —
M (SD) female 4.25 (1.09) 5.40 (0.96) 3.21 (0.92) 3.04 (0.88) 2.40 (0.67) 2.77 (0.46)
M (SD) male 4.96 (0.93) 5.07 (0.99) 3.75 (0.79) 2.53 (0.93) 2.01 (0.66) 2.97 (0.50)
t-value –6.39*** 3.05** –5.69*** 5.26*** 4.80*** –3.45***
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Main Model: Instrumentality

We regressed global self-esteem, academically contingent 
self-esteem, fear of failure, and hope for success on instru-
mentality. In addition, fear of failure was regressed on global 
self-esteem and academically contingent self-esteem (Fig. 2). 
The χ2-test for the fully-latent two-group model was signifi-
cant, χ2(205) = 297.89, p < .001, which could be indicative 
of poor model fit; however, model fit indices presented a dif-
ferent picture with adequate to good fit, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, 
RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .09. Thus, the results should be 
interpreted with caution. To test whether gender moderated 
any of the paths, we followed a model trimming approach as 
described by Kline (2016). From the starting model in which 
all paths were free to vary across the two groups, nested mod-
els were tested in which each regression path was individu-
ally constrained to be equal for both genders. In one instance 
this reduced model fit at p < .05, indicating that the coeffi-
cients of this path were different for male and female adoles-
cents. For adolescent girls the relation between instrumental-
ity and global self-esteem was stronger, since constraining 
the coefficient to be equal for both genders worsened model 
fit, χ2Δ(1) = 4.89, p = .03. All other regression paths were 
constrained to be equal. Thus, in the final model we con-
strained all paths apart from global self-esteem on instrumen-
tality to be equal for male and female adolescents. This model 
had good model fit when considering the model fit indices, 
CFI = .96, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .09, but the χ2-
test remained significant, χ2(210) = 304.12, p < .001. In the 
text, we report the values of the coefficients constrained to be 
equal (i.e., collapsed across both genders), with the exception 
of the coefficient that differed significantly between boys and 
girls (see Fig. 2 for the unconstrained model, which includes 
separate values of all coefficients).

The regression coefficients indicated that ascribing more 
instrumental traits to oneself was associated with greater self-
esteem (female adolescents: b = 0.44, SE = 0.07, p < .001; male 
adolescents: b = 0.25, SE = 0.09, p = .005), and these findings are 
thus consistent with our hypotheses. For example, an adolescent  
girl who rated herself one point higher on the scale of instru-
mentality than the mean for girls also rated her self-esteem 
about half a point above the mean on the self-esteem scale in 
this group. An adolescent boy rating himself one point above 
the mean for instrumentality also had a higher self-esteem 
score than a boy with an average score on instrumentality — 
but only about one fourth of a point higher. Consistent with 
the hypotheses laid out above, both female and male students 
who scored higher on instrumentality also scored lower on aca-
demic contingent self-esteem (b =  −0.20, SE = 0.05, p < .001). As  
such, a student with instrumentality one point above the mean 
also had about a fifth of a point lower score on contingency of 
self-esteem compared to students with average instrumentality. 
Additionally, greater instrumentality was associated with less 
fear of failure for both male and female adolescents (b =  −0.14, 
SE = 0.04, p = .001) and was related to greater hope for success 
(b = 0.15, SE = 0.06, p = .012), which is in line with the hypoth-
esized associations. In turn, higher global self-esteem and lower 
contingency of self-esteem were associated with less fear of 
failure (b =  −0.12, SE = 0.05, p = .010, and b = 0.32, SE = 0.06, 
p < .001, respectively), findings which are consistent with our 
hypotheses.

Next, we examined the indirect effects of instrumentality  
on fear of failure through global self-esteem. For female ado-
lescents, instrumentality was negatively associated with fear  
of failure via global-self-esteem, b = −0.05, SE = 0.02, p = .014,  
bootstrapped 95% CI [−0.10, −0.02]. However, the indirect 
effect for male adolescents did not reach the traditional signifi-
cance threshold, b = −0.03, SE = 0.02, p = .055, bootstrapped  

Fig. 2  Main Model Regress-
ing Instrumentality on the 
Self-Esteem and Motivational 
Constructs. Note. Results of the 
fully-latent two-group model 
without equality constraints 
for the path coefficients. 
Standardized coefficients are 
first presented for female and 
then for male adolescents. The 
coefficients are significantly 
different for boys and girls only 
for the path between mascu-
linity and global self-esteem 
(in bold). χ2(205) = 297.89, 
p < .001, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, 
RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .09. *p 
< .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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95% CI [−0.07, −0.01]. Lastly, the indirect effect via con-
tingency of self-esteem also differed from zero, b = −0.06, 
SE = 0.02, p = .002, bootstrapped 95% CI [−0.12, −0.03]. Over-
all, this model explained fear of failure well (R2

females = .470; 
R2

males = .362) as well as self-esteem when it came to female 
students (R2

females = .302; R2
males = .085). However, self-

esteem contingency and hope for success remained largely 
unexplained for both genders (R2

females = .094; R2
males = .057,  

and R2
females = .085; R2

males = .043, respectively).

Exploratory Analyses

In addition to our main analysis, we included two additional 
variables that could relate to the constructs examined in 
our main model. First, we included expressiveness to test 
whether this aspect of gender role self-concept might simi-
larly relate to both self-esteem and motivational constructs. 
In a second model, we added grade average to the model and 
regressed fear of failure and hope for success on it.

The results of the exploratory analyses are presented in 
Table 2. When including expressiveness in the model, it was 
positively associated with fear of failure such that greater 
expressiveness was associated with greater fear of failure, 
though the coefficient was small in size. Expressiveness 
was not associated with other constructs at p < .05. Includ-
ing expressiveness in the model did not change the relations 
between the other constructs, though the size of the coeffi-
cients of the paths predicting fear of failure from instrumen-
tality and self-esteem contingency was somewhat smaller.

When grades were included as predictors of fear of failure 
and hope for success they were associated with fear of failure 
but more so with hope for success. Specifically, worse grades 
were related to lower hopes for success and greater fear of 
failure. Including grades in the model did not affect the size 
of other path coefficients.

Discussion

We investigated whether having a strong instrumental self-
concept would be associated with achievement motivation 
and two aspects of self-esteem and whether these relations 
were equally strong for both adolescent girls and boys. We 
found that a stronger instrumental self-concept was asso-
ciated with greater global self-esteem and lower academic 
contingent self-esteem, which, in turn, were each associated 
with lower fear of failure. One of the examined relations 
was different in female students than in male students. In 
particular, the relation between instrumentality and global 
self-esteem was stronger for adolescent girls. Moreover, 
instrumentality indirectly related to fear of failure through 
global self-esteem in female but not male adolescents.

Our descriptive results showed that adolescent boys 
scored higher on global self-esteem than adolescent girls. 
The structural equation model indicated that instrumen-
tality was positively associated with global self-esteem in 
both genders, with this relation being stronger in female 
students. Our present results support past findings in which 
male gender (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Block & Robins, 1993; 
Kling et al., 1999; Knox et al., 1998; Schöne & Stiensmeier-
Pelster, 2016) and higher masculinity (Allgood-Merten & 
Stockard, 1991; Buckley & Carter, 2005; Cate & Sugawara, 
1986), agency (Stein et al., 1992), and instrumentality (Choi 
et al., 2010) have been found to relate to higher global self-
esteem in adolescents.

Past research on academic contingent self-esteem has 
established that female students tend to score higher in this 
domain, indicating that they attach their self-esteem to their 
academic performance to a greater extent than male students 
(Moore & Smith, 2018; Schöne & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2016; 
Schöne et al., 2015; Van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2016). Our 
present research corroborates these findings, with adolescent 
girls scoring higher on this measure than boys. Research on 
the relation between gender role self-concept and academic 
contingent self-esteem is scarce, though one study using an 
adult sample found no association between these constructs 
(Mandal & Moroń, 2019). We hypothesized that students 
who see themselves as having more instrumental character-
istics may also place less importance on academic pursuits. 
This hypothesis was supported in our analysis. Instrumen-
tality seems to serve as a buffer against grounding one’s 
self-worth in success at school. This could be due to the 
stereotyping of school and learning as feminine (Heyder 
& Kessels, 2013; Jackson & Dempster, 2009), which may 
discourage students displaying traits traditionally associated 
with masculinity from attaching self-esteem to this domain. 
If successful academic performance is not as central to one’s 
self-esteem, failure is not as threatening to a positive self-
image and fear of failure should therefore be lower, as has 
been demonstrated in our data. Additionally, the high degree 
of independence, which is part and parcel of the construct 
of instrumentality itself, implies that also the self-esteem 
of persons scoring high on instrumentality should be less 
contingent on external sources such as academic success.

In line with previous findings (Engeser, 2005; Steinmayr 
& Spinath, 2008), male adolescents scored higher than 
female adolescents on hope for success, while female stu-
dents displayed higher scores on fear of failure. Findings 
also illustrated that instrumentality was associated with 
lower fear of failure and higher hope for success, which sug-
gests that adolescent girls and boys may benefit from a more 
instrumental self-concept. These results are in line with past 
research with adults (Orlofsky & Stake, 1981), in which a 
masculine gender role self-concept was related to an advan-
tageous achievement motivation (Elmen, 1991; Henschen 
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et al., 1982; Major, 1979; Strage, 1997). Our study fills an 
important gap in the literature, as we are able to provide 
insight into the relation between gender role self-concepts 
and achievement motivation in adolescents, an area in which 
modern studies are lacking.

Our findings also relate to research on motivational con-
structs which are more domain-specific and are often stud-
ied within the expectancy-value model (Eccles & Wigfield, 
2020). Academic self-concepts in different domains, com-
monly used as a proxy for expectation of success, have been 
studied in relation to students’ gender-role self-concept. Some 
studies found that the endorsement of traits typically asso-
ciated with femininity relate to higher verbal self-concepts 
(McGeown & Warhurst, 2020; Pajares & Valiante, 2001), 
while scores on masculinity display a weaker positive rela-
tion with math self-concepts (McGeown & Warhurst, 2020; 
Wolter & Hannover, 2016). Our study extends these findings 
by focusing domain-independent motivational constructs. As 

instrumentality was related to higher hope for success and 
lower fear of failure, it could follow that instrumentality may 
relate to greater expectations of success in general (Vollmer, 
1986).

Differential Relations by Gender

As predicted, we found a stronger relation between female 
adolescents’ instrumentality and their global self-esteem 
compared to male adolescents. Moreover, the indirect rela-
tion between instrumentality and fear of failure through self-
esteem was only significant for female adolescents. Based on 
the idea of the prescriptive function of gender stereotypes 
(Eagly, 1983, 1987; Eagly & Karau, 2002), we hypothesized 
that a student’s ascription of counter-stereotypical traits will, 
in fact, be more predictive for other psychological outcomes 
than the ascription of traits that are perceived as typical 
of one’s own gender. It follows that when women or girls 

Table 2  Standardized 
Regression Coefficients for the 
Two Exploratory Models

Coefficients for female adolescents are presented first, then coefficients for male adolescents. Standardized 
coefficients that are constrained to be equal may differ slightly between the genders due to differences in 
variance. None of the relations between expressiveness and grades with the other variables differed signifi-
cantly by gender. SE self-esteem, ACSE academic contingency of self-esteem, FoF fear of failure
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
a Note that in the German school system, higher grades indicate worse performance

Variables Model 1: Expressiveness Model 2:
Grades

Global self-esteem
   Instrumentality 0.56***/0.28** 0.55***/0.29**

   Expressiveness 0.08/0.09 -
Academic contingency of self-esteem
   Instrumentality –0.29***/–0.23*** –0.30***/–0.24***

   Expressiveness 0.12/0.12 -
Fear of failure
   Global self-esteem –0.23**/–0.20** –0.18*/–0.16*

   Academic contingency of self-esteem 0.41***/0.42*** 0.43***/0.45***

   Instrumentality –0.25**/–0.21** –0.30***/–0.24***

   Expressiveness 0.15*/0.16* -
   Grade average a - 0.26***/0.26***

Hope for success
   Instrumentality 0.33**/0.23** 0.29**/0.21**

   Expressiveness 0.18/0.15 -
   Grade average - –0.47***/–0.40***

Indirect effects
   Instrumentality-> SE-> FoF –0.06**/–0.03* –0.05*/–0.03*

   Instrumentality-> ACSE-> FoF –0.06** –0.06**

χ2test χ2(302) = 426.05*** χ2(238) = 335.03***

Model Fit indices CFI = .96,
TLI = .95,
RMSEA = .05,
SRMR = .09

CFI = .96,
TLI = .95,
RMSEA = .05,
SRMR = .09
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endorse traits traditionally associated with masculinity, these 
should be traits they truly feel reflect their self-image and 
thus be able to predict their other characteristics, too. In con-
trast, men or boys endorsing traits associated with masculin-
ity might, in some cases, simply be describing themselves in 
line with the male gender stereotype, without actually per-
ceiving themselves the way they indicated on measurements. 
Our findings are in line with research utilizing complex gen-
der role profiles (Lyng, 2009) showing that the most adaptive 
behavior patterns were exhibited by adolescents who resisted 
traditional gender norm ideals (Yu et al., 2020) and that gen-
der typicality relates to academic achievement differently for 
adolescent girls and boys (Yavorsky & Buchmann, 2019).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Like many psychological investigations, our data are cross-
sectional and thus do not allow us to test causal links between 
the variables laid out above (Kline, 2016; Maxwell & Cole, 
2007). Path models are formulated based on assumptions 
about the directionality of relations, and these assumptions 
themselves are not directly tested but rely on characteristics 
of the dataset (e.g., cross-sectional vs. longitudinal data). 
While some paths are likely only in one direction (e.g., relat-
ing to demographic variables such as gender), this is not the 
case for the constructs in our study. For example, there might 
exist a self-reinforcing mechanism over time such that self-
esteem leads to lower fear of failure, while having lower fear 
of failure might lead one to ascribe more instrumental traits 
to oneself when asked (e.g., proud, powerful, fearless). The 
directionality of the relations can therefore not be conclusively 
determined based on the results in our dataset (Kline, 2016; 
Maxwell & Cole, 2007). Future research should examine the 
question of gender-differential effects of instrumentality on 
self-esteem and motivational constructs in longitudinal data.

Secondly, the sample was drawn from a large city in Ger-
many, which, while diverse, may not be reflective of all cit-
ies within the nation. Perhaps, more importantly, the sample 
recruited for this study stems from the “Gymnasium,” an aca-
demic track which only represents one of several types of aca-
demic environment. While over 40% of students attend this 
track (Federal Statistical Office Germany, 2020), these students 
are typically in higher socioeconomic classes than students 
from outside this track (Reiss et al., 2016). Generalizing to these 
other academic tracks may be difficult, as these students may 
display different patterns of achievement motivation, global 
self-esteem, and academic contingent self-esteem. Interest-
ingly, gender role self-concept is theorized to vary according 
to socioeconomic status (SES), with qualitative studies show-
ing higher SES parents encouraging more instrumental traits in 
their daughters (Friedman, 2013) and lower SES intertwined 
with more traditional masculinity in male adolescents (Morris, 
2008). A recent quantitative study, however, found no relation 

between SES and gender typicality (Yavorsky & Buchmann, 
2019). These results highlight the complicated relation between 
socioeconomic status and gender role self-concept, which we 
cannot speak to on an empirical level, given that we were not 
able to investigate socioeconomic status in this study.

Moreover, it should be kept in mind that the χ2-test 
was significant for the SEM, indicating that the observed 
variance–covariance matrix was not reproduced by the 
model. Though the reliance on (only) χ2-tests is some-
what debated (e.g., Barrett, 2007; Markland, 2007) and 
both absolute and relative fit indices imply good fit, coef-
ficients should be interpreted with care. A replication of 
this model in a different data set could provide further sup-
port for differential relations of gender role self-concept  
for male and female adolescents. In addition, replica-
tions could address potential sources for a lack of fit  
in the present model. For example, our model may have 
omitted a relevant variable such as social class that could 
predict endogenous variables in our model or moderate 
the relations between those variables already included in 
the model. Thus, future research should examine whether 
additional, theoretically relevant variables could influ-
ence self-esteem and/or motivational constructs in school 
children.

We also wish to stress the importance of developing 
measures and designs that allow researchers to better detect 
whether response patterns regarding gender-typed attributes 
might reveal participants’ actual traits and/or whether they 
reflect participants’ knowledge of and willingness to con-
form to gender stereotypes (Tobin et al., 2010). The pre-
sent findings indicate that especially counter-stereotypical 
descriptions might reveal the traits adolescents feel they 
possess, as responding counter-stereotypically represents a 
rejection of gender stereotypes. Contrastingly, responses in 
line with stereotypical descriptions might be a reaction to 
pressure from gender stereotypes and thus may not show the 
traits with which adolescents truly identify.

Further research in this area is needed in order to better 
understand what it actually means when individuals ascribe 
gender-typed attributes to themselves. Tobin et al. (2010) 
have pointed to the multiple dimensions of gender identity. 
Their gender self-socialization model (GSSM) explicates 
how attribute self-perception (this is what the instruments 
used in our study captured) has to be conceptualized as dis-
tinct from self-perceived gender typing (gender identity). 
The authors note that people might ascribe instrumental or 
expressive traits to themselves without considering these 
traits as masculine or feminine. It may be the case that self-
ascriptions of characteristics considered gendered by oth-
ers may not be categorized as masculine or feminine by the 
individual making the ascription (Tobin et al., 2010). The 
complex and personal beliefs surrounding gender and its 
associated traits may differ from adolescent to adolescent, 
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and capturing these ideas in a few items may fail to depict 
certain aspects of an individual’s concept of gender. While 
the overarching categories of masculinity and femininity are 
relevant terms for this paper, given as they resonate with 
gender stereotypes in public consciousness (Rudman & 
Glick, 2008), it is not guaranteed that the traits resonating 
with adolescents are gendered in their minds.

However, since people on average seem to possess more, 
deeper, and more fine-grained knowledge about own-gender 
traits and behavior, the knowledge about own-gender stereo-
types might also be larger than the knowledge about other-
sex stereotypes (Martin et al., 2002). Thus, regardless of 
whether a person considers these traits explicitly masculine 
or feminine, own-gender traits should be more familiar and, 
since being more familiar leads to more liking and approval 
(Bornstein, 1989; Zajonc, 1968), being more of an expert in 
own-gender traits will make the endorsement of these more 
likely as compared to the endorsement of other-gender traits. 
Our study adds to our understanding that the endorsement 
of gendered traits might have different significance for male 
and female individuals; as for self-esteem, the endorsement 
of gender-role incongruent traits was more predictive than 
the endorsement of gender-role congruent traits.

As gender stereotypes are not static and shift across 
time, women are being ascribed more competence in recent 
decades, and social attitudes shift towards egalitarianism, 
we may see stereotype contents changing to reflect these 
changes, too (Eagly et al., 2020). Of course, as masculinity 
(as well as femininity) is a complex, fluid construct (Eagly 
et al., 2020) that can comprise a variety of traits (Berger & 
Krahé, 2013), not all types or aspects of masculinity may be 
helpful in academic contexts. One popular strain of research 
has investigated gender differences in school through the 
lens of a specific type of masculinity, for example, “lad-
dish,” or “negative,” or “traditional” masculinities, finding 
such masculinities to be problematic in academia (Glock & 
Kleen, 2017; Heyder & Kessels, 2013, 2015; Huyge et al., 
2015; Jackson, 2002; Jackson & Dempster, 2009; Jones & 
Myhill, 2004; Kessels & Steinmayr, 2013; Yavorsky et al., 
2015). In contrast, the present study examined instrumen-
tality as one dimension of masculinity and found it to be 
associated with positive outcomes.

However, some positive aspects associated with instru-
mentality, such as higher global self-esteem recorded in mul-
tiple studies including the present paper, could also have 
negative effects in an academic context. Seeking help was 
observed to be less likely in individuals scoring high on self-
esteem (Tessler & Schwartz, 1972), highlighting the deli-
cate balance between beneficial and detrimental outcomes of 
certain traits. Gendered traits have a complex relation with 
academic performance and while this paper suggests that 
some aspects of masculinity, such as pride and fearlessness, 

may be helpful in the school context, this finding should not 
be extrapolated to other types of masculinities.

Practice Implications

The benefits of resisting strict gender roles has been exalted 
since the 70s (Bem, 1974) yet has not taken hold in the  
discourse on feminization of school until recently (Yu et al., 
2020). A more careful consideration of the multifaceted 
impact of masculinities in school would benefit male and 
female students, teachers, and parents. Adopting a new per-
spective that emphasizes the benefits of both expressive and 
instrumental self-concepts in school contexts (cf. Verniers 
et al., 2016; Yu et al., 2020) could present an advantage to 
adolescents. Challenging the view that schools are a femi-
nine space may not only disrupt the alienation felt by boys 
in school (Hadjar & Lupatsch, 2010) but also the seemingly 
false promise school appears to make to female students: 
At school, behaviors that are rather typically feminine are 
reinforced through good grades, while in working life, suc-
cess is related to quite different traits (Steinmayr & Kessels, 
2017). Still, simply suggesting that female students should 
be encouraged to develop their instrumentality would be 
simplistic, as the possible impact of instrumentality has to 
be put into context. Studies taking the intersection of gen-
der and socioeconomic status (Friedman, 2013) or ethnicity 
(George, 2015) into account have shown that traits asso-
ciated with masculinity have the potential to interact with 
other identities.

Given the growing disillusionment with binary models 
of gender, it would be most preferable if the perception that 
certain traits reflect something masculine or feminine that 
applies exclusively to men or women, respectively, were 
abandoned (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This would 
enable people of all genders to describe themselves with any 
trait they deem appropriate.

Conclusion

The present study investigated the association between 
instrumentality and achievement motivation in schools both 
directly and indirectly via multiple self-esteem constructs. 
While a certain type of masculinity has been portrayed as 
problematic in the school context, our findings point to posi-
tive associations between a different type of masculinity—
instrumentality—and adaptive patterns of motivation and 
self-esteem in adolescents. The fact that one of these asso-
ciations and an indirect effect were stronger in female than 
in male adolescents underlines that counter-stereotypical 
self-perceptions might be more powerful predictors than 
self-perceptions in line with gender stereotypes.
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