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Abstract

The aim of this investigation was to examine a theoretically based mechanism by which men’s 

adherence to antifeminine norms is associated with their perpetration of sexual aggression toward 

intimate partners. Participants were 208 heterosexual men between the ages of 21–35 who had 

consumed alcohol in the past year. They were recruited from a large southeastern United States 

city. Participants completed self-report measures of hegemonic masculinity (i.e., antifemininity, 

sexual dominance), masculine gender role stress, and sexual aggression toward an intimate partner 

during the past 12 months. Results indicated that adherence to the antifemininity norm and the 

tendency to experience stress when in subordinate positions to women were indirectly related to 

sexual aggression perpetration via adherence to the sexual dominance norm. Thus, the men who 

adhere strongly to these particular hegemonic masculine norms may feel compelled to be sexually 

aggressive and/or coercive toward an intimate partner in order to maintain their need for 

dominance within their intimate relationship. Implications for future research and sexual 

aggression prevention programming are discussed.
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Over the past 30 years, violence against women has become recognized as a serious public 

health issue across the globe. Sexual aggression occurs at alarming rates, and research 

conducted in the United States has shown that women are more likely to experience an 
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attempted or completed rape than men (Black et al., 2011; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski, 

1987; Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi, & Lozano, 2002; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). In 

addition, the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS, Black et al., 

2011) found that 1 in 5 women have experienced rape victimization in their lifetime, and 

51% of female rape survivors reported victimization by a current or former intimate partner. 

Consistent with these data, research indicates that sexual aggression against women is 

primarily perpetrated by men (e.g., Black et al., 2011; Koss et al., 1987; Walters, Chen, & 

Breiding, 2013). Given these data, researchers have worked to understand the risk factors 

associated with men’s perpetration of sexual aggression. To this end, much research has 

demonstrated that men who endorse and internalize several aspects of hegemonic 

masculinity are at greater risk for perpetrating sexual aggression toward women (for reviews, 

see Murnen, Wright, & Kaluzny, 2002; Zurbriggen, 2010). Specifically, traditional 

masculine norms are thought to function in a way that promotes men’s dominance and 

women’s subordination. Thus, we theorized that a basic tactic for maintaining dominance 

over women is through sexual aggression; this is especially true in situations that threaten a 

man’s dominance.

This hypothesis attempts to transcend the basic assumption that endorsement of hegemonic 

norms invariably facilitates sexual aggression by examining how different norms function 

and interact with other risk factors that might elicit men’s need to maintain dominance over 

women. Indeed, a majority of men who endorse hegemonic masculine norms are not 

sexually aggressive. Thus, a potential benefit of this nuanced approach is to better 

understand the etiology of sexual aggression and, as a result, inform prevention and 

intervention efforts. Although research has examined numerous bivariate relationships 

among these variables, few studies (e.g., Malamuth, Linz, Heavey, Barnes, & Acker, 1995; 

Truman, Tokar, & Fischer, 1996) have tested this hypothesized theoretical mechanism 

through explanatory, multivariate models. Thus, the present study sought to examine 

mechanisms by which hegemonic masculinity is related to men’s perpetration of sexual 

aggression toward their female intimate partners. Additionally, as will be reviewed below, 

studies indicate that adherence to some, but not all, gender role norms are risk factors for 

sexual aggression (Murnen et al., 2002; Sheffield, 1987). For example, many studies have 

supported the association between attitudes supporting men’s power and control in 

relationships, a dimension of hegemonic masculine gender roles, and perpetration of sexual 

aggression toward women (e.g., Anderson & Anderson, 2008; Eisler, Franchina, Moore, 

Honeycutt, & Rhatigan, 2000; Malamuth, Heavey, & Linz, 1996). Thus, the present study 

specifically aimed to deconstruct from where that desire originates and how it interacts with 

other factors to facilitate sexual aggression in the context of intimate partner relationships. 

Collectively, achieving these aims may contribute to our understanding of the mechanism by 

which hegemonic masculinity facilitates men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward 

women.

Hegemonic Masculinity

Hegemonic masculinity refers to the normative ideology that to be a man is to be dominant 

in society and that the subordination of women is required to maintain such power (Connell 

& Messerschmidt, 2005; Mankowski & Maton, 2010). While there are individual differences 
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in male gender role socialization, this specific masculinity works to position men in a space 

of power, thus, it is often the ideal form of masculinity that men are socialized to achieve 

(Beasley, 2008; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). To demonstrate hegemonic masculinity, 

men are expected to adhere to a strict set of prescribed masculine gender roles that work to 

promote male dominance through a subordination and overall distrust of femininity 

(Malamuth, Sockloskie, Koss, & Tanaka, 1991). Myriad norms of hegemonic masculinity 

have been advanced. For instance, men are encouraged to avoid displaying traits associated 

with femininity through restrictive emotionality, toughness, and aggressive behaviors 

(Murnen et al., 2002). Levant, Rankin, Williams, Hasan, and Smalley (2010) established 

seven dimensions of hegemonic male role norms: restrictive emotionality, self-reliance 

through mechanical skills, negativity toward sexual minorities, avoidance of femininity, 

importance of sex, toughness, and dominance. Other theorists have put forth similar 

conceptualizations of the prescribed norms related to hegemonic masculinity (e.g., 

Thompson & Pleck, 1986).

Masculine Gender Role Stress

Men who strictly adhere to hegemonic masculinity are more likely to experience stress in 

situations where masculinity is threatened (Eisler, Skidmore, & Ward, 1988; Malamuth et 

al., 1996). An individual’s appraisal of such situations as stressful and undesirable is defined 

as masculine gender role stress (Eisler et al., 1988). The gender-relevant situations that may 

elicit masculine gender role stress are multifold. One conceptualization of these was 

advanced by Eisler and colleagues’ (1988) development of the Masculine Gender Role 

Stress scale. This scale is comprised of five situations hypothesized to threaten hegemonic 

masculinity: physical inadequacy, emotional inexpressiveness, subordination to women, 

intellectual inferiority, and performance failure. Of relevance to the present study, situations 

that elicit stress due to subordination to women are those in which men are outperformed or 

made to feel vulnerable by a woman. This type of situation elicits anxiety for men who 

experience an inability to meet the standards prescribed by hegemonic male role norms 

(Eisler et al., 1988; Moore et al., 2008). These findings suggest that when men experience 

such stress from not living up to traditional masculine roles in these situations, they are 

likely to react in ways that reaffirm their masculinity.

Tactics for reaffirming masculinity have been shown to be maladaptive in nature with several 

negative consequences. For instance, masculine gender role stress has been linked to 

unhealthy lifestyle behaviors, increased anger, and anxiety (Eisler et al., 2000; Moore & 

Stuart, 2004). However, while men can perform a multitude of actions to reaffirm their 

masculinity, aggression may be the most effective method because it is often viewed as the 

most evident symbol of manhood (Kimmel, 2000). Indeed, perpetrating aggression is 

oftentimes public, dangerous, and risky (e.g., Archer, 2004; Doyle, 1989; Vandello, Bosson, 

Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008). Not surprisingly, research has demonstrated that 

masculine gender role stress is positively associated with men’s perpetration of violence 

against women (Eisler et al., 2000, 1988; Moore et al., 2008; Moore & Stuart, 2004). For 

instance, Moore and Stuart (2004) found that men who experience higher levels of 

masculine gender role stress were more likely to report higher levels of anger, negative 

attributions, and verbal aggression in response to situations in which a female threatened 
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their masculinity. Collectively, these data suggest that men who maintain a strict adherence 

to masculine gender role norms react to gender-relevant stress through aggressive behavior. 

This is likely because men who experience such stress feel that they need to reassert their 

masculinity through behaviors that subordinate others (e.g., violence). One important 

example of this phenomenon is men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward women in 

order to establish dominance (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994; Malamuth et al., 1996; Moore et 

al., 2008; Murnen et al., 2002). Other forms of aggressive behavior (e.g., physical, verbal) 

also function to establish dominance. However, the use of sexual aggression within intimate 

relationships is the ultimate demonstration of dominance and control and most closely 

embodies hegemonic masculinity. In contrast, the reviewed theory posits that men who do 

not experience high levels of gender-related stress likely do not feel the need to assert their 

dominance; thus, they would not perceive the need to portray a specific image of masculinity 

via the use of sexual aggression.

Deconstruction of Hegemonic Masculinity, Gender Role Stress, and Sexual 

Aggression

Despite the reviewed literature, there exist critical gaps in our understanding of the 

association between hegemonic masculinity and sexual aggression. For example, little 

research (e.g., Malamuth et al., 1995; Truman et al., 1996) has worked to deconstruct the 

various dimensions of hegemonic masculinity and masculine gender role stress in a way that 

allows for a more fine-grained analysis of the association between these constructs and their 

relation to sexual aggression perpetration. Masculinity and masculine gender role stress are 

inherently complex constructs. Thus, examination of the interrelationships between specific 

facets of these overarching constructs and men’s perpetration of sexual aggression is an 

important endeavor with both theoretical and applied value. For instance, this approach 

would advance theoretical work on the mechanisms that underlie sexual aggression, shed 

light on specific processes involved in men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward their 

intimate (and perhaps nonintimate) partners, and inform the development of potentially 

effective prevention programs (Malamuth et al., 1996; Moore et al., 2008).

Antifemininity

Antifemininity, or men’s avoidance of femininity, refers to men’s internalized desire to avoid 

being perceived as feminine by abstaining from actions, thoughts, and feelings that are 

commonly associated with femininity (Zurbriggen, 2010). Antifemininity also involves a 

fear of traditional feminine values and behaviors (e.g., appearing weak or docile), and 

therefore encourages restricting one’s emotions and portraying a façade of toughness 

(O’Neil, 1981). Indeed, boys are often socialized to replace feminine emotions and develop 

a macho personality through antifemininity (McCreary, 1994; Murnen et al., 2002; O’Neil, 

2008). Internalization of antifeminine norms and attitudes serves as a necessary component 

of the socialization of males in order to achieve perceived masculine dominance in society 

(O’Neil, 2008). Antifemininity is therefore internalized as the basis for achieving dominance 

in interpersonal interactions (O’Neil, 2008; Truman et al., 1996). As a result, adhering to the 

antifemininity norm is also associated with the devaluation of women because femininity as 

a whole is seen as inferior and less desirable than masculinity (Murnen et al., 2002; O’Neil, 
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1981; Zurbriggen, 2010). The internalization of antifemininity has been associated with rape 

supportive attitudes and men’s perpetration of sexual aggression against women (Luddy & 

Thompson, 1997; Thompson & Cracco, 2008; Truman et al., 1996).

Masculine Gender Role Stress

Moore et al. (2008) examined the extent to which the five dimensions of masculine gender 

role stress independently and collectively predicted different forms of aggression toward 

intimate partners. Interestingly, each dimension of masculine gender role stress was found to 

correlate with a different form of intimate partner aggression. Pertinently, men’s tendency to 

experience stress when in subordinate positions to women was found to be significantly 

associated with sexual coercion. In a similar deconstruction of six dimensions of male role 

norms (i.e., feminine avoidance, status and achievement, toughness and aggression, 

restricted emotionality, nonrelational sexuality, and dominance), Zurbriggen (2010) found 

each of these six dimensions to be independently, as well as collectively, correlated with 

sexual aggression perpetration. Given this research, it is clear that the relationship between 

male role norm adherence, masculine gender role stress, and sexual aggression perpetration 

is highly complex and encompasses several different possible paths. However, no study to 

date has examined specifically how distinct masculine norms directly, or indirectly, relate to 

sexual aggression as a function of distinct dimensions of masculine gender role stress. The 

current study aimed to address this gap in the literature.

Dominance

The desire for dominance and power is central to hegemonic masculinity and refers to men’s 

need to control others in order to achieve status according to oneself, as well as in society as 

a whole (Levant et al., 2010). Obtaining and maintaining status and power in society and in 

interpersonal interactions involves the objectification or dehumanization of others, 

particularly women, and a need to control others and hold power. This involves a distrust of 

others and a willingness to manipulate them (Levant et al., 2010; Malamuth et al., 1995; 

Zurbriggen, 2010). Further, men who have internalized and adhere to this particular 

masculine norm are more likely to take extreme measures (e.g., violence and aggression) in 

order to maintain their dominance in society. Consistent with this theory, adherence to the 

dominance norm has been positively associated with rape-supportive beliefs and men’s 

perpetration of sexual aggression both directly and indirectly in combination with other risk 

factors, such as acceptance of interpersonal violence against women and adversarial sex 

beliefs (e.g., Abbey, Jacques-Tiura, & LeBreton, 2011; Anderson & Anderson, 2008; 

Malamuth et al., 1995; Rudman & Mescher, 2012).

Theoretical Integration

There exist numerous theoretical explanations for men’s perpetration of sexual aggression 

toward female intimates (e.g., Malamuth et al., 1991). One line of research has demonstrated 

that the avoidance of femininity may be achieved via dominance over others, particularly 

women, within interpersonal interactions (Malamuth et al., 1991; Mosher & Sirkin, 1984; 

Murnen et al., 2002; Zurbriggen, 2010). As a social construct, the avoidance of femininity is 

argued to be the basis of hegemonic masculinity ideology because it encourages the 

maintenance of male dominance in society by placing the feminine role as subordinate and 
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as something to be avoided (O’Neil, 2008). Thus, the established relationship between 

antifemininity and sexual aggression is hypothesized to be mediated by men’s desire for 

dominance (e.g., Malamuth et al., 1995; Truman et al., 1996).

Further, this relationship may be particularly strong among men who experience gender role 

stress in situations where they are in a subordinate role to women. Thus, when a high gender 

role stress man experiences a challenge to his achieved antifeminine and dominant status by 

a female (e.g., the experience of sexual rejection by a female), he should experience gender 

role stress for failing to adhere to the prescribed norms associated with achieving hegemonic 

masculinity (Moore et al., 2008). The most likely and immediate reaction is to regain that 

power by reaffirming his identity as a dominant male. In sexual situations, especially in the 

context of intimate partner relationships, the reaffirmation of hegemonic masculinity can be 

clearly achieved through the use of sexual aggression. Thus, the indirect effect of 

antifemininity on sexual aggression via dominance should be particularly strong among men 

prone to feel gender-relevant stress from being subordinated by a female intimate partner 

(Moore & Stuart, 2004, 2005). In contrast, this indirect effect should be weaker, or not at all 

significant, among men who are not prone to experience such stress. Indeed, these men 

would presumably experience less gender-relevant stress “in the moment” and consequently 

be less motivated to assert male dominance to alleviate that stress.

The Present Study

Given this theoretical background and analysis, we sought to examine the following research 

questions: (1) Does dominance mediate the relation between antifemininity and the 

perpetration of sexual aggression?, and (2) What (if any) is the role of men’s experience of 

stress related to subordination to women in this relationship? We advanced an overarching 

hypothesis of moderated mediation, which posited that the effect of antifemininity on sexual 

aggression would be mediated by sexual dominance, and this indirect effect would be 

significantly more positive among men high, relative to low, in masculine gender role stress 

related to subordination to women.

Method

This study utilized archival data drawn from the first phase of a larger two phase 

investigation on the effects of alcohol on men’s sexual aggression toward women (Parrott et 

al., 2012). This first phase involved the completion of a questionnaire battery, whereas the 

second phase involved an alcohol administration laboratory protocol. Thus, although the 

focus of the present study did not examine alcohol-related effects, all participants who 

presented to the laboratory had reported via telephone screening interview that they 

consumed, on average, three or more alcoholic drinks per drinking day during the past year 

as well as nonproblematic drinking patterns. The present hypotheses are novel, and the 

analytic plan was developed specifically to address these aims.

Participants and Recruitment

Participants were male social drinkers between the ages of 21 and 35 recruited from the 

metro-Atlanta community through Internet advertisements and local newspapers. 
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Respondents were initially screened by telephone to confirm self-reported alcohol 

consumption during the past year. In order to ensure that respondents could tolerate the 

alcohol administered in the laboratory during the second phase of the study (data not 

reported here), respondents were deemed eligible if they reported consumption of, on 

average, three or more drinks per occasion at an average rate of at least 3 days per week over 

the past year; nondrinkers were excluded. In addition, respondents were screened for 

psychopathological diagnoses, medical conditions, and head injuries that might conflict with 

alcohol consumption. Those respondents who affirmed any of the aforementioned criteria 

were deemed ineligible. In addition, the Brief Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test 

(Pokorny, Miller, & Kaplan, 1972) was administered during the telephone interview in order 

to ensure that only individuals who denied significant alcohol-related problems were 

recruited. Of the respondents, 261 eligible men were scheduled for an appointment to 

participate.

Because the current study sought to examine a mechanism for heterosexual men’s 

perpetration of sexual aggression toward female intimate partners, only men who self-

identified as heterosexual and who had been in an intimate relationship in the past year were 

examined. Of the original sample, nine did not self-identify as heterosexual and 44 reported 

that they had not been in an intimate relationship during the past year. Thus, the final usable 

sample consisted of 208 men aged 21–35 (M = 25.07, SD = 3.35) who had been in a 

heterosexual intimate relationship during the past year, and consisted of 63% African 

Americans, 27% Caucasians, 9% who identified as more than one race, and 1% who 

identified with another racial group or did not indicate their racial identity. The sample 

reported an average of 14.1 year of education (SD = 2.37), earned $21,854 per year (SD = 

$16,924), and 82% had never been married. Men reported consuming an average of 4.50 

(SD = 2.5) alcoholic drinks per drinking day approximately 2.30 (SD = 1.39) days per week. 

All participants received $10 per hour for their participation. This study was approved by the 

university’s Institutional Review Board.

Materials

Demographic form—This form assessed participants’ age, ethnic background, race, 

highest level of education, self-identified sexual orientation, and income level.

Antifemininity—The Revised Male Role Norms Inventory–Revised (MRNI-R; Levant et 

al., 2010) was used to measure men’s adherence to the antifemininity norm. The MRNI-R is 

a 53-item measure that is scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating higher levels of endorsement of 

traditional masculinity ideology. Seven subscales assess individuals’ endorsement of 

different dimensions of traditional masculinity ideology, including: Negativity Toward 

Sexual Minorities, Self-reliance, Aggression, Dominance, Nonrelational Sexuality, 

Restrictive Emotionality, and Avoidance of Femininity. Of these subscales, the current study 

only examined the Avoidance of Femininity subscale. This scale consists of eight items with 

questions reflecting an adherence to the male role norm that assumes that men should not 

endorse or exhibit beliefs or behaviors that are traditionally viewed as being feminine (e.g., 

“A man should prefer watching action movies to reading romantic novels”). The internal 
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consistency coefficient for this subscale is .89 in a standardized sample (Levant et al., 2010). 

An alpha reliability of .81 was obtained in the present sample.

Masculine gender role stress—The Masculine Gender Role Stress Scale (MGRSS, 

Eisler & Skidmore, 1987) was administered to assess men’s tendency to experience 

masculine gender role stress. This scale is a widely used and well-validated self-report 

measure of the extent to which gender relevant situations (e.g., “Being outperformed at work 

by a woman”) are cognitively appraised as stressful or threatening. It consists of 40 items 

and responses may range from 0 (not at all stressful) to 5 (extremely stressful). Higher 

scores reflect more dispositional gender role stress. This scale has been shown to identify 

situations that are cognitively more stressful for men than women. Although masculine 

gender role stress is related to masculine ideology (McCreary, Newcomb, & Sadava, 1998; 

Walker, Tokar, & Fischer, 2000), this construct is a “unique and cohesive construct that can 

be measured globally” (Walker et al., 2000, p. 105). Research indicates that it exhibits good 

psychometric properties (Eisler et al., 1988; Thompson, Pleck, & Ferrera, 1992). Prior 

research conducted with the proposed target population has found masculine gender role 

stress scores to be well distributed (i.e., unimodal, not skewed) with good alphas. Of its five 

subscales, the current study only examined the Subordination to Women subscale. This 

subscale consists of nine items that assess the degree to which respondents experience stress 

in situations in which they would be subordinate to women (e.g., “Being outperformed by a 

woman at work”). Research has demonstrated this subscale to have high internal reliability 

with a sample of college males (α = .80) (van Well, Kolk, & Arrindell, 2005), which was 

consistent with the present sample (α = .83).

Sexual dominance—The Sexual Dominance Scale (Nelson, 1979) was used to assess 

participants’ level of sexual dominance. This 8-item subscale is part of the more general 

Sexual Functions Inventory (Nelson, 1979) that assesses the degree to which various feelings 

and sensations are important to respondents as motives for sexual behavior. The dominance 

subscale assesses the degree by which feelings of control over one’s partner motivate 

sexuality (e.g., “I enjoy the feeling of having someone in my grasp,” “I enjoy the conquest”). 

Responses are given on a 7-point scale. Research indicates good psychometric properties for 

this subscale, with an internal consistency coefficient of .77 (Malamuth et al., 1995). An 

alpha reliability of .80 was obtained in the present sample.

Sexual aggression—The Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2; Straus, Hamby, Bony-

McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) was used to measure sexual aggression within intimate 

relationships. The CTS-2 is a widely used and well-validated self-report instrument that 

measures the frequency of aggression as well as positive interpersonal behaviors within 

intimate relationships (Vega & O’Leary, 2007). Its 78 items are coupled to assess both 

perpetration of and victimization from different forms of aggression within intimate 

relationships. In the current study, sexual aggression during the past year was assessed with 

the 7-item sexual coercion subscale, which assesses both minor (e.g., “Have you insisted on 

sex when your partner did not want to [but did not use physical force]?”), and severe sexual 

coercion (e.g., “Have you used force [like hitting, holding down, or using a weapon] to make 

your partner have sex?”). Participants are instructed to indicate on a 7-point scale how many 
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times they perpetrated sexual aggression toward their intimate partner during the past year. 

Responses range from 0 (never) to 6 (more than 20 times). In the present sample, an alpha 

reliability of .70 was obtained for this 7-item subscale. Following Straus and colleagues 

(1996), a chronicity variable for sexual coercion was computed by adding the midpoints of 

the score range for each item to form a total score. For example, if a participant indicated a 

response of 3–5 times in the past year, his score would be a 4. This method of scoring the 

CTS-2 permits examination of the frequency of sexually aggressive acts perpetrated against 

intimate partners.

Procedure

Upon arrival to the laboratory, participants were greeted and led to a private experimental 

room. After providing informed consent, participants completed a questionnaire battery on a 

computer using MediaLab 2006 software (Jarvis, 2006). Additional questionnaires were also 

completed but are unrelated to the proposed study and are thus not reported here. The 

experimenter provided instructions on how to operate the computer program that 

administered the questionnaire battery and was available to answer any questions during the 

session. After completing the questionnaire battery, participants were informed of their 

eligibility to participate in the laboratory phase of the project. All participants were 

debriefed by trained project assistants or doctoral students in clinical psychology.

Results

Analytic Strategy

Because antifemininity, subordination toward women and sexual dominance were 

continuous variables, they were z-transformed to enhance interpretability; preliminary 

descriptive analyses revealed that sexual aggression was positively skewed to an extent that 

it could not be considered normally distributed; therefore, a square root transformation was 

performed on this variable prior to analysis, which resulted in an approximately normal 

distribution. Little’s MCAR test of both item (χ2 = 637.96, p = .242) and scale-level (χ2 = 

2.87, p = .41) scores supported the assumption that there was not a pattern of missing data in 

this sample. The hypothesized model was fit to data within a path analytic framework using 

Mplus v. 6.1 (Muthén, & Asparouhov, 2002). All models were estimated using maximum 

likelihood estimation. Indirect effects, corresponding standard errors, and confidence 

intervals were computed using a bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 draws 

(Bollen & Stine, 1990; Preacher & Hayes, 2008a). The moderated mediation model 

estimated was structurally consistent with Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes’ (2007) Model 2. 

Parameters used to evaluate the model’s fit to the data included a nonsignificant chi-square 

(p > .05), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) below .05, comparative fit 

index (CFI) above .95, and a standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) of below .06 

(Kline, 2010).

Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, ranges, and correlation coefficients for pertinent study variables 

are presented in Table 1. Significant positive correlations were detected among 
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antifemininity, dominance, subordination to women, and perpetration of sexual aggression 

toward intimate partners.

Hypothesized Moderated Mediational Model

Standardized coefficients associated with the hypothesized model are presented in Figure 1. 

Although the main effects of antifemininity and subordination to women on sexual 

dominance were significant and in hypothesized directions, their interactive effect on sexual 

dominance did not reach significance. Sexual dominance was a positive and significant 

predictor of sexual aggression. Neither antifemininity nor subordination to women nor their 

interaction directly influenced sexual aggression; however, antifemininity and subordination 

to women indirectly influenced sexual aggression via sexual dominance (see Table 2). Taken 

together, the moderation portion of the model was not supported, although the prospect of 

sexual dominance significantly mediating paths from both antifemininity and subordination 

to women to sexual aggression remained promising. We therefore removed the interaction 

term to specifically test these mediational pathways.

Double Mediation Model

The revised model was constructed to test the effects of antifemininity and subordination to 

women on sexual aggression both mediated by sexual dominance. As detailed in Figure 2 

(top), both antifemininity and subordination to women were positively and significantly 

associated with sexual dominance; in turn, sexual dominance was significantly and 

positively associated with sexual aggression. Although antifemininity and subordination to 

women did not directly affect sexual aggression, these variables affected sexual aggression 

indirectly via sexual dominance (see Table 2). This pattern of effects within the full model 

suggests sexual dominance mediates the effects of both antifemininity and subordination to 

women on sexual aggression.

Assessing the overall fit of the full model is difficult, however, because this model is 

saturated, leaving it to almost necessarily fit the data perfectly. We therefore decided to trim 

nonsignificant paths, one at a time, in order to adequately assess model fit and present a 

more parsimonious model. The smallest nonsignificant standardized coefficient, which 

reflected the effect of antifemininity on sexual aggression, was fixed to zero. Eliminating 

this path did not significantly affect model fit (χ2 difference = .12, df = 1, p > .05). The 

effect of subordination to women on sexual aggression remained nonsignificant after 

trimming the antifemininity effect and was therefore also fixed to zero, which did not 

significantly affect model fit (χ2 difference = 1.78, df = 1, p > .05). The resulting final 

model, presented in Figure 2 (bottom), fit the data well (χ2 = 1.90, df = 2, p = .39; RMSEA 

< .01, 90% CI = < .01, .12, probability RMSEA < = .05 = .59; CFI = 1.00; SRMR = .025). 

All significant effects from the full model remained including the indirect effects of 

antifemininity and subordination to women on sexual aggression via sexual dominance (see 

Table 2). This final model explained 13.5% of the variance in sexual dominance and 11% of 

the variance in sexual aggression.
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Discussion

Past research has established that adherence to traditional male role norms and the 

experience of masculine gender role stress are related to men’s perpetration of sexual 

aggression toward women (e.g., Hamburger, Hogben, McGowan, & Dawson, 1996; 

Malamuth et al., 1996). However, little research has examined the specific mechanisms by 

which these constructs facilitate sexual aggression (Malamuth et al., 1991; Moore et al., 

2008; Zurbriggen, 2010). The present study sought to address this gap in the literature, 

particularly in the context of intimate relationships. A deconstructive model was initially 

developed that (1) specified a mediational path linking individual hegemonic masculine 

gender norms (i.e., adherence to the antifemininity and dominance norms) and sexual 

aggression, and (2) considered how this proposed path may vary as a function of individual 

differences in men’s experience of stress in gender relevant situations where they are 

subordinate to women. Specifically, we hypothesized that adherence to the antifemininity 

norm would indirectly predict men’s sexual aggression toward women via adherence to the 

dominance norm. We hypothesized further that this relation would be stronger among men 

who experienced higher levels of stress related to subordination to women.

Results did not fully support the hypothesized moderated mediation model. Bivariate 

associations evidenced a significant and positive association between antifemininity and 

sexual aggression, although this direct effect was not significant in the context of the 

moderated mediation model. Also, results detected a significant indirect effect of 

antifemininity on sexual aggression via sexual dominance. However, contrary to 

expectations, this indirect effect was not moderated by subordination to women. Although 

the moderation portion of the hypothesized model was not supported, the observed pattern of 

results indicated potential for sexual dominance to mediate paths from both antifemininity 

and subordination to women to sexual aggression. Indeed, subsequent revision of the 

hypothesized model indicated that antifemininity and subordination to women exert positive 

and significant indirect effects on sexual aggression via sexual dominance. In other words, 

men who report high levels of antifemininity and stress related to subordination to women 

are more likely to report sexual dominance, which then led to an increased frequency of 

sexual aggression.

These findings are consistent with previous research that has linked masculine role norms 

and masculine gender role stress to sexual aggression (e.g., Malamuth et al., 1996; Moore et 

al., 2008; Truman et al., 1996). Of particular import, these findings add to current literature 

by offering a theoretically based, but to date untested, mechanism by which traditional 

hegemonic masculine norms and masculine gender role stress facilitate sexual aggression. 

Specifically, the present data suggest that men who define their masculinity by avoiding 

femininity and/or feel threatened in situations where they are subordinate to a female 

intimate partner feel compelled to maintain dominance over women, and sexual aggression 

is one behavioral manifestation of this need to dominate. These findings expand on current 

literature by introducing both the antifemininity norm as well as the experience of stress 

related to subordination to women as important components of the relationship between 

men’s desire for dominance and sexual aggression perpetration (Anderson & Anderson, 

2008; Malamuth et al., 1996; O’Neil, 2008). Clearly, additional variables are important to 
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the prediction of sexual aggression and have been investigated in the context of more 

comprehensive models that account for more variance in men’s sexual aggression 

perpetration (e.g., Knight & Sims-Knight, 2005; Malamuth et al., 1996). Nevertheless, the 

present study provides a better understanding of the nuance in which gender-based cognitive 

factors are associated with sexual aggression.

The majority of studies on male sexual aggression are based upon samples from the United 

States. However, there is a developing literature from some European and Latin American 

countries that is beginning to demonstrate notable correspondence to the larger literature 

from U.S. samples (e.g., D’Abreu & Krahé, 2013; Krahé & Tomaszewska-Jedrysiak, 2011). 

There is also some research that compares individualistic and collectivist cultures. For 

example, Hall, Teten, DeGarmo, Sue, and Stephens (2005) compared mainland Asian 

American, Hawaiian Asian American, and European American subsamples and found cross-

cultural support for the confluence model; however, some culture-specific moderators were 

identified. Nevertheless, due to the relatively limited international data in this area, it seems 

premature to draw firm conclusions regarding the cross-cultural generalizability of the 

presenting findings. At best, existing data suggest that if the present findings were to show 

cross-cultural generalizability, culture-specific factors would likely moderate the effects.

Implications

One theory of men’s sexual aggression toward women suggests that a desire for dominance 

and power over women is a salient factor that puts some men at risk for perpetration 

(Zurbriggen, 2010). The present findings are consistent with this view; however, results also 

indicate that the mechanisms that underline men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward 

intimate partners, and perhaps women generally, are more complex. For instance, it is 

important to pose the question of why some at-risk men seek dominance and power within 

heterosexual relationships. These results suggest that the desire to maintain an antifeminine 

status, as well as a dominant position that is specifically related to women’s subordination, 

are relevant factors in some at-risk men’s motivation for dominance. However, given that 

multiple “masculinities” and dimensions of those masculinities exist and are differentially 

linked to violence (for reviews, see Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Moore & Stuart, 2005), 

analysis of different gender norms should clarify further this complex relation. Thus, future 

research is needed that examines how some at-risk men’s adherence to distinct norms within 

traditional masculinity ideology and sensitivity to different gender-relevant threats 

independently and interactively influence men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward 

women (Moore et al., 2008).

As masculinity and gender-based attitudes are common risk factors targeted in sexual 

violence prevention programs (e.g., Men Can Stop Rape, Coaching Boys Into Men), such 

research will inform prevention practices related to sexual aggression perpetration. However, 

a conundrum exists in applying this research to prevention programs, such that in some 

effective programs changes in gender stereotypes accompany the decrease in sexual violence 

(e.g., Foshee et al., 1998) and in some programs violence against women decreases but 

gender-equitable attitudes do not (e.g., Miller et al., 2013). The present findings suggest the 

possibility that the overarching constructs of gender-socialization and masculinity are 
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multidimensional and sufficiently complex; thus, their effects vary based on which aspects 

of the construct are targeted and a finer-grained understanding of gender-based attitudes is 

required to most effectively inform intervention programming.

Limitations

There are a few important limitations to the present study. First, because we used data that 

were collected for a different purpose, the sample is not representative of men in the 

community and is likely more at-risk. For example, the mean income level of our 

participants was relatively low. Thus, the economic stressors that were likely present for 

most men in the present sample should be considered when attempting to generalize these 

findings to national samples of young adult men. In addition, all men in the present sample 

reported average consumption of three or more alcoholic drinks per drinking day during the 

past year as well as nonproblematic drinking patterns. Thus, generalization of the present 

findings to nondrinking men, or men who exhibit alcohol-related problems (e.g., an alcohol 

use disorder), should be done with caution. That stated, nearly 50% of young adult men 

report typical consumption of three or more drinks per drinking day and consumption of five 

drinks or more drinks on a single occasion at least once in the past year (Chen, Dufour, & 

Yi, 2004). Our sample’s average consumption of 4.5 drinks per drinking day seems 

generally consistent with these data; thus, the generalizability of the present findings to other 

men nationally does not appear to be adversely impacted by the drinking eligibility criteria.

Second, because the current study used a cross-sectional design, we cannot confirm the 

temporal causality of the relationships tested. Future research is needed that examines 

attitudinal, motivational, and situational precursors to sexual aggression. For example, there 

exist several well-validated laboratory-based behavioral analogues that assess sexual 

aggression (e.g., Hall & Hirschman, 1994) and its precursors (e.g., Bernat, Stolp, Calhoun, 

& Adams, 1997). These paradigms could be modified to include a gender-relevant threat that 

places male participants in a subordinate position to a female. This modification would 

allow researchers to better examine the temporal relationships between the tested variables. 

Third, the measures of masculine gender role stress and sexual aggression prevented us from 

examining the specific situational context in which sexual aggression perpetration occurred. 

For instance, it remains unclear how many acts of sexual aggression were perpetrated in 

response to a gender-relevant threat to men’s dominance. Future research would benefit from 

utilizing instruments that better examine the situational contexts around sexual aggression 

perpetration (Walby & Myhill, 2001). For instance, the Statistics Canada survey measured 

women’s experiences of sexual aggression using items similar to those in the Conflict 

Tactics Scale, with additional items that better assessed the situational contexts around 

women’s experiences of sexual aggression by male intimate partners (Johnson & Sacco, 

1995). A modified version of this scale that assesses the perpetrator’s experiences would 

provide a more ecological assessment of men’s perpetration of sexual aggression toward 

women. Finally, we measured men’s self-reported acts of sexual aggression toward intimate 

partners. Such questions are considered “sensitive” to the respondents, thus they are more 

likely to produce high nonresponse rates or larger measurement error (Catania, Gibson, 

Chitwood, & Coates, 1990). One way to address this limitation, as well as the previously 

discussed limitations, is to conduct in-person interviews. Such methods allow the researcher 

Smith et al. Page 13

Psychol Men Masc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 June 25.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



to develop a rapport with participants, which may make respondents more comfortable with 

answering sensitive questions (Walby & Myhill, 2001; Wells & Graham, 2003).

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the present study addresses crucial gaps in the research related to 

men’s perpetration of sexual aggression against women. The deconstruction of the 

overarching constructs of hegemonic masculinity and masculine gender role stress allow for 

a closer approximation of the distinct situational and motivational factors that influence 

sexual aggression perpetration. Of course, the present findings are but a first step in this 

process. Given the findings and theoretical premise of this study, future research and 

prevention strategies could benefit greatly through the use of programs and perspectives that 

work to further examine how men’s adherence to traditional male role norms and 

experiences of gender role stress uniquely relate to different forms of intimate partner 

violence.
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Figure 1. 
The hypothesized moderated mediation model of antifemininity, sexual dominance, and 

stress associated with subordination to women on sexual aggression. Note: All estimates 

standardized with regard to both X and Y. *p < .01. **p < .001.
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Figure 2. 
Mediation models of antifemininity, sexual dominance, and stress associated with 

subordination to women on sexual aggression. Top panel: Full mediation model. Bottom 

panel: Final mediation model after trimming nonsignificant paths. Note: All estimates 

standardized with regard to both X and Y. ** p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 2

Estimates of Indirect Effects of Antifemininity and Subordination to Women on Sexual Aggression Via Sexual 

Dominance

Estimate SE 95% CI

Moderated mediation model

  Antifemininity .08 .04 .002, .16

  Subordination to women .08 .03 .02, .13

Full mediation model

  Antifemininity .06 .03 .01, .11

  Subordination to women .07 .03 .02, .12

Final mediation model

  Antifemininity .06 .03 .01, .12

  Subordination to women .08 .03 .03, .13

Note. Estimates are standardized effects with regard to both X and Y, also known as indices of mediation (Preacher & Hayes, 2008b).
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