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ABSTRACT » .

Research on the characteristics of women in. A
non-traditional.fields, e.g., medicine, has yielded coapliex
information in teras of adherence to sex-role stereotypes. I9
detetmine whether students' attitudes toward helping and achieving
followed sex-role typing and were different at various stages in
medical school, 384 male and female oncology students compieted
questionnaires. Resglts indicated that female students were more .
helping- and more a®hievement-oriented than their pale counterparts, (A
Students also gave higher ratings to the importance of neipfulness at
the end 'of their medical schooling, but felt less effective in :
‘meeting the needs of cancer patients throughout the scﬁbollng period.
The findings suggest a'need to re-evaluate the sex-role stereotypes

of wvomen in medicine. (KMF) . .
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The purpOSe of the present study was to~investigate
whether or not medical students adhere totsex-role stereotypes
' concerning helping and achieving, and to determine whether these
stqdents' attitudes toward helpinahand ﬁChleVin” aae different ,
at the variods stages of their medical’ schooling ' )

Traditionally and stereotypically, women have been Viewed as
helpful, nurtutant, and emotionaiiy 1nvolveo‘indeide%ls.whe—are -

' ~iess:compexitive than are men._ Using nedical student samples,
it has been founa that fenale medical stédents score higher than
' male.medical students on nurturance and understanding, whereas
male medical students have been found to scoré higher on dominance
and order. Another study foung that little difference was
berceived between.womgn in general and women 1in ned;cine when
evgluated by medical stddents on meaSures_of nurturance .and
y interest in helping others. In contrast, i:emale‘ medical students
, . \ havetbeeh found to,rate themselves Nigher ‘than male medical

) » .
. [N
students on self-confidence and aggression, whereas the males

L 3
v

\ S .
rated themseives higher than the females on nurturance ahd

<

!

.affiliation. These studies indicate the comblekity of this
research area., This study%ras thug designed to further,
investigate the ‘characteristics of women in.non-<traditional
{iel}ds, specifically, in the field of medigcine.

Medical school creates special problems for thd female

'student as do other male dominated fields. Several researchers
> ;

asgertthat difficulties can be encountered when female medical
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students try to Qntegrate traditionally "magculine"~an&l

""femiriine" rol$ attributes, or .n Bakan's (1964) terms "agentic”

.

versus "communal" oriéhtations, as they assume the responsibi;itieé
of physicians. The "agentic"“identity gemands competence and én |
achievement orientation, whereas the jgommunal“iideﬁtity demands
dépendence nd a,helping orientation. The queution then becomes:
do ‘women goa}l Students chose tetween these iwo iaertities? -
Are female medfpal studénts ﬁore concefned than male medical
students with he%ping batients ;nq less concervied fhan male
mgdical students-with éohiévidg.iﬁ'medicine? .
‘ fhe study also investigated the valueg medical students /
attach to helping and achieving as they progresé through four °
years of medical schqél. According to becker, Geers, Hughes, and
Strauss (1961), medical students change in how they view them-
selves and thelr work as they édvance through mealcal school.

In thé first fwo years, the students sperd most of their time

in the‘classroom\with éxtremgiy liﬁited clinical experiedce.

-

The next two yedrs introduce a shift from classroom achievement

orientation to a ‘practical problem-solXing orientation which

requires a concomitant changg in thihking. After two'years of.
: 7 .

studying for competitive exams, the students bggin working with
patients and they develop a mew .set of expectations about what
‘physic[ﬁns can and should-do. Eron (1955) found that during the

-Coqrse of four years of mg&?cal school, sgﬁﬁents showed a

*»

significant increase in cynigdl attitudes and a decrease in ,the

expréssion of humanitarian feélings,;offén explained as grising
[ . L4 N

from disillusionmenf. The‘issues of helping +and achievﬁng‘ih
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medicine thus have important,ﬁvxlth care implications,_for a
phys101an s ablllty to satlsfy the SQClb emotlonal needs of
patlents can dlrectly affect the outcome of. treatment.

Medlcal students attitudes, toward oncology as a speciaity

-

and_theif.attitudes toward the care of tancer.patients were
phosen to investigate, for three reasons., tCirct ol all, oncblogyﬂ

offers vast opportunltles for ach1ev1ng medlcal breakthroughs.

Secondly, it' is a spe01alty which 1s ig need of caring, warm
- : ',
physielans because of the nature of the diceaue veing treated.

The psychologlcal needs ol ,the cancer pullient sre great and

{

. + . -,
nowhere. 1s the need)ﬂor physiclans to be actively concerned wlth

.

4

the emotional well-being of their patients more dramatic than in

-~

the field of oncology. It was felt that if gender differences

exist in attitudes concerning earetakiné, these attitudinal
differences are iikely to be highlighted-in oncology. Also,
ohcology was chosen to study because 1t is ot a sex-typed field,

as are pediatrics and urology, 1n that there are few preconceived

.

sex-role expectations associated with oncologlc care.

Methods B

A 90 item questionnaire was used to measure general
‘ . N
achievement and helping orientatid%s and achieveafnt and helping

orlentatlons as related to ncolo%y The questlonnaire was

-

comprlsed of severagl scales, “six 6f ‘which were chosen for

analysis. The scale measuriﬂé general achlevement orientation,
devejoped by Scott (1965), included items concerning the
students' desires to do well in school. Scott's Y1965) General

Helping scale measured the students’ helping orientation not

A




related to oncology per se. 'Itéﬁs includeﬁ whetherr or not the
students agmfred in other peopie utter selfleésnesg in %ne's
actions, helping another person feel nore secure, and beding kind

tb other‘beople. The Specialty-Oriented Achievement scale

\a .
measured the students' attltudes concerning how medically

¢ .
b . , s

rewarding oncology, is, wihether oncologj is a high status field,
I ’ '

whethétr cancer care can be only paliiative, and how pessimistic 3

. ~
. 7/ - i ]

they weré about there being medical break-throughs in oncology.
‘ in the near future. The'Appropfﬁateness of.ﬁelping écale

included items such as how appropriate the studgents felt it was
S ‘ b .
for them'to help cawncer patients with tneir emotional problems
L)

related to their dlsease. how fesponolble they felt to meet the

psycholog\Eal needs of gancer patients, and-how concerned they

o

were with meeting these needs. The Effectiveness of Helplng
scale included 1tems stch as how effectlve and.confident the

studen§S'felt in dealing with the psychological praeblems of

-

cancer patients$ and how competent and comfortable they were in

ﬁeeting these needs. The Patient-Preference(scele included

items such &s how ?uch the medical students wanted .caricer

patients to hidevfneir’pezchologicdi oroblems from them, how,

. annoyed they are %ith cancer patients who, get ﬁpsizﬂin front of
%nem. and hon mueh they would mind dealing with cancer patients’

. psychological problems who are in advanced stages of the

3

; disease.  The reliability of the scalegs ranged#%rom .50 to .80.7

A measure of sex-role orientation was also used.

. A total of 267 male and 117 female medical students were
™
\ . . .
reprited from large lecture halls to complete the questionnaire,

» % | i
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. w1th the except;on of the senior medlcal students who were malled

the questlonnalre. The respon lents represented L8% of the

”»

- freshman class, 69% of the sophomore class, 40% of the junior
class, and 61% of the senior class. A .

Results and Discussion

> ~ .& Several significant differences-between the male and female

‘% )

~ . . .
students were found. The results indicated that, the femalee were
more aohlevement-=oriented in éeneral (F(1,382)=9:76, b-(.OOZ) and

- were also more helpiang-oriented in general (¥(1;382)=7:03, p<.008)

than were the males. <further, the femule sﬁydents were more
achievement-oriented as related to oncology than were the male

students (F(1,382)=3.84, p <.05). That is, the female-rstudents
> . el
were significantly more interested in making medical gains in .

oncology than were the malé students. GLoreover, on the
' 5
Appropriateness of Helping scale, the female students felt that

it was appropriate for them to help cancer.patients with their .

4

Rsycho}ogical»needs relatea to thelr disease significantly more

= than felt the male students (F(1, 382) 13 50 p £.001). The

3

females also preferred communloetlv‘, 1nvolved patlento N

gignificantly more often than did the males, as measured by the
- ' N 1 rd -
Patient Preference scale (F(1,382)=13.31, p<.001). No genuer

differences'were found on' the Effectiveness of Helping scale in -
N

LY . »

terms of how’effective the students felt in handling the .

psychological needs of cancer Ppatients. Could these findings* be,

-,

attributed to the females being more interested in oncoIogy overall

kY L]

than were the males° ThlS was 1nvest1gated and no gender -

dlffErences in terms of preference to ope01allze in medJ.cal'~

L




o

J & AL : ., . O
‘ . . \ L ‘ .

oncology were fobnd From a 1i st of slx opeCLaltles, medlcal
oncology was ;anked thlrd by b“oh males and females as the fleld
whlgh they most wanted to” enter. ' : .

JSex role orientation prov1ded some useful 1nformatlon*

LY

concerning the students’ attltudes toward hblplng and ach1ev1n§“

%W correlatiorr of .51 was found between sem—role orlentatlon and
h L } &
achievement striving in oncology. Thus, the more¢ "communal' -.

the individual, the more achievement-oriented he or' shg was

-~

concerning the field of ‘oncology. A .65 relationship was found

bet@een sex-role orientation and the fppropriateness of Helping
» . @ )
scale, indicating that the more ™communal” the individual was,’
o - + . . ‘
the more appropriate he or she felt it was to help cancer patients

+

with their psychological problems related to their diseasezg A .
hé5 correlation wa's also found between sex-role orien@ition ahd
the Patient Preference scale, thus, the higher the individual

scored in "communal” orientatlon. the more he or she preferred

open, involved ogncer patients.

»
.

Some interesting trends were found when the four classes
PR )
were analys€d across gender. A significant curvilinear (
/ ’ -

relationship was found on the Specialty—OrienﬁedfAchievemehﬁ

’

scale which irficated that the students exhibited Zow levels of

"-desired dchievemént strivings in oncology as freshmen, were

b . s
more interested ‘in oncology-related achievement in their

sophomore and junior years. " and returned to the freshmen level

~in the senior year (F(2, 37&) 8. 26, p <.0003). A dnffegeny

curvilinear pattern was found for class year on the General
VAN . _
Helping,Orientatﬂon scale (see I'igure 1). Freshmen, sophomores,
L 7 . .
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Figure 1. tGeneral Helping sca.e mean scores by clagss year.
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and juniors were low in helplr orientations, whereas the senlors

' were ‘significantly more helpinu-oriented than were‘the other three!
classes (F(2,‘382)=3.90; p<.021). Although the students l )
became increasingly more helping oriented by their senior

' year, the Effectiveness of Helping scale scores (éee?igure é) '

indicate that these same students felt significantlx/less

—

effectlve when 1t came to helping cancer pat1ents with their

psychological problems related to thelr d1sease, as they went

s

from the freshman year tp the senior yearvln*school. Thus,
? v ’

although the students rated the.importance of¥ general helpfulness,

0

higher at the end of thelr medical schooling than-at the
; beginning, tﬁéy felt‘s1gn1f1cantly less effeotlve in meet1ng
the needs of cancer patients as they progressed through medical
school. That these medical students become fbss achievement-
or1ented and feel less effective in helping cancer fatients as
) they advance through their four years of school;én_has 1mpllcatlons
for medlcal education and suggests the need for all medical )
students to be trained in ways of effectlvely handl1ng the
psychological needs of cancer patients. . '
Further, the findings.indicate that the' sex-role stereotype
of women being more helping-oriented than are men was Supﬁ%rted.
The female students, in contrast te their nale counterparts were
more helplng -oriented in general, felt more ltrongly that helping
cancer patients with the1r psychologlcal needs was approprlate,
* and preferred open, 1nvolved dlsclos1ng patlents. However, ’

although the women advocated being more nurturant, contrary to

sex-role stereotypes they were also more achievement-oriented in

~
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Figure 2.

»

Effectiveness of He ping, scale mean scores by class year.
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general and as, related to oncdlogy than were the mer. That is,

AY

helping and achieving appear tu\9e compatible goals for these

women. The notion that women in medlcal school are hlgh achlevers
. é"\

has recelved support 1n ‘that of the accepted appllcants to

medicak¥ school, females tend to score sighificantly hlgher than .

3 Vi -

do males on science grédes’in undergraduate courses ahd tend to

-

have higher cumulative averages than do male applicants?' It<; .
‘ appears, -then, that womin in medical school attempt successfully

to ingeégrate both "agentic' add ”comndnal” roles as they assume
the responsibilities of physicians. How they manage to do

. . : - :
both when they become practicihg physicians remains a question

for further study.
\ ' ' ,
Irs conclusien, these findings show that/not only were the'"

)
. female medical students more helplng oriented Ehan were the male

-

medical students but, contrary to sex-role stereotypes, the
pd .

\

females were also more achlevement or1ented than were theiyp male
3 counterparts. Findings such as these call for a re- evaluatlon
of sex-role stereotypeé’of women ir medlclne and the need to'
investigate unfounded notions as to the "nature" of women in

dther non-traditional fields as well as of women in general.
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