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DOUBLE STANDARDlDOUBLE BIND 

The Sexual Double Standard and 
Women’s Communica tion about Sex 

Charlene L. Muehlenhard and Marcia L. McCoy 
University of Kansas 

We tested the hypothesis that the sexual double standard, which gives 
more sexual freedom to men than women, might in some situations 
make women reluctant to acknowledge their desire for sexual inter- 
course. We asked 403 college women whether they had been in situa- 
tions in which (a) they were with a man who wanted to have sexual 
intercourse, and they wanted to have sexual intercourse with him, but 
they indicated that they did not want to do so (scripted refusal); and (b) 
they were in the same situation, but they openly acknowledged their 
willingness to have sexual intercourse (open acknowledgment). If they 
had been in either or both of these situations, they were asked to com- 
plete a scale measuring acceptance of the sexual double standard, first 
the way they believed their partner would have completed it, and next 
the way they would have completed it. As expected, women in scripted 
refusal situations believed that their partners accepted the double stan- 
dard more than did women in open acknowledgment situations. Consis- 
tent with theories emphasizing proximal determinants of gender-related 
behavior, scripted refusal provides sexually active women with a so- 
cially acceptable way of dealing with the sexual double standard. 

Pornography, mainstream movies, and television shows depict sexual 
scripts in which women behave as if they do not  want  to  have sex when in 
fact they do  (Cowan, Lee, Levy, & Snyder, 1988; Malamuth & Check, 
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1981; Smith, 1976; Waggett, 1989). In these depictions, the man makes a 
sexual advance that the woman initially resists, but eventually she re- 
sponds positively, reaching orgasm or falling in love with him. The im- 
plicit message is that women are not to be taken seriously when they say 
no to sex: men’s role in this sexual script is to persist until women give in; 
women’s role is to refuse men’s advances, even when they want to have 
sex. 

We will refer to women’s role in this script as scripted refusal.’ Two 
studies of college women found that 39.3% (Muehlenhard & Hollabaugh, 
1988) and 37.8 % (Shotland & Hunter, 1991) reported indicating to their 
partner that they did not want to engage in sexual intercourse when in 
fact they did want to. 

The purpose of the present study was to examine scripted refusal in its 
cultural context. Deaux and Major’s (1987) interactive model of gender 
provides a theoretical framework for investigating gender-related behav- 
ior in its context. This model stresses proximal (i,e., situational) causes 
of behavior, such as expectancies conveyed by the perceiver and other 
situational pressures, rather than distal (i.e., removed from the situation) 
causes, such as childhood socialization or biological factors. This model 
explains differences between women and men in terms of the different 
expectations and schemas that people have for women and men; it explains 
individual differences among women in terms of differential expectancies 
of those perceiving and evaluating the women’s behavior. This theory is 
similar to self-presentation theory, which suggests that people behave so as 
to communicate information about themselves and to present themselves 
favorably according to the audience’s values (Baumeister, 1982). Consis- 
tent with these theories, both women and men behave in more gender- 
stereotyped ways when interacting with someone who holds traditional, 
rather than nontraditional, gender role attitudes - especially when inter- 
acting with someone they wish to impress favorably (e.g., a desirable 
partner) (Fried & Major, 1980; von Baeyer, Sherk, & Zanna, 1981; Zanna 
& Pack, 1975). 

Proximal Determinants of Scripted Refusal 

 

sexual intercourse outside marriage is acceptable for men, but not 

sex outside marriage is tolerated within more restrictive circum- 
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Sexual Double Standard Scale (SDSS) 

Scoring and Administration. 

 

The Sexual Double Standard Scale (Muehlenhard & Quackenbush, 1991) measures acceptance of 

the sexual double standard regarding premarital sex, monogamy, and sex at a young age or early in 

a relationship. On a 4-point scale ranging from disagree strongly (0) to agree strongly (3), 

respondents rate their level of agreement with 26 items - 6 individual items and 10 pairs of items.  

The individual items compare attitudes toward women’s and men’s sexual behaviour within the same 

item: e.g., “It’s worse for a woman to sleep around than it is for a man” (keyed positively), or “It is just 

as important for a man to be a virgin when he marries as it is for a woman” (keyed negatively).  

Scores of negatively keyed items are reversed. Twenty items occur in pairs, with one item about 

women’s sexual behaviour and one about men’s sexual behaviour (e.g., no. 16, “A girl who has sex 

on the first date is ‘easy”’ and no. 21, “A guy who has sex on the first date is ‘easy”’). The response to 

one item from each pair is subtracted from the response to the other; difference scores reflect 

discrepancies in the amount of sexual freedom respondents regard as appropriate for women and 

men.  

Total scores are calculated by summing the ratings of individual items and difference scores from 

pairs of items. Scores can range from 48 for respondents who accept the traditional sexual double 

standard with stricter standards for women than men, to 0 for respondents with identical standards for 

women and men, to - 30 for respondents with stricter standards for men than women.  

Muehlenhard and Quackenbush (1991) found that coefficient alpha was .726 for women’s reports of 

their own acceptance of the double standard and .817 for women’s inferences about their partners’ 

beliefs; scores were correlated with several other variables in the predicted directions. 
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SDSS   Questionnaire 
Circle the answer that agrees with you most out of the 4 responses. 
 
 

 

1.  It’s worse for a woman to sleep around than it is for a man. 

Disagree Strongly Disagree Mildly Agree Mildly Agree Strongly 

0 1 2 3 

 

2.  It’s best for a guy to lose his virginity before he's out of his teens. 

Disagree Strongly Disagree Mildly Agree Mildly Agree Strongly 

0 1 2 3 

 

3.  It’s okay for a woman to have more than one sexual relationship at the same time. 

Disagree Strongly Disagree Mildly Agree Mildly Agree Strongly 

0 1 2 3 

 

4.   It is just as important for a man to be a virgin when he marries as It Is for a woman. 

Disagree Strongly Disagree Mildly Agree Mildly Agree Strongly 

0 1 2 3 

 

5. I approve of a 16-year-old girl’s having sex just as much as a 16-year-old boy’s having sex. 

Disagree Strongly Disagree Mildly Agree Mildly Agree Strongly 

0 1 2 3 
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