
Age range
Mean age
Had spouse/partner
Had children
Antarctic station:a

McMurdo
Palmer
South Pole
Field camp
On ship

Seasons:a
Summer
Winter
Winter fly_mb

Number of times in
Antarctic:

Once
Twice
Three times or more

Mean time length
in Antarctic (months)

	

34(94%)	13(93%)

	

5(14%)	0(0%)

	

13(36%)	3(21%)

	

18(50%)	7(50%)

	

9(25%)	4(28%)

	

9(25%)	3(21%)

8(100%)
0(0%)
3(36%)

3(38%)
2(25%)
3(38%)

21-52
36.1
6(43%)
4(29%)

14(100%)
1(7%)
2(14%)
1(7%)
0(0%)

13(93%)
5(36%)
7(50%)

8(57%)
3(21%)
3(21%)

20-57	20-49	23-38
33.7	34.0	28.9
21(69%)	12(86%)	3(36%)
10(27%)	4(20%)	2(25%)

29(80%)	7(50%)	8(100%)
5(14%)	7(28%)	0(0%)
3(8%)	1(7%)	0(0%)
6(17%)	3(21%)	2(25%)
4(11%)	4(29%)	0(0%)

aTotal is more than 100% because some women were at more than one station or
came for a combination of seasons.
bRefers to the first flights in at the end of the winter.

Sociological and psychological studies

Women in the Antarctic: Constructive risk-taking and
social consequences

JESSICA F. MORRIS, JACQUELINE S. WEINSTOCK, and ESTHER D. ROTHBLUM, University of Vermont, Department of Psychology,
Burlington, Vermont 05405

W
omen currently constitute approximately 15 percent of
the U.S. antarctic population. As the number of women

in the Antarctic increases, there is a need to examine wom-
en's experiences as well as those of men. Our study obtained
information from women who had recently returned from the
Antarctic. Semistructured interviews were conducted with
women scientists and staff, military personnel, and civilian
contractors.

Women who seek antarctic duty are engaging in nontra-
ditional behavior for most women. The first goal of this study
was to investigate risk-taking among this group of women.
Second, the study examined the social consequences of risk-
taking for women. Women are socialized to
value social relationships, and the research on
risk avoidance has indicated that what is fearful	Table 1.
about risk-taking is the anticipated negative
interpersonal consequences (for example, fear
of rejection) rather than career- or work-related

T17T&consequences of seeking new experiences at a
considerable distance from their social networks
(Rothblum 1990; Solomon and Rothblum 1986).

Thirty-six women who had been in the
Antarctic during the 1990-1991 and/or the
1991-1992 austral seasons participated in the
study. Fourteen women had been in the Antarc-
tic for scientific research (serving as, for exam-
ple, principal investigators, laboratory assis-
tants, or student assistants). Eight participants
were women military personnel. Fourteen
women were in the Antarctic as employees of
Antarctic Support Associates (ASA). Demograph-
ic information about the participants is present-
ed in table 1.

A semistructured, open-ended interview
format was developed. Questions focused on the
following components:
• Risk-taking. Participants were asked whether

any aspect of going to the Antarctic felt risky
and what kinds of risks they took while in the
Antarctic. Five other questions were consid-
ered relevant to risk-taking: (1) what motiva-
tions they had for going to the Antarctic

(what led up to the women going to the Antarctic; how
they ended up going); (2) whether they viewed going to the
Antarctic as an adventure; (3) what they felt they gained
from going to the Antarctic; (4) what they felt they gave up
by going to the Antarctic; and (5) whether they would go
back.
Social supports. Participants were asked about people's
reactions when they found out that the women were going
to the Antarctic. We focused on how family, friends, and
coworkers reacted, how supportive they were, and whether
their reaction was surprising to the women. The purpose of
this category was to determine whether the social conse-

Demographic information about women in the Antarctic
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25%
11%
14%
33%
14%
25%
25%
72%

36%
0%
8%

17%
30%
17%
17%
11%
11%
6%
6%

22%

3%
80%

33%
30%
11%
11%
8%

14%
19%
30%

8%

42%
11%
11%
6%
3%
6%

22%
11%
20%
8%

21%
7%

14%
21%
21%
29%
43%
78%

43%
0%
7%

14%
36%
28%
14%
0%

21%
7%
0%

14%

7%
93%

36%
28%

7%
21%
14%
7%

21%
42%
14%

64%
14%
14%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

43%
7%

12%
38%
12%
50%
12%
25%
12%
38%

38%
25%
12%
0%

25%
0%

12%
0%

12%
12%
12%
12%

0%
75%

38%
12%
0%
0%
0%

38%
38%
25%
12%

62%
25%
0%
0%

12%
0%

12%
0%
0%
0%

36%
0%

14%
36%

7%
21%
14%
78%

21%
14%
7%

28%
28%
14%
21%
20%

0%
0%
7%

36%

0%
71%

28%
28%
21%

7%
7%
7%
7%

21%
0%

7%
0%

14%
14%
0%

14%
50%
28%
28%
14%

	

quences of making the decision to go to the Antarctic were	dents (scientists, Navy women, ASA women, and total respon-
positive or negative,	 dents) who indicated all of the subthemes and major themes

	

Frequencies of responses to all major interview ques-	related to risk-taking and social support.

	

tions, broken down by themes and subthemes, are presented	The results of our study imply that women compared the

	

in table 2. Thus, table 2 contains the percentages of respon-	antarctic experience to even more nontraditional and often

Table 2. Percentage of women who responded to themes of risk-taking and social support

Perceptions of risk before going to the Antarctic
Mentioned only factors that were not risks
Not a risk: Total
Not a risk because:

Exciting
Didn't know what to expect
Interpersonal supports
Other reasons
Knew people in similar situations
Had been in similar situation

Mentioned only factors that were risks
Was a risk: Total
Was a risk because:

Leaving family/home
Lack of communication with home
Negative reactions of others
Other people in the Antarctic
Travel to or in the Antarctic
Weather in the Antarctic
Practical concerns
Work/leaving stable job
Fear of dying
Medical reasons
Fear of the unknown
Negative emotions, loss of control

Perceptions of risk while in the Antarctic
Nothing was a risk
Some aspects were a risk
Was a risk because:

Exploring/taking trips
Travel to or in the Antarctic
Relationships
Work
Health
Risk happened to other people

Knew the risks and avoided them
Antarctic program focused on safety
Should have been more worried beforehand
Motivation for going to the Antarctic
Work advancement
Part of the job
Get out of current job
Get out of relationship
Improving current relationship
Children grown up
Doing something exciting, extraordinary
Grabbed the opportunity, said yes at once
Knew someone, had connections to antarctic job
Was hesitant, needed encouragement

Risk-taking

25%	21%	50%	14%
69%	57%	75%	78%
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riskier situations ("It's not like climbing Mt. Everest"). The
study also indicates that women who go to the Antarctic use
denial both as a way of avoiding thinking about risks before-
hand and as a means of coping with emotional distress in the
Antarctic.

What is suggested by the interviews of the women in this
sample is that their experiences and behavior do not easily fit
into traditional concepts of women's relationships (Jordan et
al. 1991). Given the socialization of women to subordinate
parts of themselves for the sake of relationships, our study
indicates two possibilities. On one hand, the women in this
study are able to overcome (or may never have been shaped
by) this socialization. On the other hand, the women in this
study may have developed growth-enhancing relationships

that support women's constructive risk-taking. Further
research is needed to focus on the relationship experiences of
risk-taking women.

Much of the research on risk-taking has focused on
dangerous or unhealthy behaviors (destructive risk-taking)
among men (for example, parachute jumping, rifle shoot-
ing). The purpose of many of these studies was to find ways
to increase safety and health (and thus decrease risk-tak-
ing) of participants. There has been little research on risk-
taking that does not have dangerous consequences (con-
structive risk-taking), particularly with female samples.
Given the prevalence of fear of failure among women, an
understanding of constructive risk-taking would have
important implications for cli.iical interventions of fear of

Table 2. Percentage of women who responded to themes of risk-taking and social support,
continued

19%
67%

6%
11%

The antarctic experience as an adventure
Was an adventure
Was not an adventure, mixed reaction
Adventurous person:

Travel arena
Interpersonal arena
Other arenas

Not an adventurous person
Other people regard me as adventurous
Gained by going to the Antarctic
Personality changes, personal growth
Specific skills, job/career skills
Having an "experience"
Friendships, people
Lost, gave up, by going to the Antarctic
Nothing was lost
Work, career, school
Family and friends
Romantic relationships
Living a normal life
Other, trivial
Would go back
Would go back:

Interpersonal reasons
Noninterpersonal or no specific reason

Would not go back:
Interpersonal reasons
Noninterpersonal or no specific reason

	

50%	75%	93%

	

50%	25%	7%

	

28%	12%	28%

	

0%	0%	21%

	

7%	24%	36%

	

57%	50%	21%

	

14%	12%	7%

	

57%	75%	71%

	

57%	38%	28%

	

78%	12%	64%

	

50%	62%	21%

	

43%	24%	21%

	

64%	12%	57%

	

21%	38%	21%

	

21%	24%	7%

	

14%	0%	28%

	

21%	12%	21%

	

28%	12%	14%

	

64%	50%	78%

	

0%	25%	0%

	

7%	12%	14%

75%
28%

25%
8%

22%
39%
11%

67%
42%
58%
42%

30%
50%
25%
17%
17%
19%

Social consequences
Family positive	 75%	78%	88%	57%
Family negative or ambivalent	 50%	36%	50%	50%
Friends positive	 25%	21%	0%	43%
Friends negative or ambivalent	 30%	21%	24%	43%
Coworkers positive	 17%	7%	12%	28%
Coworkers negative	 11%	7%	12%	14%
Didn't have friends; friends not important	 0%	0%	25%	7%
Not surprised by the reaction of others	 44%	64%	50%	21%
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failure, as well as for prevention of avoidance behaviors in
young girls.

This article was also presented at the 101st Annual Con-
vention of the American Psychological Association at Toron-
to, Ontario, Canada, August, 1993.

This study was supported by a National Science Founda-
tion Women's Career Advancement Award to Rothblum,
grant number OPP 91-17621. Address correspondence to Jes-
sica F. Morris at Department of Psychology, John Dewey Hall,
University of Vermont, Burlington, VT 05405.
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The folk psychology of the winter experience in Antarctica
MARK A. CRAVALHo, Department of Family and Preventive Medicine, University of California, San Diego, La Jolla,

California 92093-0807

()
ne of the prominant features of the "microculture" that
characterizes the winter community of McMurdo is a

distinctive lexicon used to describe daily life there. Some of
the lexicon is richly figurative. For instance, American per-
sonnel in Antarctica often employ a term, "toast," to refer to
comportment and mentation resulting from distress experi-
enced during the winter. This metaphor was frequently
encountered during fieldwork conducted in McMurdo in late
winter 1992.

The term "toast" is generally employed to denote a state
associated with exhaustion, insomnia, and irritability as a
result of spending the winter—"wintering-over"—in Antarcti-
ca. There is also a frequent association with the "antarctic
stare," the phenomenon of cognitive impairment or lack of
concentration considered to be one of the symptoms of the
"winter-over syndrome" (Strange and Youngman 1971). Indi-
viduals designated by fellow crew members as "toast" are fre-
quently described as "burnt out," tired, easily provoked,
humorless, and rarely engaged in social interaction. "Toast"
refers to a state which is understood to be both somatic and
affective, as well as social, but although these symptoms may
be experienced throughout the year in any environment, they
are defined by the crew as evidence of toast only when they
occur during the austral winter.

A number of observations about the metaphor's social
and psychological functions may be made. First, it spatially
and temporally bounds what in other contexts might be
regarded as pathological or antisocial behavior essential to a
person's character. It, thus, substitutes a minor category of
deviance for a major one. In this manner, it evades serious
stigmatization either of one's fellow crew members or one's
self. Second, related to this first function, it provides a means
of protecting one's performance from criticism when the
metaphor is strategically deployed as an excuse for one's less-

than-superlative performance. Reference to a crew member
being toasted late in the winter season is often used as a ratio-
nale for substandard performance. Third, although at least
one winter crew member argued that depression among the
crew was due to suggestion during predeployment lectures
that depressed mood was inevitable during the winter, in light
of empirical investigations of defense mechanisms, a contrary
interpretation might be made. Anticipation of hardship has
been found to be an effective defense against distress (Ezekiel
1968; Vaillant 1977, 1993). This suggests that knowledge of a
folk idiom of distress such as "toast" would shield one from
some of the distress likely to occur during the austral winter.
Fourth, the humor apparent in the use of the metaphor
makes light of the condition it marks. Humor is also regarded
as evidence of use of mature ego defense mechanisms. Final-
ly, the metaphor seems to mark and distance the winter per-
sonnel from the newcomers, as do other elements of the folk
lexicon. This kind of clique formation and maintenance is a
salient feature of social interaction at McMurdo (Palinkas
1989, pp. 240-241.)

This work was supported by National Science Founda-
tion grant OPP 90-19131.
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