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MASCULINITY-FEMININITY TEST

Introduction to the Masculinity-Femininity Test (MFT)

The Masculinity-Femininity Test (MFT) refers to a class of psychometric instruments designed to
guantify the degree to which an individual exhibits traits, interests, attitudes, and behaviors
traditionally associated with either masculinity or femininity within a specific cultural context. These
tests operate on the premise that such characteristics are measurable psychological constructs,
often conceived along a spectrum. The primary function of the MFT, particularly in its earliest
iterations, was to provide a quantitative measure of alignment with socially defined gender roles,
distinguishing individuals who adhered closely to these norms from those who deviated. This
process of qualification was often employed for research purposes, clinical assessment, or even
vocational guidance, attempting to map psychological profiles onto societal expectations of sex
and gender.

The fundamental utility of the MFT lies in its comparative nature. When comparing two males or
two females, or even engaging in inter-sex comparison, masculinity-femininity tests attempt to
qualify the difference in their behaviors and characteristics based on standardized scoring derived
from large norm groups. This comparison allows researchers to study the relationship between
gender role adherence and various psychological outcomes, such as adjustment, career success,
or mental health status. However, the interpretation of these scores has evolved significantly over
the decades, moving away from a simple binary judgment toward a more nuanced understanding
of gender expression. The tests are inherently tied to the cultural moment in which they were
developed, reflecting prevailing societal beliefs about what constitutes "normal” or "healthy" gender
presentation.

Understanding the historical context is crucial for evaluating the MFT's significance. The initial
development of these instruments was rooted in early 20th-century psychology, which sought to
measure and categorize almost every facet of human personality. The MFT represented an
ambitious attempt to formalize and measure the elusive concept of gender characteristics using
empirical methods. This effort inherently involved operationalizing complex sociological and
psychological traits into quantifiable data points, such as preferences for certain activities, types of
humor, or emotional responses. Although modern psychology views these constructs through a far
more complex lens, the early MFTs laid the groundwork for subsequent gender studies by forcing
researchers to define and measure the parameters they were investigating.

Historical Antecedents: The Terman-Miles Contribution

The foundational milestone in the development of MFTs was the creation of the Terman-Miles
Attitude Interest Analysis Test, formulated and published in 1938 by psychologists Lewis
Terman and Catherine Cox Miles. This landmark instrument was the first comprehensive,
standardized psychological test explicitly designed to examine the degree of masculinity or
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femininity displayed by a person. Terman and Miles spent nearly a decade developing this test,
accumulating extensive data from thousands of participants across various age groups and
educational levels to establish robust norms. Their work was deeply influential, setting the standard
for how gender-related psychological attributes would be conceptualized and measured for the
next several decades within the field of differential psychology.

The theoretical underpinnings of the Terman-Miles test were based on the assumption of a single,
bipolar dimension of masculinity-femininity. Scores were intended to place the individual
somewhere along a continuum, with high scores indicating a traditionally masculine profile and low
scores indicating a traditionally feminine profile. The test itself was expansive, consisting of over
400 items across seven categories, including word association, inkblot responses, interest in
various activities (e.g., occupations, hobbies), opinions, and emotional responses. This multi-
faceted approach aimed to capture a wide array of psychological and behavioral correlates
believed to differentiate the sexes, such as mechanical aptitude versus nurturing interests, or
aggressive tendencies versus passive compliance.

The historical significance of the Terman-Miles Attitude Interest Analysis Test cannot be
overstated, as it formalized the idea that gender differences could be reliably measured and
analyzed statistically. However, it also reflected the prevailing cultural and scientific biases of the
time. The construct of masculinity and femininity measured by Terman and Miles was heavily
influenced by traditional, normative gender roles predominant in mid-20th century America.
Consequently, the test implicitly linked psychological adjustment and societal success to
adherence to these traditional roles. A man scoring high on femininity or a woman scoring high on
masculinity was often viewed, within the context of the test's interpretation, as potentially
maladjusted or psychologically atypical, setting the stage for future critical debates regarding
construct validity and cultural relevance.

Theoretical Foundations and the Unidimensional Model

Early MFTs, including the Terman-Miles test, were firmly rooted in the unidimensional model of
masculinity and femininity. This model posits that masculinity and femininity are mutually exclusive
endpoints on a single linear spectrum. According to this view, an individual possesses
psychological traits proportional to their position on the line: the more feminine traits they exhibit,
the fewer masculine traits they possess, and vice versa. This theoretical framework was simple,
elegant, and mathematically convenient, aligning well with binary notions of sex and gender
prevalent in psychological research prior to the late 1960s. The goal of assessment under this
model was simply to locate the individual's single score along the defined continuum.

The constructs measured by these early tests typically fell into three broad categories: interests,
attitudes, and personality traits. Interests included preferences for vocational activities (e.qg.,
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engineering vs. nursing), hobbies (e.g., sports vs. domestic crafts), and aesthetic choices (e.g.,
types of literature or art). Attitudes covered opinions on social issues, moral standards, and roles
within the family or workplace, usually reflecting traditional expectations of male assertiveness or
female emotionality. Finally, Personality Traits attempted to capture enduring dispositions, such
as emotional sensitivity, dominance, aggression, or empathy, assigning higher value to those traits
statistically more common in one sex over the other based on the collected normative data.

A significant theoretical offshoot of the MFT development was its incorporation into general
personality assessment. For example, the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), a
widely used clinical assessment tool, included the "Mf" (Masculinity-Femininity) scale. This scale
was originally developed empirically by identifying items that differentiated between male and
female responses in the norm groups. Interestingly, the Mf scale was often used not just to
measure gender-role identification, but also to diagnose certain forms of psychopathology,
particularly in men. A high femininity score in a male clinical patient was sometimes interpreted as
an indicator of underlying psychological distress or sexual identity issues, demonstrating how
deeply intertwined gender norms were with definitions of mental health within mid-century clinical
psychology.

Methodological Approaches and Instrument Design

The design and methodology of MFTs varied, though most relied on self-report questionnaires and
standardized scoring. The earliest and most common approach, exemplified by Terman-Miles,
used an empirical keying method. In this method, items were retained in the test if, and only if,
they statistically differentiated a large sample of men from a large sample of women. This meant
the content of the items did not necessarily need to have intrinsic face validity related to gender
roles; they simply needed to reliably predict the biological sex of the test-taker. This empirical
approach was robust for statistical differentiation but offered limited insight into the psychological
meaning of the score.

Following the empirical tradition, later instruments often utilized a rational or theoretical
approach, where items were selected based on psychological theories of gender roles. A prime
example of this shift is the development of the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), which marked a
major departure from the unidimensional model. Instead of asking what differentiated men from
women, the BSRI asked respondents to rate themselves on traits considered desirable for both
sexes. The BSRI explicitly measures two independent dimensions: instrumentality (masculine traits
like assertiveness and dominance) and expressiveness (feminine traits like warmth and
compassion). This methodological innovation allowed researchers to categorize individuals not just
as masculine or feminine, but also as androgynous (high on both) or undifferentiated (low on both).

Beyond standardized self-report, some MFT methodologies incorporated more indirect or
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projective techniques, though these were less common in mainstream research. For instance, tests
utilizing thematic apperception or free association tasks attempted to reveal unconscious gender
role affiliations or conflicts. However, the complexity of scoring and the inherently subjective nature
of projective tests limited their widespread adoption for large-scale MFT research. Regardless of
the specific methodology--empirical, rational, or projective--all MFTs require extensive
standardization and norming to ensure that scores are interpreted relative to a defined population,
recognizing that the meaning of "masculine” or "feminine" can shift drastically across different age
cohorts, socioeconomic groups, and cultures.

The Critique of Dichotomy and the Rise of Androgyny

By the 1970s, psychological research began to mount significant challenges against the traditional,
unidimensional MFT model. The primary critique centered on the restrictive nature of the bipolar
continuum, which failed to account for individuals who possessed a high degree of both
traditionally masculine and traditionally feminine traits. Critics argued that forcing individuals into a
simple M or F category ignored a substantial portion of the population whose psychological profiles
were far more complex and multifaceted. The assumption that being high on one set of traits
automatically meant being low on the other was empirically unsound and theoretically limiting.

This critique catalyzed the development of the concept of psychological androgyny, most
famously championed by Sandra Bem. Androgyny, derived from the Greek words for male (andro)
and female (gyn), represents the psychological state of possessing high levels of both instrumental
(masculine) and expressive (feminine) characteristics. The shift to a two-dimensional model, as
operationalized by the BSRI, allowed researchers to identify four distinct gender role categories:
Masculine, Feminine, Androgynous, and Undifferentiated. Research supporting this model
suggested that androgynous individuals often demonstrated higher levels of psychological flexibility
and better adjustment, as they could adapt their behavior to situational demands--being assertive
when necessary (masculine) and nurturing when appropriate (feminine).

The emergence of androgyny fundamentally transformed the purpose and interpretation of MFTs.
Instead of using the test score to determine how "typical" or "atypical" a person was relative to their
biological sex, the new focus shifted to understanding the adaptive benefits of having a flexible
gender-role repertoire. The goal was no longer to measure conformity to a rigid cultural ideal, but
rather to assess the complexity and richness of an individual's personality traits, irrespective of
traditional gender boundaries. This paradigm shift was instrumental in broadening the scope of
gender psychology, moving the field beyond the narrow constraints imposed by earlier, more
culturally prescriptive instruments like the original Terman-Miles test.

Controversy, Validity, and Cultural Bias
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Despite their historical importance, MFTs have been subject to intense academic and social
scrutiny, primarily concerning issues of validity, reliability, and inherent bias. One major area of
contention is construct validity: what exactly are these tests measuring? Critics argue that MFTs
often fail to adequately distinguish between biological sex, social gender roles, personal identity,
and sexual orientation. Early tests frequently conflated these distinct constructs, leading to
ambiguous or misleading interpretations, particularly when applied clinically. For instance, a test
might measure a man's lack of interest in sports and interpret it as "femininity," when it is merely a
preference for other activities, or an expression of a non-conforming, but otherwise healthy, male
identity.

Furthermore, the issue of cultural and temporal bias is pervasive. Because MFTs are empirically
keyed based on the behaviors and attitudes that differentiate men and women at a specific time
and place, the resulting scales are inherently unstable and culturally specific. Traits considered
masculine in one culture (e.g., emotional expressiveness in some Mediterranean cultures) may be
classified as feminine in another (e.g., early 20th-century Western society). As gender roles evolve
rapidly, particularly in modern industrialized societies, an MFT standardized in 1938 or even 1970
quickly becomes obsolete, measuring an outdated social ideal rather than a stable psychological
construct. This lack of timeless universal validity severely limits the long-term utility of these
instruments.

The most profound controversy surrounding MFTSs relates to their historical use in prescribing and
pathologizing gender non-conformity. By defining an ideal masculine or feminine type, these tests
implicitly labeled individuals who scored outside the expected range as maladjusted, especially
within clinical settings. This had significant negative implications for individuals struggling with
gender identity, sexual orientation, or simply expressing personality traits that transcended
traditional boundaries. Modern psychological ethics strongly discourage the use of instruments that
rigidly categorize or pathologize differences in gender expression, recognizing that such diversity is
normal and healthy. Consequently, the use of classic MFTs, particularly those based on the
unidimensional model, has largely been abandoned in contemporary research and clinical practice
in favor of scales that acknowledge multidimensionality and fluidity.

Modern Conceptualizations and Ethical Considerations

In contemporary psychology, the term MFT is rarely used in its original sense. Instead, researchers
focus on studying gender identity, gender expression, and gender role attitudes as separate
and distinct constructs. Modern instruments are designed not to place individuals on a single M/F
spectrum, but rather to assess the degree of endorsement of specific traits (like agency or
communion), or the level of satisfaction and stability regarding one's self-defined gender identity.
The current research paradigm acknowledges gender as a highly dynamic construct influenced by
self-perception, social context, and interactional patterns, moving far beyond the simplistic
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measurement of interests or attitudes.

Ethical considerations dominate the use of any tool related to gender assessment today.
Psychologists must adhere to strict guidelines ensuring that assessment instruments do not
perpetuate harmful stereotypes, reinforce restrictive gender roles, or contribute to discrimination.
Any tool used in clinical or research settings must be culturally sensitive, non-pathologizing, and
must respect the individual's self-identification. For example, research involving transgender or
gender-nonconforming individuals requires instruments that measure their specific experiences
and psychological well-being without presupposing a binary framework or suggesting that their
identity is a form of psychological maladjustment.

While the classic MFTs are largely relegated to historical study, their conceptual descendants are
still used in specialized areas. For instance, scales measuring instrumentality (masculine traits)
and expressiveness (feminine traits) are valuable in studying leadership styles, negotiation tactics,
and the division of labor in relationships, focusing on adaptive behavior rather than gender
conformity. However, these modern applications treat these traits as general personality
dimensions available to all individuals, irrespective of sex or gender identity, representing a final,
significant theoretical departure from the original intent of the Masculinity-Femininity Test.
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