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MASCULINITY-FEMININITY TESTS

Introduction to Masculinity-Femininity Constructs

Masculinity-Femininity Tests, historically significant instruments within the field of psychological
assessment, are designed to quantify the degree to which an individual conforms to or identifies
with traditional societal expectations regarding gender roles and associated behaviors. These
assessments emerged from a broader psychological interest in sex differences and the impact of
socialization on personality structure. They aim to measure a person's tendency toward traits,
interests, and behaviors conventionally categorized as either masculine or feminine within a
specific cultural context. Although their methodology and underlying theory have undergone
intense scrutiny and radical revisions over the decades, the study of how individuals internalize
and express gendered attributes remains a fundamental area of research. This comprehensive
entry will delve into the historical development, defining characteristics, major instruments, and
significant theoretical shifts that have shaped the use and interpretation of Masculinity-Femininity
Tests.

The initial premise behind these measurements was rooted in a largely binary understanding of
gender, where psychological traits were believed to align neatly with biological sex, resulting in
measurable differences between men and women. Early psychologists sought to create reliable
tools that could operationalize these differences, allowing for empirical comparison across
populations and potentially aiding in clinical diagnosis. The core function of these tests is therefore
to locate an individual on a continuum--or later, within a dimensional space--defined by traits such
as instrumental competence (often linked to masculinity) and expressive warmth (often linked to
femininity). Understanding the context of their development is crucial, as the traits being measured
are inherently social constructions, subject to cultural change and historical interpretation regarding
what constitutes acceptable or normative gender expression.

The evolution of these assessments parallels the broader shift in psychology from a strictly
biological determinism regarding sex roles to a recognition of the complex interplay between
culture, socialization, and individual identity. This entry will specifically address how the focus
moved from measuring simple conformity to traditional roles--often linked to mental health status--
to embracing more sophisticated concepts, such as psychological androgyny, which posits that
high levels of both masculine and feminine traits can coexist productively within a single individual.
By examining the instruments used, such as the Terman-Miles scale and the Bem Sex-Role
Inventory, we can trace the conceptual journey from a restrictive, unipolar model to the current
multidimensional understanding of human gender expression, critically evaluating the enduring
utility and inherent limitations of these assessments.

Conceptual Definition and Scope of M-F Testing

Formally, Masculinity-Femininity Tests are defined as standardized psychological instruments
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designed to empirically gauge an individual's adherence to or deviation from established, often
stereotypical, gender roles and traits prevalent within their society. These assessments measure
patterns of behavior, attitudes, interests, and emotional responses that society typically attributes
disproportionately to one sex or the other. The scope is inherently broad, encompassing
dimensions ranging from vocational aspirations and preferred leisure activities to emotional
responsiveness and interpersonal communication styles. Crucially, these tests do not measure
biological sex, nor do they perfectly map onto internal gender identity; rather, they quantify the
psychological manifestation of gendered socialization, focusing on the degree to which an
individual's self-perception aligns with cultural norms for their perceived gender.

The core of M-F testing involves operationalizing complex psychological constructs--masculinity
and femininity--into quantifiable units, usually through self-report items. Items often probe areas
such as assertiveness, independence, dominance, and achievement orientation (typically
masculine traits), juxtaposed against items measuring nurturance, empathy, compassion, and
emotional sensitivity (typically feminine traits). The responses are aggregated to yield a score that
reflects the relative prominence of these trait clusters. Early tests often utilized a single, bipolar
scale, positioning masculinity at one end and femininity at the other, thereby implying that
possessing more of one trait necessarily meant possessing less of the other. This
conceptualization significantly limited the nuanced understanding of individual differences in
gender expression.

The primary objective in utilizing these tests, particularly in clinical and personality research
settings, was initially to determine whether an individual's psychological profile was congruent with
traditional expectations, often linking non-conformance to potential psychological maladjustment or
pathology. However, the subsequent evolution of the field introduced the concept of gender role
transcendence, moving beyond mere classification. The modern scope of M-F testing, particularly
utilizing instruments based on bidimensional models, focuses less on judgment and more on
identifying the psychological resources available to the individual, recognizing that those who
exhibit a balance of instrumental and expressive traits may possess greater behavioral flexibility
and adaptive capabilities across various life situations.

Historical Context and Early Development (1900s)

The genesis of Masculinity-Femininity Tests can be traced back to the early decades of the
twentieth century, coinciding with the rise of psychometrics and a burgeoning scientific interest in
defining and measuring individual differences. The earliest attempts were largely driven by the
prevailing societal belief that distinct, measurable psychological differences underpinned the
division of labor and social roles between men and women. The development of the first widely
recognized M-F test, the Terman-Miles Attitude-Interest Analysis Survey (1936), marked a
watershed moment. Lewis Terman and Catherine Cox Miles sought to differentiate the interests,

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=4525
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

MASCULINITY-FEMININITY TESTS

emotional responses, and attitudes of men and women across a broad spectrum, compiling
thousands of items to create a comprehensive, unipolar scale designed to produce a single,
definitive M-F score.

These initial instruments were deeply embedded in the cultural norms of their era, meaning the
traits they measured often reflected gender stereotypes prevalent in Western, middle-class society.
The early applications of these tests were often tied to diagnostic pursuits, including attempts to
measure psychological adjustment or identify individuals exhibiting characteristics deemed atypical
for their biological sex, sometimes in relation to early conceptualizations of sexual orientation or
what were then termed "gender identity disorders." The assumption was that alignment with
traditional gender roles was synonymous with psychological health, while significant deviation
might signal underlying pathology, a conceptual link that has since been largely discredited and
remains a major point of criticism against these historical tools.

The mid-century saw the integration of M-F scales into larger personality inventories, such as the
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) Mf scale. While the MMPI Mf scale was
originally developed to help identify male homosexuality (a deeply flawed and problematic
objective rooted in the era's medicalization of non-normative behavior), its inclusion highlighted the
growing significance of gendered traits within the broader assessment of personality structure.
However, the limitation of this initial historical phase was its reliance on a unidimensional model--
the belief that masculinity and femininity existed on opposite ends of a single continuum. This
restrictive framework failed to account for individuals who might possess strong elements of both
sets of traits, leading to significant theoretical revisions in the 1970s that would fundamentally
redefine the field.

Key Theoretical Underpinnings (Dimensionality)

The critical theoretical shift in M-F testing occurred in the 1970s, moving away from the restrictive
unipolar model to a more flexible and scientifically robust bidimensional model. The unipolar view
forced individuals into a zero-sum calculation: the more masculine one was, the less feminine one
could be, and vice versa. This model struggled to explain individuals who exhibited high levels of
traits traditionally associated with both genders, leading researchers like Sandra Bem and Janet
Spence to challenge the fundamental assumption of bipolarity. They argued compellingly that
masculinity (often termed instrumentality or agency) and femininity (often termed expressiveness
or communion) are two independent dimensions that should be measured separately.

This conceptual revolution gave rise to the influential concept of Psychological Androgyny.
Based on the bidimensional model, individuals could score high or low on both M and F scales,
resulting in four distinct gender role categories: (1) Masculine (high M, low F), (2) Feminine (low M,
high F), (3) Androgynous (high M, high F), and (4) Undifferentiated (low M, low F). The
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identification of the androgynous category was pivotal, suggesting that the most psychologically
healthy individuals were not necessarily those who strictly conformed to their expected sex role,
but rather those who possessed a wide repertoire of traits, allowing them situational flexibility--the
ability to be assertive when needed and nurturant when appropriate.

The theoretical underpinnings of the bidimensional approach emphasize that gender roles function
as psychological resources. For example, the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) and the Personal
Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ) were designed specifically to measure these independent
dimensions. The PAQ, developed by Spence, focused on instrumental traits (competence,
independence) and expressive traits (warmth, interpersonal skills), arguing that these attribute
clusters are conceptually distinct from gender identity itself, though historically correlated with
gender. This shift underscored the belief that individuals should be assessed on the presence of
valuable attributes, regardless of their gendered origin, thus promoting the idea that gender role
flexibility is a marker of robust psychological adjustment, a perspective that profoundly impacted
subsequent research in personality and social psychology.

Characteristics and Administration of M-F Instruments

Masculinity-Femininity tests are typically administered as self-report questionnaires, a
characteristic common to most personality assessments. These instruments rely on the
respondent's honest and accurate introspection regarding their interests, behaviors, and attitudes.
The format usually involves a series of statements or adjectives, which the respondent rates on a
Likert-type scale, indicating how well the item describes them (e.g., "1 = Never true" to "7 = Always
true"). The aggregated scores from specific subsets of items are then used to calculate the
individual's standing on the masculinity and femininity dimensions, often yielding percentile ranks
or categorical assignments based on established norms.

The content of these questionnaires is diverse, designed to tap into a wide array of gender-relevant
domains. Items often address vocational interests (e.g., preference for mechanical work versus
artistic endeavors), emotional expression (e.g., ease of crying, comfort with vulnerability),
interpersonal style (e.g., tendency toward dominance versus cooperation), and specific
preferences in dress, hobbies, and social interactions. For instance, the BSRI uses single

adjectives (e.g., "forceful,” "tender,"” "independent") which respondents rate for self-
descriptiveness. A crucial administrative characteristic is the reliance on extensive pilot testing and
standardization against large normative samples to ensure that the resulting scores are statistically
reliable and valid indicators of the underlying constructs, allowing for meaningful comparison

across diverse individuals.

Despite their standardized nature, the administration and interpretation of M-F tests are highly
sensitive to methodological challenges, particularly social desirability bias. Because the items
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often relate directly to culturally defined ideals of gender, respondents may consciously or
unconsciously skew their answers toward what they perceive as socially acceptable or healthy
gender expression. Furthermore, the cultural specificity of the items poses a major limitation; a
behavior considered masculine in one culture might be neutral or feminine in another,
necessitating careful adaptation and re-norming when tests are used cross-culturally. Researchers
must also contend with the inherent subjectivity in rating traits, acknowledging that what one
person considers "assertive" might be interpreted differently by another, which necessitates clear
operational definitions and robust scale construction technigues to minimize measurement error.

Major Instruments and Scales

A few instruments stand out historically for their impact on the measurement of M-F concepts. The
aforementioned Terman-Miles Attitude-Interest Analysis Survey (1936) was foundational. It was
a massive, 456-item test covering areas like word association, emotional reactions, and ethical
opinions, aiming to establish a comprehensive measure of traditional gender alignment. Though
now largely confined to historical archives due to its dated content and unipolar structure, it set the
precedent for empirical measurement in this domain. Similarly, the MMPI Mf Scale, though
problematic in its origins, provided one of the most widely used clinical measures, though its
content was often criticized for measuring interests and hobbies more than core personality traits.

The true revolution came with the development of instruments based on the bidimensional theory.
The Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), published by Sandra Bem in 1974, quickly became the
dominant instrument. The BSRI consists of three sets of twenty adjectives: masculine items (e.g.,

nn non

"self-reliant,” "assertive"), feminine items (e.g., "tender," "sympathetic"), and neutral filler items. By
calculating separate mean scores for the M and F dimensions, the BSRI allowed researchers to
categorize individuals as masculine, feminine, androgynous, or undifferentiated. Its concise format
and clear theoretical grounding in psychological androgyny made it exceptionally popular in

personality and social psychology research throughout the latter half of the 20th century.

Parallel to the BSRI, the Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ), developed by Janet Spence
and her colleagues, offered an alternative measurement rooted in instrumental and expressive
traits. The PAQ, typically shorter than the BSRI, focuses on three scales: a Masculinity
(Instrumentality) scale, a Femininity (Expressiveness) scale, and a third scale measuring traits that
were perceived as desirable for both sexes (Androgyny). Spence argued that the PAQ measured
desirable traits traditionally associated with gender roles, rather than measuring gender identity
itself, thus emphasizing the behavioral competence aspects of M-F. Both the BSRI and the PAQ,
by rejecting the single-continuum approach, provided researchers with the necessary tools to study
the adaptive benefits of gender role versatility and its correlation with psychological well-being.
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Criticisms and Methodological Challenges

Despite their historical importance, Masculinity-Femininity Tests have faced substantial and
enduring criticism, primarily regarding issues of construct validity, cultural bias, and the
perpetuation of stereotypes. A central critique is that these instruments do not measure intrinsic
psychological traits but rather quantify adherence to culturally defined gender stereotypes. The
content of the scales is derived from attributes that society expects men and women to possess,
meaning the tests are highly susceptible to changes in social norms. Consequently, what
constitutes a "masculine" or "feminine" item in one decade may lose its valence in the next,
rendering long-term comparisons and cross-cultural applications tenuous and unreliable.

A further methodological challenge lies in the inherent conflation of gender roles with personal
adjustment. Early tests explicitly or implicitly pathologized non-conformity. While later
bidimensional models promoted androgyny as the ideal, they still operated within a framework that
prioritized the possession of traits linked to traditional sex roles. Critics argue that focusing on
these specific, historically gendered attributes overlooks a vast range of psychologically beneficial
traits that are gender-neutral. Moreover, these scales often fail to differentiate between traits that
are merely associated with gender and those that are truly predictive of specific outcomes, raising
serious questions about the tests' true predictive power beyond simple self-description based on
stereotypes.

Perhaps the most significant contemporary criticism stems from the tests' rigid binary structure.
Traditional M-F tests are fundamentally designed around the male/female dichotomy and cannot
adequately capture or represent the identities, experiences, or psychological profiles of non-
binary, genderqueer, or transgender individuals. By forcing respondents to rate themselves based
on polarized M and F adjectives, these instruments fail to acknowledge the growing understanding
of gender as a spectrum, highly fluid, and distinct from biological sex. This limitation has
necessitated a profound shift in research methodology, moving away from prescriptive M-F
categorization towards broader, more inclusive measures of personality, self-concept, and gender
expression flexibility that do not rely on traditional gender stereotypes for their definitions.

Contemporary Perspectives and Gender Identity

Modern psychology has largely moved beyond the use of traditional, omnibus Masculinity-
Femininity Tests as primary measures of gender identity or psychological adjustment. The
contemporary perspective views gender as a multifaceted construct encompassing identity (one's
internal sense of self), expression (outward manifestation of gender), and role (societal
expectations). Research today prefers to focus on specific, theoretically grounded dimensions,
such as agency (instrumentality) and communion (expressiveness), rather than the potentially
loaded terms "masculinity” and "femininity," often employing factor analysis to ensure that the
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measured traits are truly independent of gender stereotypes. This approach acknowledges that
while traits like assertiveness and nurturance are valuable, their association with a specific gender
label is often arbitrary and culturally determined.

The emphasis has shifted dramatically toward understanding psychological well-being through the
lens of gender role flexibility and psychological congruence, rather than strict conformity. Current
studies are more concerned with how individuals manage various life demands using a full range
of behavioral and emotional responses, regardless of whether those responses are historically
coded as masculine or feminine. For instance, research might explore how high levels of
expressive traits contribute to leadership effectiveness, regardless of the leader's gender,
challenging the historical notion that instrumentality is the sole prerequisite for leadership success.
Furthermore, the role of intersectionality is paramount, recognizing that gender expression is
inextricably linked to race, class, sexuality, and cultural background, complicating any universal
measurement of M-F traits.

While the classic M-F tests are rarely used in clinical settings today, they remain valuable for
historical research, particularly studies examining changes in gender stereotypes and social
expectations over time. They serve as historical artifacts illustrating how psychology attempted to
operationalize gender roles during different eras. In current personality research, if M-F concepts
are utilized, they are typically heavily adapted, often reduced to core trait measures (instrumentality
and expressiveness) that are conceptualized as personality variables rather than definitive
measures of gender identity. This evolution reflects the field's commitment to adopting language
and methodologies that are more inclusive, nuanced, and respectful of the complexity inherent in
human gender experience, moving decisively past the limitations of the binary model that defined
the early history of M-F assessment.

Conclusion

Masculinity-Femininity Tests represent a significant, though often controversial, chapter in the
history of psychological assessment. Developed initially in the early 1900s, these instruments were
fundamentally designed to measure an individual's conformance to traditional gender roles and
were initially used in attempts to diagnose psychological and emotional traits relative to societal
expectations. Instruments like the Terman-Miles Survey provided the first empirical attempts to
quantify gendered traits, setting the stage for decades of subsequent research into sex differences
and gender roles. The early reliance on a unidimensional model, however, severely limited their
explanatory power and often reinforced rigid, culturally specific stereotypes, linking non-conformity
to potential pathology.

The field achieved a crucial theoretical breakthrough with the introduction of the bidimensional
model in the 1970s, championed by instruments such as the BSRI and the PAQ. This shift
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acknowledged the independence of masculine (instrumental) and feminine (expressive) traits,
leading to the identification of androgyny as a potentially adaptive and psychologically beneficial
state. This perspective provided a framework for understanding gender role flexibility and moved
the focus away from simple adherence toward measuring the individual's possession of diverse,
valuable psychological resources.

Ultimately, while traditional M-F tests have been largely superseded by more contextually sensitive
and inclusive measures of personality and gender expression, their legacy is undeniable. They
catalyzed critical debates about the nature of gender, the role of stereotypes in psychological
measurement, and the importance of gender role flexibility. Today, researchers acknowledge that
the constructs measured by these tests are highly relative to culture and historical period,
advocating for methodologies that honor the spectrum of gender experience while retaining the
capacity to measure core personality dimensions such as agency and communion.
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