
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI)

Authored by

mohammad looti

September 22, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI). PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES.

Retrieved from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=26943

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=26943
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=26943
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Social Psychology, Gender Studies

1. Core Definition

The Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) stands as a seminal self-report instrument within the fields

of psychology and gender studies, meticulously designed to quantify an individual's endorsement

of traits typically associated with masculinity and femininity. Developed by the pioneering

psychologist Sandra Bem in 1974, the BSRI moved beyond the conventional unidimensional view

of gender, which posited masculinity and femininity as polar opposites on a single continuum.

Instead, Bem proposed that these two dimensions could coexist independently within an individual,

paving the way for a more nuanced understanding of gender identity and expression. The ultimate

objective of the BSRI was to provide an empirical tool for assessing psychological androgyny, a

theoretical construct that characterizes individuals who integrate both traditionally masculine and

traditionally feminine personality traits into their self-concept.

Before the advent of the BSRI, the prevailing psychological paradigms often linked mental health

and social adjustment to strict adherence to sex-typed behaviors; for men, this meant exhibiting

masculine traits, and for women, feminine traits. Bem challenged this conventional wisdom,

positing that an individual's capacity to draw upon a broader repertoire of human characteristics,

irrespective of their gendered associations, could lead to greater psychological flexibility and

adaptation. Thus, the BSRI was conceived not merely as a descriptive measure but as a diagnostic

instrument intended to identify individuals who transcended rigid gender role expectations,

embodying a blend of assertive, independent qualities (masculine) alongside expressive, nurturing

attributes (feminine). This conceptual shift fundamentally altered how psychologists and

researchers approached the study of gender, moving from an assumption of mutually exclusive

categories to one of potentially complementary dimensions.

In essence, the BSRI allowed for the operationalization of Bem's revolutionary concept of

psychological androgyny, suggesting that a balanced integration of masculine and feminine traits

could foster a more adaptable and well-adjusted personality. It provided a concrete method for

researchers to investigate the psychosocial implications of different gender role orientations,

including masculinity, femininity, androgyny, and undifferentiation. This instrument, therefore, not

only measured an individual's self-perception along these gendered dimensions but also served as

a catalyst for extensive research into the benefits and drawbacks of various gender role

configurations, significantly enriching the discourse on personality, development, and social

behavior in relation to gender.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The development of the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) in 1974 by Sandra Bem emerged from

a critical juncture in the history of psychology and the broader social landscape. The 1960s and

1970s witnessed the rise of the second-wave feminist movement, which profoundly challenged

traditional gender roles, stereotypes, and societal expectations for men and women. Within

psychology, this era spurred a re-evaluation of how gender was conceptualized and measured.

Prior to Bem's work, psychological instruments often treated masculinity and femininity as opposite

ends of a single continuum, implying that an individual could not be both masculine and feminine

simultaneously. This binary perspective was deeply entrenched in both clinical practice and

research, often framing deviations from sex-typed norms as maladaptive.

Sandra Bem, a prominent social psychologist and a staunch advocate for gender equality,

recognized the limitations and potentially harmful implications of this unidimensional approach. Her

work was heavily influenced by feminist critiques of societal norms and a desire to dismantle

restrictive gender role stereotypes. She argued that the existing frameworks failed to capture the

complexity of human personality, wherein individuals could possess a diverse array of traits

traditionally associated with either gender. Bem's theoretical groundwork for the BSRI was deeply

rooted in her gender schema theory, which posited that individuals internalize gender schemas--

cognitive structures that organize and interpret information about gender--from an early age,

influencing their perceptions, self-concepts, and behaviors. The BSRI was designed to empirically

demonstrate that these gender schema components (masculinity and femininity) were distinct and

could be independently expressed.

The intellectual context for the BSRI's emergence was thus characterized by a paradigm shift: from

viewing gender roles as rigidly prescribed and mutually exclusive to recognizing their potential for

fluidity and integration within a single individual. Bem's innovation was not just in creating a new

measurement tool but in providing empirical validation for a more progressive understanding of

gender. The inventory quickly gained widespread acceptance, becoming a cornerstone in

psychological research on gender roles and challenging long-held assumptions about

psychological adjustment. Its introduction marked a significant turning point, opening new avenues

for research into the psychological advantages of possessing a broader range of behavioral

options, a concept that became central to the discourse on psychological well-being and gender

identity. This historical development underscored a broader societal move towards recognizing and

valuing diversity in human experience beyond traditional gender confines.

3. Structure and Item Composition

The original Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) is meticulously structured, comprising a total of 60

items, each representing a distinct personality trait. These items are strategically categorized into
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three scales, with an equal distribution of 20 items for each category: masculine personality

traits, feminine personality traits, and gender-neutral traits. The selection of these traits was a

rigorous process, involving pilot studies where college students rated hundreds of traits on how

desirable it was for a man or a woman to possess them. Traits were categorized as masculine if

they were deemed significantly more desirable for men than for women, and feminine if considered

significantly more desirable for women than for men. The gender-neutral items, sometimes referred

to as filler items, were included to reduce the transparency of the inventory's purpose and to

provide a baseline for comparison, representing traits considered equally desirable for both sexes

or not specifically desirable for either.

The 20 masculine items typically include attributes like "acts as a leader," "aggressive,"

"ambitious," "analytical," "assertive," "athletic," "competitive," "defends own beliefs," "dominant,"

"forceful," "independent," "individualistic," "makes decisions easily," "masculine," "risk-taker," "self-

reliant," "self-sufficient," "strong personality," "has leadership abilities," and "willing to take a stand."

Conversely, the 20 feminine items encompass characteristics such as "affectionate," "cheerful,"

"childlike," "compassionate," "eager to soothe hurt feelings," "feminine," "flatterable," "gentle,"

"gullible," "interpersonally sensitive," "loves children," "loyal," "sensitive to the needs of others,"

"shy," "soft-spoken," "sympathetic," "tender," "understanding," "warm," and "yielding." The inclusion

of gender-neutral items, such as "adaptable," "conceited," "conscientious," "friendly," "happy,"

"helpful," "moody," "reliable," "secretive," "solemn," and "truthful," further contributed to the

inventory's comprehensiveness and its ability to capture a broad spectrum of human qualities.

Recognizing the practical demands of research and clinical settings, a short form version of the

BSRI was later developed, condensing the original 60 items into a more manageable 30 items.

This abbreviated version maintains the tripartite structure but with a reduced number of items in

each category: 10 masculine traits, 10 feminine traits, and 10 gender-neutral traits. The

selection of items for the short form was based on their ability to retain the psychometric properties

of the full scale, ensuring that the abbreviated version still effectively measured the constructs of

masculinity, femininity, and psychological androgyny. While offering convenience, researchers

often weigh the trade-offs between the comprehensive detail of the full BSRI and the efficiency of

its short form, considering the specific objectives of their studies and the desired level of precision

in their measurements. Both versions have been instrumental in countless studies, providing a

standardized means to explore the complex interplay of gendered traits in individual psychology.

4. Assessment and Scoring

The administration of the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) typically involves participants rating

themselves on each personality trait using a 7-point Likert scale. This scale ranges from "1"

(never or almost never true) to "7" (always or almost always true), allowing individuals to indicate

the degree to which each characteristic describes them. This self-report methodology captures an
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individual's subjective perception of their own traits, providing a direct measure of their self-

ascribed masculinity and femininity. Once responses are collected, the scoring process begins by

calculating two primary scores: a Masculinity (M) score and a Femininity (F) score. The M score

is derived by averaging the ratings for all the masculine items, while the F score is obtained by

averaging the ratings for all the feminine items. The gender-neutral items are not directly used in

these calculations but contribute to the overall psychological context and reduce response bias.

Crucially, the BSRI's innovative approach lies in its method of classifying individuals into one of

four distinct gender role categories, which are determined by comparing their M and F scores to

median scores derived from a large reference group. This median-split technique revolutionized

the understanding of gender roles by allowing for the independent consideration of masculinity and

femininity. The four categories are: Androgynous, characterized by high scores on both

masculine and feminine dimensions (i.e., above the median for both M and F); Masculine,

indicating high masculinity and low femininity (above median M, below median F); Feminine,

denoting high femininity and low masculinity (above median F, below median M); and

Undifferentiated, where individuals score low on both masculine and feminine dimensions (below

the median for both M and F). This classification system moves beyond a simple sex-typed binary,

offering a more complex and nuanced portrayal of an individual's gender identity.

The implications of these classifications are profound for both theoretical understanding and

practical applications. For instance, Bem's foundational work suggested that androgynous

individuals, by possessing a broader repertoire of behavioral options, might exhibit greater

psychological adaptability, flexibility, and overall well-being compared to those who are strictly sex-

typed. They could effectively utilize assertive traits when required and nurturing traits in other

contexts, thereby navigating various social situations more effectively. Conversely, individuals

classified as undifferentiated might experience greater psychological distress due to a perceived

lack of both instrumental and expressive qualities. While the median-split method has faced some

methodological criticisms regarding its statistical properties and potential to misclassify individuals

close to the median, it remains a widely used and influential method for categorizing gender roles

within research employing the BSRI, allowing for empirical investigations into the psychological

correlates and outcomes associated with each gender role orientation.

5. Significance and Applications

The Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) has had an unparalleled and transformative impact on the

landscape of psychological research and the broader understanding of gender roles. Its most

significant contribution lies in empirically challenging the prevailing unidimensional view of gender,

thereby ushering in a multidimensional perspective that recognizes masculinity and femininity as

independent constructs. This paradigm shift facilitated extensive research into psychological

androgyny, demonstrating that individuals could simultaneously embody traits traditionally
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associated with both genders. The BSRI provided the empirical framework to explore the

hypothesis that such psychological flexibility could be linked to enhanced mental health, greater

adaptability, and improved social competence. This was a radical departure from earlier theories

that often linked psychological adjustment to strict adherence to sex-typed behaviors, thus

broadening the scope of what was considered psychologically healthy or adaptive.

In personality psychology, the BSRI became a critical tool for investigating the complex interplay

between gender roles and various personality characteristics, self-esteem, and cognitive styles.

Researchers utilized the inventory to explore how different gender role orientations correlated with

academic achievement, career choices, relationship satisfaction, and coping mechanisms. For

instance, studies frequently demonstrated that androgynous individuals reported higher levels of

self-esteem and lower anxiety, suggesting a psychological advantage in possessing a balanced

blend of instrumental (masculine) and expressive (feminine) traits. Furthermore, in developmental

psychology, the BSRI enabled longitudinal studies examining how gender role orientations develop

over the lifespan, how they are influenced by socialization practices, and how they impact identity

formation during adolescence and adulthood. This allowed for a deeper understanding of the

processes through which individuals internalize and express gendered attributes.

Beyond academic research, the BSRI's conceptual framework influenced clinical and counseling

psychology, albeit primarily as a research tool rather than a diagnostic one. It helped therapists

and counselors appreciate the diversity of gender expression and move beyond rigid expectations

when working with clients grappling with gender identity issues or societal pressures related to sex

roles. By recognizing that individuals could be both assertive and nurturing, or independent and

compassionate, the BSRI implicitly promoted a more inclusive and less prescriptive approach to

personal development. While gender studies have evolved considerably since the BSRI's

inception, embracing more fluid and non-binary understandings of gender, the BSRI remains a

foundational instrument, celebrated for its pioneering role in dismantling simplistic gender binaries

and fostering a more sophisticated, multidimensional conceptualization of masculinity, femininity,

and their psychological implications. Its legacy continues to inform and shape contemporary

debates on gender, identity, and well-being.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its foundational status and widespread application, the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI)

has not been immune to significant academic debate and criticism since its inception. One of the

most prominent criticisms centers on its cultural specificity and temporal relevance. The BSRI

was developed in a particular socio-cultural context--mid-20th century Western society--and the

traits identified as "masculine" or "feminine" were based on desirability ratings from college

students during that era. Critics argue that these gender role stereotypes are not universal; what is

considered masculine or feminine varies significantly across different cultures, subcultures, and
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historical periods. Consequently, the applicability and validity of the BSRI in non-Western contexts

or even in contemporary Western societies have been questioned, as the very traits it measures

may have shifted in their gendered associations over time, potentially rendering some items

outdated or culturally inappropriate.

Another major area of critique pertains to methodological concerns, particularly regarding the

BSRI's statistical properties and the interpretation of its scales. Some researchers have raised

questions about its factor structure, suggesting that masculinity and femininity might not always

emerge as independent factors, or that other underlying dimensions might be at play. The use of

the median-split technique for categorizing individuals into the four gender role types

(Androgynous, Masculine, Feminine, Undifferentiated) has also drawn considerable statistical

scrutiny. Critics argue that this method can lead to arbitrary classifications, as individuals scoring

just above or below the median are treated as distinct categories, potentially misrepresenting the

continuum of traits. Furthermore, the BSRI, like all self-report measures, is susceptible to response

biases such as social desirability, where individuals may present themselves in a favorable light

rather than truthfully endorsing traits, which could skew results and impact the accuracy of gender

role classifications.

Perhaps the most fundamental criticism of the BSRI, particularly from contemporary gender

studies, relates to its inherent reliance on a binary framework of "masculine" and "feminine" traits.

While Bem's work was revolutionary in proposing that these two dimensions could coexist, it still

operates within a dichotomous understanding of gender, overlooking non-binary gender identities

and more fluid conceptualizations of gender that have gained prominence in recent decades.

Modern gender theories often emphasize gender as a performance, a social construct, or a

spectrum, rather than a fixed set of traits. Critics contend that by categorizing traits as masculine or

feminine, the BSRI inadvertently reinforces gender stereotypes, even while attempting to

deconstruct their rigidity. While the BSRI effectively challenged a unidimensional view, its reliance

on defining gender in terms of these two categories limits its capacity to fully capture the diverse

and evolving landscape of gender identity and expression in the 21st century, prompting the

development of alternative, more inclusive measures of gender.
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