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Gender Identity

This research investigates the complexities of gender identity and its impact
on social attitudes and policy preferences in the UK. Our own sense of gender
identity, and how feminine or masculine we feel can influence what we think.
But what influences our sense of gender and how do different gender
identities influence support for gender equality and LGBTQ+ policies? In this
report, we examine the nuanced understanding of gender identity, providing
valuable insights into the evolving landscape of gender roles and their

implications for public policy.

Traditional gender norms may dominate, but
they are not polarised

e On average, self-reported gender identity is more important for women
than men - 66% of women say that being a woman is extremely or very
important to how they think of themselves, compared with 52% of men who

feel similarly about being a man.

e Only 36% of women can be classed as ‘hyper-feminine’ (high on femininity
and low on masculinity) and only 35% of men are ‘hyper-masculine’ (high on

masculinity and low on femininity).

Being man/woman extremely or very important to how
respondents think of themselves
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Education and youth are key drivers of gender
identity becoming less polarised

e Younger people report less polarised gender identities: 35% of women aged
under 35 feel ‘very’ feminine, compared with 46% of aged 35 and over.
Similarly, 30% of men aged under 35 feel very masculine compared with

41% of men aged 35 and over.

e Gender identity is also correlated with level of education: 36% of women
with a degree feel ‘very feminine’ compared with 49% of women with no
educational qualifications. Meanwhile, 31% of men with a degree feel ‘very

masculine’ while 44% of men with no educational qualifications do so.

Perceptions of gender identity influence views
on public policy
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e Support for gender equality and LGBTQ+ policies is associated with how

people feel about their gender identity.

e Those who are hyper-masculine are less likely (50%) to support equal
parental leave than those with androgynous identities (57%) and are also
less likely to support fining companies for having a gender pay gap (65% vs

81%) or rights for same-sex couples to adopt children (57% vs 89%).
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Introduction

Since the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey began in 1983, researchers
have paid increasing attention to how gender shapes political attitudes and
behaviours. Much of this focus has centred on differences between men and
women—commonly referred to as the "gender gap"—in areas such as party
support, electoral turnout, and policy preferences. For example, women were
historically more likely than men to support the Conservative Party in Britain,
but this trend has reversed over the past two decades (Campbell and
Shorrocks, 2024), and the latest BSA data show little difference in the
proportion of men (19%) and women (20%) voting for the Conservatives at the

last election.

However, while such analyses offer valuable insight, they rely on a binary
understanding of gender as male or female. As gender roles shift alongside
broader social changes—such as increased female labour force participation—
understanding how individuals relate to gender identity, whether aligning with
traditional or more progressive conceptions, is key to explaining variation in
political and social attitudes. These identities shape interests and values,
which in turn influence support for gender equality policies, left-right
ideological positions, and views on issues such as same-sex relationships. This
report examines how this understanding of gender may be equally—if not
more—significant than traditional binaries in explaining these political and

social attitudes.

While research on the "gender gap" has shown differences between men and
women in political preferences and attitudes, there are also considerable
variations in attitudes that draw our attention toward gender identity as a
more complex and socially embedded concept. Rather than assuming gender
fits neatly into binary categories, scholars are increasingly exploring how
people identify along spectrums of masculinity, femininity, and non-binary
identities (Gidengil and Stolle, 2021). This reflects broader societal changes in
how gender is understood—no longer as a simple extension of biological sex,
but as a multidimensional aspect of personal and social identity. These gender
identities are not evenly distributed across the population; they vary with

factors such as age, education, and social context, and are closely linked to

National Centre for Social Research
BSA 42 | Gender Identity



political and cultural attitudes (Hatemi et al., 2012; McDermott, 2016).
Understanding the diversity of gender identities and how they intersect with
other social and demographic characteristics offers a more nuanced picture
of how individuals navigate political and social life (Wangnerud, Solevid, and
Djerf-Pierre, 2019). This report examines these patterns in the United
Kingdom using a new set of survey questions designed to better capture
gender identity and expression, and how they relate to factors such as age,

education, and social attitudes.

There is already strong evidence that a more nuanced conception of gender
identity may help to explain social attitudes across a range of issues. Despite
a move towards more progressive views on gender equality, a gender gap on
egalitarian attitudes persists with women consistently reporting more
progressive attitudes than men (Shu and Meagher, 2025) and this highlights
the need to extend our analysis of gender to include assessments of
femininity and masculinity. First, while we are usually drawn to a “gap”
between men and women, there is also considerable overlap and both men and
women have become more egalitarian over time. This overlap though will mask
differences in attitudes that may be driven by gender identity and variations
in how firmly one adheres to self-perceptions of femininity/masculinity. For
example, femininity is a strong predictor of progressive attitudes about
homosexuality (Falomir-Pichastor, Berent, and Anderson, 2019; Whitley, 2001)
and masculinity is a strong predictor of support for radical right parties
(Coffé, 2019). Second, education and ageing are expected to shape these
self-assessments (Shu and Meagher, 2025). Education is a key driver of
progressive gender attitudes, with higher levels of education consistently
linked to more egalitarian views on gender and sexuality (Alexander,
Bolzendahl, and Ohberg, 2021). Education increases exposure to diverse ideas
and liberal values, which can encourage rejection of binary gender norms and
reinforce the desire for recognition of diverse gender identities. Older
generations were socialised during childhood into rigid gender norms
(Inglehart and Norris, 2003), while younger generations may feel less pressure
to conform to binary gender identities. We also may expect that as individuals
age, accumulating resources and taking on new responsibilities, that their

views become more traditional (Shu and Meagher, 2025).

For our analysis, we draw on three measures of these feminine and masculine

identities: a) importance of one’s gender to oneself; b) self-assessment of
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overall masculinity and femininity, and c) self-assessment of typical masculine
and feminine traits. Self-assessment of masculinity and femininity is captured
by asking respondents to place themselves on two scales. Traits associated
with masculine and feminine identities—such as dominance or compassion—
have been measured in the tradition of the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI)
created by the American psychologist Sandra Bem (Donnelly and Twenge,
2017), who developed a framework categorising personality traits according
to gendered social expectations. The meaning of these traits has changed
over time with feminine traits becoming more weakly associated with women
(Eagly et al., 2020). Below we discuss these measures in greater detail and
show how gender identity can influence individual behaviour, social attitudes,
and policy preferences, making it a key consideration in both social research

and policy analysis.

In our analysis of the influence of gender identity on social attitudes and
policy preferences, we will pay particular attention to attitudes on gender
equality policies and homosexuality. This is for several reasons. First, we know
gender is important in determining egalitarian attitudes, but we suggest it will
give us a better understanding of where gender gaps occur if we account for
gender identity. Second, resistance to support for gender equality and
homosexual rights can be seen as affirmations of traditional gender roles
(Falomir-Pichastor et al., 2019). Finally, people’s attitudes towards gender
equality overlap with their attitudes towards freedom of sexuality (Inglehart
and Norris, 2003) and liberalisation of attitudes about sexuality coincided
with liberalising attitudes about gender (Clements and Field, 2014). In
research exploring the relationship between gender and support for various
social policies, gender-role attitudes are often theorised to mediate this
relationship. Specifically, individuals who hold traditional notions of gender
roles typically express less support for policies aimed at facilitating women's
increased participation in the labour force, such as childcare provision and
parental leave schemes. Conversely, individuals with less traditional or more
flexible gender-role attitudes tend to be more supportive of such equality-
enhancing policies. Similarly, policies that directly challenge traditional
conceptions of masculinity—for instance, strict enforcement of workplace
harassment regulations—are more likely to find support among those whose

understanding of gender identities and roles is more progressive and fluid.
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Our data were collected across the United Kingdom by the European Social
Survey (ESS) in 2023 and they come from a new module on contemporary
attitudes about gender and gender equality, fielded as part of Round 11 of the
European Social Survey European Research Infrastructure (ESS ERIC) 2024.
Beginning first by describing the measures of gender salience, we outline the
set of questions from this module with a special focus on these measures and
self-assessed femininity and masculinity. We next examine how the femininity
and masculinity scale are related to traits that have been linked to femininity
and masculinity. These traits are seen as stereotyped expressions of gender
that represent ways in which society has traditionally expected men and
women to behave. We then move to an examination of how femininity and
masculinity and the salience of gender identity shape policy preferences and

attitudes about gender equality and sexual freedoms.
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Gender salience: non-binary
measures of femininity and
masculinity

Gender identity refers to an individual's internal sense of self in relation to
gender, drawing on concepts from social psychology and sociology. Unlike
biological sex, which is typically assigned at birth based on physical
characteristics, gender identity is constructed through social and cultural
experiences and reflects how one perceives oneself in relation to notions of
masculinity and femininity. Rather than treating masculinity and femininity as
opposite ends of a single spectrum, both measures recognise that individuals
may identify with both, neither, or varying combinations of these traits. In
other words, being high on a femininity score does not mean one is low on
masculinity. Some may see themselves as possessing both masculine and
feminine characteristics, while others may not feel connected to either. For
some, gender identity is a central part of self-conception, while for others it
may play a minimal role. These identities are shaped through socialisation,
cultural norms, and expectations about appropriate behaviour, often
influenced by traditional gender roles and stereotypes. In this section we
cover self-reported gender, the importance of this gender identity and an
alternative way of capturing gender through femininity and masculinity scales

that allows for a less rigid categorisation of gender identities.

Self-reported gender and gender identity
salience

For the first time in its latest survey, the ESS asked for self-reported gender
identity, and allowed for gender identities other than “man” or “woman”, but
at the same time repeated the regular practice of the interviewer assigning
the sex of the respondent. ESS has always relied on interviewer assigned sex.
The self-report of gender with multiple categories of responses and the

possibility for an open-ended description allows for people not to identify as
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cis-gender - that is, as someone whose gender identity conforms to their sex
assigned at birth. There is a high degree of overlap between the self and
interviewer reported measures. Among the respondents that were assigned as
male by interviewers (n = 824), 13 self-identified as women. In contrast, of the
860 interviewer assigned females, none self-identified as a man. There were
three respondents who identified as ‘other’ and these were the only
responses apart from “man” or “woman”. The wording of our question on the
salience of gender identity drew on this self-reported measure: those who
identified as men were asked about the importance of being a man while

women were asked about the importance of being a woman:

Many things can influence how people think about themselves. These may
include where they are born, their profession, their age, or whether they
are a man or a woman. Using this card, how important is being a

man/woman to the way you think about yourself?

Respondents rated themselves on a scale of O (not at all important) to 6

(extremely important).

Given (i) the large overlap between the new self-reported gender question on
the survey and interviewer-coded sex, (ii) that our measure of the importance
of gender identity relies on the self-reported measure, and (iii) that
interviewer-coded sex is not necessarily a more reliable measure than that
which the respondent reports, we will rely on self-described identification as a

man or woman throughout this analysis.

Overall, as shown in Table 1, self-reported gender identity appears more
important for women than for men, with 66% of women indicating that being
awoman is extremely or very important to how they think of themselves,
compared with 52% of men who feel similarly about being a man. Education
shapes the importance placed on gender identity among both genders. Men
without qualifications are most likely to view their gender identity as highly
important (63%), compared with 41% of degree holders. Similarly, women
without qualifications attribute the greatest importance to their gender
identity (71%), with a somewhat lower proportion among those with
qualifications but no degree (67%) and a lower figure again among those
holding a degree (60%).
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Table 1 Being man/woman extremely or very important to how respondents think of themselves

All Younger (under 35 Older (35 years No Less thana Degree

years old) and older) qualifications degree +
Men 52 43 55 63 50 41
Women 66 68 66 1 67 60
Unweighted base - 809 164 645 302 234 252
Men
Unweighted base - 872 166 706 325 245 281
Women

Note: The denominator used to calculate percentages includes don’t
knows/refusals/NA to ‘how important being man/woman to how one thinks
of themselves’. Respondents who did not identify as man or woman were not
asked about importance and are thus not included in the analysis or
denominator. The 42 cases missing a value on education are not included.
Age is grouped into two categories - younger (under 35 years) and older (35

years and older).

There are also clear differences in response to this question by age. Among
men, older individuals attribute greater importance to their gender identity
(65%) than younger men (43%), but there is no statistically significant
difference between older (66%) and younger (68%) women. One interpretation
would be that these age-based differences highlight that gender identity
becomes more significant to men's self-conception as they age, whereas for
women, getting older makes no difference to their gender identity. However,
given we are only examining one point in time, we cannot demonstrate how
these generational dynamics play out over time and across generations, and if
male identity becomes more important for people as they age or whether male

identity is simply more important for older generations.

Femininity and masculinity
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We next turn to self-assessments of femininity and masculinity. All
respondents, irrespective of their gender identity, rated themselves on a scale

from O (not at all) to 6 (very much) for both femininity and masculinity:

Regardless of whether they were born male or female, people sometimes
differ in how masculine or feminine they feel. Overall, how

[masculine/feminine] would you say you feel?

Where responses are more evenly distributed we would suggest this is
evidence of more flexible gender identities, while distributions that are
skewed toward the extremes (either not at all or very masculine for men and
feminine for women) show a more rigid gender identity and an adherence to

traditional conceptions of gender.
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Table 2 Femininity - self-assessments by age and education

Do not feel 1 2 3 4 5 Feel Very Don’t Unweighted
feminine at Feminine Know/NA base
all

Gender Identity % % % % % % %
Total 31 8 6 8 9 13 22 2 1681
All Men 61 16 9 9 2 1 0 2 80171
All Women 1 0 3 8 16 26 44 1 852
Older (35 years and 67 13 8 9 2 1 1 2 645
older) Men
Older (35 years and 1 0 3 8 14 25 46 1 706
older) Women
Younger (under 35 47 26 13 8 2 1 0 3 164
years old) Men
Younger (under 35 1 1 4 7 22 29 35 2 166
years old) Women
Men - No 66 12 6 7 2 1 1 5 302
Qualification
Women - No 2 1 3 7 9 27 49 2 325
Qualification
Men - Below Degree 66 16 7 8 2 1 0 0 234
Women - Below 0 0 4 8 17 22 48 0 245
Degree
Men - Degree or 51 22 14 il 1 1 0 2 2562
Higher
Women - Degree or 1 0 4 9 22 28 36 1 28171
Higher
National Centre for Social Research 14
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Note: The denominator used to calculate percentages includes don’t
knows/refusals/NA to femininity scale. Respondents who did not identify as
man or woman (n=3) are not included in the analysis or in the denominator.
Age is grouped into two categories - younger (under 35 years) and older (35
years and older). We use three education categories - no qualifications
reported, qualifications but no report of a university degree or equivalent,
university degree or higher. The 42 cases missing a value on education are

not included.

As shown in Table 2, femininity self-ratings are notably polarised: 31% say
they ‘do not feel feminine at all’ and 22% say they ‘feel very feminine’ while
the intermediate points on the scale (1-5) each attract between 6% and 13%
of respondents. Clear gender differences emerged. Men overwhelmingly
reported low levels of femininity, with 61% selecting the lowest category (do
not feel feminine at all) and less than 1% selecting the highest (feel very
feminine). Women, by contrast, largely identified with higher levels of
femininity: 44% selected the highest level, and only 1% selected the lowest.
Nevertheless, respondents did place themselves at points other than the
extremes: 39% of men did not opt for ‘not feminine at all’ and 56% of women

opted for other than ‘very feminine’.

Age differences highlight potential generational trends or the effects of
ageing on this issue. Although both were unlikely to feel feminine, older men
were substantially more likely (67%) than younger men (47%) to feel ‘not at all’
feminine. ‘Meanwhile, older women (46%) were more likely than younger
women (35%) to say they felt ‘very feminine’. Young women also reported high
femininity, though slightly less than older women, with 35% selecting the
highest level.
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Table 3 Masculinity - self-assessments by age and education

Do not feel 1 2 3 4 5 Feel Very DK/NA  Unweighted

masculine at all Masculine base
Gender Identity % % % % % % %
Total 29 8 7 9 12 14 20 2 1684
All Men 0 1 2 10 19 27 39 1 809
All Women 57 15 1 8 4 1 1 2 872
Older (35 years and 0 1 2 10 18 27 41 1 645
older) Men
Older (35 years and 61 14 ] 8 4 1 1 2 706
older) Women
Younger (under 35 1 1 3 il 23 29 30 3 164
years old) Men
Younger (under 35 11 19 18 8 7 3 3 2 166
years old) Women
Men - No 0 1 3 10 17 22 44 3 302
Qualification
Women - No 66 10 8 6 5 2 0 3 325
Qualification
Men - Below Degree 0 0 1 10 17 31 41 0 234
Women - Below 61 14 13 6 3 0 2 1 245
Degree
Men - Degree or 1 1 2 10 24 30 31 0 2562
Higher
Women - Degree or 44 20 13 14 5 1 1 2 281
Higher
National Centre for Social Research 16
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Note: The denominator used to calculate percentages includes don’t
knows/refusals/NA to masculinity scale. Respondents who did not identify
as man or woman (n=3) are not included in the analysis or in the
denominator. Age is grouped into two categories - younger (under 35 years)
and older (35 years and older). We use three education categories — no
qualifications reported, qualifications but no report of a university degree
or equivalent, university degree or higher. The 42 cases missing a value on

education are not included.

The responses for masculinity, shown in Table 3, demonstrate a somewhat
similar pattern, with men identifying strongly with masculinity and women
tending to disidentify. Men strongly associated themselves with masculinity:
39% selected the highest level, while less than 1% chose the lowest. In
contrast, among all women, 57% did not feel masculine at all while 1% reported
feeling very masculine. Even though there is polarisation along gender, as with
femininity, we do note that respondents opted for other than the extreme
ends of the scale: 61% of men opted for other than ‘very masculine’ and 43%
of women opted for other than ‘not at all masculine’. When comparing this to
feminine identity, a slightly higher proportion of women feel ‘very feminine’

(44%, see Table 2) than men feel ‘very masculine’ (39%).

As with femininity, there are differences by age within gender. Older men were
the most likely to feel very masculine (41% at highest level), while younger men
showed more flexibility, though 30% still said they felt very masculine. Older
women were the least likely to say they felt masculine, with 61% indicating
they did not feel masculine at all. Younger women reported somewhat higher
masculinity than older women, though a substantial proportion (41%) still

selected the lowest level.

The response patterns reveal strong alignment with traditional gender norms,
with 39% of men feeling very masculine and 44% of women as very feminine.
The direction of the relationships with these demographics is similar to that
seen for the importance of masculine/feminine identity. Older individuals
show more polarised identities, whereas younger groups—particularly
younger women—are slightly more fluid in how they perceive their gender.
However, while we note that young men are less likely to feel ‘very masculine’
(30%) than young women are to feel ‘very feminine’ (35%) and a similar

pattern is evident for older respondents, where men are less likely to feel ‘very
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masculine’ (41%) than women are to feel ‘very feminine’ (46%). Thus, the
influence of traditional gender roles remains prominent across age and gender

groups, but somewhat more so for women.

In combination, Tables 2 and 3 also show the relationship between people’s
response to the femininity and masculinity scales and their educational
qualifications. Men with no qualifications are least likely to feel feminine (66%
do not feel feminine at all). However, for men with a degree or higher, only 51%
strongly reject femininity, though they still largely do not identify as feminine.
Women with no qualifications are most likely to strongly identify as feminine
(49% feel ‘very feminine’), compared with 36% of women with degrees who do
so. However, higher-educated women still mostly give themselves a relatively

high score on the femininity scale.

Men with no qualifications have the strongest identification with masculinity:
44% feel ‘very masculine’, the highest of any educational group, compared
with 31% of those with a degree. Among women, educational attainment is
also associated with identification with masculinity. Women with no
qualifications overwhelmingly reject masculinity, with 66% reporting they ‘do
not feel masculine at all’, compared with 44% of women with degrees who feel

this way.

Another way to examine feminine and masculine identities is to combine the
scales to identify patterns of ‘hyper-gender’ and ‘androgynous’ identities. A
hyper-feminine identity is one where there is strong attachment to femininity
and a corresponding weak attachment to masculinity. Similarly, a hyper-
masculine identity corresponds to having an extreme masculine identity and a
weak or non-existent feminine identity. Androgynous identities are those
where respondents have placed themselves in the middle of both the
femininity and masculinity scales indicating that they do not strongly identify
with either. In Table 4 we show the proportion of respondents who display
hyper-feminine and hyper-masculine identities. Following on Gidengil and
Stolle (2021), for hyper-feminine identities we have taken respondents who
scored a 6 (fits extremely well) on the femininity scale and a O (not at all) on
masculinity. We take the opposite ends of the two scales to define hyper-
masculinity. To designate androgyny, respondents who gave scores between 2
and 4 on both scales are coded as androgynous in their gender identity. We

have not reported in Table 4 the gender identities that are weak (e.g. a
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response of 2 on one scale and 5 on the opposing scale) or atypical (e.g. high
values for both femininity and masculinity, or low values for both). We also
only report variations in the level of hyper-masculinity among men and that of

hyper-femininity among women.[ll

Table 4 Hyper-femininity and hyper-masculinity

Total Younger (under 35 Older (35 years No No Degree

years old) and older) qualification  Degree +
Hyper-masculine % % % % % %
Men 35 25 38 40 39 25
Unweighted N Men 809 164 645 302 234 2571
Hyper-feminine
Women 36 26 38 39 27 25
Unweighted N Women 872 166 706 325 245 281
Androgynous
Women 13 16 12 1 11 17
Men 13 17 12 9 12 18
Unweighted Men 809 164 645 302 234 251
Unweighted Women 872 166 706 325 245 281

Note: The denominator used to calculate percentages includes don’t
knows/refusals/NA to the femininity/masculinity scale. Respondents who did
not identify as man or woman (n=3) are not included in the analysis or in the
denominator. Age is grouped into two categories - younger (under 35 years)
and older (35 years and older). We use three education categories — no
qualifications reported, qualifications but no report of a university degree
or equivalent, university degree or higher. The 42 cases missing a value on

education are not included.

National Centre for Social Research
BSA 42 | Gender Identity

19



Table 4 shows that only just over a third (35%) of men are hyper-masculine,
while a similarly low proportion of women (36%) are hyper-feminine.
Meanwhile 13% of men and the same proportion of women can be classified as
androgynous. These distributions suggest a landscape of gender identity
expression in Britain where many individuals do not conform strictly to either

hyper-masculine or hyper-feminine conceptions of gender.

The prevalence of hyper gender identities is strongly associated with
educational attainment. Among men, hyper-masculine identities are highest
among those with no qualifications (40%) and those whose highest
qualification is less than a degree (39%). The proportion is much lower among
those with a degree (25%). Conversely, hyper-feminine identities among
women are most prevalent among those with no qualifications (39%) and least
common among women holding a degree (25%). The pattern of response is
similar when we asked about femininity and masculinity separately (Tables 2
and 3), where higher educational attainment appears to be associated with
less polarised identities among both genders. Conversely, in both genders,
those with a degree are somewhat more likely than those without a degree to

have an androgynous sense of identity.

Age also influences attitudes on this issue. Hyper-masculinity is considerably
higher among older (38%) than younger men (25%). Among women, older
respondents are considerably more likely to have hyper-feminine identities
(38%) compared to younger women (26%). Also, androgynous identities are
more likely to be found among younger age groups. These results either
reflect generational shifts towards more flexible or nuanced gender identities
among younger individuals, or a move to less flexible conceptions of gender
among people as they age. Unfortunately, as we only have a cross-section of
data, it is not possible to tell whether the former or latter explains the

relationship between hyper-gender identities and age.

This evidence is, however, consistent with the view that gender identity in
Britain is perhaps becoming increasingly diverse and less anchored in
traditional binaries, particularly among the young and highly educated. The
trends are visible in both men and women. When combined with the evidence
that gender identities are less important for the young and highly educated,
generally, our results point to a weakening of the association of identity with

the traditional binary categories of gender. We find it particularly interesting
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that similar trends are evident for women and men. Given that traditional
masculinity is seen to be under a greater amount of wider scrutiny, making
deviations from it are more significant markers of identity change; it may be
surprising that a similar proportion of women identify as ‘hyper-feminine’
(36%) as men do ‘hyper-masculine’ (35%). However, the cross-sectional
nature of the data leaves open the question of whether current patterns

among younger respondents will persist or evolve as they age.

Perceptions of gender role
traits

Another way to evaluate gender identity, as noted in the introduction, is based
on the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), a psychological construct developed by
Sandra Bem. Similar to self-expressions of femininity and masculinity, rather
than defining gender as binary and fixed identities, the BSRI measures
people’s level of identification with traits that are culturally stereotyped as
masculine or feminine, such as assertiveness (masculine) or compassion
(feminine). These associations of traits with gender are not static — as social
roles evolve, so too can perceptions of which traits are considered masculine
or feminine. For instance, leadership may increasingly be seen as a feminine
trait as more women take on leadership roles, while compassion may become

associated with masculinity as men engage more in caregiving.

In this context, men who identify strongly with masculinity may emphasise
traits like risk-taking and emotional restraint, whereas others with more
flexible gender identities might still identify as masculine while also embracing
sensitivity and compassion. Comparing people’s self-assessment of their
gender to the BSRI allows us to explore how individuals relate to evolving
gender norms and the extent to which their identities reflect either traditional

or more fluid conceptions of gender roles (Coffe, 2019).

In this next section, we examine how the ascription of these gendered traits
vary across men and women by age and education. Social role theory predicts
that gender differences in these stereotyped traits should decline over time
as gender equality increases. However, recent evidence suggests a more

complex pattern. Eagly et al. (2020) found that women’s relative advantage in
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feminine traits has grown, while men’s advantage in masculine traits has
remained unchanged. Donnelley and Twenge (2017) similarly show little to no
shift in masculine traits among men but a decline in feminine traits among
women. Either way, there are divergent trends rather than a uniform decline
for both masculine and feminine traits. We measured these feminine and
masculine traits in the survey by presenting respondents with four traits: two
reflecting stereotypically feminine qualities (‘sensitive to others’ needs’ and
‘acting compassionately towards others’) and two representing
stereotypically masculine qualities (‘liking to take risks’ and ‘liking to be a
leader’). Responses were measured on a scale from O (not at all) to 6
(completely). In Table 5 we have grouped the responses into three categories:
Not at all (O) to 2, meaning the trait does not fit well; the midpoint score 3 and
4 to completely (6), indicating the trait fits them well. The questions read as

follows:

Please tell me to what extent the following statements describe you:

o [ like to take risks

o [ like to be a leader

e / am sensitive to others’ needs

I act compassionately towards others

The data in Table 5 show that, across the board, the feminine-coded traits of
compassion and sensitivity to others’ needs are more widely endorsed by the
public than the masculine-coded traits of risk-taking and leadership. Around
nine in ten (89%) people say that being compassionate fits them well or
completely (options 4-6), while 81% say the same for being ‘sensitive to
others’ needs’. By contrast, less than half (47%) strongly identify with
leadership, and 37% feel that ‘likes to take risks’ describes them completely.
This suggests that the population is perhaps more ready to align with traits
associated with emotional attunement and care, even though these have

traditionally been gendered as ‘feminine’.
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Table 5 Gender role traits - all respondents, by gender

Not at All (0) - 3 4 -Completely Unweighted base

2 (6)
Likes to Take Risks % % %
Total 42 20 37 1681
All Men 35 21 42 809
All Women 48 19 33 872
Likes to Be a Leader % % %
Total 33 19 47 1681
All Men 28 20 51 809
All Women 36 18 43 872
Compassionate % % %
Total 3 8 89 1681
All Men 4 10 85 809
All Women 2 5 93 872
Sensitive to Others’ Needs % % %
Total 6 12 81 1681
Men 9 15 75 809
Women 4 9 86 872

Note: This table displays the responses to the four questions on whether
instrumental and expressive traits fit the respondent. Responses are
grouped into three categories O - 2 indicating trait does not fit well, a
middle category of 3 and 4 to completely 6 indicating the trait fits them

well.
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When we break this down by gender, patterns of gender stereotyping can be
seen but there is also considerable similarity in how men and women feel
these traits fit them, in contrast to the clear gender split for the questions on
self-identification and the importance of gender. True, men are more likely
than women to describe themselves as liking to take risks (42% vs. 33%) and
as enjoying leadership roles (51% vs. 43%). In contrast, women are more likely
to see themselves as compassionate (93% vs. 85%) and sensitive to others’
needs (86% vs. 75%). However, these differences represent only a slight
indication that these traits follow traditional gender patterns. The high levels
of endorsement across all four traits suggest that many individuals,

regardless of gender, identify with both assertive and caring characteristics.

Tables 6 and 7 report the proportion of respondents who feel the traits fit
them well or completely (values 4, 5 and 6) by age and education. As
previously, we have grouped these by whether respondents identify with being
a man or a woman. The data show clear differences in how men and women of
different ages perceive themselves in terms of gender role traits. Younger
women and men are equally likely to report a tendency to take risks (56%)
though this trait is less prevalent among older people of both genders — and
especially so among women (24%) than men (38%). When it comes to
leadership, younger people of both genders are more likely to see themselves
as leaders than their older counterparts, with men rating themselves slightly
higher than women in both age groups. Interestingly, these two findings mean
younger respondents are more likely to ascribe to themselves typically
masculine traits even though they are less likely to see themselves as hyper-
masculine. We expect that this indicates that younger respondents may be

less likely to see these traits in gender stereotypical ways.

Compassion is a trait where women, regardless of age, rate themselves more
highly than men. However, men’s self-reported compassion is higher among
older people. A similar pattern is observed in sensitivity to others’ needs,
where women again score higher than men, and men show greater sensitivity
as they age. For men, feelings of compassion and sensitivity are positively
associated with age, which interestingly is the opposite of the relationship
shown in Table 4, where hyper-masculine identities are more common among

older people.
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Table 6 Gender role traits by age — % agree that trait fits them (4), (5)

or completely (6)

Younger (under 35 years

Older (35 years and

old) older)
Likes to Take Risks % %
Men 56 38
Women 56 24
Unweighted Men 164 645
Unweighted Women 166 706
Likes to Be a Leader % %
Men 59 48
Women 56 40
Unweighted Men 164 645
Unweighted Women 166 706
Compassionate % %
Men 80 87
Women 93 92
Unweighted Men 164 645
Unweighted Women 166 706
Sensitive to Others Needs % %
Men 68 78
Women 85 87
Unweighted Men 164 645
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Unweighted Women 166 706

Note: This table displays the % of respondents who say one of the four
questions on whether instrumental and expressive traits fit the respondent
fits them well or completely. Younger respondents include those up to the
age of 34 and older respondents are 35 years of age or older. Don’t
knows/refusals are also shown and represented in the base number of

resondents.

Table 7 summarises gender role traits by education level, showing the
percentage of men and women who agree that certain traits fit them well or
completely (values 4,5 and 6). In all except one instance, the proportion of
respondents agreeing the trait fits them well is positively associated with level
of education for both men and women. The one exception is ‘sensitive to
others’ needs’ among women where those in the middle category of education
are slightly more likely to agree with the trait than women with a degree (91%
compared to 88%). As we have already seen, men are more likely than women
to say they ‘like to take risks’, but the gap between men and women is bigger
among those with higher levels of education and education is associated with
a great increase in this trait for men than for women. For example, 35% of
men with no qualifications agree, compared with 50% of those with degrees, a
gap of 15 percentage points. Among women, the proportion is also higher
among those with a degree (36%) than it is among those with no qualifications
(27%) but the increase is smaller. In the case of leadership, the reverse is true;
the gap for women (29 points) is greater than that for men (22 points).
Agreement with the trait of compassion is high amongst all respondents so
there is no evident relationship with education. On sensitivity, there is little
difference by education among women but among men those with a higher
level of education are more likely to ascribe themselves the trait. Overall,
traditional gender differences in self-perceived traits are irrespective of
education, though in the case of ‘likes to be a leader’ and ‘sensitive to others’

needs’ the gap is smaller among those with a degree.

National Centre for Social Research
BSA 42 | Gender Identity

26



Table 7 Gender role traits by education - % agree that trait fits them
(4), (5) or completely (6)

No Below Degree or
Qualification Degree Higher
Likes to Take Risks % % %
Men 35 43 50
Women 27 33 36
Unweighted Men 302 234 253
Unweighted Women 325 245 281
Likes to Be a Leader % % %
Men 40 52 62
Women 30 45 58
Unweighted Men 302 234 253
Unweighted Women 325 245 281
Compassionate % % %
Men 83 85 88
Women 89 94 95
Unweighted Men 302 234 253
Unweighted Women 325 245 281
Sensitive to Others' Needs % % %
Men 66 78 85
Women 83 91 88
Unweighted Men 302 234 252
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Unweighted Women 325 245 281

Note: The denominator used to calculate percentages includes don’t
knows/refusals/NA. We use three education categories - no qualifications
reported, qualifications but no report of a university degree or equivalent,
university degree or higher. The 42 cases missing a value on education are

not included.

Gender, age and education all shape attitudes toward traditional gender-role
traits. With younger generations who are more likely to have gone to
university, some of the age versus education effects may be difficult to
disentangle. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that younger women may
be less traditional in their greater likelihood to ascribe themselves masculine
traits than older women. On the other hand, young men are more likely to
ascribe themselves masculine traits and less likely to ascribe themselves
feminine traits than older men. The experience of higher education makes
both men and women more likely to acknowledge both feminine and masculine
traits. Thus, the patterns are not consistent with less stereotyped
perceptions at higher education levels across all traits, but rather they show a
convergence of all traits among the more highly educated and a divergence

into stereotyped perceptions among those without a degree.

Comparing the results presented in Table 6 and 7 to the results for
expressions of femininity and masculinity in Tables 3 and 4 raises questions
about the comparability of the two types of measures of gender identity.
There were clearer patterns on self-expressions of femininity and masculinity
that younger and higher educated individuals had less rigid identities. As we
indicated in the introduction, these two ways of capturing gender identity
were once seen as complementary but more contemporary research has
shown that the ascription of traits has shifted over time (Donnelly and
Twenge, 2017; Eagly et al., 2020). We next examine the extent to which these
gender role traits are aligned or not with people’s self-assessment of
femininity and masculinity. In order to examine how closely the traits are
related to feelings of masculinity and femininity, we calculate a measure of
association. The closer the measure of association is to 1, the more closely the
two are related in a positive for the gender trait. A negative value indicates

that as femininity or masculinity increases, the likelihood of strongly
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ascribing to one of the gender traits declines. When the measure is O, or close
to 0, this means there is no association or a very weak association between

femininity/masculinity and the gender trait.

Figure 1 Association between gender role traits and
femininity/masculinity

Risk Lead Compassion Sensitive
Women Femininity -0.10 0.00 0.10 0.10
Women Masculinity -- -0.10 -0.10
Men Femininity 0.10 0.00 0.10 0.10
Men Masculinity 0.00 0.10 0.10 0.00

Note: This heat map displays measures of association (Pearson correlation
coefficients) between selected gender-related traits—risk-taking,

leadership, compassion, sensitivity and self-assessments of femininity and
masculinity—separately for men and women. The values reflect how strongly
the traits are associated with femininity and masculinity. Negative
associations are shaded yellow and darker shades represent stronger
negative relationships. Positive associations are shaded blue and darker
shades of blue represent stronger positive relationships. Where there is not

association this is shaded green.

We have calculated these measures of association between all traits and
femininity and masculinity, separately for men and women, and have displayed
them in Figure 1. When comparing the associations between gender-role
traits, femininity, and masculinity for men and women, several notable
differences emerge. Among women, self-assessed masculinity is moderately
and positively correlated with willingness to take risks (0.3) and preference
for leadership (0.3).[31 However, for men, masculinity has none to a very weak
correlation with these traits (risk-taking 0.0; leadership 0.1).[§] This indicates
that self-perceived masculinity among women is meaningfully linked with
traditionally masculine traits such as leadership and risk-taking, while for
men, masculinity does not strongly predict these attributes. Both men and
women show very weak correlations between femininity and traits like

compassion and helping others (women: compassion 0.1, sensitive to others

National Centre for Social Research
BSA 42 | Gender Identity

29



0.1; men: compassion 0.1, sensitive to others 0.1).[31 These generally weak
relationships suggest that contemporary understandings of masculinity and
femininity no longer map neatly onto specific personality traits. This
mismatch could reflect a loosening of traditional gender-role expectations,
where the identification with a gendered identity label (masculine or feminine)
does not necessarily imply endorsement of the stereotypical traits that have

been historically associated with that label.

Gender equality and sexual
freedoms: attitudes and policy
preferences

In this section we examine how hyper-femininity, hyper-masculinity and
androgyny are related to social and political orientations that are relevant for
contemporary political debates. Here we will focus on attitudes toward gender
equality policies and freedoms for gay and lesbian people. The ESS asks
respondents whether they agree or disagree with measures promoting equal
rights and opportunities for men and women. It also asks about freedoms for
sexual minorities. Previous research on values and value change shows that
attitudes towards gender equality reflect whether people back conformity to
traditional gender roles or are open to diversity and flexibility in gender roles
- and thus in turn their sense of gender identity (Inglehart and Norris, 2003).
Consequently, individuals who hold polarised conceptions of their own
masculine and feminine traits—such as hyper-masculinity or hyper-femininity
(Gidengil and Stolle, 2021) — may therefore be resistant to equality-oriented
policies. Conversely, individuals with more fluid or balanced conceptions of
their own masculine and feminine traits may be more supportive of gender

equality policies, diversity, and inclusive social values.
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Table 8 Policy support and preferences - % who favour (strongly or somewhat) - gender equality

Firing for Insulting Require equal Fining for Political Unweighted
Comments Against  parental leave Gender Pay Gender Quotas base
Women Gap
Agree (%)
Total 73 53 75 40 1684
Men 73 49 70 34 809
Women 73 58 81 46 872
Gender Important
Men 65 50 64 36 471
Women 72 61 79 49 545
Gender Identity
Hyper-masculine 67 50 65 31 262
Hyper-feminine 70 56 79 43 305
Androgynous 76 57 81 42 213

Note: Don’t knows/NA included in the denominator. The proportion of

respondents who strongly or somewhat support each policy are shown in
the table. Hyper-feminine: 6 femininity, O masculinity. Hyper-masculine: 6
masculinity, O femininity. Androgynous: scores 2-4 on both scales. Hyper-
feminine includes women only and hyper-masculine category includes men

only.

In Table 8 we show how masculine and feminine identities are related to
support for gender equality policies. We ask about four policy areas.®l Two
are directly related to gender issues in the workplace: firing employees who
make harassing comments directed at women in the workplace and fining

companies where there is a gender pay gap. A third policy is related to the
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private sphere and the role of parenting, asking respondents whether they
would favour requiring both parents of a new baby to take equal periods of
parental leave. This policy would represent a significant role change for
women, who are the primary providers of childcare in the UK (Andrew et al.,
2024) and who typically take longer periods of statutory parental leave than
new fathers. The fourth policy area asks about gender equality in the political
sphere and whether respondents favour distributing parliamentary seats
equally between men and women. This latter policy also addresses a sphere
where men continue to hold more power. However, if seats were allocated
equally, and not based on electoral outcomes, this may be perceived as

achieving equality in a manner that is contrary to democratic practices.

The results in Table 8 reveal clear patterns in how gender identity shapes
support for gender equality policies, though the extent to which it does so
varies depending on whether the policies challenge traditional gender roles in
the private or public spheres. Policies directly related to workplace gender
equality, such as firing employees for harassment and fining companies for
gender pay gaps, enjoy relatively high support overall (73% and 75%,
respectively). Although there is no difference between men and women in
their attitudes to firing for harassing behaviour, there is an 11% gap between
men and women in their view on fining companies for a gender pay gap.
Meanwhile, analysis by gender identity reveals that hyper-masculine men
express somewhat lower support for firing harassers (67%). Conversely,
respondents with weak attachments to femininity and masculinity (that is, are
androgynous) strongly favour firing employees for harassment (76%), showing
that those who tend to reject strong gender identities endorse strong

interventions against gender-based discrimination at work.

The policy that challenges traditional gender roles in the private sphere—
requiring equal parental leave—has notably lower overall support (53%). Men
(49%) and those showing hyper-masculinity (50%) are the least likely to
support this, likely reflecting a perceived threat to traditional gender roles
regarding parenting and caregiving responsibilities. In contrast, women show
the highest level of support (61%), but hyper-feminine respondents show
lower levels of support (56%). Support for political gender quotas (which
challenge traditional gender roles in the public sphere as they involve
redistributing political power traditionally held by men) has the lowest overall

support (40%). Resistance is particularly pronounced among hyper-masculine
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respondents (31%), highlighting discomfort with directly redistributing power

from men to women.

Men who say gender is important to their identity show lower support for
gender equality policies than other men, especially on measures such as fines
for the gender pay gap (64 %) and political gender quotas (36%). In contrast,
women for whom gender is important remain highly supportive of equality
policies, even slightly above the average for all women—suggesting that
gender salience reinforces traditional views among men but strengthens

egalitarian commitments among women.

Overall, these findings illustrate that those policies that may be perceived as
posing the greatest threat to traditional gender roles—particularly those
involving the private sphere or direct redistribution of power — appear to
generate greater resistance from individuals with traditional or hyper-

traditional gender identities.
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Table 9 Policy support and preferences - % who favour (agree or strongly agree) -

liberalisation of policies toward LGBTQ+

Gay/Lesbian Free to  [No] Shame if close Gay & Lesbian Unweighted
live as they wish family member Couples Adopt base
gay/lesbian

Agree (%) % % %
Total 88 84 71 1684
Men 89 83 68 809
Women 88 84 76 872
Gender Important
Men 83 76 57 435
Women 88 82 72 58171
Gender Identity
Hyper-masculine 85 78 57 262
Hyper-feminine 85 80 68 305
Androgynous 94 92 89 213

Note: Don’t knows/NA included in the denominator. The proportion of

respondents who strongly or somewhat support each policy are shown in

the table. Hyper-feminine: 6 femininity, O masculinity. Hyper-masculine: 6

masculinity, O femininity. Androgynous: scores 2-4 on both scales. Hyper-

feminine includes women only and hyper-masculine category includes men

only.

The data in Table 9 show responses to a set of three questions about rights

for gay and lesbian people.[gl The distribution of responses suggests that

gender identity is an important factor in shaping attitudes toward sexual

freedoms, with more flexible or less stereotypical gender identities generally
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associated with higher levels of support for gay and lesbian rights. Overall,
support is relatively high across the sample: 88% agree that gay and lesbian
people should be free to live as they wish, 84% report no shame if a close
family member is gay or lesbian, and 71% support adoption rights for same-
sex couples. There is broadly similar support among men and women across all
items, except for adoption rights where support among women is higher (76%
vs. 68%). The variation becomes more pronounced when analysed by gender
identity type. Those who identify as androgynous—who acknowledge both
masculinity and femininity — report the highest level of support across all
measures, with 94% supporting freedom to live as they wish, 92% reporting
no shame, and 89% supporting adoption. In contrast, those with more rigid
gender identities, such as hyper-masculine and hyper-feminine individuals,
show lower levels of support, especially among the hyper-masculine group,
where only 57% support adoption rights. These findings support the idea that
less stereotyped gender identities are associated with greater openness to
sexual diversity and stronger support for the rights of gay and lesbian

individuals.

While women overall are slightly more supportive than men of gay and lesbian
rights, the differences become clearer when comparing those for whom
gender is personally significant. Among men who say gender is important to
their identity, support is notably lower: only 83% agree that gay and lesbian
people should be free to live as they wish (vs. 89% of all men), and 76%
express no shame if a close family member is gay or lesbian (vs. 83% of all
men). Among this group of men, similar to those with hyper-masculine
identities, support for adoption by gay and lesbian couples is lowest at 57%.
Among women for whom gender is important, support levels also dip slightly
compared to all women—particularly in terms of tolerance (82% vs. 84%

report no shame)—but remain high overall.
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Gonclusion

What does this tell us about the state of gender identity in the UK today? The
findings paint a picture of a society that is still somewhat shaped by
traditional gender norms, but with apparent signs of gradual change—
especially among younger and more educated groups. Most men continue to
identify as strongly masculine and not feminine, while most women identify as
strongly feminine and not masculine. However, most respondents do identify,
even weakly, with the other, and a sizeable minority do not consider their
gender important to how they think of themselves. Femininity is only weakly
associated with traditionally feminine traits like compassion and helping
others. This suggests that either people do not strongly associate these traits
with their feminine identity, or that femininity is being defined in broader or
more varied ways than traditional norms suggest. We also see that
masculinity means different things for men and women. For women,
identifying as masculine is meaningfully tied to traditionally masculine traits

like risk-taking and leadership, but this is not the case for men.

Gender identities are strongly shaped by age and education. Because we only
have a snapshot in time, we cannot draw any firm conclusions about changes
in gendered traits and perceptions of gender identity over time. However, our
results indicate that there are differences between how younger and older
age groups see themselves in relation to their gender identity. Younger men
and women have more flexible perceptions of their gender identity and
consequently they are less polarised in how they see themselves along
masculine and feminine lines. These age differences may be due to younger
respondents being socialised at a time where women’s role in the workplace is
firmly embedded and where men are taking on more responsibilities in the
home. Thus, there is a less clear demarcation between expected roles for men
and women. However, what is less clear is whether these more flexible notions
of gender will change as the younger group ages: as they enter into
relationships, have children etc., will these life events have an effect on how
they perceive their gender identity? If this happens, they may then begin to
look more like our older respondents and have more rigid or polarised notions
of gender identity. Beyond age, education emerges as a key factor in shaping

gender identity. Higher levels of education are associated with a softening of
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rigid gender roles, with both men and women expressing more moderate and
less stereotypical gender self-concepts. This pattern could point to the role of
socialisation and exposure to more diverse perspectives on gender that higher

education affords as an important force in reshaping gender identity.

What are the implications for public policy, especially around gender equality
and support for LGBTQ+ rights? While before there has been a focus on
differences between the attitudes of men and women, gender identity plays a
crucial role in understanding these differences and is an important force in
itself. For most policies we find majority support, except for equal
parliamentary representation for men and women, which shows a degree of
consensus across gender and gender identities. The persistence of the
normative gender binary continues to shape how policy gaps are framed and
understood—most often in terms of “men versus women.” Nevertheless, our
analysis of the responses to the gender equality policy questions in the ESS
clearly shows that some attitudes towards these policies are shaped by how
individuals attach meaning to their gender. In general, these policies have
more chance of gaining support in a society where people hold less rigid
conceptions of gender identity. In future, therefore, the success or otherwise
of these policies in Britain will in no small part be influenced by how
conceptions of gender identity develop. Policy-makers on both sides of the
debate would be well-advised to pay attention to these trends when assessing
whether policies on gender equality or LGBTQ+ rights will garner public

support or opposition.
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Appendix

Full text for questions included in Table 8

To what extent are you in favour or against firing employees who make

insulting comments to women in the workplace?

Strongly in favour

Somewhat in favour

Neither in favour nor against

Somewhat against

Strongly against

Imagine a couple who both work full-time and earn roughly the same
amount, and now have a newborn child. Both are eligible for paid leave if
they stop working for some time to care for their child. Still using this card,
to what extent are you in favour or against a legal measure that requires

both parents to take equal periods of paid leave to care for their child?

Strongly in favour

Somewhat in favour

Neither in favour nor against

Somewhat against

Strongly against
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Still using this card, to what extent are you in favour or against making
businesses pay a fine when they pay men more than women for doing the

same work?

Strongly in favour

Somewhat in favour

Neither in favour nor against

Somewhat against

Strongly against

To what extent are you in favour or against a legal measure that requires

dividing the number of seats in Parliament equally between women and men?

Strongly in favour

Somewhat in favour

Neither in favour nor against

Somewhat against

Strongly against

Full text for questions included in Table 9

‘Gay men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish’

National Centre for Social Research
BSA 42 | Gender Identity



Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

‘If a close family member was a gay man or a lesbian, | would feel ashamed’

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

‘Gay male and lesbian couples should have the same rights to adopt children

as straight couples’

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree
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Footnotes

1. There were no men in the hyper-feminine category, and only 2 women in the hyper-

masculine category. 1

2. These moderate associates are statistically significant p < .05 for a one-tailed
test. A measure of association can be weak but still statistically significant if it is

consistent enough across a large group of people to be unlikely due to chance. 1

3. The association between masculinity and risk-taking for men is not statistically
significant but the association between leadership and masculinity for men is

statistically significant with p < .5 for a one-tailed test. 1

4. Even those for the weak relationships they are all statistically significant at p < .05

for a one-tailed test. 1
5. The full text for each of these questions is included in the Appendix. t

6. Full text for these questions is also included in the Appendix 1
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