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Introduction 

 In his short story, The Rich Boy, F. Scott Fitzgerald (1926/2003) opens with the lines: 

“Begin with an individual and before you know it you find that you have created a type; 

begin with a type and you find that you have created – nothing. That is because we are all 

queer fish, queerer behind our faces and voices than we want anyone to know or than we 

know ourselves” (p.1). In these lines, Fitzgerald hints at the complex relationship between 

self and society. Fitzgerald implicitly understands that the self is a multi-faceted concept – 

capable at times of being reduced to an understandable, knowable type and yet also 

complicated and unique. That we are all “queerer behind our faces than we want anyone to 

know” suggests that for many, the interaction between self and society produces both an 

inherent anxiety – a fear of being discovered as somehow “queer” or strange – and a desire to 

conform to social norms and thereby conceal our strangeness. In these two lines, Fitzgerald 

neatly encapsulates the motivation and capability that may lead us to sometimes perceive 

ourselves according to our type in order to reduce anxiety and make the uniquely complicated 

self seem predictable and conventional.   

Explanations of the Influence of Gender on the Individual 

 Psychological research on gender has typically focused on the differences between 

each gender in a wide variety of domains – including but not limited to personality (Costa, 

Terraciano & McCrae, 2001), aggression (Archer, 2004), pro-social behaviour (Balliet, Li, 

Macfarlan & Van Vugt, 2011), empathy (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004), sexuality 

(Savin-Williams & Ream, 2007) and psychopathology (Eaton et al., 2012). Explanations for 

observed differences are commonly divided into two camps – those which posit that gender 

differences are largely determined by one’s physiology (the biological perspective) and those 

which posit that gender is a social category and that gender differences are largely 

determined by differences in normative cultural expectations for men and women (the social-
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constructionist position). It should be noted that most accounts from each perspective 

acknowledge the role of both biological and social factors in shaping identity and behaviour. 

Biological perspectives, for instance, maintain that in-built gender differences in one’s 

physiology are heightened (rather than caused) by social factors (Fine, 2010). Some social-

constructionist accounts often figure biological considerations as one of a number of factors 

that may influence the degree to which social factors influence perception and behaviour 

(Fine).  

The Biological Perspective. Numerous researchers have sought to explain observed gender 

differences with reference to physiological differences between men and women. Differences 

in hormones, specifically increased testosterone in men and increased oestrogen in women 

have been held to account for differences in a number of behaviours. These behaviours have 

included both emotional factors, such as aggression (Simpson, 2001) and empathy 

(Knickmeyer, Baron-Cohen, Raggatt, Taylor & Hackett, 2006), and cognitive abilities, such 

as spatial rotation tasks (Grimshaw, Sitarenios & Finegan, 1995) and mathematical ability 

(Finegan, Nicols & Sitarenios, 1992).  

 More recently, researchers have posited that neurological differences in the brains of 

men and women may be responsible for average gender differences. Cahill (2006) maintains 

that regions of the brain associated with emotional processing reveal clear sexual dimorphism 

in structure and function. Other studies have found activation differences in regions 

associated with a wide variety of tasks, such as emotional responding (Schulte-Rüther, 

Markowitsch, Shah, Fink & Piefke, 2008), mood disorders (Miller et al., 2014), mental 

rotation (Jordan, Wüstenberg, Heinze, Peters & Jäncke, 2002) and even appetite (Wang et al., 

2009). Despite this, Fine (2010) notes that the evidence from neurological studies of gender 

differences is mixed and sometimes over-stated. Miller and Halpern (2014) also note that 

neurological accounts of gender differences are often complex, and some findings (e.g., 
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Jausˆovec & Jausˆovec, 2012) indicate that men and women use different regions to produce 

equal performance – suggesting that the relationship between neurological difference and 

observed difference is more complex than previously thought. Fine (2012) argues that 

essentialist explanations of observed differences between men and women may serve to 

actively reinforce these differences and that any investigation of gender should consider the 

role of social context in shaping self-perceptions and behaviour.  

The Socio-Cultural Perspective. Gender has been described as a social label that allows us 

to simultaneously divide humans into one of two social categories (male and female), as well 

as specify the traits and behaviours that are considered characteristic of each group (Smith, 

Johnston-Robledo, McHugh & Chrisler, 2010). Gender is more than simply a sexual 

demographic of an individual; it is a social construction that “is learned and achieved at the 

interactional level, reified at the cultural level, and institutionally enforced via the family, 

law, religion, politics, economy, medicine, and the media” (Gagné, Tewksbury, & 

McGaughey, 1997, p. 479). In terms of social categories, gender has been proposed to be one 

of the most fundamental (Bem, 1993; Ridgeway, 2009) and its salience in our environment 

may be considered ubiquitous (Fiske, Haslam & Fiske, 1991; Ryan, David & Reynolds, 

2004; Stangor, Lynch, Duan & Glass, 1992). Leinbach and Fagot (1993) propose that gender 

is the first social category that humans recognize and that infants are capable of 

distinguishing between genders from as young as nine months old.  

 As with other social categories, each gender has a specific set of behavioural codes 

that prescribe normative behaviour for its members, and these are referred to as gender roles 

(Eagly, 1987). Gender roles develop from stereotypes, or the set of standard beliefs about the 

characteristics of an identifiable group (Fagot, Leinbach & Boyle, 1992). Like the distinction 

between male and female, the distinction between what is appropriate and inappropriate for 

males and females to do is understood early in the lifespan. Hill and Flom (2007) found 
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evidence to show that an understanding of gender roles develops at two years of age. Much 

research has been done on the composition of gender roles and this has routinely revealed 

that gender roles are widely understood, can exist across cultures, and are likely to exert a 

powerful influence over our behaviour and sense of self (Kolodny & Kolodny, 1997). 

Although gender roles can exist across culture, Lips (2006) notes that tests designed to 

measure adherence to gender roles indicate variation across cultures – suggesting that our 

understanding of gender normative behaviour is also dependent on social context.  

 Gender is popularly viewed as a uni-dimensional, binary construct. That is, in order to 

be more masculine one must be less feminine and vice versa. Bem (1974) and later Spence 

(1993) challenged this and instead proposed that masculinity and femininity are separate and 

unique dimensions. Despite this, lay accounts of gender continue to figure the construct as 

uni-dimensional. This concept is most readily understood when one thinks of the commonly 

used phrase, the ‘opposite’ gender, which is used to describe one gender with reference to 

another, and signals both the unquestioning belief in difference and the relational, polarized 

nature of such difference. Bem (1993) maintains that the belief that men and women have 

different psychological natures, and that this difference is natural and in many instances, 

desirable, is widely accepted in both the lay community and by some researchers (e.g. Baron-

Cohen, 2004).  

 Some researchers, such as Hyde (2005), posit that men and women may be more 

similar than they are different and the traditional focus on gender differences in research and 

culture may sustain the erroneous belief of significant variation. Despite the potential 

similarities between genders noted by Hyde, any individual identity or behaviour that 

deviates from  publically understood gender roles is often viewed as problematic and 

potentially abnormal, immoral or pathological (Kolodny & Kolodny, 1997).  
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Consequences of Gender Norm Deviation   

 Often one’s gender and one’s biological sex correspond and individuals are perceived 

to behave congruently with the social expectations placed on them owing to their biological 

sex. Any account of gender difference however, must consider the fact that those who behave 

incongruently to the roles expected of their biological sex face negative social consequences. 

Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role congruity theory proposes that negative evaluation and 

prejudice are directed toward those who act incongruously with their gender role. Those who 

reject their gender role to the extent that they choose to identify as an individual of the other 

gender are frequently subject to prejudice, violence and harassment (Lombardi, Wilchins, 

Priesing & Malouf, 2001). Studies have shown that deviation from one’s gender role often 

results in negative consequences. Heilman, Wallen, Fuchs and Tamkins (2004) found that 

men and women who were successful at jobs that deviated from their typical gender role 

were significantly less liked and less respected. These consequences have also been shown to 

apply early in the lifespan. Parents, peers and teachers have been found to experience concern 

when a child deviates from their gender role and that this concern may be more sharply 

pronounced when such deviations occur in male children (Archer, 1993; Kane, 2006). 

McCreary (1994) found evidence to suggest that the negative consequences that occur for 

gender atypical displays of social behaviour may be worse for males than females.  

The Social Identity Approach  

 Perhaps one of the most parsimonious accounts of the mechanisms by which the 

social category of gender may influence one’s self perceptions is the Social Identity 

Approach. This approach is comprised of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978) and its 

extension, Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). 

Although these theories are distinct, their shared theoretical premise of the importance of 

social groups to identity and behaviour, and the development of one from the other, has led 



 

 

9 

them to commonly be referred to collectively as the Social Identity Approach (Hornsey, 

2008).  

 Social Identity Theory developed from experiments (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Tajfel, 

Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971) exploring the minimal group paradigm. These experiments 

showed that even when the nature of group membership was fairly arbitrary (e.g., whether 

one was an over-estimator or under-estimator of dots on a page), group members would tend 

to allocate benefits to others in their group than to those of the other group. These 

experiments showed the importance of group membership in determining behaviour and led 

to the articulation of Social Identity Theory as a method of explaining the manner by which 

social groups influence the individual.   

 Tajfel and Turner (1979) posited that human interaction existed on a spectrum – from 

the interpersonal to the intergroup. At the interpersonal level, one views one’s self and others 

as relatively unique and idiosyncratic. At the intergroup level, one views one’s self and others 

in terms of membership of, or exclusion from, the social categories that have been made 

salient. This process of categorisation involves a subtle emphasis on similarities between in-

group members as well as an emphasis on the differences between in-group members and 

out-group members. This categorisation involves a process in which one comes to perceive 

one’s self so that one is similar to other group members and that these similarities are 

perceived as temporarily more important than one’s individual characteristics. This 

assimilation of self has been shown to affect both one’s sense of self as well as one’s attitudes 

(Verkuyten, 2011). The motivation to perceive one’s self in line with the characteristics of 

one’s social group is believed to be due to the benefits to one’s self concept of being included 

within a group and in-group inclusion facilitates a sense of self that is both positive and 

secure (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  
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 Turner et al. (1987) extended Social Identity Theory by examining the cognitive 

processes that were involved in categorisation – calling this extended theory “Self-

Categorisation Theory.” In this manner, self-categorisation theory has been posited as an 

interface between social identity theories and theories of social cognition (Abrams & Hogg, 

1999). Turner et al. (1987) posited that one’s self concept was comprised not simply of a 

continuum from the interpersonal to the intergroup, but of three distinct levels: the 

superordinate, the intermediate and the subordinate. The superordinate level involved 

thinking of one’s self as a human (rather than as an animal or plant). The intermediate level 

involved thinking of one’s self as a member of one group of humans that was distinguishable 

from another group of humans (such as a man or woman). The subordinate level involved 

thinking of one’s self as an individual as distinct from other individuals. Hornsey (2008) 

maintains that in-built in the theory was the idea of functional antagonism – in that as one 

level becomes more relevant, the other levels must necessarily become less so.  

 The degree to which a particular social category would influence one’s self-concept at 

the intermediate level was seen to vary as a function of fit and accessibility (Oakes, 1987; 

Oakes, Turner, & Haslam, 1991). The degree of fit was determined by how well a social 

category was perceived by the individual to match their social reality and this was facilitated 

by two distinct concepts: normative fit and comparative fit. Normative fit relates to how well 

the perceiver feels that the group in question matches their expectations and comparative fit 

relates to how well the perceiver feels that the group in question is able to maximise the 

difference between itself and the other group and minimise differences between group 

members. The degree of accessibility is determined by how salient a social category is during 

a particular situation. Some categories may be primed by relatively discrete situations, and 

thus their accessibility is specific to the situation. Other categories may be more chronically 

accessible and may thus be relevant across a range of situations.  
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 Key to the understanding of how a social group may shape self-perception are the 

norms associated with this group (Hogg, 2000). When a particular social group becomes 

salient, individuals will internalise such norms in order to see themselves as prototypical 

members of the group and will de-emphasise individual qualities that may distinguish them 

from other group members. This adoption of group norms into one’s self concept is known as 

depersonalisation. One’s understanding of the group prototype is both subjective and context 

dependent and in this manner, self-categorisation theory posits that self-perception and 

identity can be highly permeable to social context (Turner et al., 1987).  

 The theory acknowledges that one’s sense of self is not constantly changing according 

to relatively minor variations in subjective appraisal and context (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & 

McGarty, 1994). Although some social categories may be primed so that they are relatively 

situation-specific, other categories may be far more frequently activated and thus may exert a 

near-continuous influence, resulting in relative stability in the self-concept.  

 A number of theorists have further examined the social identity approach by 

attempting to explain the motivational aspects of prototypical depersonalization. Initially the 

motivation to perceive one’s self in line with one’s group was thought to derive from a drive 

for positive self-enhancement (Turner, 1982). This was later elaborated into the self-esteem 

hypothesis (Abrams & Hogg, 1988). This hypothesis held that low self-esteem motivated 

individuals to identify and this identification resulted in elevated self-esteem. Subsequent 

research on the self-esteem hypothesis revealed inconsistent results, suggesting that the 

relationship between self-esteem and group identification was far from being as clearly 

delineated as suggested by the initial theory (Hogg & Abrams, 1990, 1993; Rubin & 

Hewstone, 1998). Hogg (2000) proposed that the motivation to perceive one’s self in line 

with group norms is due to the desire to reduce personal uncertainty.  According to Hogg 

(2007), this personal uncertainty will be especially relevant during events that prompt self-
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conceptions, and especially when those conceptions relate to subjectively important matters 

that may typically generate a degree of anxiety about one’s functioning or behaviour. This 

uncertainty will lead individuals to reduce their subjective anxiety by perceiving one’s self in 

line with group models. Supporting this theory, Grant and Hogg (2012) reported evidence 

that showed that group models are especially effective in shaping perceptions when there is 

both a clearly salient and prescriptive in-group prototype and when situations provoke 

personal uncertainty.  

 Therefore, a core tenet of self-categorisation theory is that the self should not be 

considered to be a foundational aspect of cognition, but rather the self should be seen as a 

product of the cognitive system at work (Turner et al., 1994). Moreover, social categories, 

and the group norms entailed by these, are shaped both by the perceiver’s subjective 

interpretation as well as the manner in which prototypical members are presented, which can 

vary according to context (Hogg & Reid, 2006). In accordance with Hogg’s (2000) 

suggestion, the motivation to perceive one’s self in line with group norms is due to the desire 

to reduce subjective uncertainty. This process will be most apparent when individuals are 

considering their functioning in areas that commonly generate a high degree of personal 

anxiety and when prescriptive group norms are clearly presented by a prototypical model. 

Since the development of the social identity approach, there has been strong evidence to 

support the theory’s proposition that individuals will perceive themselves in accordance with 

the normative models of their group when such groups are made salient in the environment 

(e.g., Dijksterhuis & Van Knippenberg, 1998; Haslam, Oakes, Reynolds, & Mein, 1999; 

Haslam, Oakes, Reynolds, & Turner, 1999; Hogg & Turner, 1987; Hundhammer & 

Mussweiler, 2012; Kawakami et al., 2011; Levy, 1996; Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1991; Simon & 

Hamilton, 1994; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Spears, 2001). 
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Gender and the Social Identity Approach  

 The Social Identity Approach to the influence of group on identity has been proposed 

to apply to a variety of social groups.  It may be especially pertinent to research on gender for 

a number of reasons. Gender’s influence, owing to its status as one of the most fundamental 

social categories, means that as a social category it is salient across contexts (Ryan et al., 

2004). In this way, gender may exert a near-continuous influence and may be conceptualized 

as an especially potent shaper of self-perceptions. The dichotomous manner in which gender 

is presented facilitates comparative fit – categories of male and female are frequently defined 

based on one group having qualities that the other does not. The generally accepted view that 

psychological difference between genders exists and is desirable facilitates normative fit.  

Individuals expect difference and the tendency for men and women to behave in congruence 

with their gender role more often than not confirms and reinforces these expectations. Gender 

roles are analogous to group norms in that they specify prototypical behaviour for each 

group. The consequences of deviating from one’s gender role (or group norm) may serve to 

make these norms far more potent than many other group norms – further strengthening 

gender’s influence over the individual. This potency may increase the likelihood that 

individuals will match their self-perceptions and behaviour to gender group norms, and this 

process of depersonalization will likely facilitate an effective reduction of personal 

uncertainty.  

Evidence for the Social Influence of Gender on the Individual  

 A number of studies have shown that when gender is made salient in the social 

environment, individuals will match their identities so that they are more in line with gender 

group norms. Hogg and Turner (1987) found that both female and male participants 

perceived themselves as being more gender stereotypic (in terms of their perceptions of their 

own dependence and independence) when the social category of gender was made salient 
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than when it was not. Onorato and Turner (2004) replicated these central findings.  They 

found that when the social category of gender was made salient in the environment, 

participants were significantly more likely to rate themselves as being gender-typical (i.e., 

dependent or independent) than in conditions in which gender was not presented as a salient 

social category.  

 Findings have also supported the assimilation of self-perceptions to gender models in 

other areas of functioning. Chatard, Guimond and Selimbegovic (2007) found that, when 

exposed to information that suggested that it was normative for men to outperform women in 

mathematics, both male and female participants significantly altered their perceptions of their 

own abilities so that they were more in line with the relevant prototypical model for their 

gender.  The effect of gender on the individual has also been shown to be strong enough to 

affect not only self-perceptions but also behaviour. When female motorists in a driving 

simulator were informed that women were poorer drivers than men, they were significantly 

more likely to hit a pedestrian during the simulation than women who were not given 

information on gender normative driving (Yeung & von Hippel, 2008). Likewise, when male 

golfers were told that women were better at putting than men, the accuracy of their own 

putting was found to be significantly poorer than controls (Beilock, Jellison, Rydell, 

McConnell & Carr, 2006). Koenig and Eagly (2005) found that men who were told that 

women were more socially sensitive than men performed significantly worse than controls on 

a test of social sensitivity.  

 Importantly for the research presented here, variations in what is presented as 

normative for each gender have also been shown to result in perceptual shifts to match such 

presentations. Hundhammer and Mussweiler (2012) found evidence for a close link between 

sexual behaviour and gender. In a series of six studies, they were able to show that when 

exposed to a sexual image, participants were faster to classify themselves as male or female 
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and also perceived themselves as possessing more gender-typical traits than participants who 

were exposed to a neutral image. This suggests that sexual content increases the salience of 

gender, and perhaps may also indicate that sexual behaviour is a domain in which participants 

typically experience a degree of subjective anxiety about their own attitudes and behaviour. 

In line with Hogg’s (2000) theory, this may increase their motivation to perceive themselves 

according to normative information about their gender. In their final study, however, 

Hundhammer and Mussweiler found that variation in the behaviour that is modelled for one’s 

gender can significantly alter perceptions. Participants who were shown a sexual image and 

then read an account of either a career man or housewife (i.e., an account conveying 

traditional gender roles) perceived themselves as possessing significantly more gender typical 

qualities than controls. Participants who were shown a sexual image and then read an account 

of either a house-husband or career woman (i.e., an account conveying non-traditional gender 

roles) endorsed significantly less gender typical attitudes than those in the first condition. 

This indicates that not only do models of gendered behaviour influence self-perception, but 

that self-perceptions will vary according to what particular attitude or behaviour is presented 

as gender normative in a given context.  

The Current Research  

 The evidence presented so far in this chapter suggests that gender is not simply a 

function of one’s biological sex but also a social category (Smith et al., 2010). The Social 

Identity Approach provides a theoretical framework for explaining how social categories, 

such as gender, may come to influence not only one’s behaviours, but also one’s self-

perceptions as well (Hornsey, 2008). Empirical research has supported the theoretical 

premise of the Social Identity Approach by showing that individuals will alter their 

behaviours to match the norms that are presented for their own gender and to differentiate 

themselves from those of the other gender (Beilock et al., 2006; Yeung & von Hippell, 2008). 
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Research has also shown that individuals will match their self-perceptions so that they are 

more in line with prototypical models for their gender (Chatard et al., 2007; Onorato & 

Turner, 2004). In line with the theory’s articulation that norms are context dependent (Hogg 

& Reid, 2006), Hundhammer and Mussweiler (2012) found that self-perceptions also varied 

to match appropriate gender models, even if the prototypical model presented was somewhat 

atypical for stereotypical gender roles.  

 The research reported in this thesis adopted a Social Identity Approach in order to 

investigate the degree of influence that gender may have in domains in which it has 

previously been theorized to be a critical factor. These domains are: emotional functioning 

(Study 1), sexuality (Study 2) and sexual functioning (Study 3). In each of these domains 

there has traditionally been a tension between essentialist explanations and explanations that 

note the role of gender norms in the social context. The overall aim of this research was to 

investigate whether variations in what is presented as gender normative could result in 

variation in self-reported self-perceptions. If this was the case, this might then provide 

caution for those who would seek to underestimate the role of gender as a social construct in 

shaping self-perception and behaviour.  If it was not the case, this may indicate that some 

researchers may overstate the role of gender in the social context.  

 This thesis combines research on gender normativity and the social identity approach 

in order to explore the effect that gender group norms may have on one’s self-perceptions. 

More specifically, it examines whether relatively simple manipulations of information 

regarding the normative behaviour of one’s gender are capable of influencing one’s self-

perceptions. These self-perceptions relate to domains that may typically produce a degree of 

normative anxiety about gender functioning, such as empathy and emotional functioning 

(Study 1); sexual identity, attraction and behaviour (Study 2); and sexual dysfunction (Study 

3). 
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 The first study investigated the commonly observed difference between men and 

women in self-report measures of empathy and emotional intelligence. Numerous researchers 

have observed that women tend to rate themselves as being significantly higher on self-report 

measures of empathy (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Wakabayashi et al., 2007) and 

emotional intelligence (Carmeli & Josman, 2006; Petrides et al., 2004; Saklofske, Austin, 

Galloway & Davidson, 2007). Some scholars (e.g., Baron-Cohen, 2004) have stressed that 

differences in self-reports reflect physiological differences in aspects of emotional 

functioning, such as empathy. Other scholars have suggested that differences between men 

and women in self-reports of emotional functioning may be influenced by gender norms in 

the social context, and the general belief that women are better at emotional functioning than 

men (Michalska, Kinzler & Decety, 2013; Petrides, Furnham & Martin, 2004). Our study 

examined whether increasing the salience of gender, and then varying the degree to which 

empathy and emotional intelligence were presented as being gender normative, would affect 

the difference between men and women on self-report measures of empathy and emotional 

intelligence. Following the Social Identity Approach, we expected that when written 

information suggested that men were superior to women in empathy and emotional 

intelligence that participants would alter their perceptions of their empathic skills and 

emotional intelligence so that they were more in line with norms presented for their gender. 

This alteration was expected to result in there being no significant difference between men 

and women on these measures. 

 Building on the close links already established by Hundhammer and Mussweiler 

(2012) between gender and sexuality, we designed the second study to investigate the role 

that gender normative information has on shaping individuals’ perceptions of their sexual 

attraction, orientation and behaviour. Disparity currently exists between rates of reported 

bisexual attractions and reported bisexual identity (Vrangalova & Savin-Williams, 2012). 
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Low rates of bisexual identification has led some (e.g., Rieger, Chivers & Bailey, 2005) to 

propose that its scarcity may be due to the fact that there is no difference between bisexual 

physical arousal patterns and heterosexual or homosexual physical arousal patterns. Rieger, 

Chivers and Bailey (2005) go on to speculate that this lack of difference indicates that 

bisexuals may simply be sexually adventurous heterosexuals. Countering such an essentialist 

explanation, some have suggested that low rates of bisexual identification are due to socio-

cultural factors and prejudice from both the gay and heterosexual communities (Yoshino, 

2000). Whitley and Ægisdo´ttir (2000) maintain that prejudice toward same-sex sexual 

behaviour is due to the fact that it is not perceived as being gender normative. In this second 

study we aimed to investigate whether the rates of endorsement of same-sex sexual 

behaviour, attraction, and identity for each gender could be increased by presenting a written 

account of a gender group model in which the normativity of bisexual experience for that 

gender is increased relative to the other gender.  In this study, we also examined whether 

prejudice toward bisexuals of the gender for whom bisexuality was presented as less 

normative would be increased by the manipulation.  

 In the third and final study, we investigated the role that perceptions regarding 

normative male sexual functioning have on men’s endorsement of dysfunctional sexual 

beliefs and perceptions of their own sexual functioning. Dysfunctional sexual beliefs are 

believed to exacerbate and maintain instances of sexual dysfunction in men (Nobre & Pinto-

Gouveia, 2009; Quinta Gomes & Nobre, 2012). These beliefs are based on socio-cultural 

influences and contribute to the idea that sexual dysfunction is not traditionally gender 

normative and that traditional accounts of sexual functioning for men stress potency and 

physical stamina (Nobre & Pinto-Gouveia, 2009). Our research presented men with pictorial 

cues of men in which the gender-typicality of men in these images was varied, so that they 

were either gender typical (male rugby players), gender atypical (men cooking) or neutral 
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(men not engaged in any obvious activity). In line with Hundhammer and Mussweiler’s 

(2012) research, it was expected that models that conveyed traditional gender norms that 

stressed physical performance and strength in contexts relating to sex would lead our sample 

of non-clinical, relatively youthful participants to endorse more dysfunctional beliefs and 

perceive themselves as experiencing fewer instances of sexual dysfunction.  

Overall, the current research aimed to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To examine whether gender normative group models affect perceptions of empathy 

and emotional intelligence.  

2. To provide evidence that may support the importance of social factors in accounting 

for gender observed differences in self-reported empathy and emotional intelligence.  

3. To examine whether perceptions of gender normativity affect individuals’ perceptions 

of their own sexual attractions, behaviour and identity.  

4. To provide evidence that may support a socio-cultural interpretation for the disparity 

between rates of bisexual attraction and behaviour and bisexual identity.  

5. To examine whether gender normative accounts of same-sex attractions and 

behaviour affect individuals’ attitudes toward bisexuals of their gender in-group and 

their gender out-group.  

6. To examine whether presentations that vary prototypically masculine norms affect 

men’s endorsement of dysfunctional sexual beliefs and perceptions of personal 

instances of sexual dysfunction.  

7. To provide empirical evidence that may support theoretical models regarding the role 

that perception of gender normativity plays in the endorsement of dysfunctional 

sexual beliefs.  
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Research Progression to Study 2 

 In Study 1, we found that traditional differences between men and women in 

self-reports of empathy can be ameliorated by the type of gender normative 

information present in the environment. This finding suggests that caution should be 

taken by those who seek to link self-reported gender differences to observable 

physiological difference in empathy. Differences in motivation, which have 

previously been used to explain the gap between men and women, may in fact align 

with the social identity approach. The social identity approach posits that individuals 

are motivated to perceive themselves in line with group models due to benefits to 

their self-concept and the reduction of personal uncertainty and anxiety (Grant & 

Hogg, 2012). The drive to reduce such personal anxiety may conceivably be greater in 

domains in which gender group norms are typically more salient and the negative 

consequences of deviation from gender norms are more potent. Sexual behaviour is 

likely to be one such domain, owing to its close relationship with gender norms and 

capacity to incite normative uncertainty (Hundhammer & Mussweiler, 2012). Taking 

this into account, in Study 2 we investigated whether manipulations of the gender 

normativity of bisexual attraction and behaviour for each gender would produce shifts 

in individuals’ sense of their own sexual attractions, behaviour and identity.   
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Appendix A 

Experimental Cue for Gender Normative Conditions  
 
 Memory Test of Findings Related to Sexual Attraction. The sex researcher 

Alfred Kinsey noted, more than 50 years ago, that sexual attraction varies along a 

continuum. At one end of this continuum are those who are completely heterosexual. 

At the other end of the continuum are those who are completely homosexual. Roughly 

in the middle of this continuum, are those who are more or less bisexual, in that they 

have experienced attractions to both genders.  

 Recent studies have provided further insight into human sexuality. In 2009, 

Edgerton and Smull found that the brains of male and female participants 

demonstrated significantly different patterns of activation to erotic images. In 

particular, female/male brains showed less activation than male/female brains when 

presented with sexual images of the same gender. This finding has been used to 

explain why bisexual behaviour is much more common for men/women than for 

women/men.  

 In 2012, Travers and Smedley showed that lesbian and bisexual 

women/homosexual men and bisexual men had an identical pattern of brain activation 

when looking at erotic images. In contrast, bisexual men/bisexual women exhibited a 

pattern that was the same as most heterosexual men/heterosexual women and 

markedly different from gay men/lesbians.  

 This finding led Travers and Smedley to propose that males/females may be 

more naturally bisexual than females.   
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GENDER NORMATIVITY & BISEXUALITY 

Appendix B 

Sample Cue for Control Condition  

 Memory Test of Findings Related to Sexual Functioning. In a study 

involving 193 participants, Smith and Glasser (2010) found evidence to suggest that 

when humans are sexually aroused, a broad pattern of cellular activation is visible in 

the human brain.   

  During other tasks, such as counting or spelling, cellular activation is only 

visible in specific areas of the brain, such as the amygdala and corpus collosum.  

 Some social theorists, such as Heighton (2011) have used this to partially 

explain why human sexuality is such a big part of being human.  
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Research Progression to Study 3 

 Study 2 found that men were significantly more likely than controls to match 

their perceptions of their own sexual attractions to gender group norms in the 

environment. Contrary to our hypothesis, women did not show such a pattern. This 

indicates that, when considering aspects of their sexuality, perceiving one’s self in 

line with gender norms may be more important for men than women. Taking this into 

account, in Study 3 we sought to focus solely on men in a sexual domain that 

typically produces a high degree of personal anxiety and in which perceptions of 

gender normativity are believed to be key: male sexual dysfunction. In Study 3 we 

investigated whether more subtle manipulations of gender normative functioning (i.e., 

pictorial cues and word lists) that have been used in previous studies (e.g., 

Hundhammer & Mussweiler, 2012) would produce variations in men’s dysfunctional 

sexual beliefs and sexual attitudes as well as differences in their perceptions of their 

own sexual functioning.     
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General Discussion 

 In the three studies reported in this thesis, we adopted a social identity 

approach to investigate the role of gender group norms on individuals’ self-

perceptions and attitudes.  

The objectives of this research were:  

1. To examine whether gender normative group models affect self-reports of 

empathy and emotional intelligence.  

2. To provide evidence that may support the importance of social factors in 

accounting for gender difference in empathy and emotional intelligence.  

3. To examine whether perceptions of gender normativity affect individuals’ 

perceptions of their own sexual attractions, behaviour and identity.  

4. To provide evidence that may support a socio-cultural interpretation for the 

disparity between rates of bisexual attraction and identity.  

5. To examine whether gender normative accounts of bisexual attractions and 

behaviour affect individuals’ attitudes toward bisexuals of their gender in-

group and their gender out-group.  

6. To examine whether presentations that vary prototypically masculine norms 

affect men’s endorsement of dysfunctional sexual beliefs and perceptions of 

personal instances of sexual dysfunction.  

7. To provide empirical evidence that may support theoretical models regarding 

the role that perception of gender normativity plays in the endorsement of 

dysfunctional sexual beliefs.  

Review of Objectives  

 The first study was designed to investigate objectives 1 and 2. Results showed 

that typically significant differences between men and women in self-reports of 
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empathic functioning that have been reported in other studies (e.g., Baron-Cohen & 

Wheelwright, 2004; Davis, 1994; Lawrence, Shaw, Baker, Baron-Cohen, & David, 

2004; Schieman & Van Gundy, 2000; Wakabayashi et al., 2007; Wheelright et al., 

2006) were ameliorated when gender group models challenged the stereotype that 

women were superior to men in empathic skills. Our prediction that the typically 

significant difference between men and women in self-reports of emotional 

intelligence (e.g., Carmeli & Josman, 2006; Petrides Furnham & Martin, 2004; 

Saklofske, Austin, Galloway & Davidson, 2007; Schutte et al., 1998; Van Rooy, 

Alonso & Viswesvaran, 2005) would be similarly ameliorated in the condition in 

which gender group models challenged the stereotype that women were superior to 

men was not supported. Although the predicted interaction effect approached 

significance, results revealed no significant variation among conditions. Interestingly 

however, supplemental analyses of the subscales for the AES did indicate that the 

subscale of Managing Others’ Emotions was affected by the type of gender normative 

group model that was presented. This subscale measured interpersonal, rather than 

intrapersonal, competencies. As has been suggested by Lopez-Zafra and Gartzia 

(2014), interpersonal skills are those most associated with stereotypically feminine 

behaviour. Thus, it may be plausible that gender normativity is most relevant to 

interpersonal aspects of emotional functioning, such as managing others’ emotions or 

empathy. Such aspects of emotional functioning may consequently provoke a degree 

of normative anxiety for both men and women due to the perceived concern about 

whether they adhere to, or deviate from, their assigned gender role. This may lead 

individuals to seek to reduce such anxiety by more closely matching their behaviour 

to gender models in the environment.  
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  In the first study we also sought to investigate whether significant differences 

in self-reports of emotional functioning could be affected by social factors. Our 

results suggested that self-reports of empathy were indeed subject to social influence, 

but were somewhat equivocal in relation to self-reported emotional intelligence. 

Nevertheless, the fact that the predicted interaction effect approached significance, as 

well as the significant result for one of the subscales of the AES, indicates that social 

factors may exert some degree of influence over self-reports of emotional 

intelligence. Taken together, our findings support the work of scholars such as Fine 

(2010), who have suggested that researchers who seek to link self-reports of 

emotional functioning to physiological differences between men and women need 

also to consider the role of the social environment and the degree to which empathy 

and interpersonal aspects of emotional intelligence may be commonly perceived as 

being more normative for women than men. 

 The second study addressed objectives 3, 4 and 5. Overall, the results provided 

only partial support for our prediction that manipulating the gender normativity of 

bisexuality would produce variation in individuals’ perceptions of their own sexual 

attractions, behaviour and identity. Results revealed that men’s perceptions of their 

own present and past sexual attractions were influenced by gender normative models. 

Specifically, men in the condition in which bisexuality was presented as more 

normative for men than women indicated a greater number of present and past same-

sex attractions than men in the control condition. This pattern was not found for men 

in terms of their present or past sexual behaviours or identity. Results revealed no 

significant difference between conditions in terms of women’s perceptions of their 

present or past sexual attractions, behaviour or identity. These results suggest that 

social factors may affect the perception of aspects of sexuality, such as attractions, but 
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that their influence is more significant for men than for women. This may accord with 

previous research (e.g., Archer, 1993; Carter & McCloskey, 1984; Kane, 2006; 

McCreary, 1994; Moller, Hymel & Rubin, 1992) that has suggested that behaving in a 

gender normative manner may be more important for males rather than females.  

 By extension, the study gathered evidence for whether social factors, such as 

the perceived lack of the gender normativity of bisexuality, might be implicated in the 

frequent disparity between rates of acknowledged bisexual attraction and same-sex 

sexual behaviour and rates of bisexual identification. Unfortunately, the lack of unity 

in the findings from this study limited the inferences that can be drawn in this domain. 

Although our study indicated that perceptions of gender normativity affected men’s 

endorsement of their same-sex attractions, no clear association between gender 

normativity and men’s or women’s sexual identity and behaviour emerged. A review 

of effect sizes indicated that the manipulation was only weakly associated with men’s 

present behaviour (Cramér’s V  = .125) and past behaviour (Cramér’s V = .136) and 

past identity (Cramér’s V = .111). Effect sizes for women indicated that manipulations 

of gender normativity were not associated with the endorsement of same-sex 

attraction, behaviour or identity. Perhaps participants were not used to nominating 

their identity using more than three classification points and were uncomfortable 

selecting from the broader range of points in our study.  Moreover, it is likely that 

only a relatively small proportion of the sample had any instances of same-sex sexual 

behaviour for their memory to draw upon. This may have reduced the number of 

participants who could display variation in their perceptions of their behaviour. From 

the present findings, however, it must be concluded that no clear evidence exists for 

the role of perceived gender normativity as a factor that might be used to explain the 
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disparity between same-sex sexual behaviour and identity for men and women and 

same-sex attraction for women.  

 The final objective of Study 2 was to examine whether gender normative 

accounts of bisexual attractions and behaviour affected individuals’ attitudes toward 

bisexuals of their gender in-group and their gender out-group. Results indicated no 

clear association between conditions in which the gender normativity of bisexuality 

was manipulated and men’s or women’s prejudicial attitudes toward bisexuals of 

either gender. Despite this, results indicated that irrespective of condition, men and 

women endorsed more biphobia towards male rather than female bisexuals. This 

finding was surprising, and by itself may indicate that gender is a consideration in 

prejudice toward bisexuals. Whether this is due to a greater sense that it is more 

important for men to adhere to their gender role (McCreary, 1994) or other factors, 

such as the increased erotic appeal of female bisexuality for male heterosexuals 

(Louderback & Whitley, 1997) and the association of male bisexuals with the spread 

of sexually transmitted diseases (Yoshino, 2000), remains unclear. We feel that the 

lack of significant findings in terms of expressions of biphobia and gender 

normativity found in this study may be attributable to a lack of power and a lack of 

potency in the manipulation. Nevertheless, it must be concluded that the results of 

Study 2 found little evidence to support an association between perceptions of gender 

normativity and expressions of biphobia.  

 Objectives 6 and 7 were examined in the third study. This study found that 

variations to prototypical male gender group norms did, as predicted, result in 

variations to men’s endorsements of dysfunctional sexual beliefs and perceptions of 

their own sexual functioning. Specifically, men in the traditionally masculine 

condition reported significantly more dysfunctional sexual beliefs than men in the 
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modern masculine and control conditions. Men in the traditionally masculine 

condition also reported more conservative sexual attitudes and lower levels of sexual 

dysfunction due to performance failure than men in the modern masculine and control 

conditions. This study found that, in terms of participants’ perceptions of their sexual 

functioning, the manipulation did not affect participants’ perceptions of their sexual 

excitation or sexual inhibition due to performance consequences. This suggests that 

the perception of male group norms may be more associated with sexual dysfunction 

that has a psychogenic component (anxiety) and that this type of dysfunction may 

prompt individuals to compare their own functioning to prototypical models. This 

finding accords with Grant and Hogg’s (2012) suggestion that anxiety, and the desire 

to reduce uncertainty and anxiety, is an important factor in individuals’ drive to match 

themselves to salient social models.  

 This study provides empirical evidence (objective 7) for the links between 

‘macho beliefs’ (such as those conveyed by traditionally masculine group norms), 

dysfunctional sexual beliefs and men’s perceptions of sexual dysfunction as outlined 

in Nobre’s (2010) cognitive-emotional model of male erectile dysfunction. The 

findings from Study 3 indicated that male group norms may play a role in fostering 

dysfunctional beliefs and influencing perceptions of sexual functioning among 

sexually functional men. The pattern of results found in Study 3 lends support to 

Nobre’s (2010) contention that sexually functional men who are influenced by macho 

beliefs are likely to perceive themselves as less affected by instances of sexual 

dysfunction. The findings from our study support this, with men in the traditionally 

masculine condition reporting significantly more dysfunctional sexual beliefs and 

significantly lower levels of sexual dysfunction due to performance failure.  
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Theoretical Implications   

 Although the three studies presented in this thesis investigated different areas 

of emotional and sexual self-perceptions and attitudes, they all provide evidence for 

key assertions of the social identity approach and the relationship between self-

perceptions and gender. Each of the three studies provided support for one of the 

central premises of the approach—that individuals will alter their attitudes and self-

perceptions so that they are more in line with normative models for their social group 

(Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). Each of the three studies also 

provides evidence for the theory’s assertion that the self should not be considered a 

fixed construct that is stable across different contexts, but that the self is essentially a 

context-dependent product of the cognitive system at work (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, 

& McGarty, 1994). Moreover, the meaning of social categories, and the group norms 

entailed by these, can be influenced by the manner in which prototypical members are 

presented, which is dependent on context (Hogg & Reid, 2006). 

 In Study 1, individuals matched their self-perceptions of their empathic 

functioning as well as some facets of their emotional intelligence to salient gender 

models. Study 3 also showed evidence that participants will alter their attitudes and 

self-perceptions to be more in line with the prototypical models presented for the 

salient social group to which they belong. Interestingly, Study 3 employed a more 

subtle methodology, in which the in-group (male) and the out-group (female) as well 

as the prototypical expectations for normative in-group behaviour were more subtly 

cued. Study 3 speaks to the fact that even subtle representations of gender-normative 

behaviour, and variation to these, have the ability to influence participants’ beliefs. 

Studies 1 and 3 also showed that social categories, and the meanings that are ascribed 
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to social categories, are far from fixed and that context-dependent variations affect 

their interpretation and the nature of their influence.  

 In Study 2, the variation in self-perceptions was less evident and a significant 

effect emerged only for men and only in terms of present and past sexual attractions. 

This suggests that while the matching of one’s self to social models may indeed be 

more effective in situations that provoke personal anxiety (Grant & Hogg, 2012), this 

effect may also be influenced by other factors, such as the potency of the 

consequences of deviation and the degree to which the domain of interest is open to 

interpretation. Some scholars have posited that women display greater erotic plasticity 

than men (Baumeister, 2000; Diamond, 2008). Consequently, the manipulation in our 

study may have been less effective for women as they may have been less anxious 

than men about nominating same-sex attractions, behaviour and identity as the 

negative consequences of doing so may have been initially less potent than they are 

for men. Allied to this, is Levy’s (2005) suggestion that female sexuality is becoming 

increasingly masculinised, which again suggests that the importance of adhering to 

female group models may have been initially less important for women than men.  

 In Study 2, the fact that men showed variation only in the domain of sexual 

attractions, but not in the domains of behaviour or identity, may indicate that the 

domain in which self-perceptions are related to has bearing on the strength of the 

effect. Sexual attractions are conceivably more open to interpretation than instances 

of behaviour (which may be more readily quantifiable – especially if there have been 

relatively few, if any, previous instances of the behaviour). Although sexual identity 

may be conceivably more subjective than behaviour, participants may have been used 

to nominating their sexuality using only three classification points (heterosexual, 

homosexual or bisexual). The rigidity with which these categories are typically 
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constructed may have meant that they were less affected by the influence of social 

factors. Therefore, the consequences for adhering to, or deviating from, social models, 

as well as the degree of interpretation that the domain of interest is open to, may be 

important considerations when considering the influence of social groups upon the 

individual.  

  Taken together the studies presented in this thesis provide evidence to suggest 

that social context is an important consideration in research, even in investigations of 

personal perceptions and attitudes. These studies highlight the importance of greater 

awareness that gender norms do exert influence upon individual self-perceptions, and 

perhaps especially so in domains in which gender normativity or gender difference 

are conceived to be key factors. In Study 1, the influence of varying gender normative 

models was strong enough to ameliorate the typically significant difference between 

men and women in self-reports of empathic functioning. This finding has implications 

for researchers of empathic functioning, such as Baron-Cohen (2004), who may seek 

to explain typically observed gender difference with reference to physical, and 

consequently more fixed, factors. Perhaps more broadly than this, our findings may 

draw attention to the role of the social environment in creating and sustaining gender 

difference in particular domains and the importance of not discounting this when 

investigating the causes of such difference. Each of our studies provides evidence for 

the role that the social category of gender plays in influencing participants’ attitudes 

and self-perceptions. Our studies speak to the fact that gender is far from simply an 

innate and immutable personal characteristic but is instead a dynamic social construct 

capable of shaping not only one’s behaviour but also one’s sense of  self.   

Future Research 
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 In each of the three studies presented here we have suggested a number of 

avenues for further work. In Study 1, scope exists to explore whether the effect of the 

manipulation varies with age (as has been suggested by Lopez-Zafra & Gartzia, 2014) 

and whether age may make individuals more or less sensitive to group models in 

which information on prototypical emotional functioning is varied. The lack of unity 

in the results in Study 2 may suggest that gender normativity may not play a key role 

in determining men’s and women’s self-perceptions of their sexual behaviours and 

identities as well as women’s perceptions of their attractions. Despite this, the fact 

that men but not women recorded significant variation in their sexual attractions due 

to bisexuality being presented as more gender normative for their own gender 

suggests that considerations of gender normativity are more important for men than 

for women in this area of their sexuality. Further research might seek to explore why 

this difference exists. In Study 3, the sample used was a non-clinical one. Future work 

on this topic might seek to examine whether the demonstrated effect in our study 

generalises to a clinical sample. Beyond this, research could also investigate the 

practical utility of targeting sexually-dysfunctional men’s perceptions of their gender 

role and masculinity in treatment and whether this is effective in helping to alleviate 

the cognitive dissonance and anxiety that occur with instances of dysfunction.  

 Each of the studies presented here provide data that suggest that individuals 

are indeed highly influenced by gender models in the social environment. Qualitative 

data investigating individuals’ associations of normative masculinity and femininity 

in each domain would provide richer information on how gender norms guide 

perceptions and their particular influence on behaviour. A limitation of our study was 

that the materials were not pilot tested and Studies 2 and 3 did not include typical 

manipulation checks. Qualitative information about the materials used would serve to 
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increase our confidence that the effect we believe that these materials are having is 

indeed correct. Finally, including measures of participants’ anxiety or uncertainty 

about each of the domains investigated may lend further support to Grant and Hogg’s 

(2012) assertion that the reduction of personal uncertainty sharpens participants’ 

desire to align themselves with social models.   

Conclusions  

 Overall, this research lends support to the social identity approach and its 

explanation of how social categories, such as gender, may come to influence attitudes 

and self-perceptions. This research also speaks to the malleability of self-perceptions 

to social context. The studies presented in this thesis show that in domains in which 

gender normativity and gender difference have been identified,  social factors, such as 

prototypical representations of in-group and out-group behaviour, have bearing on 

individuals’ reports of their own attitudes and behaviour.  

 In conclusion, these studies point to a self-concept that both perceives and 

incorporates considerations of gender normativity to guide not only how one presents 

to the world but also how one presents to one’s self. In this, it seems that Fitzgerald 

(1926/2003) was correct, in that we may very well seek to soothe the anxiety that we 

are somehow “queer” (p.1) or strange by hiding from each other, and even from 

ourselves, behind our type. This research suggests that Fitzgerald was not entirely 

correct, however, when he wrote: “begin with a type and you find that you have 

created – nothing” (p.1.) From the evidence presented here, perhaps it can be said that 

each of us begins with a type when we consider ourselves, and far from creating 

nothing, that type shapes and guides our self-concept and beliefs. Moreover, 

understanding of the type is essential if we are to properly understand both our own 

self-concepts and beliefs and those of others.  
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