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ABSTRACT
Masculine vs Feminine Personality Traits
and Women’s Employment Outcomes in
Britain: A Field Experiment
In the current study, we utilized a correspondent test to capture the way in which firms
respond to women who exhibit masculine and feminine personality traits. In doing so, we
minimized the potential for reverse causality bias and unobserved heterogeneities to occur.
Women who exhibit masculine personality traits have a 4.3 percentage points greater
likelihood of gaining access to occupations than those displaying feminine personality
traits. In both male- and female-dominated occupations, women with masculine personality
traits have an occupational access advantage, as compared to those exhibiting feminine
personality traits. Moreover, women with masculine personality traits take up positions
which offer 10 percentage points higher wages, in comparison with those displaying
feminine personality traits. Furthermore, wage premiums are higher for those exhibiting
masculine personality traits in male-dominated occupations, than for female-dominated
positions. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first field experiment to examine the
effect of masculine and feminine personality traits on entry-level pay scales. As feminine
personality traits are stereotypically attributed to women, and these characteristics appear
to yield fewer rewards within the market, they may offer one of many plausible explanations
as to why women experience higher unemployment rates, whilst also receiving lower
earnings, as compared to men.
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1. Introduction
By applying a field experiment design, within a Britain-based setting, we examine
whether masculine personality traits in women generate better job market prospects, as
compared to feminine personality traits. Although dozens of scholarly papers have explored
the relationship between gender (i.e., male and female) and labour market outcomes (e.g.,
Weichselbaumer and Winter-Ebmer, 2005), the importance of individual masculine and
feminine personality traits as casual determinants of labour market outcomes has,
unfortunately, been the subject of little empirical investigation (Weichselbaumer, 2004).
Some studies have emphasized the role of personality traits in individual job market
success (e.g., Osborne Groves, 2005; Heckman, et al., 2006; Mueller and Plug, 2006; Waddel,
2006; Borghans et al., 2008; Almlund et al., 2011). For instance, when utilizing the Big Five
Sex-Role Inventory (Bem, 1981), studies have identified a negative association between
aggression, external locus of control and wages (Osborne Groves, 2005), and a positive
association between emotional stability, conscientiousness, non-agreeableness, openness to
experience and wages (Nyhus and Pons, 2005; Mueller and Plug, 2006; Almlund et al., 2011).
In general, personality traits are perceived as productivity-related attributes. They have the
capacity to influence wages and/or preferences, which can, in turn, affect education and
occupational sorting and/or manifest as characteristics which result in positive or negative
workplace biases displayed by colleagues, employers and customers (Heckman et al., 2006;
Mueller and Plug, 2006).
Studies have suggested that two important characteristics, namely individual
masculine and feminine personality traits, are associated with job market prospects (Acker,
1990; Weichselbaumer, 2004; Franzway et al., 2009; Heilman, 2012). Masculinity, which
refers to traits which are stereotypically attributed to men, is typified by the image of a strong,
technically competent, ambitious, self-sufficient and authoritative leader who can maintain
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control of his emotions (Connell 1987; Hoftede, 2001). Conversely, femininity, comprising
traits which are stereotypically attributed to women, is associated with empathy, sensitivity,
loyalty, and a caring disposition (Kolb, 1999; Heilman, 2012).
Commonly held assumptions are that not only do men and women differ, but they also
tend to act like polar opposites, with women appearing to lack the qualities which are most
prevalent in men, and vice versa (Heilman, 2012). For example, dominance is an acceptable
trait in men, but is less socially acceptable in women; in contrast, women are permitted to
display weakness, whereas this trait is viewed as unacceptable in men (Rudman et al., 2008).
These characterizations are consistent across various cultures, time spans and diverse
employment settings (Auster and Ohm, 2000; Schein, 2001; Ozkan and Lajunen, 2005;
Rudman et al., 2008; Heilman, 2012; Xiumei et al., 2012). Laboratory studies have shown
that women award themselves lower wages, are less likely to demand equivalent wages and
are more satisfied to receive lower earnings than their male counterparts (Honeyman and
Goodman, 1991; Wajcman, 2000; Williams et al., 2010).
It is important to note, however, that individual men and women are not passively
shaped by gender-typical behaviour, as they also have the capacity to develop atypical gender
behavioural traits (Forseth, 2005). Men and women are not born with masculinity and
femininity as part of their genetic make-up; rather, it is a concept into which they are
acculturated (Berger et al., 1995). Furthermore, what is regarded as gender-appropriate can
alter over time, and gender assumptions are invariably interpolated by cultural, historical and
geographical location-related factors (Cornwall and Lindisfarne, 1994). The combined effect
of gender equality, feminism and the gay movement has challenged traditional concepts
formed of feminine women and masculine men (Wayne and Cordeiro, 2003; Messerschmidt,
2004).
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In considering these patterns, we suggest that some women might develop and adopt
masculine personality traits, and maximize their use based on gender-atypical behaviours. By
utilizing a correspondent test (Drydakis, 2015), in the current study, we can directly capture
the way in which firms respond to individuals who exhibit masculine and feminine
personality traits. In reality, masculine and feminine personality traits may be a probable
outcome of wage-related differentials. Top-ranking positions (with correspondingly higher
wages), specific roles and responsibilities and qualities regarded as ideal employee
characteristics may require a more masculine-oriented personality. Our experimental
approach could isolate reverse causality bias, as well as offer clear evaluations of the effect of
masculine and feminine personality traits on occupational access and wage distribution.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the study’s hypothesis is proposed
in the next section; Section 3 describes the experiment; and Section 4 presents the results,
followed by a discussion and the conclusions we have drawn.

2. Theoretical framework
Stereotypically male qualities comprise the traits which characterize successful
employees, while, conversely, femininity is not closely aligned with workplace success
(Prentice and Carranza, 2002; Franzway et al., 2009). Masculine personality traits are
perceived to be important human capital characteristics, which signal essential employee
productivity assets (Budig, 2002; Franzway et al., 2009). Laboratory studies have suggested
that positive associations exist between men, masculinity and wealth (Williams et al., 2010).
Leadership capability is signalled through masculinity, which, in turn, is accompanied by
workplace rewards (Franzway et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2010). Several meta-analyses have
consistently identified and discussed the role played by masculinity as a primary predictor of
workplace progression (e.g., Lefkowitz and Zeldow, 2006).
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Women who minimize their feminine associations and engage in compensatory
gendered practices can assume dominant positions, as their masculine traits become an
important production asset (Budig, 2002; Forseth, 2005; Hewlett and Luce, 2005; Koenig et
al., 2011). Professional skills may not always be an effective means by which women can
convey authority and competency, while masculine personality traits can also serve as an
external signalling function within the workplace (Rudman and Phelan, 2008; O’Neill and
O’Reilly, 2010). Numerous studies have shown that the attitudes held by women who excel in
their careers include high self-efficacy, a strong desire to succeed and provide leadership and
the general adoption of career, as opposed to family identity (Eagly and Steffen, 1984; Eagly
et al., 2000; Hewlett and Luce, 2005; Koenig et al., 2011). Women are becoming more similar
to men in terms of their career aspirations and achievements. They are also more inclined to
view themselves as possessing qualities associated with strong leadership (Dennis and
Kunkel, 2004; Eagly, 2005; Wong, 2005; Koenig et al., 2011; Vongas and Al Hajj, 2015).
Feminine personality traits in women may encompass characteristics which reduce
opportunities for entering an occupation, career advancement and wage increases (Dennis and
Kunkel, 2004; Koenig et al., 2011). Consistent with existing theoretical and empirical
evaluations, we have put forward the following hypothesis regarding masculinity, femininity
and outcomes for women within the labour market:
Hypothesis: Masculine personality traits generate better labour market outcomes for women,
as compared to feminine personality traits.
The study’s hypothesis is based on the assumptions that in the labour market
masculine personality traits may increase competency levels, while, conversely, feminine
personality traits may jeopardize authority and leadership opportunities (Williams and Best,
1990; Levin, 2001; Schein, 2001; Wong, 2005; Franzway et al., 2009). The psychological and
sociological studies referred to in this section focus on several different occupational groups,
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such as engineering, the police force, the construction industry, trade, business and banking,
social care and education. Ultimately, they have all reached the same conclusion, regardless
of employee gender and occupation, as well as the gender composition within specific
occupational groups: masculine personality traits are associated with workplace success
(Levin, 2001; Budig, 2002; Forseth, 2005; Hewlett and Luce, 2005).

3. Design of the experiment
Over a seven-month period, between January–July, 2017, we submitted written job
applications comprising carefully matched pairs, in response to vacancies advertised in
Britain’s capital city of London. The objective was to assess differences in treatment due to
masculine or feminine personality traits, at the initial stages of an application selection
process (Drydakis, 2015). The fictitious applications were similar in all other relevant
respects, but one. Therefore, the personality traits depicted of these women were the only
characteristic that differed between the two applications (Weichselbaumer, 2004; Drydakis,
2015). Both applications were submitted to the same firm, and the degree of personality trait
bias was measured by calculating the difference in the number of invitations for interview that
members of each group received. Moreover, other relevant information was recorded, for
example, if a recruitment advertisement clearly stated the remuneration associated with the
post, thus allowing us to evaluate whether masculine or feminine personality traits would
affect the wage being offered (Drydakis, 2015).
The applications submitted matched the profile of unmarried, white, British females,
who were 21 years of age and currently in their third year of a Bachelor of Science degree
programme. The students were studying psychology, business studies or education (primary
level). All students were expecting to achieve an upper second class honours qualification
(i.e., 2:1). In all cases, we matched addresses on the basis of postal codes to indicate the same
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social class status. We applied for entry-level jobs, consistent with their fields of study. The
positions were based in a wide range of work environment settings, such as roles in
businesses which typically represent male-dominated occupations, as well as positions in
education and social services, which are generally regarded as female-dominated occupations
(Office for National Statistics, 2013).
In half of the paired applications submitted, women were self-characterized as
portraying leadership traits, a competitive mindset and willingness to take risks; this
comprised the so-called ‘women with masculine personality traits’ cohort (Bem, 1981). In the
other half of the paired applications, women were self-characterized as being gentle, friendly
and affectionate; reflecting the so-called ‘women with feminine personality characteristics’
group (Bem, 1981). Scientists have used the Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1981) to provide
a measure of gender-role stereotyping (Archer and Lloyd, 2002; Ozkan and Lajunen, 2005;
Calvo-Salguero et al., 2008). In the latter inventory, gender stereotypes refer to the beliefs
people hold in relation to members categorized as ‘man’ or ‘woman’ (Archer and Lloyd,
2002). The stereotypical descriptions of men and women have emerged from repeated
observations of genders engaging in different social roles1 (Ozkan and Lajunen, 2005; Calvo1

Based on Bem’s (1981) theoretical predictions, traits are classified as masculine if they are

appraised, from a societal perspective, as more suitable for men than women. Conversely,
feminine traits are those deemed to be more appropriate for women than men. Bem’s (1981)
theory is built on the assumption that masculinity and femininity operate on separate
continuums, allowing individuals to embody both characteristics. Recent attempts to validate
the content of the Bem Sex Role Inventory masculinity and femininity scales provide
evidence for the persistence of these stereotypes throughout different countries (Holt and
Ellis, 1998; Auster and Ohm, 2000; Ozkan and Lajunen, 2005; Xiumei et al., 2012).
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Salguero et al., 2008). Indeed, a recent United Kingdom-based study has shown that gender
typecasting continues to prevail, thus affecting gender evaluations (WorldPay Zinc, 2013).
People are prone to stereotyping men and women based on their gender. Men view women as
more caring, compassionate and empathetic (WorldPay Zinc, 2013). Men, however, are
regarded by women as the stronger sex (WorldPay Zinc, 2013). In addition, genderstereotypical hobbies were included in the applications submitted for the purposes of this
study. Women with masculine personality traits were portrayed as having an interest in hiking
and chess. In contrast, women with feminine personality traits were depicted as interested in
flower arranging and jewelry-making.
The format of each application differed for every pair submitted, whereby distinctive
application styles were used and distributed evenly among the two applications. Finally, for
any one position, one half of the enquiries comprised women with masculine personality
traits, while the other half reflected women characterized by feminine personality traits.

4. Results
4.1 Descriptive statistics
The aggregate raw statistics relating to invitations for interview (or filling vacancies)
are presented in Table 1. As illustrated in the final line of this table, the net difference in
favour of women with masculine personality traits is 25.1 percent. This difference is
statistically significant at a 1% level. In addition, women with masculine personality traits
experience a 28.2 percent greater likelihood of receiving an invitation for interview to a
position in the social services field (p<0.05), following by 24.6 percent in the business sector
(p<0.01) and, finally, 22.8 percent in education (p<0.10). These patterns suggest that in both
male- and female-dominated occupations, women with masculine personality traits have an
occupational access advantage, as compared to those displaying feminine personality traits.
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However, the relevant difference between male- and female-dominated occupational groups is
statistically insignificant (x2=0.29, p>0.10).
[Table 1]
Table 2 presents the entry-level annual wages for those who received invitations for
interview. As illustrated in the final line of this table, women with masculine personality traits
were shortlisted for more highly paid positions, as compared to those exhibiting feminine
personality traits; i.e., £27,260.8 versus £26,148 British pounds sterling, per annum. This
difference is statistically significant at a 5% level. Analysis was undertaken of wage
differences for each occupational group, based on masculine and feminine personality traits.
The results revealed that wage differentials were highest within the business sector (4.87
percent, p<0.05), as compared to the educational (4.30 percent, p<0.10) and social services
fields (3.6 percent, p>0.10). It appears that wage premiums were higher for those exhibiting
masculine personality traits in male-dominated occupations, than for female-dominated
positions.
[Table 2]

4.2 Estimations
In Table 3, Model I, we present the estimates regarding invitations to interview,
having controlled for occupational heterogeneity. In all cases, we employed probit models and
have reported marginal effects. It is observed that women with masculine personality traits
had a 4.3 percentage points greater likelihood of receiving an invitation for interview than
women with feminine personality traits. The estimate is statistically significant at a 1% level.
In Model II, we present the results of the logged net annual wages offered where
applicants received invitations to interview. We have controlled for occupational
heterogeneity. It is observed that women with masculine personality traits were invited for
[9]

interview for vacancies which offered 10 percentage points higher wages, as compared to
women with feminine personality traits. The estimate is statistically significant at a 1% level.
Based on these estimations, the study’s hypothesis is accepted; thus, masculine
personality traits in women generate better occupational access and higher entry-level wages,
as compared to feminine personality traits.
[Table 3]

5. Discussion and conclusions
In this study, we sought to empirically evaluate whether women’s masculinity and
femininity traits could exert either a positive or negative influence on access to specific
occupations, as well as determining entry-level pay scales. By conducting a correspondent test
and utilizing the Bem Sex Role Inventory framework (Bem, 1981), we hypothesized and
empirically verified that masculine personality traits generate better labour market prospects,
as compared to feminine personality traits. Women who conform to feminine personality
traits experience reduced occupational access, and are assigned to correspondingly lower paid
positions, while those who exhibit masculine personality traits can gain better occupational
access, and receive potentially higher remuneration rates. Given the setting for this specific
experiment, it appears that women exhibiting feminine personality traits may deviate from
this behaviour toward a more desirable masculine role, which employees are expected to
perform in order to achieve economic success within the workplace. The occupational access
patterns are robust in both male- (business) and female-dominated (education and social
services) occupations. In addition, it appears that wage premiums are higher for those
exhibiting masculine personality traits in male-dominated occupations, than femaledominated positions. One might argue that in male-dominated jobs, masculine traits are
deemed to be more appropriate, and, therefore, are more favourably rewarded.
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The findings to emerge from our experiment are in line with those studies suggesting
that masculine personality traits (especially assertiveness, dominance, aggressiveness and
leadership) reap greater rewards in terms of remuneration, while their absence impacts
negatively upon employment progression (Schein, 2001; Budig, 2002; Bruni et al., 2004;
Weichselbaumer, 2004; Forseth, 2005; Wong, 2005; Koenig et al., 2011). Moreover,
deviation from feminine personality traits typically associated with women was found to be
correlated with better employment prospects. This result adds to the growing body of
literature in the social science arena, regarding the relationship between unobserved traits and
employee labour market outcomes (Myeller and Plug, 2006; Almlund et al., 2011; Drydakis,
2014; Drydakis, 2015; Drydakis, 2017).
Based on these trends, we may have gained vital insights into the widely-known
inferior status women hold within the job market (Weichselbaumer, 2004). As feminine
personality traits are stereotypically attributed to women, and these characteristics appear to
be less favourably rewarded in the market, they may offer one of many plausible explanations
as to why women experience higher unemployment rates, whilst also receiving lower
earnings, as compared to men (Drydakis, 2017). The market currently rewards the specific
traits stereotypically attributed to men. Therefore, employees exhibiting feminine personality
traits may experience discriminatory workplace practices. Women can be disadvantaged in
relation to how they are appraised, not simply on the basis of their achievements, or on their
productivity levels, but rather on the gender group to which they are aligned (Heilman, 2012).
While diversity and equal opportunities are continuously being advocated within workplace
settings, nevertheless, masculine personality traits appear to remain prevalent, thus
challenging the rhetoric surrounding gender equality.
It is important to note that although our field experiment minimized unobserved
heterogeneities and reverse causality bias, we have to highlight that the current findings are
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solely applicable to the applicants’ profile, accentuated masculine and feminine personality
traits, choice of occupation and the specific time frame, country and region in which the
experiment took place. Consequently, the analysis presented and the results reported are
merely an indication of the relationship between masculine and feminine personality traits and
labour market outcomes. Any attempt to examine variations in masculine and feminine
personality traits, human capital and additional occupational groups, as well as regional and
national diversity, would require a further extension of the scope of this study.
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Table 1. Access to occupations
Outcomes
Jobs
Neither
Jobs
Invited

At least
one
invited

Both
invited

(1)

Only
women
with
masculine
personality
traits were
invited

Only
women
with
feminine
personality
traits were
invited

(2)

(3)

Net difference

(2)-(3)

χ2
test

[(2)-(3)]/(1)
%

Business jobs

138

73

65

39

21

5

16

24.6

8.2*

Education

117

82

35

17

13

5

8

22.8

2.8***

Social services

96

57

39

20

15

4

11

28.2

5.1**

Total

351

212

139

76

49

14

35

25.1

16.1*

Notes: The null hypothesis is “Both applicants are treated unfavourably equally often,” that is, (2) = (3). *Statistically
significant at the 1% level. **Statistically significant at the 5% level. ***Statistically significant at the 10% level.
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Table 2. Entry level annual wages (£)
Occupations
Women with
masculine
personality traits

Women with
feminine
personality traits

t- test

Business jobs

29,172.4
(2,341.1)
n=29

27,750.1
(2,408.5)
n=24

1,943**

Education

26,263.1
(2,445.9)
n=19

25,133.3
(2,166.8)
n=15

1,405***

Social services

25,523.8
(2,441.7)
n=21

24,600.1
(1.843.9)
n=15

1,233

Total

27,260.8
(3,042.1)
n=69

26,148.1
(2.645.1)
n=54

2.131**

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses. **Statistically significant at the 5% level.
***Statistically significant at the 10% level.
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Table 3. Estimates
Model I

Model II

Probit estimates (marginal

OLS wage (ln) estimates

effects); Access to vacancies
Women with masculine personality traitsa

0.101 (0.034)*

0.043 (0.015)*

-0.150 (0.037)*

-0.102 (0.018)*

Social services

-0.065 (0.040)

-0.127 (0.018)*

Log likelihood

-421.061

-

b

Education

b

LR chi

2

22.86

-

2

0.000

-

Pseudo R2

0.026

-

Observations

702

-

Root MSE

-

0.086

F

-

20.51

-

0.000

-

0.324

Prob> chi

Prob>F
2

Adj R

Observations

-

123

a

b

Notes: The reference category is women with feminine personality traits. The reference category is
business jobs. SEs are in parenthesis. *Statistically significant at the 1% level.
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