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Themasculine overcompensation thesis asserts thatmen react tomas-
culinity threats with extreme demonstrations of masculinity, a prop-
osition tested here across four studies. In study 1, men and women
were randomly given feedback suggesting they were either masculine
or feminine. Women showed no effects when told they were mascu-
line; however, men given feedback suggesting they were feminine ex-
pressed more support for war, homophobic attitudes, and interest in
purchasing an SUV. Study 2 found that threatened men expressed
greater support for, and desire to advance in, dominance hierarchies.
Study 3 showed in a large-scale survey on a diverse sample that men
who reported that social changes threatened the status of men also re-
ported more homophopic and prodominance attitudes, support for
war, and belief in male superiority. Finally, study 4 found that higher
testosterone men showed stronger reactions to masculinity threats
than those lower in testosterone. Together, these results support the
masculine overcompensation thesis, show how it can shape political
and cultural attitudes, and identify a hormonal factor influencing the
effect.
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PRESENT RESEARCH

The above-reviewed theory and research suggests the plausibility of our
central claim. On the one hand,masculinity theorists argue thatmasculinity
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is both narrowly defined and highly socially valued, making men relatively
more likely to perceive threats to their masculinity and more motivated to
respond to them. Theories of identity explain how individuals strive to
maintain deeply held and socially valued identities like masculinity, posit-
ing that such identities are maintained via an overcompensation dynamic
in which individuals respond to threats with extreme forms of identity-
consistent attitudes and behavior. Finally, research has linked testosterone
levels with responsiveness to threats and the enactment of masculine traits
like dominance, though it remains an open question whether testosterone
levels might mediate or moderate the masculine overcompensation dy-
namic.
Based on the above, we hypothesize that men will react to masculinity

threats with extreme demonstrations of masculinity but that women will be
far less affected by corresponding threats to their femininity. We test this
claim across a series of studies. Study 1 is a laboratory experiment in which
we tested whether men whose masculinity was threatened would adopt
more masculine attitudes. In study 2 we conducted another laboratory ex-
periment in an effort to identify what aspect of masculinity men enact
through overcompensation. Study 3 tests the masculine overcompensation
thesis in amore diverse sample, using a national survey to examine whether
men who report greater feelings that social changes threaten the status of
men also tend to espouse more masculine attitudes. In each of these studies,
we also test for possible effects for women. Finally, in study 4 we returned
to a laboratory setting to explore the possible mediating or moderating
role that men’s testosterone levels might play in the overcompensation
process.

STUDY 1: AN EXPERIMENTAL TEST

We conducted a laboratory experiment as an initial test of the masculine
overcompensation thesis. In the study we administered a gender identity
survey to men and women and then gave them randomly determined feed-
back indicating that they had scored in either the “masculine” or “feminine”
range relative to past study participants. We then looked at how this feed-
back might affect their responses on subsequent surveys. Specifically we
measured participants’ support for the Iraq War, views of homosexuality,
and interest in purchasing a sport utility vehicle ðSUVÞ, all views that were
considered masculine in the study population.2 Based on the above theoret-

2Past theory and research have linked masculinity with support for war ðConnell 1985;
Christensen and Ferree 2008; Messerschmidt 2010Þ, homophobia ðKimmel 1994Þ, and
SUV ownership ðBradsher 2002Þ. Conceptions of masculinity, however, vary across
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ical reasoning, we expect men whose masculinity is threatened to express
more support for the IraqWar, more negative views of homosexuality, and
more interest in buying an SUV. While we predict effects of masculinity
threats but weak or no effects for femininity threats among women, we in-
clude women in our study to establish that our predicted effects are in fact
unique to men. That said, because the dependent measures we employ are
selected to capture masculine attitudes, this study offers limited insight on
whether and when women would exhibit overcompensation.

Method

Design andParticipants.—The study features a 2ðparticipantsweremen/
womenÞ � 2ðparticipants’ gender identity was threatened/notÞ experimen-
tal design. One hundred and eleven undergraduate students ð60 women,
51 menÞ at Cornell University participated in the study for pay plus the op-
tion of extra credit in a sociology class. One participant was excluded from
analysis because he reported suspicion regarding the gender identity feed-
back.
Procedure.—Participants were recruited by fliers advertising payment

for participation in a sociology experiment or by announcements in their
undergraduate sociology class. After reporting to the lab, participants filled
out a demographic questionnaire and a “gender identity survey,” the text of
which is given in the appendix. The gender identity surveywas the BemSex
Role Inventory, a battery that asks respondents to indicate howwell a series
of adjectives ðe.g., competitive, soft-spokenÞ describes their personality
ðBem 1974Þ. After this the participants were asked to wait several minutes
while the research assistant ostensibly scored the survey. Participants were
given results on their gender identity in a sealed envelope with their name
printed on it. Envelopes were filled with feedback sheets prior to the session
and sealed so that research assistants would be unaware of the experimental
condition.
Feedback sheets displayed a 0–50 scale of possible scores on the gender

identity survey, as shown in figure 1. The range from 0 to 25 was the mas-
culine half of the scale and from 26 to 50 the feminine half. In the middle of
each range, brackets indicated the “average male range” and “average fe-
male range” for scores in the study. In actuality, the average ranges given

groups ðConnell andMesserschmidt 2005Þ, thus we conducted a pretest ðN560Þ in a sep-
arate sample to assess whether these dependent variables were viewed as masculine
among members of the population. Participants rated Iraq War support, negative views
of homosexuality, and SUV ownership to be more masculine than they were feminine
ðP’s< .001Þ and more masculine than opposing war, having positive views of homo-
sexuality, or owning one of the other three vehicles tested ðP’s< .05Þ.
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on the feedback sheets, as well as the participants’ scores, were false and
created purely for the purposes of manipulating gender identity feedback.3

Men and women in the study were randomly assigned to receive either
masculine or feminine feedback. Half of men were told they scored an
“11” on the gender identity survey, a score corresponding to the middle of
themasculine distribution noted on the feedback sheets, while the other half
were given a score of “32,” just inside the feminine range of the scale. Half of
the women in the studywere told that they scored a “39” on the gender iden-
tity survey, corresponding to the middle of the feminine distribution, while
the other half were told they scored an “18,” a number just within the typical
masculine range of the scale.

Dependent measures.—Participants were next asked to fill out two sur-
vey packets. One was a Political Views Survey and assessed participants’
attitudes toward homosexuality and the Iraq War, in addition to a variety
of filler items. Participants rated on 7-point scales their support for a consti-
tutional amendment banning same-sex marriage, the gay rights movement
ðreverse-scaledÞ, and whether they thought homosexuality was “always” or
“never wrong.” These three measures were averaged to form a composite

3This notion that masculinity and femininity lie at two ends of a single spectrum of gen-
der identity is inconsistent with much of the gender literature and with the actual scoring
of the Bem Sex Role Inventory. Nonetheless, pilot testing indicated that participants
generally viewed this feedback as highly credible and consistent with their own view of
gender identity.

FIG. 1.—Format for gender identity feedback provided to participants
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measure of negative attitudes toward homosexuality ðCronbach’s a5 .89Þ.
Participants also rated on 7-point scales their support for “President Bush’s
decision to invade Iraq” and approval of “President Bush’s handling of the
war in Iraq.” These two items were averaged to form a composite measure
of support for the Iraq War ðCronbach’s a5 .93Þ. The political views sur-
vey also included a standard measure of positive and negative affect ðthe
PANASÞ, asking participants to indicate on a 5-point scale how much each
of 20 emotions items described their feelings at the time ðWatson, Clark,
and Tellegen 1988Þ.
Participants also filled out a Car Purchasing Survey, which included

one-page descriptions of four different Ford automobiles ðan SUV, a mini-
van, a sedan, and a coupeÞ, including pictures, engine specifications, and
fuel economy information. Participantswere asked to carefully examine each
vehicle’s description before filling out a survey on the back page assessing
attitudes toward each vehicle. Participants indicated on a 10-point scale
how “desirable” each vehicle was, how much they would be willing to pay
for each one, and which they would be most likely to buy. The order in
which participants completed the political views and car purchasing sur-
veys was randomized. Finally, participants were sensitively debriefed re-
garding the deceptive gender identity feedback, thanked for their participa-
tion, and paid. Debriefing carefully followed procedures developed for
studies involving false feedback ðRoss, Lepper, andHubbard 1975;Aronson
et al. 1990Þ.

Results

Table 1 gives means for men’s and women’s attitudes toward the IraqWar
and homosexuality. Ratings aremostly low relative to each composite scale’s
midpoint of “4,” suggesting that participants reported generally positive
views of homosexuality and low support for war. Turning to our predictions,
we find that men whose masculinity was threatened reported significantly
greater support for the IraqWar and more negative views of homosexuality
than did men in the study whose masculinity was not threatened ðP’s < .05Þ.
Women, however, showed no significant differences across conditions in
their reported attitudes.
Turning to ourpredictions regardingvehicle preferences,menwhosemas-

culinity was threatened reported viewing the SUV asmore desirable and re-
ported being willing to spend more money to purchase it than did unthreat-
ened men. On average, men whose masculinity was threatened reported a
willingness to pay $7,320more for the SUV than didmenwhosemasculinity
was not. There were no significant differences between threatened and
unthreatened men in their ratings of the other three vehicles ðP’s > .25Þ.
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Women showed no significant differences across conditions in how desir-
able they felt any of the vehicles were, nor in how much they were willing
to pay for them. Finally, a higher proportion of threatened men ð40%Þ than
unthreatened men ð16%Þ reported being most likely to buy the SUV from
among the four vehicles ðx2ð1Þ 5. 3.57, P 5 .059Þ; however, we found no
difference between threatened ð17%Þ and unthreatened women ð17%Þ.
We also explored participants’ reported emotions. These analyses were

largely exploratory. One could imagine that men whose masculinity was
threatened might report greater negative affect. Alternatively, threatened
men might express lower levels of emotions in general in effort to appear
moremasculine. Results supported the former prediction as threatenedmen
reported feelingmore guilty, ashamed, upset, and hostile than unthreatened
men ðP’s < .05Þ. Women showed no differences across conditions with one
exception; women given feedback that theyweremasculine reported feeling
higher levels of nervousness than womenwhowere told they were feminine
ðP < .03Þ.4

4One would expect one of the 20 items to be significant by chance using a .05 significance
standard.

TABLE 1
The Effects of Gender Identity Feedback on Men’s and Women’s Support for the

Iraq War, Views of Homosexuality, and Desire to Purchase an SUV

Gender Identity
Threatened
ðMeanÞ

Gender Identity
Not Threatened

ðMeanÞ t

Men ðN 5 51Þ:
Support for Iraq War . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.64

ð1.85Þ
2.65
ð1.52Þ

2.06*

Negative views of homosexuality . . . . 4.03
ð1.68Þ

2.77
ð1.60Þ

2.70**

SUV desirability . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.56
ð2.63Þ

4.84
ð3.16Þ

2.09*

SUV pay ðin thousands of dollarsÞ . . . 28.00
ð13.76Þ

20.68
ð10.63Þ

2.10*

Women ðN 5 60Þ:
Support for Iraq War . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.52

ð1.59Þ
2.40
ð1.39Þ

.30

Negative views of homosexuality . . . . 2.54
ð1.81Þ

2.20
ð1.52Þ

.80

SUV desirability . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.20
ð3.03Þ

5.17
ð2.74Þ

.05

SUV pay ðin thousands of dollarsÞ . . . 22.52
ð14.6Þ

25.38
ð19.52Þ

.63

NOTE.—SDs are in parentheses.
* P < .05.
** P < .01.
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Discussion

Results of study 1 support the masculine overcompensation thesis. As pre-
dicted, menwhose masculinity was threatened expressedmoremasculine at-
titudes than did men whose masculinity was not. Threatened men reported
greater support for war, more negative views of homosexuality, and greater
interest in purchasing an SUV, all attitudes that a pretest confirmed were
viewed as masculine in the study population. Threatened men also reported
significantly greater negative affect onmultiple emotion survey items. In con-
trast, women showed no significant effects of the gender identity feedback.
One possible concern regarding the results of this study is that random as-

signment might have failed to equalize important characteristics across con-
ditions of the study. As one way to test for this concern, we looked at partici-
pants’ self-reported liberalism as reported on the demographic questionnaire
administered before the experimental manipulation.Men reported effectively
the same levels of liberalism in the threatened and unthreatened conditions
ðt 5 .87, P 5 .39Þ. If anything, more liberal men were more often assigned
to the threat condition, an initial difference that wouldmake the predicted ef-
fects for support for war and expressed homophobia less likely. Indeed, in a
multivariate analysis of these effects controlling for self-reported liberalism,
the effects of threat for men become slightly more statistically significant.
Women’s reported liberalismalsodidnot differ significantly across conditions
ðt 5 2.26, P 5 .80Þ. We also analyzed participant’s scores on the Bem Sex
Role Inventory. Masculinity and femininity scores for men and women did
not vary across conditions ðP’s > .29Þ; nor did they interact with any of the
main effects reported here.
Thus,wehave evaluated several alternative accounts for thedatabeside the

masculine overcompensation thesis, including the possibilities that ð1Þ men
and women react to gender identity threat with extreme gender-typed behav-
iors, ð2Þ men assigned to the masculinity-threat condition were simply more
politically conservative, and ð3Þmen assigned to themasculinity-threat condi-
tion were more ðor lessÞ masculine ðor feminineÞ. In each case we found no
support for these alternative explanations.
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