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Abstract:  

Gender is socially constructed and consists of various dimensions, including gender 
identity, gender salience, gender expression, and gender ideology. In this article, we 
consider how gender identity (or our conception of ourselves regarding roles, traits, and 
values that we associate with manhood and womanhood or masculinity and femininity) 
interacts with gender expression, (the outward expression or manifestation of personality 
that reflects the gender identity). Specifically, we assess the extent to which individuals’ 
self-identification matches with the way they think others perceive them. We propose that 
experience with non-conforming gender expression can be linked to greater sensitivity to 
scenarios of social exclusion, marginalization, and discrimination, and that gender non-
conformity is likely to be a liberalizing force. Our analyses reveal that those who feel that 
their gender is likely to be misread by others hold the most left-leaning attitudes on a 
number of political issues, especially those related to marginalization or discrimination.  
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Introduction 

Efforts are increasingly made among scholars to distinguish sex and gender conceptually 
and operationally (e.g., Bittner & Goodyear-Grant 2017a, Bittner & Goodyear-Grant 
2017b; Brossard et al. 2018; Magliozzi et al. 2016; Reisner et al. 2015; Westbrook & 
Saperstein, 2015), although questions about how to measure the various dimensions of 
gender are far from settled. Focussing on a genuine measure of gender identity generates 
better, more nuanced insights into the relationship between gender and attitudes, as well 
as enhanced recognition of gender’s more fluid, gradated, and constructed nature 
compared to biological sex. In terms of consequences for public opinion, gender interacts 
with sex to produce new gaps that are overlooked when relying on sex alone as a proxy 
for the measurement of gender. For example, previous research reveals that men who do 
not identify with the most masculine end of a gender self-placement scale are more left-
leaning than women on various gendered political issues (Bittner & Goodyear-Grant 
2017a). Previous studies also reveal that the strength of gender identity—its salience to 
our conception of self—is a critical moderator of the relationship between gender and 
public opinion (Bittner & Goodyear-Grant 2017b). 

Gender is not one single thing or phenomenon. In addition to its separateness from 
biological sex, various literatures (psychology, political science, sociology, various health 
disciplines, and so on) have identified several important dimensions of gender itself that 
are related but separate. First, there is gender identity, which is our personal conception 
of self in terms of the roles, traits, and value orientations we associate with manhood and 
womanhood, or masculinity and femininity (or both or neither or androgynous). Related 
to the first dimension, the second is gender salience, which is the strength with which 
that gender identity is held or how important that identity is to one’s conception of self 
(e.g., Bittner and Goodyear-Grant 2017b).  

Third is gender expression, which is the outward projection or manifestation of 
personality that reflects the gender identity. This is the dimension of gender closest to 
what Butler (1990) calls gender performance or performativity, and is about behavior and 
appearance, primarily. This is the dimension of gender that others perceive, and provides 
the basis for many types of inferences and judgements related to gender, many of which 
are highly influenced by gender stereotypes. Note here that others’ perceptions of our 
gender expression may not coincide exactly with our own. We can be perceived differently 
than we intend or assume. Moreover, gender identity and expression need not “match,” or 
may overlap only partially, and it is the divergence of identity and expression that we 
examine in detail in this article.  

Fourth is gender ideology, which refers to one’s orientations toward “a division of 
paid work and family responsibilities that is based on the notion of separate spheres” 
(Davis and Greenstein 2009: 88). Gender ideology can be conservative or liberal. A 
conservative position accepts the association of men with the public sphere and women 
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with the private, and a liberal position rejects it. Note that gender ideology relates to 
beliefs about equality between the genders and their respective places in social, political, 
and economic structures, which is separate from cognitive or affective ties to one’s gender 
group.  

How gender identity affects political attitudes and behaviors has started to receive 
greater attention (e.g., Bittner and Goodyear-Grant 2017a; Cassino 2018; Gidengil and 
Stolle 2018; Hart et al. 2019), including the moderating effect of salience on the 
relationship between gender and attitudes. However, the other dimensions of gender have 
not been analyzed as systematically, especially by political behavior scholars, including 
the way that individuals “perform” gender, how this is perceived by others, and what role 
expression may play in structuring political behavior. Where the political behavior 
literature has emphasized gender expression is in relation to candidates and legislators 
(e.g., Dittmar 2015, 2018; Kahn 1993; Windett 2014; Heldman et al. 2018; Sabin and 
Kirkup forthcoming), and here scholars have tended to use terms like presentation, self-
presentation, image, or persona to label outward gender expression in political elites. 
Elites’ gender expression can have important effects on voter support, as the next section 
examines further, and some of the important questions in this research area relate to elites’ 
conformity to normative gender expression.  

In contrast to elites’ gender expression, very little political behavior research has 
been conducted on the “everyday” gender (non-)conformity of individuals and how their 
experience of this impacts their political attitudes. Our focus in this paper is on the 
consequences of individual-level divergence between gender identity and gender 
expression—in other words, non-conformity of gender identity and outward gender 
manifestation—and this can take various forms, as the next section discusses. We propose 
that experience with non-conforming gender expression can be linked to greater sensitivity 
to scenarios of social exclusion, marginalization, and discrimination. Findings in some of 
the research on gender and political behavior show that women as a group are more 
attuned to and more progressive on these issues due to greater emphasis on communal 
traits and care for others—which is what social role theory would predict—and/or shared 
experience of marginalization. For example, Maxwell (2015) finds that American women 
are less likely to hold racist attitudes than men in part because of their own first-hand 
experience with discrimination. We suggest another gender-related pathway to progressive 
attitudes on these issues: experiences/feelings of exclusion, social isolation, discrimination, 
or marginalization as a result of non-conformity with normative gender expression. This 
pathway is more symmetrical in its potential to affect individuals, in that both men and 
women experience backlash as a result of gender non-conformity. In other words, gender 
non-conformity may be a liberalizing force for both men’s and women’s attitudes on 
political issues related to discrimination and marginalization. 

Using a novel set of survey questions about gender, this article proceeds as follows. 
We start with discussion of the relevant literatures, focussing on the logic informing our 
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proposition that gender non-conformity is a pathway to liberalization of attitudes about 
marginalization and discrimination. Then, our empirics proceed in two steps:  

1) We examine the relationship between inner gender identity and outward gender 
expression. One of the challenges here is how to measure gender expression. We make 
the case for the use of respondents’ estimates of peer perceptions as a proxy for gender 
expression. 

2) We examine the effect of gender atypicality or non-conformity on political attitudes, 
with special attention to attitudes related to discrimination and marginalization.  

 

Gender Identity, Gender Expression, and Non-conformity 

What is gender expression, as distinct from gender identity, and in what ways has this 
concept figured into political behavior research to date? Gender expression is sometimes 
called gender presentation, gender image, or gender display. It refers to the outward 
display of gender, or more formally, as the Ontario Human Rights Commission notes, it 
refers to “how a person publicly presents their gender. This can include behavior and 
outward appearance such as dress, hair, make-up, body language and voice. A person’s 
chosen name and pronoun are also common ways of expressing gender.”1 Just as we can 
place ourselves on gender scales, indicating where we identify, so too do others place us, 
using outward cues like clothing, hair styles and other aesthetics; personality; manner of 
speaking and behaving; occupation; and so on. All these perceptions are filtered through 
ingrained gender stereotypes and other schema to arrive at judgements about our gender 
identities and the extent to which we conform with normative ideals.  

Critically, sometimes our self-perceptions may not match our gender expression or 
indeed others’ perceptions of that outward expression. As Geist and Dockendorff (2018) 
astutely point out, “identities are often invisible”, especially when we’re interacting with 
people who do not know us and thus have no/little information about our gender identity. 
It is outward manifestations of gender that shape our interactions and others’ judgements 
in those low-information contexts. For various reasons, our gender identity, expression, or 
interpretation of this by others may not “match” precisely across these dimensions of 
gender or with biological sex/sex assigned at birth, although it is important to note that 
the sex-gender associations most people make are rooted deeply in stereotypes and are not 
“true” or “accurate” in any genuine sense of the word. Rather, according to social role 
theory (SRT), gender identity, expression, and others’ perceptions are all heavily 

 
1See:  http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/gender-identity-and-gender-expression-brochure As of 2017, the Canadian 
federal government also added “gender identity or expression” as prohibited grounds of discrimination in the 
Canada Human Rights Act and also amended the Criminal Code by adding "gender identity or expression" 
to the definition of "identifiable group" in section 318. 
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conditioned by the differential roles men and women occupy in society, which stem 
historically from biological difference and how that was interpreted socially (see Schneider 
& Bos 2019; see also Eagly et al. 2000, Wood & Eagly 2012). As Schneider and Bos point 
out, “Through their unique physical capabilities, which allowed them to participate in 
economic production, men acquired both greater resources and greater power compared 
to women” (2019: 175). Women’s different social roles steered them toward communal 
traits necessary for care-giving. Today, there is a greater range of social positions available 
to men and women, of course, but old gender stereotypes persist, and these norms are 
powerfully transmitted via socialization (Ibid). 

What is meant by “mismatch” between gender identity and expression, which we 
are interpreting in this article as experience with gender non-conformity (using perceived 
peer-perceptions as a proxy for expression)? This can include transgender individuals, 
whose internal gender identity is sometimes different than their outward gender 
expression, although not always. It can also include individuals whose gender identity and 
expression match very broadly. For example, both internally and externally, an individual 
might see herself as and is viewed as a woman, as feminine, as having traits associated 
with women/femininity, or the like, but differences in identity and expression may 
nonetheless exist. For example, a woman may internally identify strongly with 
stereotypical feminine interests or behaviors, but may not actually manifest a 
stereotypically feminine appearance, and thus gets “read” as not all that feminine or 
“womanly.” Unfeminine women (like unmasculine men) can be penalized for non-
conformity, even when they are still clearly “read” as women/men. In short, there are 
various ways in which identity and expression may not match, likely creating experience 
of non-conformity for the individual. In this current article, we do not sort out all the 
variations in how non-conformity can arise, but it is important to explore some of the 
relevant considerations involved.2 

One of the relevant considerations here is the degree of non-conformity, for the 
repercussions associated with it can vary quite a bit. Transgender people can face threats, 
harassment, physical violence, even fatal violence because of transphobic reactions to 
perceived gender non-conformity. The Trans PULSE project provides a lot of evidence 
about this in the Canadian context. This is a multi-year, multi-site project that 

 
2 Before going further, it is important for us to emphasize that we do not normatively endorse the idea that 
people are more or less men/women or masculine/feminine based on whether they conform to normative 
gender expression, or that those who identify and present as gender fluid, trans, androgynous, or some other 
identity outside the traditional binary are not “normal” or that their identity is not equally valid. We have 
no judgement about or normative position on any combination of gender identities, expressions, or biological 
sex/sex assigned at birth. Our point is that this is how social interpretation of others works. Many or even 
most people engage in this type of judgment implicitly and constantly along the lines of traditional notions 
of sex and gender. Our goal is to examine social interpretation of gender expression and how political 
attitudes might be affected among those whose gender expression is viewed as non-conforming.  
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systematically studies the social determinants of health among trans (transgender, 
transsexual or transitioned) people in Ontario, and it is funded by the CIHR, the Wellesley 
Institute, and the Ontario HIV Treatment Network. The project finds that in addition to 
instances of discrimination and violence that would constitute human rights violations, 
“trans Ontarians nearly universally report that they have experienced some type of 
“everyday transphobia”. For example, 96% had heard that trans people were not normal, 
73% had been made fun of for being trans, and 78% reported their family had been hurt 
or embarrassed” (Bauer and Scheim 2015: 3). Trans people also face employment 
discrimination: the project reports that “because they were trans, 18% [of respondents to 
a survey] were turned down for a job; another 32% suspected this was why they were 
turned down. Additionally, 17% declined a job they had applied for and were actually 
offered, because of the lack of a trans-positive and safe work environment” (Ibid). 
Moreover, as a result of structural and legal barriers, “28% of trans Ontarians could not 
get employment references with their current name or pronoun, and 58% could not get 
academic transcripts with the correct name or sex designation” (Ibid). As the report notes, 
“this places people in the difficult position of outing themselves up-front in job 
applications, or being unable to draw on their actual job histories to strengthen their 
applications” (Ibid). We will not get into all the experiences of discrimination, exclusion, 
and marginalization trans individuals confront, but it is sufficient to note that these 
experiences are pervasive, constant, and apply to every aspect of their lives from 
professional and educational settings, accessing medical services, interpersonal 
relationships, housing, and more. 

In other types of cases where gender expression has elements of non-conformity, 
either with gender identity or biological sex/sex assigned at birth, the repercussions are 
different, sometimes less severe at least to life and health (although not always), but are 
nonetheless important and consequential. Like trans people, cisgender people – those 
whose gender identity “matches” their sex assigned at birth – can also be misgendered as 
a result of outward appearance or behavior. Additionally, they can experience backlash 
because of gender non-conformity as a result of not appearing or behaving feminine or 
masculine “enough,” as a result of possessing traits or behaviors associated with the 
“opposite” sex or gender, and so on. In other words, they can face backlash for non-
conformity even when sex, gender identity, and gender expression all “line up.”  

The repercussions of gender non-conformity, even for cisgender individuals, start 
early. Studies show that adults are biased against children who engage in gender non-
conforming behaviors. For example, an experiment using vignettes of stereotype-violating 
versus stereotype-confirming children shows that adults rated the latter as more likeable, 
an effect that was especially robust for boys (Sullivan et al. 2018). Gender non-conforming 
children face “an array of childhood psychosocial stressors” (Roberts et al. 2012): poorer 
relationships with their parents (Landolt et al. 2004), peer rejection (Smith and Leaper 
2006), harassment (Plöderl and Fartacek 2009), and physical and verbal victimization 
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(Blashill and Powlishta 2009; Plöderl and Fartacek 2009). This can produce health and 
social repercussions for children and adolescents, as Roberts and her colleagues note, 
including a diminished sense of well-being, mental health problems (and these can extend 
well into adulthood) like depression and anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and suicidality.  

Backlash against gender non-conformity continues into adulthood, as many studies 
have demonstrated. For example, when women managers/executives display agentic traits 
or emphasize their professional achievements, this can produce diminished social and 
professional attractiveness, lower likeability among employees and superiors, and 
ultimately discrimination in hiring or promotion because of a perceived deficiency of 
(feminine) communal traits (e.g., Rudman 1998; Rudman and Glick 1999; Phelan and 
Rudman 2010). Political behavior researchers have actually pursued questions on related 
themes, although nearly exclusively in the context of political elites’ gender expression 
and its effects on voters and on media coverage. Fitting examples come from work on 
candidates’ gendered portrayals, which focus on issues like women candidates’ inclusion 
of gendered language, information, or policy issues in their political appeals (e.g., Dittmar 
2015; Kahn 1993; Windett 2014), as well as male candidates’ use of masculine imagery 
and traits (e.g., Dittmar 2018; Heldman et al. 2018; Sabin and Kirkup forthcoming). 
Research on the effect of gendered presentations often focuses on the extent to which 
political candidates conform to stereotypical gendered expectations (e.g., Schneider & Bos 
2014) and the impact that conformity and non-conformity have on voters’ perceptions of 
candidates (e.g. Bauer 2017; Schneider 2014).  

Predictably, some studies have shown that political women can be penalized for 
counter-stereotypical behavior (e.g., Goodyear-Grant 2013). However, elites’ gender non-
conformity does not always produce backlash or result in negative electoral consequences. 
As Goodyear-Grant (2013: 147) notes in her analysis of whether aggressive women leaders 
are penalized for the adoption of stereotypical masculine traits, “candidates of both 
genders use “gendered adaptive” strategies (Banwart and McKinney 2005) in an effort to 
create broad-based appeal or balance their public personas, particularly in mixed-gender 
races.” Sometimes political women benefit from adopting masculine traits, campaign 
tactics, or rhetoric (e.g., Bauer 2017; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a, 1993b), and political 
men may find analogous benefits in self-presenting using communal traits stereotypically 
associated with women and femininity (e.g., Cooper 2009).  

On beneficial gender non-conformity among political women, Bauer’s (2017) 
experimental study finds that women can compensate for voters’ perceptual biases on 
their leadership abilities by emphasizing masculine traits, while also maintaining their 
presumed strength on feminine traits. The drawback is that their “likeability” may suffer, 
a finding consistent with studies on women managers, discussed above. Men can avoid 
backlash for counter-stereotypical political behavior too. In the 2008 Presidential 
campaign, Barack Obama needed to avoid triggering “angry Black man” stereotypes while 
also maintaining credibility on military and foreign policy issues – stereotypical masculine 
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domains. The result, Cooper (2009) argues, was the adoption of a “unisex” political 
persona, essentially feminizing his gender expression on the campaign trail compared to 
most male, white presidential candidates. The strategy succeeded, but it also reminds us 
that gender expression and identity, as well as how these are “read” by onlookers is more 
complex than our discussion suggests, involving inextricable considerations of race, class, 
and other dimensions of identity. 

Moving to the relationship of interest in this article, what is it about gender non-
conformity that affects attitudes toward political issues related to exclusion, 
marginalization, and discrimination? Experiencing marginalization personally seems to 
activate or sensitize individuals to certain types of hardship or scenarios where inequality 
and exclusion are likely. The precise pathway to this attitude shift can be personal self-
interest or it can be value-based, and we do not sort out the causal details here, leaving 
that for future research. Experience with marginalization along race and gender lines, for 
example, is one of the explanations for Black women’s support of the Democratic Party 
in the United States, for this is by far the Democrats’ most loyal group of supporters.  

Psychology research suggests that one of the activating forces at play is empathy. 
One study reports, for example, that increased levels of empathy are associated with more 
positive attitudes toward government intervention, and that the relationship between 
empathy and interventionist attitudes is even stronger among participants from 
marginalized identity groups – women, the poor, and racial and ethnic minorities 
(Wagaman and Segal 2014). Among neuropsychologists, experience of powerlessness (for 
example, social exclusion and vulnerability) has been linked with a greater ability within 
the brain to “mirror the responses of others, an important aspect of the physiological 
component of empathy” (Ibid: 95; see also Hogeveen, Inzlicht, & Obhi, 2013). Essentially, 
empathy “can lead to resonance with the experiences of others,” (Wagaman and Segal 
2014: 96), resulting in greater sensitivity to their hardship and suffering and greater 
support for interventions to alleviate hardship and suffering. As such, we might expect to 
see more liberal attitudes on political issues related to discrimination and exclusion, as 
well as perhaps poverty and inequality, among gender-non-conforming individuals, net of 
drivers of liberal attitudes on those issues. 

 

Data and Methods 

We included several subjective measures of gender in a series of web-based surveys 
conducted during provincial elections in Canada between 2011 and 2013, including our 
variable of interest (expression), using a question that asks respondents how they think 
others would perceive their gender.3 In earlier work, Bittner and Goodyear-Grant (2017a) 

 
3 Interviews with representative samples of voters were conducted during six recent provincial elections: in 
Newfoundland and Labrador (September 7–October 10, 2011), Ontario (September 7–October 5, 2011), 
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assess a gender self-placement variable and how it conditions sex as a predictor of issue 
positions producing more complete results that diverge in important ways from 
conventional gender gap literature. In another article they examine how the salience of 
gender identity conditions the effect of gender on issue positions, a topic of much 
speculation but little analysis (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant 2017b). They show that 
regardless of position on the gender scale, the less important gender is to respondents’ 
self-identity, the lower the importance of this identity to issue attitudes. Indeed, it is only 
among those with the strongest gender identities that opinion gaps emerge between men 
and women.  

In this article, we build on the work by these two scholars to assess a third variable, 
perceptions of how peers see our gender, which we argue is a proxy for gender expression. 
We asked respondents how others likely see their gender based on outward cues and 
behaviors, and following Geist and Dockendorff (2018), we see this as a proxy for the 
extent to which respondents conform to (or deviate from) normative gender expression. 
Absent a behavioral measure of gender expression, which would be challenging to derive, 
we think this is a good proxy. 

In addition to our major variables of interest as well as a traditional dichotomous 
sex category variable,4 the survey included standard demographic variables, long-term 
political dispositions, and issue attitudes. The total sample size is 6073. Below are the 
wordings for the questions on three dimensions of gender (identity; expression (peer 
perceptions used as proxy); and strength or salience of identity):  

1. Now we would like to change the focus from politics for a while, and ask you a few 
questions about your gender identity—that is, how masculine or feminine you feel 
you are. Below you will find a continuum that goes from left to right. We would 
like you to place yourself somewhere along this scale: the far right of the scale 
reflects a person who feels they are 100% masculine, while the far left of the scale 

 
Manitoba (September 7–October 2, 2011), Alberta (April 4–22, 2012), British Columbia (April 25–May 13 
2013) and Quebec (August 13–September 2012). The surveys were programmed and fielded by the polling 
firm Harris/Decima (Ottawa). The traditional sex variable (M/F) was included in the survey company’s 
pre-screener, along with age/year of birth, region, and language of interview. 
4 In keeping with past practice in other election studies, we do not provide respondents with other response 
options, as our goal is to assess the traditional measure alongside of a gender-based alternative. Surveys are 
increasingly providing respondents with additional options and/or room to write in an alternative. In the 
absence of a ‘‘real’’ gender question, we think this makes sense. For best practices in survey research seeking 
to ask a question about gender identity, we recommend relying upon the Williams Institute at UCLA. They 
recommend a two-step process, outlined in this document: https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-
content/uploads/geniuss-report-sep-2014.pdf). Our surveys do not phrase questions in this way, they were 
fielded before this report emerged. 
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reflects a person who feels they are 100% feminine. Where would you place yourself 
on this continuum?  

2. And what about how others perceive you? Using the same continuum, where do 
you think others would place you? The far right of the scale reflects a person who 
others feel is 100% masculine, while the far left of the scale reflects a person who 
others feel is 100% feminine. Where do you think others would place you on this 
continuum?  

3. How closely do you identify with your gender group? Using a scale from 0-100 
where 0 means not at all close and 100 means extremely close, how closely do you 
identify with your gender group? 

In this article, we confine our analyses to the relationship between the first and second 
questions – identity and expression, the latter of which has received little attention in the 
political behavior literature. We proceed in three stages. First, we plot gender identity 
against others’ perceptions of respondents’ gender and assess the extent to which this 
varies by sex category. We then look at the factors that help to explain who is likeliest to 
be incorrectly labelled by others, followed by the impact of the incorrect label. Third, 
using bivariate and multivariate statistics, we examine whether an identity/peer 
perception mismatch affects attitudes in the way hypothesized, liberalizing positions on 
issues related to exclusion, marginalization, and discrimination. 

 

Results 

Our data reveal that asking respondents to place themselves along a gender continuum 
provides substantially more diversity in gender identity than is conveyed using a 
traditional (dichotomous) measure of sex category as proxy (results not shown, but see 
also Bittner and Goodyear-Grant 2017a for similar findings). Similarly, when we ask 
respondents to consider where others might place them on that same continuum, we get 
a multitude of answers. We start by describing patterns in our data comparing 
respondents’ self-placements on the gender scale with how they think their gender is 
perceived. We think the latter is a proxy for gender expression. As our data show, most 
times, where we place ourselves and where others place us matches in the broad sense, 
but other times, it does not.  

Figure 1 presents a simple scatterplot: gender self-placement is plotted along the 
x-axis, while peer-placement is plotted along the y-axis, and the extent to which the two 
variables are correlated can be seen in the figure (the correlation coefficient is 0.9489).  
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Figure 1: Plotting Gender Self-Placement against Others’ Perceptions 

 

 
 

When we assess the relationship between these same two variables, sorted by the 
traditional (dichotomous) sex variable, the nuance begins to show itself. Figure 2 shows 
scatterplots for the same two variables, this time by sex. The correlation coefficient for 
men is 0.7851 and for women it is 0.8385, indicating that there is greater correspondence 
between self- and peer-placement for women than there is for men.  

 

Figure 2: Plotting Gender Self-Placement against Others’ Perceptions, by Sex 
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Just how different are the gaps between gender identity and estimated peer-perceptions 
of gender? For the most part, not that different, as indicated by the large correlation 
coefficients. For approximately 66% of our sample (67% of women and 65% of men), there 
is no difference between where respondents place themselves on the scale and where they 
think others would place them, indicating that they think their outward gender expression 
matches their inward gender identity. For the rest, the gap between identity and peer-
placement is not that large—the average is only approximately 2 points (average of nearly 
three points for women and 1 point for men), with a standard deviation of nearly 23 points 
(SD of 16 for men, SD of 29 for women).  

 

Table 1     
Self-placement and peer-perceptions, for men and women     

MEN        

 

Others would 
label masculine 

(0-49) 

Others would 
label middle 

(50) 

Others would 
label feminine 

(51-100) Total 

Self-identify masculine 
(0-49) 2,352 26 14 2,392 

Self-identify in the 
middle (50) 27 58 8 93 

Self-identify feminine 
(51-100) 13 4 14 31 

Total 2,392 88 36 2,516 

WOMEN         

 

Others would 
label masculine 

(0-49) 

Others would 
label middle 

(50) 

Others would 
label feminine 

(51-100) Total 

Self-identify masculine 
(0-49) 233 19 53 305 

Self-identify in the 
middle (50) 13 63 32 108 

Self-identify feminine 
(51-100) 27 38 1,835 1,900 

Total 273 120 1,920 2,313 
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Table 1 shows where women and men place themselves on the 0-100 scale, plotting 
that against where they think their peers would place them on that same scale. As the 
table shows, for both men and women, the bulk of respondents place themselves on the 
side of the scale that “matches” their sex (men=masculine; women=feminine) and believe 
that others would place them there too. 

Among men, 2,392 of 2,516 (98%) self-identified on the masculine end of the scale 
(that is, between 0 and 49 on the 0-100 scale), and most felt that others would put them 
there too. 36 men felt that others would place them on the feminine end of the scale 
(between 51 and 100 on the 0-100 scale), and 14 of those men placed themselves there 
too. Another 93 men placed themselves in the middle, and 58 of those men felt that others 
would put them there too, while 27 felt that others would see them as on the masculine 
end of the scale and another 8 felt that others would see them on the feminine end of the 
scale.  

In other words, for men whose gender identity is less traditional or prescriptive, 
and lies somewhere outside the most masculine option on the gender scale, gender 
expression is anticipated to be less accurately or readily perceived by peers. That men 
who regard themselves as highly masculine view their outward gender expression as 
matching that traditional norm for their sex is not surprising. For some men, this will no 
doubt represent an accurate match between their gender identity and their gender 
expression, and for other men this apparent “match” will be more aspirational or projected 
as a result of the strong value placed on masculinity in social and political life.  

Among women, 82% self-identified on the feminine side of the scale, and of those, 
the majority (97%) thought others would place them there too. Women are more likely 
than men to self-identify in the middle or on the side of the scale that does not “match” 
their sex. 273 women suggested that others would see them on the masculine side of the 
scale, and of those, 85% also place themselves on that end of the continuum. Similarly to 
the male respondents, when women self-identified outside the feminine pole of the 
spectrum, they reported that their gender expression would be less readily matched to 
their gender identity by peers. 

These described patterns are about “total” matching or mis-matching on the 
masculine/feminine scale, rather than about degrees of matching. A large majority of 
women and men whose gender conformed to the traditional sex category (that is, women 
who saw themselves anywhere on the feminine side of the scale and men who saw 
themselves anywhere on the masculine side of the scale) felt that others would place them 
in the same broad space (i.e, masculine or feminine) in which they placed themselves. 
Among non-conformers, that is, individuals who placed themselves directly in the middle 
of the scale, or on the side of the scale that does not conform to the traditional sex variable 
(men who saw themselves in the middle or on the feminine side of the scale and women 
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who saw themselves in the middle or on the masculine side of the scale), 28% of women 
and 33% of men felt that others’ perceptions would not match their gender identity.  

Total mismatch is not the most common situation for those whose gender identity 
and peer-placement are not identical. For the majority, a “partial mismatch” is more 
common, and this arises in two ways: 1) the respondent identifies as slightly more 
masculine/feminine than how they think others perceive their gender; or  2) the 
respondent identifies as slightly less masculine/feminine than how they think others 
perceive their gender. In both cases, respondents and peers would put respondents on the 
same side (masculine or feminine) of the gender scale, with self- and peer-placement 
differing only by only a few points on the scale. As mentioned above, the average mis-
match is approximately 2 points on the scale, with more variance for women than for 
men. 

 

Attitudinal Effects 

What are the effects of identity/peer-placement mismatch on political attitudes? Does 
experience with mismatch, and likely forms of ostracization, judgement, or even harm 
that comes with violating prescriptive gender expression, lead to liberalization of attitudes 
on issues related to marginalization and discrimination? In our surveys, we asked a number 
of questions about traditionally gendered issues. Recent research has shown that the 
relationship between gender (as measured by a continuum) and attitudes is more nuanced 
than the relationship uncovered by the traditional dichotomous variable measuring sex 
category (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017a). Here, we take this analysis one step 
further, and assess the extent to which gender non-conformity, or the extent to which 
identity and peer-perceptions do not match, has an impact on political attitudes related 
to marginalization and discrimination (whether along gender lines or according to broader 
criteria). As we noted earlier, there are many ways in which identity and expression may 
not match, and the experience of non-conformity may influence political attitudes, because 
of experience with backlash or marginalization, which has the potential to lead to 
increased levels of empathy. 

We regressed attitudes towards 12 political issues and left-right ideology on the 
two gender variables of interest measuring the relationship between self- and peer-
placement, plus various sociodemographic controls.5 The first gender variable of interest 
is “total mismatch,” a binary variable which measures whether individuals self-placement 
on the masculine-feminine scale is in the opposite space (masculine/feminine) where they 

 
5 All dependent variables (attitudinal variables) coded on a 0-1 scale so that 1 reflects most progressive or 
left-leaning attitudes. E.g. on the issue of abortion, a response coded as 1 means they are most likely to 
support access to abortion, while a 0 indicates not in favour of granting women access to abortion. Control 
variables include education, employment status, union membership, marital status, religiosity, income, age, 
and province of residence. 
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think others would place them.6 The second variable of interest is the “partial mismatch” 
variable, where there is a difference in self- and peer-placement values on the 0-100 scale, 
but the two are on the same side of the scale (masculine/feminine).7  

Figure 3 presents the marginal effects of the two variables of interest (total 
mismatch and partial mismatch) on political attitudes.8 What emerges clearly is that for 
most issues, those individuals who report a total mismatch between their gender identity 
and peer-placement tend to hold more progressive attitudes on these various political 
issues than did those with a partial mismatch or complete match (the reference group). 
In most cases, a partial mismatch between identity and peer-perceptions did not have a 
statistically significant effect on political attitudes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 “Total mismatch” is defined for respondents who place themselves between 0 and 49 or 51 and 100, who 
believe that their peers would place them in the opposite category or in the middle. For respondents who 
place themselves at 50 (in the middle) and believe that their peers would place them in one of the other 
two ends (between 0 and 49 or 51-100), this is also categorized as a total mismatch. The reference category 
(0) is those who do not believe they are being completely misgendered by their peers. 
7 “Partial mismatch” is defined as respondents who place themselves at 0 and feel their peers would place 
them between 1 and 49, or vice versa, or who place themselves at 100, and feel their peers would place them 
between 51 and 99, or vice versa. For this variable, we leave out those who would place themselves in the 
middle, or who feel others would place them at the mid-point (50). This leaves 228 respondents out of the 
analysis. We think this is problematic because it excludes respondents from the analysis, but we also feel 
that the mid-point needs to be assessed all on its own (which we do not do here - we intend to revisit this 
question).  
8 Figure 3 presents marginal effects for these two variables only. The full model includes control variables 
for traditional indicators of attitudes in Canadian public opinion research, including ideology, education, 
employment status, union membership, marital status, religiousity, income, age, and province of residence. 
We exclude partisanship because of the different party systems (and therefore different Party ID) across 
provinces and include ideology instead. 
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Figure 3: Examining How Self- and Peer-Placement Mismatches Impact Political 
Attitudes 

                
 

Those who experienced a total mismatch were more supportive of women’s place in 
legislatures, more likely to believe that it is not that easy to find a job just because you 
want to work, more likely to believe that we should adapt our morals to the changing 
times, more likely to believe that discrimination affects people’s abilities to get a job, more 
likely to believe that we should increase welfare spending, more likely to believe that 
governments should be involved in society, and more likely to support same sex marriage. 
Those who feel they are highly misgendered by their peers lean further to the left than 
others in society.  

These findings make sense given that gender non-conformity may have the effect 
of sensitizing respondents to the discrimination or ostracization felt by others, including 
women in the legislature, same-sex couples, and those who may have faced job 
discrimination. We expected gender non-conformity to sensitize individuals to issues of 
discrimination and marginalization, perhaps producing more liberal positions on these 
issues among gender non-conforming individuals, net of other drivers of liberal positions 
on these issues. 

We did not see many significant findings for the partial mismatch group. This 
provides support for the idea that non-conformity or gender atypicality only has effects 
on attitudes when it is a large mismatch between gender identity and gender expression 
(or perceived expression). Gender non-conformity appears to have a significant and 
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substantive impact on political attitudes, leaving those who do not “fit” stereotypical 
gender norms more progressive on a number of key political issues. 

 

Conclusions 

Gender is socially constructed and consists of various dimensions, including gender 
identity, gender salience, gender expression, and gender ideology. In this article, we 
consider the way that gender identity (or our conception of ourselves regarding the roles, 
traits, and values that we associate with manhood and womanhood or masculinity and 
femininity) interacts with gender expression (the outward expression or manifestation of 
personality that reflects the gender identity). The latter is related to behavior and 
appearance, and provides the world around us with information that can be used to make 
inferences and judgments about gender. 

Gender is something that we “do” every day (Butler 2011). How we do it and how 
others perceive how we do it is likely to affect the way that we interact with the political 
world.  Identities are meaningful to people, and it can be frustrating, hurtful, or alienating 
when identities are not properly perceived by others. In the case of gender, this negative 
effect may be especially likely when external expression of identity is perceived to deviate 
from normative gender expression when in fact self-perception of gender conforms to 
normative gender expectations. In other words, for people whose gender expression is less 
masculine/feminine than that deemed most socially appropriate for their sex, gender non-
conformity may have a stronger impact on attitudes. Non-conformity can also have real 
negative consequences for individuals, resulting in harassment and physical violence, loss 
of employment or education opportunities, and alienation from friends and family.  

Experience with or even fear of any of these may result in individuals becoming 
more sensitized to social exclusion or discrimination in general, giving rise to more liberal 
positions on anti-discrimination or pro-inclusion issues, broadly. Our analyses reveal that 
non-conformity does indeed seem to affect political attitudes this way. Those who feel 
that their gender is likely to be misread by others hold the most left-leaning attitudes on 
a number of political issues, especially those related to marginalization or discrimination.  

More research is needed, but here we begin to unpack the ways in which gender 
identity and gender expression interact, as well as the impact that misgendering or gender 
non-conformity may have on attitudes. By looking at the relationship between self-
conception and peer-conceptions, we are able to gain additional insight into the role of 
gender in structuring political attitudes. Our findings suggest that non-conformity has a 
liberalizing effect, perhaps because individuals who conform less to social norms are more 
sensitized to discrimination and marginalization, leading to higher levels of empathy and 
care for others in society.  
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