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You’re off to Great Places!
You’re off and away!
-Dr. Seuss

Sandra Bem’s proposition that our culture’s emphasis on a
gender dichotomy has significant cognitive, psychological,
and social consequences meaningfully shaped the field of
psychology (Keener et al. 2017). As a feminist and social
advocate, the promotion of gender equality was at the core
of all of Bem’s work and carried over into her own life (Carr
et al. 2015). Bem also served as a model for scholar activism,
moving theory and research on gender beyond academia to
shape both political (e.g., social policy) and personal (e.g.,
parenting, romantic relationships) outcomes (Keener and
Mehta 2017; Keener et al. 2017; Liben and Bigler 2016). In
this way, the work of Sandra Bem laid the groundwork for
contemporary feminist theory and research and has influenced
the academic and personal lives of generations of gender
scholars (Keener and Mehta 2017; Keener et al. 2017).

In our initial call for papers for the special issue commem-
orating Sandra Bem, we invited manuscript submissions that
highlighted the past, present, and future of Bem’s contribution
to the study of gender. As we noted in our Introduction to the
first special issue (Keener and Mehta 2017), we were
overwhelmed with submissions and were heartened to see

how Bem’s legacy lives on in the work of our colleagues.
We also highlighted the past and present of gender scholar-
ship, illustrating Bem’s countless contributions to the field and
how her work continues to inspire gender researchers today. In
the present Introduction to the second special issue commem-
orating Bem, we highlight where Bem’s work can take us by
considering the future of gender scholarship.

The Places We’ll Go!

Editing this special issue provided us with the opportunity to
reflect not only on Bem’s life and work but also on where our
field is going. Our assessment of the future of gender is cer-
tainly not exhaustive, but in reviewing papers for the special
issue, a number of themes emerged that highlighted the future
of gender research. We review these themes and describe how
the papers in this second special issue fit with them.

Complexity of Gender

For decades Bem proposed that gender researchers and activ-
ists should Bturn down the volume^ on gender, minimizing
gender differences and promoting androgyny. However, in a
later paper, Bem (1995) proposed doing the opposite.
Specifically, Bem suggested turning up the volume on gender
by creating so many gender categories that the categories
themselves lose their meaning. We believe that Bem’s propos-
al is slowly being realized and that this is evident in the ex-
plosion of categories that can be observed in much of the
current gender scholarship. Specifically, researchers are in-
creasingly recognizing that, to gain a more complete picture
of gender, they need to broaden the scope of gender by em-
bracing its complexities and moving beyond the gender binary
(Keener 2015). This idea has even been embraced by
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mainstream (i.e., non-academic) culture and can be seen in the
rise in popularity of models illustrating gender complexities,
such as The Gender Unicorn (see Fig. 1).

Complex multidimensional definitions of gender make it
impossible to continue to accept the traditional gender binary
(male vs. female) as adequate. Simply identifying as either a
male or female not only fails to accurately reflect the multidi-
mensional nature of gender, but also ignores people’s lived
experience. Although gender researchers have generally ac-
cepted that gender is conceptually multidimensional, the ma-
jority of gender measures continue to embrace outdated and
incomplete operationalizations of gender as a binary system.
(See Liben and Bigler’s 2002, OATS measure for an excep-
tion.) As we continue to unpack gender, it becomes more
complicated. There is increasing evidence that biological sex
itself lies on a continuumwhere chromosomes, hormones, and
gender characteristics or expressions do not always corre-
spond to the label given at birth (assigned natal sex; cf. Bem
1974; Eliot 2012; Lips 2014), and hormones, a component of
biological sex, also vary according to context (van Anders
et al. 2015).

The complexity of gender and how it intersects with Bem’s
work is evident in the first paper in the current special issue. In
their paper, Dean and Tate (2016, p. 8) describe how Bem’s
theory of androgyny served as a conceptual advance in psy-
chology and suggest that Bem’s work has been used as Ba
conceptual springboard^ to the study of gender as a multidi-
mensional or multifaceted construct. They also suggest that,
although not explicit, Bem’s work implies that gender has
different layers or different aspects to it (even when Bem
focused on just one of those aspects, namely, gender roles)
and that her work highlighting the socially constructed nature

of gender roles served to Bultimately erode that [previously
held] polarizing view of gender^ (p. 5).

Carr et al. (2015) build on some of Dean and Tate’s (2016)
observations in their paper that highlights the theoretical
intersections between Bem’s scholarship and queer theo-
ry—a theory that emphasizes the multidimensional nature
of gender and the inadequacies of the gender binary.
Specifically, Balzar Carr et al. describe how Bem’s work
and queer theory align such that they both stress the need
for gender scholars to (a) dismantle the sex/gender dichot-
omy (described in Bem’s 1993, book, Lenses of Gender as
the biological essentialism lens), (b) move beyond bina-
ries of gender and sexuality (described by Bem 1993, as
gender polarization), and (c) recognize how power and
gender are interrelated (consistent with Bem’s 1993, de-
scriptions of androcentrism). Although there are a number
of similarities between Bem’s work and queer theory, the
authors also note differences. Specifically Balzar Carr et al.
state that whereas Bem’s work Badvocates for a plurality of
gender that embraces same-gender loving people and gen-
ders that deviate from hegemonic masculinity and femi-
ninity^ (p. 7), Bem’s analyses of gender do not extend as
far as those of queer theorists. Specifically, they note that
Bem argued in her early work for the minimizing of gender
identity whereas queer theorists argue that having a gender
identity, minimized or not, is impossible because gender is
fluid and contextual.

In their paper, Lemaster et al. (2015) also focused on
gender as a multidimensional construct, considering it as
such across the lifespan. Similar to work by Egan and
Perry (2001) and Tate et al. (2014), Lemaster et al.
suggest that:

Fig. 1 The Gender Unicorn
infographic was created by Trans
Student Educational Resources
(TSER 2016)
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gender is not just a person’s report of whether they are
male or female, but also includes other facets such as
gender identification (i.e., sense of belonging to a larger
gender group), gender typicality (i.e., feeling that one is
a typical member of that group), and characteristics that
correspond to stereotypically feminine and stereotypi-
cally masculine personality traits, among other aspects.
(p. 2)

Intersectionality

In addition to considering the complex and multidimensional
nature of gender, it is important to consider how other identi-
ties intersect with gender in complex ways. Specifically,
intersectionality theory draws our attention to the ways in
which social class, race/ethnicity, age, ability status, and other
identities intersect with gender to provide an array of gender
experiences so rich, intricate, and complicated that researchers
have suggested that we use the metaphor of the kaleidoscope
to consider intersecting identities (Keener 2015; Lips 2006),
recognizing that Beach turn produces different patterns and no
single element dominates^ (Gunew 1991, p. 34).

In this special issue, Bailey and LaFrance’s (2016) paper
highlights the importance of intersectionality. In their study,
Bailey and LaFrance asked participants to select typical rep-
resentations of humanity from a set of Black and White male
and female faces. Specifically, they asked participants to nom-
inate three typical faces to represent mankind, human, or man
or woman (binary terms) and then select the best representa-
tion from among the three. Bailey and LaFrance found that
participants’ selections overrepresented both White faces and
male faces. Additionally, when asked to select a face that best
represented mankind, participants who scored higher on gen-
der polarization were more likely to select men than they were
to select women. When participants were asked to choose a
single face, the majority of participants, and in particular
White participants, selected a White face, as well as a male,
rather than a female, face. People also selected more men in
the mankind and humankind conditions in comparison to the
man/woman condition, which was the only condition that re-
duced androcentric choices.

In the paper by Carr et al. (2015), the issue of Bem and
intersectionality is also raised. Specifically, the authors note
that although Bem was not explicitly intersectional in her the-
ories or research (the authors suggest this may because discus-
sions of intersectionality had not infiltrated mainstream psy-
chology when Bem was actively writing and researching),
BBem was a pioneer of the gender and sexuality intersection,
and she deftly analyzed the manner in which one’s sexual
orientation affected their gender privilege and oppression^
(p. 9). This suggests that although Bemmay not have included
analyses of social class, age, race/ethnicity, and ability status

in her study of gender, her work may have presaged
intersectionality. Dean and Tate (2016) also note how some
research based on Bem’s work has failed to take into account
intersectionality, and they challenge those of us influenced by
Bem to more broadly consider gender roles across sexual ori-
entations and ethnicities.

Developmental Approach

Almost 20 years ago, Eckes and Trautner (2000) called for a
developmental social psychology. Specifically, Eckes and
Trautner suggested that social psychologists consider devel-
opment or change over time and that developmental psychol-
ogists consider the social context. We believe, and have ar-
gued elsewhere (Keener 2015; Keener et al. 2017) that gender
is a developmental phenomenon. Consequently, in order to
have a complete picture of gender and its related variables,
psychologists need to consider the developmental context.
This can be done in a number of ways. More complicated
approaches include utilizing longitudinal designs (see
Bukowski et al. 2016; Fleming et al. 2016) or examining a
topic area across the lifespan (see Lemaster et al. 2015). Other,
simpler approaches include considering the developmental
stage of the target research population and reflecting on the
potential distal causes of gender-typed behavior, such as sa-
lient age/developmental stage-related life tasks and motives
(see Lemaster et al. 2015; Mehta et al. 2016).

According to Keener et al. (2017), using college student
samples is no reason to neglect the developmental context.
Mehta et al. (2016) paper illustrates this point. In their investi-
gation of associations between gender segregation and two
conceptualizations of gender identity in college students,
Mehta et al. consider the developmental context. Specifically,
they note that college is an important time to study gender
identity and friendships because of the salience of both friend-
ships and identity development during this period of the
lifespan. They also note how the developmental context of their
participants (i.e., a residential college campus) may influence
the variables of interest.

Another example of including the development context can
be seen in Lemaster et al. (2015) article. Lemaster et al. inves-
tigated multidimensional gender development using a cross-
sectional lifespan sample. They highlight the importance of
including the developmental context in gender research by
explicitly noting that:

Our life-span approach emphasizes that gender devel-
opment is a lifelong process. Across many cultures,
gender is a salient social category that children
internalize and use as a central aspect of how they
define themselves….Although a large body of research
examines gender development in childhood and adoles-
cence…, the idea that gender development continues
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across the life span has received far less attention….we
detail how dimensions of gender, such as gender identi-
fication, gender typicality, and gender-stereotyped
personality traits may differ across three age groups:
young, middle-aged, and older adults.^ (p. 2)

In their study, Lemaster et al. found that gender typicality
and androgyny differ between young, middle-aged, and older
adults and that androgyny and stereotypically masculine traits
are tied to marital relationship roles in older adult men. By
looking across age groups and considering developmental
roles, we believe that Lemaster et al. begin to answer Eckes
and Trautner’s (2000) call, clearly illuminating a path for fu-
ture research for gender scholars.

New Measures and Applications

Another way in which we can see Bem’s influence on future
directions of gender scholarship is in the application of Bem’s
work to the development of new gender measures and new
fields. Fleming et al. (2016) developed a measurement tech-
nique for assessing behavioral expressions of gender using
The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health
dataset. The technique assesses gender expression by measur-
ing the degree to which a person’s behaviors are similar or
dissimilar to the behaviors reported by others of the same
gender in the same dataset. As the authors explain, this tech-
nique builds on the BSRI, but assesses doing gender rather
than having gender. This measurement technique can be used
in any data set with a diverse set of behavioral questions.

The special issue also includes new applications of Bem’s
theory of androgyny. In their paper, Pauletti et al. (2016) in-
vestigate whether a new conceptualization of androgyny is
associated with self-esteem, lower peer-reported internalizing
symptoms, less felt pressure for gender differentiation, and
fewer sexist beliefs. The authors measure androgyny with a
newly developed measure of felt other-gender typicality that
they used alongside Egan and Perry’s (2001) felt same-gender
typicality. Using these two measures together as a measure of
androgyny, they found that, in line with Bem’s theorizing,
androgynous preadolescents and early adolescents who re-
ported high other- and same-felt gender typicality reported
high self-esteem and little felt pressure to be gender typical.
Androgynous early adolescents, (but not preadolescents) had
fewer perceived internalizing problems, and androgynous
boys in both age groups reported fewer sexist beliefs. The
authors suggest that one reason why Bemmay not have found
wide support for her belief that androgynous people are better
adjusted and less gender-polarized may be because of the
measures she and others used. They suggest that the develop-
ment of new measures that are Bnot tethered to specific, con-
crete gender-typed referents…can be applied across different

cultures, ages, and times in history^ (p. 13) may ultimately
lead to the support of Bem’s early theorizing about androgyny.

Like Pauletti et al. (2016), Bukowski et al. (2016) use a
new and creative way to assess androgyny. Bukowski et al.
investigated the links between well-being and androgyny
in friendships, operationally defined as liking same- and
other-gender peers and being liked by same- and other-
gender peers. Consistent with Bem’s theory on androgyny,
Bukowski et al. found that children with androgynous
friendships reported greater well-being than did children with
primarily same-sex friendships or children who reported
little affiliation with those of either gender. Because
Bukowski et al.’s study design was short-term longitudi-
nal, the authors were able to assess the directionality of
the relationship. In doing so, they found that androgyny in
friendships both predicted and was predicted by well-being.
The authors note that:

Bem…herself was open-minded about alternative ap-
proaches to the measurement of androgyny. She realized
that this construct could be relevant to a broad array of
experiences related to masculinity and femininity, such
as experiences with members of one’s own gender and
the other gender. (p. 2)

We see the continued relevance in of the construct of an-
drogyny in both the papers written by Bukowski et al. and
Pauletti et al.

Finally, other ways in which we can see the influence of
Bem in the future study of gender are in the application of
Bem’s work to new fields to better understand underlying
mechanisms of observed gender differences and to
understand within gender variations. In their paper, Yang
and Merrill (2016) apply Bem’s work to the study of
wayfinding, also known as navigation, to account for com-
monly found and reported gender differences in this cognitive
(and traditionally masculine) behavior. Specifically, Yang and
Merrill examined how utilizing a multidimensional assess-
ment of gender-typed characteristics (i.e., personality vs. cog-
nitive characteristics) allowed for greater specificity in
predicting wayfinding. More specifically, they examined
whether endorsements of cognitive aspects of femininity and
masculinity and of masculine and feminine personality char-
acteristics relate to wayfinding in college students. The au-
thors found that for bothmen and women greater endorsement
of masculine cognitive characteristics predicted greater use of
wayfinding strategies. Similarly, for both men and women,
higher masculine cognitive characteristics predicted better
wayfinding competence, and higher feminine personality
characteristics predicted poorer wayfinding competence.
However, higher endorsement of feminine cognitive charac-
teristics predicted better wayfinding competence for men but
not for women. Findings from their study show how Bem’s
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work is being built upon and applied to better understand the
role of gender in predicting behavior in a variety of domains.

Interestingly, Fleming et al. (2016) envision their measure-
ment technique for assessing the degree to which girls and
women and boys and men behave like their same-gender
peers and apply it in the same way that Yang and Merrill
(2016) did in their study on wayfinding. Specifically,
Fleming et al. note that their behavioral assessment could be
used to understand why some men smoke whereas others do
not, or whether women who behave similarly to men might
smoke at similar rates to men. Whereas Yang and Merrill
attempted to account for gender differences by focusing on
various aspects of having gender (i.e., endorsement of
gender-typed characteristics), Fleming and colleagues suggest
that utilizing assessments of doing gender (i.e., behaving sim-
ilarly to same-gender peers) might also be important for iden-
tifying underlying mechanisms that explain observed gender
differences between men and women, as well as within-
gender variability in a variety of domains. As researchers con-
tinue to grapple with increasingly complex understandings of
gender, new assessment tools and applications will likely con-
tinue to be developed.

Summary

Bem’s ideas have had a far-reaching influence in terms of how
we think about and study gender. Bem’s work continues to
appeal to and inspire feminists who believe that gender is a
social construction, which has created and perpetuated social
inequality through prescriptive standards for women and men
(e.g., Carr et al. 2015). Although Sandra Bem may not be with
us today, we believe that these special issues in her honor prove
that her legacy lives on. As the study of gender continues to
develop in its complexity and its breadth, we believe that Bem’s
work will surely be the foundation on which we build.We have
been humbled and honored to edit these special as a tribute to
her, and we hope that other scholars, like us, will continue to be
inspired by her work for generations to come.

Compliance with Ethical Standards The authors are collectively re-
sponsible for the contents of this manuscript, which was prepared in
accordance with the ethical standards of the American Psychological
Association.
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