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Abstract 

The perception of femininity in the workplace has traditionally been viewed 

negatively by the general public. While many perceive femininity in the workplace as 

being unprofessional, changing generational values suggest a dramatic shift in this 

perception. Conflicting research on the perception of femininity calls for a re-evaluation 

of the current definition of femininity and of the public’s perception of femininity in the 

workplace in relation to professionalism. A survey of 310 college students at a 

southeastern university were asked about their perceptions of femininity demonstrated in 

the workplace in order to understand and predict new trends in generational workplace 

values. This study investigated the current perceptions of femininity in the workplace in 

hopes that both workforce educators and business personnel can predict future changes in 

workplace culture and use this information to create a more inclusive workplace 

environment.  

The findings of this study indicated that an individual’s gender had an impact on 

if an individual saw femininity in the workplace, that older individuals were less likely to 

associate femininity with professionalism, that Seniors in college were less likely to 

assert that males displayed femininity less than females, that being independent and 

having leadership ability are two of the most important professional traits to individuals, 

that individuals who did not wish to disclose their gender valued work or family, and that 

in general college students viewed femininity in the workplace positively. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The cultural climate of workplace environments changes over time. The type of 

leadership and management in place, the geographic location of the business, and even 

the kind of work that is done all affect the workplace culture. While some of these factors 

are frequently associated with the formation of workplace norms and practices, often the 

idea of femininity is overlooked as being a positive contributor. According to some 

researchers, the demonstration of femininity in the workplace is essential to being a 

successful worker (Adamson, 2017; Banchefsky, Westfall, Park, & Judd, 2016; Buddle, 

2006; Hehman, Carpinella, Johnson, Leitner, & Freeman, 2014). These authors posit that 

utilizing femininity in the workplace allows individuals to be more competent and as a 

result, to better the businesses they work for. While these researchers argue that 

femininity is beneficial in workplace environments and should be viewed as professional, 

why is it that the current climate of most workplace cultures views femininity as a 

negative, unprofessional trait (Banchefsky et al., 2016; Goodman, 2009; Little, Major, 

Hinojosam, & Nelson, 2015; Maier, 1999)? 

As exhibited by several studies (Banchefsky et al., 2016; Little et al., 2015; Maier, 

1999), and the development of instruments such as the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1974), 

femininity has traditionally been viewed negatively because it has been considered 

inferior to masculinity or associated with sexuality. It comes as no surprise that many 

workplace environments are still embodying the masculine preference and that many 

workplace cultures across the United States reflect this inclination today (Goodman, 

2009). While a masculine work environment may be beneficial for some, the suppression 
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of one’s femininity has been problematic for others. Leadership and office personnel 

alike have prioritized and favored masculine traits time and again (Ayman & Frame, 

2017; Cuadrado, Garcia- Ael, and Molero, 2015; Hakim, 1996). As such, demonstrating 

more masculine traits while suppressing feminine ones has been instrumental to 

individual advancement and has dramatically influenced workplace cultures.  

As previously stated, many researchers have suggested that the use of femininity 

in the workplace is often associated with utilizing sexuality or polarizing these actions 

with that of masculinity (Goodman, 2009; Kimmel, 1987; Paechter, 2006). Employees 

continually find themselves in situations that require them to mimic masculine traits if 

they want to be considered professional. While exhibiting specific characteristics of 

masculinity in a workplace environment can be viewed as being professional in some 

regard, this study questions the current perceptions of femininity demonstrated in the 

workplace. The researcher intends to use this information to examine if newer 

generations are changing the status quo and are seeing femininity as more professional 

than previous generations in hopes that the future of workplace settings will shift to be 

more inclusive than in past years. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The primary purpose of this study was to identify the current perceptions of 

femininity in workplace environments. It was to evaluate college students’ perceptions of 

femininity demonstrated in the workplace as either professional/desirable or 

unprofessional/not desirable. The study aimed to identify the modern-day perceptions of 

femininity in regards to both preference and professionalism in the workplace as seen by 

younger generations.  
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The purpose of this research was also to contribute to a small body of existing 

literature that describes femininity from the perspective of multiple genders. A majority 

of the existing research focuses on perceptions of femininity based on sex (mostly 

women) and relates the concept of femininity with the concepts of sexuality and/or 

masculinity. As a result, another purpose of this study was to see how multiple genders 

perceived femininity demonstrated in the workplace, and to gather data that helps identify 

how individuals perceive femininity without regard to sexuality or masculinity.   

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to guide this study: 

1. What is the relationship between demographics (race, gender, age, class standing,

and current employment status) and perceptions of femininity?

2. What is the relationship between gender and perception of the femininity or

masculinity of a personal characteristic?

3. How do college students view feminine traits in contrast to masculine traits?

4. What is the relationship between gender and feminine value preferences in

workplace settings?

5. How is femininity in the workplace viewed by college students?

Statement of the Problem 

 The definition of femininity has long been disputed. The term is most commonly 

thought of in two respects. The first way femininity is portrayed in research and by 

the general public is by being synonymous with the term sexuality. Femininity is 

frequently associated with sexuality when contextualized in workplace environments. 

While sexuality can be considered a feminine characteristic, the two words are not 
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synonymous and should not be treated as such. Secondly, the definition of femininity 

is often treated as a duality of masculinity. In this regard, the concept of femininity 

cannot exist without masculinity. This dichotomy is problematic because it implies 

that the term is incapable of existing on its own. That the idea of femininity's 

existence is dependent upon that of masculinity and as such, is inferior to it. This 

understanding is problematic because it strips the concept of femininity’s autonomy 

and makes it reliant upon both the existence and understanding of another word. It is 

because of these haphazard definitions/associations that there is a need for additional 

research on the perceptions of femininity in the workplace. Previous research has 

failed to consider the concept of femininity as an independent, desexualized fashion. 

As a result, additional research is needed so that we may better understand how 

femininity is genuinely perceived by others. 

Significance of the Study 

Given the fact that a new generation (millennials) will soon be in an age where 

they could be taking on higher leadership roles within businesses, the findings of this 

study could prove to be important in the near future. With a new generation coming into 

positions of leadership, workplace cultures are bound to shift. The values of this new 

generation will greatly influence workplace norms and culture just as the generations 

before them have. As such, understanding how millennials perceive femininity is 

beneficial because it will allow workforce educators to understand better what this shift 

in culture may look like and how to use this knowledge to educate new employees more 

effectively.  
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This study’s findings are also of significance because there is little research on 

femininity in the workplace that does not pertain to sexuality or masculinity. 

Additionally, a majority of existing research focuses on perceptions of femininity from 

the perspective of biological sex (typically female). As a result, the results from the 

following study can aid in contributing to a pool of research dedicated to solely 

femininity and the workplace from the perspective of all genders. 

Finally, the data that was collected in this study can help inform business leaders 

and employees about what is currently being perceived as professional or desirable in the 

workplace. This information can then be used to create more effective workforce training 

materials, update human resource policies, and create a more inclusive workplace 

environment for all. 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made prior to the study: 

1. That the Bem Sex Role inventory is appropriate for measuring both femininity

and masculinity.

2. That survey respondents have a good understanding of the concept of femininity

and what it entails.

3. That a majority of college students are also considered members of the millennial

generation.

4. That a majority of the respondents have had a job at some point in time.

5. The respondents have answered the survey questions honestly and did not

succumb to any internal or exterior pressures that would alter their perceptions.

6. The respondents are representative of the full sample and the full demographic.
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Limitations 

There are a few limitations to the study at hand. First, the sample was gathered 

from one geographic location rather than multiple. This indicates that the findings of this 

study may not be generalizable on a national or global scale. In reality, these findings 

may only be indicative of specific regions in the southeastern United States.  

Second, this study utilized a convenience sampling technique rather than a 

random sampling technique. This may have impacted the generalizability of the results, 

but was necessary to complete the study at hand.  

Finally, the study's instrument may be considered a limitation. The instrument 

took the form of an online questionnaire and was sent out through an online program 

called Qualtrics. Due to the strict online nature of the instrument, those without access to 

the internet and an electronic device that can access the internet would have been unable 

to take part in the study.  

Definitions 

1. Bem Sex Role Inventory- A masculinity/femininity scale that was developed

in 1974 to identify an individual’s masculine or feminine inherent nature. This

instrument is frequently used in studies pertaining to femininity and

masculinity.

2. Femininity- “A socially constructed standard for women’s appearance,

demeanor, and values” (Bordo, 1993).

3. Masculinity- A socially constructed standard for men’s appearance, demeanor,

and values.



17 

4. Millennial- Individuals born in the United States between 1981 and 2000. This

group of individuals is also referred to as “Generation Y” and has experienced

and utilized advanced/rapid technological advancements from an early age.

5. Perception- An individual's personal view, understanding, or judgment about a

particular topic, concept, or object.

6. Delphi Method- A way of identifying whether there is any consensus in an

expert group and clarifying any agreement which exists. This is accomplished

through iterative rounds of a questionnaire completed by a panel of experts.

The questionnaire contains feedback about the answers given by the same

expert panel from the previous round of the questionnaire” (Greatorex and

Dexter, 2000, p. 1016).

Organization of the Study 

The following study is organized into five distinct chapters. Chapter 1 provides 

insight into the reason for the study at hand, a brief history of the research pertaining to 

femininity, the significance of the study, and the limitations. Additionally, this chapter 

outlines the study's research questions and the assumptions the researcher had before 

conducting the experiment.  

Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature. This review of literature includes 

information about the definition of femininity, professionalism, research that has 

addressed the perceptions of femininity in the workplace, the benefits of femininity, and 

the drawbacks of femininity. Additional information is provided in this section to help 

illustrate the many facets of the topic at hand and how new research can add to this body 

of existing knowledge. 
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The third chapter pertains to the methods that were used to carry out the study. 

This section describes the instrument that was used (along with its creation), the sample 

size, and the types of testing that were used to analyze the data that was gathered.  

 Chapter 4 details the results of the study. In this section, an exploration of the 

significance of data as well as statistical values is addressed. Tables and figures are used 

in this section to display the information that was gathered during the study visually. 

Finally, chapter 5 serves to address the author’s final conclusions and future 

recommendations for research on the perceptions of femininity in the workplace. This 

information can be used in future studies to increase yield even stronger results and draw 

more accurate conclusions.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The idea that today’s world values masculinity is not newfangled. From the time 

individuals are young, they inherently learn that those who succeed are the ones that 

demonstrate masculine traits and characteristics. They learn this lesson by observing, 

learning, and mimicking those around them who exhibit these traits, as they are the ones 

who are deemed important and/or successful. While everyone wants to be considered 

successful in their chosen fields, why is it that reaching this goal is contingent upon 

mastering and demonstrating aspects of masculinity? Silver (2017) appeared to be 

troubled by this same question when she stated: 

It’s a man’s world after all. You exist in a world that values and rewards what you 

call your Masculine Genius: your rational linear, go-go-go, get-it-done, goal-

oriented, competitive, will-powered abilities. It is the same world that shames and 

hobbies your intuitive, meaningful, collaborative, emotional, passionate, spiraling, 

soulful abilities- your Feminine Genius. (p.8) 

Silver helped bring the concept of femininity to the forefront of this conversation 

by positing that today’s world values masculinity and looks negatively upon femininity. 

Although this idea has been repeatedly supported in several different types of 

workplaces, why is it that femininity is perceived as being so undesirable and so 

unprofessional? Many researchers have asked this same question and have addressed this 

same concern by carrying out studies that explore the different attitudes associated with 

these concepts (Ayman & Frame, 2017; Banchefsky et al., 2016; Cuadrado et al., 2015; 
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Hakim, 1996; Little et al., 2015; Maier, 1999). Their findings overwhelmingly indicated 

that femininity was viewed as not being as important, or as desirable as masculinity in the 

workplace. As a result, demonstrating any inherent feminine trait may put an individual 

in an uncomfortable position within a work environment.  

While these researchers’ findings have been instrumental in developing our 

understanding of the many views pertaining to masculinity and femininity, there appears 

to be a gap in the knowledge when it comes to its application to the workplace. Based on 

an extensive review of literature, it became apparent that there is very little information 

about femininity in the workplace that does not pertain to women. While investigating 

female femininity in the workplace is most certainly an important exploration, males and 

transgender individuals who also demonstrate femininity in the workplace are not being 

included in these discussions. Any individual can demonstrate characteristics of 

femininity despite their gender, and as such, can be subject to mistreatment as a result. 

With this being said, the following review of literature serves to illustrate the concepts of 

femininity and professionalism and link them to the workplace environment without 

regard to biological sex. While some of the literature is sex-specific, the concepts and 

beliefs that emerge transcend this tie and become applicable to the general population. By 

interrelating these topics, society can gain a better understanding of what femininity is, 

how femininity has traditionally been viewed in the workplace, how femininity is being 

viewed today, and how individuals view femininity in regards to professionalism. 

Purpose of the Study 

  The primary purpose of this study was to identify the current perceptions of 

femininity in workplace environments. It was to evaluate college students’ perceptions of 
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femininity demonstrated in the workplace as either professional/desirable or 

unprofessional/not desirable. The study aimed to identify the modern-day perceptions of 

femininity in regards to both preference and professionalism in the workplace as seen by 

younger generations.  

The purpose of this research was also to contribute to a small body of existing 

literature that describes femininity from the perspective of multiple genders. A majority 

of the existing research focuses on perceptions of femininity based on sex (mostly 

women) and relates the concept of femininity with the concepts of sexuality and/or 

masculinity. As a result, another purpose of this study was to see how multiple genders 

perceived femininity demonstrated in the workplace, and to gather data that helps identify 

how individuals perceive femininity without regard to sexuality or masculinity.   

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to guide this study: 

1. What is the relationship between demographics (race, gender, age, class standing, 

and current employment status) and perceptions of femininity? 

2. What is the relationship between gender and perception of the femininity or 

masculinity of a personal characteristic? 

3. How do college students view feminine traits in contrast to masculine traits? 

4. What is the relationship between gender and feminine value preferences in 

workplace settings? 

5. How is femininity in the workplace viewed by college students? 

Femininity  

What Is Femininity?  
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Femininity is a term that cannot be simply defined but must be thought of in 

context with changing times, environments, and norms. It is a socially constructed term 

that has no single meaning but lends itself to continue being thought of stereotypically as 

the things women or girls do (Hoffman, Hattie, & Borders, 2005; Paechter, 2006). 

According to a study conducted by Hoffman et al. (2005), the term femininity was also 

frequently associated with the female biological sex, expressive and relational 

characteristics, societal standards, and gender self-confidence. While most individuals are 

aware that all women and girls do not think or act the same way as a result of their 

biological sex, society often used this idea to generalize the actions, appearance, or values 

of others in relation to female tendencies. This inclination often leads to the definition of 

femininity being perpetually reflective of the characteristics and values of the dominant 

female groups in society, rather than of the whole population. Additionally, Hoffman et 

al. (2005) pointed out that this notion of assuming we know a concrete definition of this 

term maintains a focus on stereotypical descriptions that do not capture the complexity of 

its true nature.  

Femininity vs. Masculinity 

The definition of femininity has a fascinating relationship with the definition of 

masculinity. Since the terms change so frequently, scholars like Kimmel (1987) and 

Paechter (2006) posited that individuals were left to define these terms in relation to one 

another. The definitions of femininity that developed as a result of this dependent 

relationship became problematic because both the terms and their relationship with one 

another also changed with time. As a result, this changing relationship altered the 
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definition and understanding of both the individual words and their relationship to one 

another. 

On the other hand, Paechter (2006) asserted that other authors argue that these 

definitions are not and should not be constructed in relation to one another.  These 

authors caution that having each definition constructed in relation to one another is 

inaccurate because it implies that both femininity and masculinity are viewed as equals. 

They posit that in reality, femininity is often seen as the subordinate term and as a result, 

the relationship between these two terms is more dualistic in nature (Paechter, 2006). 

Hyperfemininity  

Like most things in life, femininity is not exempt from transforming into 

something a bit more extreme. A more radical manifestation of feminine characteristics 

or traits has been dubbed “hyperfemininty” by authors like Murnen and Byrne (1991), 

Van Oosten, Peter, and Boot (2015) and Paechter (2006). According to Paechter, 

hyperfemininty is a dramatic, glamorized version of femininity that does not reflect the 

ordinary, day-to-day activities of most women. Murnen and Byrne built on this definition 

by stating that hyperfemininty’s exaggerated adherence to stereotypical feminine roles 

creates the notion that a woman’s success is determined by developing and keeping a 

relationship with a male, and that her primary value in a romantic relationship is her 

sexuality. It appears that hyperfemininty paints a grotesque picture of what females 

should act like, dress like, prioritize, and value (Van Oosten et al., 2015). 

 Hyperfemininty also suggests that women should expect males to uphold their 

traditional part in a romantic relationship. As a result, hyperfemininty posits that males 

should display aggressive, sometimes even forceful initiations of sexual activity (Murnen 
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& Byrne; 1991). Unfortunately, this extreme form of femininity is often what media 

outlets choose to show to their audiences. Regardless of the dramaturgical idea of 

hyperfemininty, women are subject to seeing this idea often and are claiming that they 

feel like they are not “doing femininity well” because they are not meeting the extreme 

standards the media set for them (Paechter, 2006, p.255). This feeling of failure and not 

being feminine enough can lead to both emotional stress and psychological distress.  

Femininity and Sexuality  

While some ways of thinking have relied on considering the terms femininity and 

masculinity as opposites or as dualities of one another, the idea of femininity has also 

been considered synonymous with other terms. For example, Goodman (2009) stated that 

the term femininity is often confused with or attributed to the word sexuality. The author 

also contended that there have been numerous researchers and authors that have used the 

words interchangeably. While this interchangeability is not necessarily a negative thing, 

considering these terms synonymously can be problematic because both words are social 

constructs within themselves. Thus, over time their definitions will change and will ebb 

and flow from and into one another making their synonymy contextual. While the 

definition of femininity shifts over time and differs from person to person, maybe its 

relationship with the concept of sexuality shifts along with it. Goodman (2009) agreed 

with this idea and stated that the terms should possibly be considered as part of a single 

continuum. 

My Definition of Femininity  

Some authors define the term femininity as being related to stereotypical traits 

associated with females. More specifically, researchers like Lorber (1994), Martin 
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(2004), West and Zimmerman (2002), and Goodman (2009) posited that femininity is 

usually defined as the traits, behaviors, and capabilities that are normatively or 

stereotypically linked with the gender statuses of girl and woman. While I feel that this 

definition is not inaccurate by any stretch of the imagination, I find that a more concise 

definition that alludes to the idea of femininity being a social construct may be more 

helpful to those who are not as well versed in the subject matter. Goodman (2009) 

utilized a definition of femininity derived from the work of Susan Bordo (1993) that 

reflects these preferences. She defined the term femininity as “a socially constructed 

standard for women's appearance, demeanor, and values (Goodman, 2009, p.15)." As 

such, this will be the definition of femininity that is used in this study. Gabriele 

Goodman’s definition was chosen for this study for two different reasons. First, 

Goodman’s definition was chosen because it embodies the idea that the term femininity 

itself is a social construct. As such, this accounts for the term’s continued change over 

time. Second, this definition was also chosen because it focuses on three areas that are of 

particular interest to this study; appearance, demeanor, and values.   

Who Demonstrates Femininity?  

Based on previously discussed information, it comes as no surprise that femininity 

has been traditionally associated with the female gender. While we often limit our 

thinking about this topic to women and girls, the reality is that anyone can demonstrate 

femininity (Hoffman et al., 2005; Paechter, 2006). Femininity does not discriminate 

based on gender, ethnicity, religion, or socioeconomic status. According to Bordo (1993), 

femininity is a construct that can be demonstrated by anyone at any given time. 
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Femininity itself is not limited to words or actions, but can extend to what an individual 

chooses to wear, their values, their goals, and even their style of communication.  

Contrary to popular opinion, males demonstrate aspects of femininity. Robinson 

and Hobson (1978) described how men in their youth are conditioned to portray 

stereotypical notions of masculinity. The authors pointed out how little boys are 

encouraged to play with cars, engage in sports, play with military action figures, and the 

like (Robinson & Hobson, 1978). It is clear that these young men are encouraged to 

interact with their peers in a way that reflects the gendered-norms for their community. 

Often these norms lend themselves to playing more roughly with one another and to 

creating close friendships with other boys that share their interests (Robinson & 

Hobson,1978). Despite the common effort to condition boys to assume their gender role 

from an early age, as males get older there are times that they break from their 

conditioned masculinity and demonstrate femininity in both their personal and 

professional lives.  

One way that males can demonstrate this femininity is through their wardrobe. 

Males who wear bright colors such as pink, yellow, purple, or pastel colors can be viewed 

as more feminine than their peers. According to Damhorst and Reed (1986) and Tan and 

See (2009), societal standards assert that males should dress in darker or more neutral 

colors such as blue, grey, or black. The authors posited that these colors have often been 

associated with a masculine, more powerful projection (Damhorst & Reed, 1986; Tan & 

See, 2009). However, if a male chooses to wear lighter or brighter colors rather than 

darker ones, he is demonstrating his rejection of masculine societal expectations and is 

showcasing his defiance by way of femininity.  
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On a similar note, males can also demonstrate their femininity by the amount of 

grooming they incorporate into their daily routine. Cheong and Kaur (2015) reviewed 

how traditionally males have not concerned themselves with extensive grooming 

practices unless they were considered metrosexual. Coined by Simpson in 1994 (2002), a 

metrosexual individual is a young, vain, urban man who is willing to spend money on his 

physical appearance because he sees his image as being of the utmost importance. Males 

in today’s society are deviating a bit from traditional practices and are showing more of 

an interest in the grooming industry without claiming to be metrosexual (Cheong & Kaur, 

2015). The lack of association with the metrosexual label along with the increased 

interest in physical appearance is refreshing because it seems to indicate that the 

perception of self-care may be shifting to embrace a more inclusive gendered population, 

and that it may also be changing the perception of what it means to be masculine.  

Based on the increase of self-care interest it is no surprise that men are taking a 

greater interest in skincare, beard care, and hair care products than in previous years 

(Cheong & Kaur, 2015). This increase may be partially attributed to media outlets that 

are portraying the male self-care trend in their commercials, ads, and television shows. 

Models and characters portrayed in the media can frequently be seen styling their hair or 

conditioning their beards in ads and commercials. As a result, it appears that the media is 

working to re-enforce the notion that males should be taking care of themselves 

physically, and that the male self-care routine should become a common practice in 

today’s society. Cheong and Kaur (2015) posited that this new trend is interesting 

because routine grooming and self-care have typically been associated with vanity which 

in turn, is associated with femininity. Since females have historically felt societal 
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pressure to appear perfect, these types of products and self- care routines were utilized 

often. Consequently, the frequency of these seemingly imperative self care routines then 

painted both women and the concept of self-care as being vain. Despite these historic 

trends, the new inclination of males taking an interest in their personal appearance goes 

beyond gender roles and serves to demonstrate how femininity can most certainly cross 

gender lines.  

Aspects of femininity can also be demonstrated by males by way of their personal 

values. According to the popular Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1974), males tend to 

value being forceful, aggressive, and athletic. While the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) 

measures differences in femininity and masculinity in regards to one’s own traits, the 

simple categorization they use indicates that they perceive males to act one way and 

females to act another. While these gendered-traits and values may be accurate for some 

individuals, others may disagree. For example, instead of valuing force, aggression, and 

athleticism, some males may value more feminine characteristics such as understanding, 

loyalty, and compassion (Bem, 1974). There is nothing wrong with preferring feminine 

values over masculine values, but in doing so a male signifies that he is favoring feminine 

traits and as a result, is exhibiting his femininity.  

Finally, males can demonstrate femininity in the way they communicate. While 

the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1974) contends that masculinity includes aggression, 

forcefulness, and assertion, the communication styles of males (or of those who are 

demonstrating masculinity) do not always have to mirror these ideas. Males can choose to 

communicate by speaking more quietly, letting others facilitate the conversation, or by 

choosing to remove themselves from confrontational situations. These ways of 
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communicating tend to be associated with more feminine qualities but they are being 

practiced in today’s society by males nonetheless.  

Professionalism  

The Definition of Professionalism 

  Much like the term femininity, the term professionalism is also a construct. The 

definition of the term changes from environment to environment and transforms over 

time to reflect the needs, desires, and values of a current community or group of 

individuals. There are several definitions of professionalism that exist today. Many of 

these definitions vary slightly depending on the professional field that is being discussed 

and the year the definition was created. Due to a difference in desirable skills in each 

workplace and the significance of present-day events, the definition of professionalism is 

ever changing. However, despite these differences some definitional commonalities have 

emerged over time that help provide a better understanding of what the concept means. 

For example, Bachman (2013) proposed that architects viewed the definition of 

professionalism as addressing five main categories: discipline, occupation, education, 

organizational membership, and virtue. While this may not be a formal one to three 

sentence definition, Bachman’s way of defining professionalism indicated that a single 

definition may not be able to encompass all of the components and key concepts that he 

feels are important. As a result, the author used a list format to individually define the 

components that make up the definition of professionalism instead. 

In terms of professionalism and discipline, Bachman (2013) admitted that a 

professional must have a large, specialized set of knowledge that has been attained over a 

long period of time. This knowledge must be reflected on, mastered, and used in service 
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to help others. The author also stated that occupation was essential to professionalism. He 

suggested that occupation referred to an individual’s specialized skills, principles, and 

knowledge that are used to distribute visionary services to society and result in profitable 

returns (Bachman, 2013). This puts a true professional in the role of both obtaining 

knowledge and using it for a mutual profit. Education was also considered a foundational 

piece of professionalism in architecture because it ensured that an individual had acquired 

and maintained the basic knowledge and skills they needed for their profession 

(Bachman, 2013). By this standard a professional should have mastered basic knowledge 

in an educational setting before moving on to acquiring more advanced knowledge. 

Bachman (2013) also extended the notion that organizational membership indicated 

professionalism because it allowed an individual the opportunity to partake as an agent of 

collective member interests and to govern the public. This indicated that professionals 

should collaborate and contribute to their field by coming together to implement change 

and order. Finally, the last key factor in an architect’s definition of professionalism 

pertained to virtue. According to Bachman (2013), a professional must have a vision to 

use their skills to advance the public good. These individuals must have a high regard for 

ethics, traditions, and share a concern for shared well-being (Bachman, 2013). Although 

professionalism can not be defined in one or two sentences in this field, the insight these 

five categories gave to professionalism is just as powerful as a formal definition. 

Individuals who read this definition know exactly what they need to do to be considered 

professional. As a result, these clear guidelines can be practiced and mastered by those 

who desire to go into this field to achieve professional status.  
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 Another definition of professionalism was brought about by John Keane (1974). 

When it came to advertising, Keane ascertained that professionalism had fifteen 

individual elements that made up its definition. First, the definition of professionalism in 

advertising began with unique theory. Unique theory is a “systematically organized and 

unified body of knowledge depicted by its own set of assumptions, principles, 

terminology, and procedures” (Keane, 1974, p. 7). According to this idea, a professional 

must have had the proper knowledge of unique theory and knew how to administer this 

information accordingly.  

Next, professionalism included organization. While it would be helpful if 

professionals were orderly, the use of organization in this case referred to a formal 

association that represented those with a shared interest (in this case advertising) (Keane, 

1974). This qualification stressed the importance of sharing knowledge and the 

importance of unity in action. Two more components of the definition of professionalism 

were entry qualifications and legal representation. These components pertained to passing 

standard tests or requirements to prove an understanding of basic job-related knowledge 

and receiving some type of legal recognition for this training (like a license or certificate 

of completion) (Keane, 1974). This type of understanding and proof of understanding 

was vital to professionalism because it ensured that individuals were competent in their 

field and that they were capable of meeting national/state standards through their 

knowledge.  

Work discipline and standards of performance were also essential to the definition 

of professionalism. According to Keane (1974), work discipline referred to continual 

thoroughness, accuracy, objectivity, and responsibility while standards of performance 
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referred to the set criteria or measurement used to analyze performance continually. 

Professionals should have been able to produce quality work continuously and maintain 

that level of quality by using the standards given to them to ensure excellence every time.  

Keane (1974) also referenced independence and commitment in his definition of 

professionalism. Keane asserted that independence referred to the autonomy an expert 

had and their ability to distribute expert information to others. He also wrote that 

commitment referred to a dedication of high performance, ethics, and self-appraisal, and 

integrity. The inclusion of this information suggested that the definition of 

professionalism should feature both autonomy and commitment as two of its driving 

concepts or requirements.  

Despite the difference in their professions both Bachman (2013) and Keane 

(1974) agreed that the definition of professionalism also included specialized training, 

codes of ethics, ethics enforcement, self-appraisal or assessment, social responsibility, 

integrity, and continuing education. This overlap is interesting because it indicates the 

potential underlying themes that could be universal in regard to the definition of 

professionalism. Evaluating the similarities between these two definitions helps 

researchers to better understand the concepts that are the most important to the definition 

of professionalism.  

Finally, Haynes (2012) also examined the definition of professionalism. Haynes’ 

(2012) definition rooted itself on the physical appearance of an individual rather than on a 

specific profession. Haynes (2012) held that the physical body was symbolic for 

how/what an individual thought about themselves in terms of their identity. By creating a 

definition of professionalism that linked physical appearance to self-perception, the 
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author was indirectly theorizing that the term was related to an individual’s personality as 

well. This is interesting because the definition of professionalism suddenly encompassed 

both internal and external traits, which appeared more holistic than previous definitions.   

Haynes developed her definition of professionalism through the experiences, 

testimonies, and observations shared by women in the United Kingdom and the United 

States. Based on her results, Haynes (2012) found that professionalism was not trendy or 

casual. Instead, she argued that professionalism valued traditional and formal dress 

because it added credibility to an individual. This finding indicated that the definition of 

professionalism was related to formal attire and by association (according to the author’s 

hypothesis) a more formal and proper attitude. The relationship between formal dress and 

professionalism is rather interesting because it prompts one to believe that those who 

dress casually or trendy may not think of themselves as highly as they should or that they 

may value new wave ideas more than established practices.   

The author also found that professionalism extended itself to relationships with 

clients. According to Haynes (2012), professionalism meant having long-term, personal 

relationships with clients. As a result of this commitment to continual client relations, 

true professionals needed to always look professional (via formal business attire), 

continued to meet the expectations of clients, established credibility with them over time, 

conducted themselves with seriousness, and used appropriate body language. In this 

particular definition it is clear that professionalism equivocated to continual outreach and 

relationship-building with clients. It encompassed a balance of both professional 

demeanor and friendly relationships.   
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The third finding Haynes reported was about communication. Based on her 

findings, Haynes (2012) stated that professionalism meant speaking with assertiveness 

while not coming across to others as overly aggressive. The author cautioned that for 

women this might be more challenging to do because masculine-natured workplace 

environments did not necessarily welcome female assertion. In these types of work 

environments female individuals may have been governed by a different definition of 

professionalism with respect to communication than males were. While this difference in 

definition may have seemed unnecessary, it was unfortunately a common practice in 

workplaces during that time. 

Finally, the last finding Haynes (2012) reported about the definition 

professionalism was surprisingly tied to fitness. The author held that the women she 

interviewed provided evidence that tied the definition of professionalism to appearing 

healthy. The interview responses of the women Haynes conversed with indicated that 

professional environments did not want their workers overweight or unhealthy looking. 

Apparently the women who worked in these professional environments were encouraged 

to be healthy and look like they take care of themselves. Interestingly enough, nothing 

was mentioned about a need for males to look healthy. Haynes pointed out that these 

women were expected to dress better than both their clients and their peers when 

appropriate. This is an interesting idea because it makes one believe that the definition of 

professionalism is tied to the ever changing concept of beauty. As a result, the idea that 

the definition of professionalism is affected by social desires is both interesting and 

concerning. 



 36 

Based on the definitions of professionalism that have been reviewed, 

professionalism in the present study will refer to the ability of an individual to 

demonstrate expert knowledge, commitment to an organization, self-assessment, quality 

customer service, respect, virtue, and the ability to maintain a respectable physical 

appearance. A majority of these traits were chosen due to their repetitive inclusion in 

other definitions of professionalism. The addition of quality customer service was added 

into the present definition because this idea was referenced as common knowledge in a 

majority of the literature. Although the idea of quality customer service may appear to be 

common knowledge to some, its inclusion in this formal definition serves to guide those 

who are not as familiar with the topic at hand in their thinking and understanding of what 

is expected of these top-notch professional individuals.  

Characteristics of Professionalism  

 Everyone has a different idea about what they consider professional. Different 

professions may emphasize certain qualities over others, but there continues to be a 

standard set of traits that are regarded as professional across career fields. Based on her 

research findings, Dyer (2018) posited that demonstrating professionalism in the 

workplace meant that an individual must have specialized knowledge, apply this 

knowledge ethically, and seek to perpetuate and develop this knowledge. This meant that 

to demonstrate professionalism individuals must have known more than the average 

employee, must have responsibly use this knowledge, and must have desired to continue 

to learn more about their chosen career field/place of employment. These individuals 

both understood and embraced the notion that learning is a continual process. According 

to this idea, professional individuals must have sought out opportunities to learn more 
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about what it is they did and used this information to both better themselves and their 

workplace. Bachman (2013) and Keane (1974) also discussed the need for professionals 

to have specialized knowledge and act ethically which supported the idea that this 

characteristic was highly regarded across career fields. The authors held that 

professionals must be extremely knowledgeable about what it is they do and must 

morally use this information to help themselves, their organization, and others.  

Dyer (2018) also posited that demonstrating professionalism meant operating with 

similar aims and shared interests. In this case, the goal of an individual’s co-workers, 

supervisors, and the organization as a whole reflected their interests and goals. In this 

view a professional was continually working towards advancing the mission, values, and 

goals of the organization that employed them. They were not focused on competition 

with their co-workers but were more concerned with their ability to operate in accordance 

with the overall mission of the office. In other words, a true professional was expected to 

embody the organization’s core values and goals. As a result, these individuals became 

associated with professionalism and were considered loyal to their company. 

Finally, Dyer (2018) stated that professionalism entailed engaging in critical 

reflection and having self-awareness. Bachman (2013) and Keane (1974) were in 

apparent support of this idea because they both discussed the importance of self-appraisal 

and self-awareness in their respective fields. The authors reported that an individual 

needed to be able to reflect on their performance and be able to identify the areas they 

should be improving if they wished to be considered a professional. Critical reflection in 

this instance meant that individuals could evaluate and reflect on various problems, 

situations, or actions with the intent of using that information to promote self 
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improvement. In the eyes of a professional, merely completing a task or acting a certain 

way was not enough. They must have critically thought about what took place, evaluated 

their level of satisfaction with the outcomes, and determined the next steps of action for 

immediate and future use.  

Dyer (2018) also suggested that self-awareness was a crucial element of 

professionalism. This meant that individuals were aware of and understood who they 

were, what they wanted, what drove them, and how they felt in certain situations. 

Achieving self-awareness took a good amount of self-reflection and self-discovery. As 

such, demonstrating professionalism meant that individuals had a strong sense of self and 

that they were able to use that understanding to conduct themselves daily and make 

responsible decisions. 

Zafiropoulos (2017) also had some insight when it came to identifying the 

characteristics associated with professionalism. Zafiropoulos began by stating that to 

demonstrate professionalism, one must have professional competence. Having 

professional competence meant that individuals needed to be able to think, act, and 

communicate like an expert in their given field. This meant that individuals must act in a 

way that provided exceptional service and interactions to everyone they came into contact 

with. Professional competence extended to include communication, knowledge, technical 

skills, and even reasoning. This meant that for one to be professionally competent they 

must have had an average to above average understating of how to do all of these things 

rather than just a few of them. 

Zafiropoulos (2017) also argued that professionalism included behaving ethically, 

having integrity, and practicing honesty. Several authors had mentioned this, but these 



 39 

traits were important aspects of professionalism because they rooted themselves in an 

individual’s intrinsic motivation (Bachman, 2013; Dyer, 2018; Keane, 1974). Making 

sure that one's actions are ethical can be challenging in a workplace environment if 

benefits can come from acting unethically. Individuals act unethically for profit when 

they do things like embezzling money or set a colleague up for failure so they can swipe 

an available opportunity. While these individuals may appear to get ahead for a certain 

amount of time, the truth tends to come out and those privileges are then revoked and 

their professional reputations are left severely damaged. Having integrity and honesty in 

the workplace is also extremely important to professionals. Zafiropoulos (2017) wrote 

that true professionalism meant being honest in the workplace. There is a way to be 

honest without being cruel and as such, one could argue that this balance is important to 

master when one is trying to establish an appearance of professionalism in the workplace.  

Having respect for yourself and others was also claimed to be an essential 

component of professionalism (Zafiropoulos, 2017). Often individuals may have 

appeared to respect themselves but did not favor working with certain co-workers within 

their organizations. Despite their feelings, those who demonstrated true professionalism 

were able to look past their personal beliefs and respect all of their colleagues equally. 

When an individual could practice this level of respect it not only indicated that they 

were a professional, but, it also said a lot about their character and integrity. 

The final piece of professionalism advice Zafiropoulos (2017) stressed in his 

article was about self-regulation. Self-regulation in this case referred to an employee who 

was able to undergo a process where they used their knowledge, understanding, and 

evaluative skill-set to create new action and facilitate change. This action could be 
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internal or external and did not require a supervisor or colleague telling them explicitly 

what to do. This idea was very similar to what Dyer (2018), Bachman (2013), and Keane 

(1974) stated about critical reflection and having self-awareness. All of these skills 

depended heavily on the ability to evaluate, reflect, adapt, and hold oneself accountable 

for current and future actions. Self-regulation was an ongoing process that aided in the 

establishment of professionalism and helped an individual understand more about 

themselves.  

Haynes (2012) and Carr, Davies, and Lavin (2009) took a more external approach 

and discussed professionalism in regards to image. Based on their study’s findings, these 

researchers posited that formal dress was seen as more professional than casual dress in 

business settings (Carr et al., 2009; Haynes, 2012). Carr et al. defined “formal dress” as a 

suit and/or a suit and tie. According to the authors, this also lead to assumptions about an 

individual’s overall intelligence, credibility, and competence. Individuals who took a 

more business casual or strictly casual approach to their attire were seen as inferior to 

those who chose a more formal business attire. We often hear the phrase “dress for 

success” and based on these findings it appears that if one wants to reach professional 

status they must take this phrase seriously and make sure they dress more formally every 

day. 

The material of the clothing an individual chooses to wear can also contribute to 

their professionalism (Carr et al., 2009). Carr et al. argued that clothing that was made 

out of finer material such as silk was deemed more professional than fabrics that were 

made out of coarser material such as wool. This finding is interesting because it indicates 

that professionalism was not reached by merely wearing formal clothing, but that it 
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extended itself to include proper fabric selection. The authors’ findings indicated that an 

individual should consciously make clothing selections based on what society has 

deemed desirable. Unfortunately, these socially desirable fabrics typically come with a 

more expensive price tag. As such, wearing these finer fabrics also serves as an indicator 

of the socioeconomic status of an individual in the workplace. As a result, this 

understanding can contribute to both advantages or disadvantages in the workplace 

depending on the wardrobe of the individual and the preference of the workplace culture.  

Femininity in the Workplace  

The Beginnings of Femininity in the Workplace  

 Traditionally femininity in the workplace has been linked with the idea of women 

first joining the workforce. Although it is acknowledged that the concept of femininity 

has changed over time and that it has extended itself to being a non-discriminatory 

concept, a more in-depth review of the traditional origins of those who demonstrated 

femininity (females) and the workforce should be examined. This review of literature will 

allow us to better understand the previous relationship between femininity and the 

workplace and how that transformation relates to the present-day relationship. 

 Literature suggests that women began joining the workforce as a result of the 

labor shortage during World War II (Ashcraft, 1998; Stewart, 1998). According to 

Ashcraft and Stewart, the shortage of male workers opened up an opportunity for females 

to enter the workforce and learn the skills and trades their male counterparts were 

performing daily. While the men were gone fighting in the war, women were called upon 

by the United States’ government to do their part and join in the war efforts back home. 

Women were inspired by icons like Rosie the Riveter who beseeched women to join the 
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workforce with her can-do attitude and her inviting catchphrase of “we can do it!”.  Rosie 

depicted the idea that women can be more than homemakers. They could be workers, 

they could be strong, and they could be part of a female community and revolution. Her 

invitation served to inspire women across the United States who wanted to do more than 

domestic housework. As a result, women were thought to finally venture to the 

workplace and begin learning technical skills that continued to keep them coming back 

for more from that point forward.  

While the story of women in the workforce during World War II (WWII) is 

commonly told as the origin story for female workplace involvement, there is evidence 

that women were infiltrating the predominantly male workforce globally before World 

War II. According to Cheseer (2008), women had been members of the Australian 

workforce before World War II. Chesser shared that women like “Jack Lavell”, “Tom 

Ralph”, Violet Wooley, Frances Mardason, Vivian Campbell, and Maud Butler would 

use the practice of cross-dressing to hide their identities and live out the lives that they so 

desperately wanted. These women (and many others like them) would dress and act like 

men in order to work and make a life for themselves, by themselves. Chesser argued that 

women were using theses disguise tactics as early as the 1890s, which was well before 

World War II and thus, suggests that women were working long before their familiar 

WWII origins story suggests. The author declared that women would disguise themselves 

as men for a variety of reasons. These reasons include: an escape from the sexual perils 

women faced, higher wages for men, the desire for freedom and adventure, and 

independence.  
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Research Question #5 

How is femininity in the workplace viewed by college students? 

Data was collected from three different survey questions to answer this specific 

research question. The respondents were asked to rank the three statements on a five-

point Likert Scale that ranged from "Strongly Agree" to "Strongly Disagree." The data 

was tested via Descriptive Statistics and Frequency testing. The three 

questions/statements that were tested were: “I see those who display their femininity as 

professional” (M = 2.30, SD = .894), “I do not associate femininity with professionalism” 

(M = 3.29, SD = 1.220), and “Femininity in the workplace is a positive thing” (M = 2.23, 

SD = .906). The results of these tests indicated that over half of the sample (64.6%) saw 

displaying femininity in the workplace as being professional, that exactly 50% of the 

participants did not associate femininity with professionalism, and that 62% of the 

participants selected categories that suggested that they viewed femininity in the 

workplace as a positive thing.  

Conclusion 

An analysis of the data resulted in the following conclusions: 

Research Question #1 

1. Results indicated that the older an individual was, the less likely they were to

associate femininity with professionalism. This particular result aligns itself

with the idea of generational characteristics. Since the age range in this study

spanned from 18-55 years old, the generational categories of Baby Boomer,

Generation X, Millennial (Gen Y), and Gen Z were all present in the study.

The older participants in this study would likely be members of the Baby
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Boomer (56-73) generation. According to Gibson, Greenwood, and Murphy 

(2009), the Baby Boomer generation tends to value more masculine traits in 

the workforce. These individuals often value competition, leadership, and 

defending one’s own beliefs (Gibson et al., 2009). On the other hand, the 

younger generations (Gen Y and Gen Z) tend to adopt more feminine traits 

like being sympathetic, understanding, and loyal. With this being said, the 

data reinforced the existing research by stating that the older individuals in 

this study were less likely to associate femininity with professionalism 

because their definition of professionalism was centered upon that of 

masculinity.   

2. Another finding indicated that individuals who identified as feminine were

less likely to state that they did not associate femininity with professionalism.

This finding was not surprising since individuals who identified as feminine

were more than likely demonstrate femininity. As such, the belief that their

displays of femininity were not professional would not be something that they

would likely state or support.

3. The data indicated that out of all of the class standing categories, Senior

students were less likely to assert that males display femininity less than 

females. Based on my personal experience teaching older college students, 

this result could have come about because Senior students tend to be much 

more experienced and independent in their Senior year than they are in years 

prior. As most individuals get older they develop a sense of maturity and 

begin to gain their independence. One way they gain this independence is 



114 

though de-indoctrination and by using their acquired critical thinking skills to 

create their own opinions and make sense of the world around them. As such, 

by Senior year these skills are typically much more developed than they were 

in years before. As a result, this group of students may be more likely to reject 

the common stereotype that males display femininity less than females 

because they have witnessed or learned otherwise through their own 

experiences over time.  

4. Findings also indicated that non-white individuals were less likely to think

that males display femininity less than females. There is a plethora of existing 

literature on racial oppression that describes how people who identify 

themselves as being non-white have experienced racism and/or discrimination 

in multiple settings. One of these settings is that of the workplace. As such, 

the individuals in this study who considered themselves non-white may have 

been less likely to think that males displayed femininity less than females 

because they have experienced the same type of stereotyping that the 

statement reflects. Perhaps this group of individuals’ lived experiences and 

drive to debunk those stereotypes made them more inclined to answer this 

question in a way that suggested that males display their femininity as much 

as, or even more than females.   

5. Finally, the results of this study indicated that individuals who identified

their gender as masculine were more likely to think that femininity in the 

workplace is a positive thing than those who considered themselves feminine. 

It is highly recommend that additional research is conducted in response to 
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this finding to determine potential factors that would influence this 

relationship. However, perhaps those who identified as masculine did not 

know the potential repressions from demonstrating femininity in the 

workplace and thus, did not see it as a threatening or negative thing. Those 

who did demonstrate femininity may have indicated that they saw femininity 

in the workplace as being a negative because they knew the consequences of 

doing so and in turn, did not think of it favorably.  

Research Question #2 

1. Although there was no statistically significant relationship between gender and

the perception of the femininity or masculinity of a personal characteristic, the p-

value of the characteristic “independent” (p = .053) was very close to being 

considered significant. The data from research question #3 indicated that this 

specific characteristic was considered one of the top two most desirable 

workplace traits by the participants. Due to this perceived desirability, it is not 

surprising that out of all of the seven characteristics tested, “independent” came 

the closest to achieving a statically significant relationship. Perhaps with a larger 

sample size and more data collected, this characteristic could achieve a statistical 

significance in the future.  

Research Question #3 

1. The seven traits that were evaluated in this research question were

"independent," "cheerful," "loyal," "has leadership abilities," "understanding," 

"self-reliant," and "sensitive to the needs of others." According to the Bem Sex 

Role Inventory (1974), all of these traits are inherently more masculine or more 
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feminine. According to the Bem instrument, "independent," "has leadership 

abilities," and "self-reliant" are all considered masculine characteristics. On the 

other hand, the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1974) states that the characteristics 

"cheerful," "loyal," "understanding," and "sensitive to the needs of others" are all 

feminine traits. With this being said, the respondents surprisingly indicated that a 

mix of both feminine and masculine traits was most desirable in workplace 

settings. Although the top two most desired characteristics were both considered 

masculine ("independent" and "has leadership abilities"), the next three most 

desirable characteristics were all feminine ("cheerful," "loyal," "understanding"). 

This was a surprising result since quite a bit of research claims that masculine 

traits are valued more than feminine traits in workplace environments 

(Banchefsky et al., 2016; Little et al., 2015; Maier, 1999).  

Research Question #4 

1. The data suggested that the participants who identified themselves as feminine

were less likely to state that individuals should value work over family. This 

result reflects the findings of a large portion of gender-related literature (Bem, 

1974; Goodman, 2009; Hollis, 2018; Silver, 2017). Those who identify as 

feminine are most commonly associated with the female sex. As such, the strong 

history that ties females to familial values is clearly illustrated here. The message 

that females should prioritize taking care of their families is a social norm that has 

conditioned society for generations. As a result, the fact that these findings 

mirrored this conditioned message was not surprising.  
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2. The data also indicated that feminine participants were less likely to think that

wearing pants was more professional than wearing a dress. Since dresses are 

commonly associated with being female, and this group of individuals chose to 

identify their gender as “feminine”, wearing dresses may seem professional to this 

group because they may choose to wear them frequently and feel that they can or 

do maintain their professionalism while doing so.  

Research Question #5 

1. The data pertaining to two of the three questions used to determine college

students’ perceptions of femininity in the workplace, in general, indicated that the 

college students in this sample had an overall positive view of femininity in the 

workplace. As stated previously, over half of the sample (64.6%) indicated that 

they perceived displaying femininity in the workplace as being professional. A 

majority of the respondents indicated that they either "Strongly Agree" or "Agree" 

with the statement, "I see those who display their femininity as professional." 

Another 62% of the sample selected categories that suggested that they viewed 

"Femininity in the workplace is a positive thing." While these results are 

reassuring (because they indicated that perhaps college students are thinking in 

ways that will help make future workplace environments more inclusive), the 

participants’ response to the statement "I do not associate femininity with 

professionalism" was a bit troubling. Precisely 50% of the participants who 

answered this question were in agreement that they did not associate femininity 

with professionalism. While two of these three questions indicated a clear positive 

view of femininity, I believe that this last question's results may have been 
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attributed to the way the statement was constructed by the researcher. Individuals 

who read the statement "I do not associate femininity with professionalism" could 

have interpreted it in a way that made them assess if they associated femininity 

with professionalism often or even instinctually. If the researcher had made sure 

mention a workpalce setting in the statement initially (Ex: "I do not associate 

femininity with professionalism in a workplace environment.") there may have 

been different results. Alternatively, the participants could have been feeling 

pressure to be politically correct in these statements, which could explain the 

inconsistency in responses. Either way, additional research should be conducted 

in an attempt to explain the data pertaining to the question "I do not associate 

femininity with professionalism."  

Implications 

The results of this study indicate a number of implications for both workforce 

educators and researchers who wish to carry out similar studies in the future. First, based 

on the events that transpired during the data collection process, it is my opinion that a 

definition of femininity should be given to the participants in any femininity-based 

research that takes place. As the definition of femininity is a construct, individuals may 

have slightly different definitions of the term which may impact the way they participate 

or respond in a study. Not providing a definition of the term could impact the results of 

future studies. 

Another implication of this study’s findings is associated with workforce 

educators and the future of workforce training. Due to the statistically significant 

relationship between various assessments of femininity and an individual’s age, gender, 
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and race in this study, workforce educators should be very mindful of the demographics 

of the individuals they are training. They should consider how their students' 

demographics affect the way they view their place of work, and how they think about 

their actions within that institution. Workforce educators should consider how these 

demographic characteristics might affect their perception of the concepts of femininity 

and masculinity and should design a workforce training curriculum that both meets the 

organizations objective and reflects the potential perceptions of their students.  

A third implication of this study pertains to masculinity/femininity scales used by 

researchers. Researchers need to test any scales they acquire or create that attempt to 

measure femininity and/or masculinity. Since masculinity and femininity are both 

constructs, developing tools to measure them can be quite challenging. The current 

researcher’s attempt at creating two femininity scales were successful in the beginning of 

the survey design process (a >.7), but did not prove fruitful in the end. After revisions 

recommended by a femininity expert were implemented in these two sections, the scales 

received Cronbach’s Alpha scores of .435 (a = .435) and .090 (a = .090). Since these 

scores did not indicate good reliability for the sections as a whole (a >.7), all tests had to 

be run one statement at a time rather than all together. As a result, the findings of this 

endeavor apply to future researchers as they are highly encouraged to utilize a scale that 

has established reliability.  

The final implication of this research is directed towards workplace educators yet 

again. This study’s results indicated that in general, this sample had a positive perception 

of femininity in the workplace. Since these individuals will be joining the workforce and 

more than likely taking on leadership roles in the coming years, workforce educators 
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need to note this positive reaction to femininity. Workforce educators need to use this 

information during their period of curriculum development to help create a more 

inclusive workplace atmosphere for all. Since the results did not indicate an 

overwhelmingly negative perception of femininity in the workplace, I would recommend 

workplace educators capitalize on this in order to provide individuals with a clearer 

understanding of what femininity is, and to help create a more welcoming environment 

where everyone can feel comfortable simply being themselves.  

Recommendations for Future Research  

Since the topic of this study was on the subject of femininity within itself, there 

are several opportunities for future research. The following recommendations are not 

prioritized in any particular order but would undoubtedly be beneficial to understanding 

the perceptions of femininity that transpire in the workplace. 

1. Longitudinal studies to determine if people’s overall perception of femininity

change over time. 

2. This study focused on the opinions of 310 college students who were attending

a university in the Southeastern part of the United States. It is recommended that 

future research increases the sample size and utilizes a sample that is more 

representative of either an entire state or a national population to make the 

findings more generalizable. Individuals could accomplish these goals by 

collecting data from multiple universities within the same state or by collecting 

data from universities across the nation.  

3. Like many studies before it, this study utilized two five-point Likert Scales that

ranged from "Strongly Agree" to "Strongly Disagree." While it is highly 



121 

controversial, it is recommended that future research removes the "Neutral" 

option in Likert Scales. This is suggested so the researcher(s) may be able to 

understand a participant’s fundamental thoughts on femininity better. Often the 

"Neutral" option is used by the participants as a way to avoid thinking more in-

depth about the topic, and is used to help them to move on. As such, removing the 

"Neutral" option may prompt participants to think more critically about the issue 

at hand and may yield more accurate and reflective results.  

4. Future research should also take "political correctness" into consideration.

Societal norms are currently imploring the prioritizing the act of being "politically 

correct." This is especially true on controversial topics (like that of 

demonstrations of femininity in the workplace). As a result, researchers should be 

mindful of the potential inclination participants have to being "politically correct" 

and implement measures to control for this. 

5. More research is needed on the topic of femininity by itself. Most of the

existing literature focuses on the topic of femininity, but consistently relates it to 

masculinity or sexuality. This idea was mentioned by Goodman (2009) and 

appeared evident after reviewing the literature. As a result, future research should 

attempt to define and study femininity not as a dichotomy with masculinity or as 

an extension of sexuality, but simply as a construct that is worthy of being 

examined on its own.  

6. More research is needed on how gender, not sex, affects an individual's

perception of femininity. Most of the current research focuses on sex and as a 

result, future research that focuses on the concept of gender can help to contribute 
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to the small body of existing knowledge. Researchers can do this by simply 

asking an individual to identify the gender or genders they relate with rather than 

asking for their biological sex. 

7. Additional research is also needed that reflects marginalized groups’

perceptions of femininity in the workplace. These groups can be based on race, 

ethnicity, gender, religion, sexuality, etc. A majority of the literature on 

femininity is given from the standpoint of white females. Since femininity is 

demonstrated by all genders, races, ethnicities, sexualities, etc., more research is 

needed that features the perceptions and opinions of the members of today’s 

marginalized groups. Researchers can contribute to this need by specifically 

limiting their sample to include only members of these groups, or they can even 

pick one marginalized group from which to draw their sample.  
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