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PHYSIOL BEHAYV 66(3) 1033-1035, 1996.— Within the lesbian community there exists a common perception that lesbians
comprise two types, ‘‘butch,”’ having more masculine characteristics, and ‘‘femme,”’ having more feminine characteristics. The
present study investigated the question of whether these perceptions are reflected in different levels of the predominantly male
hormone testosterone. Salivatory testosterone levels and ‘‘butch/femme’’ ratings were obtained from 28 lesbian couples. Individ-
uals within couples tended to be opposite in ‘‘butch/femme’” ratings [intraclass r(26) = —0.77, p < 0.001] but similar in
testosterone levels [intraclass r(26) = 0.47, p < 0.01]. Also within couples, individuals with higher ‘‘butch’’ ratings had signif-
icantly higher testosterone levels, although across all individuals as a whole (ignoring couple pairing) there was no correlation
between testosterone and ‘‘butch/femme’” ratings. The results indicate that testosterone is related to ‘‘butch/femme’’ character-

istics, but only when regarded within the couple relationship.

Testosterone Hormones Lesbianism Sex roles

Women

MANY studies have investigated sex role diversity among les-
bians. In a study of heterosexual and homosexual women, Finlay
and Scheltema (6) found that lesbians scored higher on a mas-
culinity scale than heterosexual women, although the difference
was due solely to scores on the masculine trait of independence.
More useful information comes from studies of differences
among subgroups of lesbians. There is a common perception that
lesbians fall into two categories, ‘‘butch,”” exhibiting more mas-
culine characteristics, and ‘‘femme,”’ exhibiting more feminine
characteristics. Using the Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI), Lou-
lan (10) characterized ‘‘femmes’’ as cheerful, yielding, shy, af-
fectionate, flatterable, feminine, sympathetic, sensitive to needs
of others, understanding, compassionate, eager to soothe hurt
feelings, soft spoken, warm, tender, gullible, childlike, not using
harsh language, loving children, and gentle. She characterized
“‘butches’’ as being like traditional males, athletic, assertive,
forceful, dominant, masculine, aggressive, competitive, acting as
leaders, and having a strong personality. Consistent with this ster-
eotype, Singh found more masculine waist/hip ratios and sexual
style characteristics in ‘‘butch’’ than in ‘‘femme’’ subgroups.
Singh also found clear differences between ‘‘butches’ and
“‘femmes’’ in childhood gender memory and desire to give
birth (16).

'To whom requests for reprints should be addressed.

“‘Butch’’ and ‘‘femme’’ personality characteristics are partly
learned, but they also have biological determinants, as do other
personality and individual difference characteristics. Bouchard
(1) found that variance in personality traits such as dominance,
authoritarianism, and aggression is heavily determined by genetic
factors. Using the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire,
Tellegen et al. (17) concluded that approximately 50% of per-
sonality diversity can be attributed to genetic components. Hor-
mones provide a proximal physical link between genes and per-
sonality, and they have been related to personality characteristics
and behaviors in women and men. Specifically, high levels of
testosterone, the predominant male sex hormone, have been as-
sociated with masculine traits such as dominance and competi-
tiveness in men (11). Women with higher testosterone levels
have more interest in sex (15), higher levels of sexual arousal
(14), higher assertiveness, and a greater number of sexual part-
ners (3). They also make different career choices, with higher
levels of testosterone being associated with professional, mana-
gerial, lawyers, athletes, and technical occupations, and lower
levels associated with clerical positions, teachers, nurses, and
housewives (12,13).

Research exploring differences in testosterone among women
who differ in sexual orientation have produced conflicting re-
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sults. Some studies suggest that lesbians have higher levels of
testosterone than heterosexual women (7,9) whereas other stud-
ies have found no difference between the groups (4,5). Although
there is no clear difference between lesbians and heterosexual
women in their testosterone levels, testosterone differences
among subgroups of lesbians have not been studied. The purpose
of this study was to determine whether ‘‘butchness,”” which is
associated with more masculine traits, is related to higher testos-
terone levels in lesbian couples.

METHOD

Testosterone measurements and questionnaire responses were
obtained from 28 lesbian couples. The average length of rela-
tionship for the couples was highly variable, ranging from a few
months to over 10 years. The majority of the subjects were Cau-
casian, and they ranged in age from 18 to 42 years. The couples
included acquaintances of the experimenters and members of an
organized softball league.

The questionnaire contained items on which subjects rated
themselves and their partners with respect to the terms *‘butch™
and ‘‘femme.’’ The items were nine-point Likert scales anchored
at the ends with the terms ‘‘butch’” and ‘‘femme.”” A ‘‘butch/
femme’’ difference score was calculated by subtracting the first
subject’s ‘‘butch/femme’’ score from her partner’s score. Each
subject also placed herself into one of the four categories,
“butch,”” ‘‘femme,’’ ‘‘androgenous,”” or ‘‘other.”’

Testosterone was measured from saliva samples. Salivary
measurements are convenient in studying subjects outside the
laboratory, and saliva and serum testosterone concentrations are
highly correlated (19). Each subject chewed a stick of sugar-free
gum to stimulate the flow of saliva and collected a 3-ml saliva
sample in a small plastic vial. Samples were always collected
from both members of a couple at the same time of day, to control
for a diurnal decline in testosterone levels. Subjects who were
acquaintances of the researchers collected samples in the early
morning. The softball players collected midday samples at their
game and were given vials to collect an additional early morning
sample at home. Whenever early morning samples were available
from both members of a couple, these are the samples that were
used.

Samples were assayed in duplicate using a standard radio-
immunoassay procedure with a [ *’I]testosterone tracer, ether ex-
traction, and charcoal separation. The mean coefficient of vari-
ation between sample duplicates was less than 10%. The overall
mean testosterone concentration was 2.71 ng/100 ml (SD =
1.55), which is within the normal range for female subjects.

Testosterone scores were transformed to their logarithmic
equivalents to normalize the distribution, which, like that of
many hormones, is negatively skewed. A testosterone difference
score for each pair was then calculated by subtracting the first
subject’s testosterone score from her partner’s testosterone score.

RESULTS

On the questionnaire item regarding sex role type categories,
21% of the subjects identified themselves as ‘‘butch,”” 34% as
““femme,”” 32% as ‘‘androgenous,’’ and 11% as ‘‘other.”” On the
eight-point ‘‘butch/femme’’ ratings scale, there was a significant
correlation between each subject’s self-rating and the partner’s
rating of the subject [intraclass r(54) = 0.82, p < 0.001], in-
dicating that both partners within a pair agreed on the use of the
terms.

There was a significant negative correlation between the self-
rated ‘‘butch/femme’’ scores for the two members of a pair {in-
traclass r(26) = —0.77, p < 0.001], indicating attraction be-
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tween individuals who were opposites in the way they saw
themselves on this scale. At the same time, there was a positive
correlation between the members of a pair in their testosterone
levels [intraclass r(26) = 0.47, p < 0.01], indicating attraction
between individuals who were similar in testosterone.

Although this initial analysis showed subjects were attracted
to others who were similar in testosterone, a different picture
emerged when relationships within couples were examined.
There was a negative correlation between testosterone difference
scores and *‘‘butch/femme’’ difference scores within the couples,
with more ‘‘butch’” members of couples being higher in testos-
terone. This correlation was marginally significant when all cou-
ples were included in the analysis, r(26) = —-0.35, p < 0.07, but
when one couple, whose data point fell three standard deviations
away from the regression line, was removed from the analysis,
the correlation was highly significant, r(25) = —0.54, p < 0.01.
This relationship is shown in Fig. 1. These findings indicate that
lesbians who rated themselves as more ‘‘butch’” had higher tes-
tosterone levels than their partners, who rated themselves as more
““femme.”’ No relationship was found between *‘butch/femme’’
ratings and testosterone scores when data were analyzed at the
individual, rather than the couple level, r = -0.03, NS.

DISCUSSION

Although the sample was small, the distribution among
“‘butch,”” ‘‘femme,”’ and ‘‘androgenous’’ types was remarkably
even. The high correlation between subject’s self-ratings and rat-
ings of them made by their partners on the ‘‘butch/fernme’’ scale
indicated a mutual understanding of the ‘‘butch/femme’’ dimen-
sion, despite the fact these terms were never defined for the sub-
jects.

The negative correlation between the ratings of the two sub-
jects of a pair reflects a pattern of opposites attracted to opposites.
That is, ‘‘butches’’ were paired with ‘‘femmes’’ rather than each
being matched with similar types. This finding contradicts pre-
vious findings of married heterosexual and homosexual relation-
ships, that couples are randomly paired on masculine, feminine,
and androgenous dimensions (8). These results may have been
due to the categorical nature of the BSRI used by Kurdek and
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FIG. 1. Correlation between testosterone difference and * ‘butch/femme’’
difference in couples.
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Schmitt, which used predefined traditionally perceived masculine
and feminine traits to assign respondents to categories.

Although individuals within couples rated themselves oppo-
sitely with regard to sex role identification, the positive correla-
tion in testosterone levels indicated an element of similarity be-
tween them. This supports the notion that attraction is based on
a variety of dimensions, in which some aspect of similarity is
necessary. This finding concurs with previous findings where
similarities between spouses were found in relation to age, edu-
cation, race, religion, ethnic background, attitudes and opinions,
mental abilities, and socioeconomic status (2).

Whether ‘‘butchness’” and ‘‘femmeness’ are stable charac-
teristics existing independently of the relationship must also be
considered. Although we believe that the two roles are relatively
stable, it is possible that the qualities of one’s partner may influ-
ence one’s role and therefore, the degree to which one identifies
with ‘‘butchness’’ or ‘‘femmeness.”” Testosterone levels have
been found to be relatively constant over long periods of time
(18), indicating that a change in relationship is not likely to have
much influence on them.

Although a degree of similarity is needed in forming a couple,
oppositeness in sex role, a quality more routinely available in
heterosexual couples, may also be desirable, at least when either
partner departs from the midrange of the ‘‘butch/femme’’ di-
mension. Similar levels of testosterone then complement the
“‘butch/femme’” difference, leading to the consistent small dif-
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ference in testosterone between the two members of the couple.
This may round out the picture of pervasive similarity among
heterosexual couples, where there is already present a mas-
sive dissimilarity of having two different sexes in the same
couple (2).

Differences in ‘‘butch/femme’’ ratings were related to tes-
tosterone levels. Subjects with higher ‘‘butch’” ratings than their
partners had higher testosterone levels than these partners. The
finding of no relationship between ‘‘butch/femme’’ self-ratings
and testosterone at the overall group level, in contrast to the find-
ing at the pair level, is of particular interest. ‘‘Butch’’ subjects
overall did not have significantly higher testosterone levels than
“femme’’ subjects, but subjects who were more ‘‘butch’’ were
paired with partners who were less ‘‘butch’” (or more *‘femme’’ )
and lower in testosterone.

Our findings support the hypothesis that more ‘‘butch’’ part-
ners in lesbian couples have higher testosterone levels, although
the findings are limited to ‘‘butchness’” when considered within
couples. It remains to be determined what cognitive or behavioral
aspects of testosterone can lead, on the one hand, to the positive
correlation between couples and, on the other hand, to differences
within couples.
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